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This dissertation is a comparative study of the role visuality, particularly interpersonal visuality, 

plays in the constitution of human subjectivity in four masterworks of Chinese and American 

fiction in the light of conceptions of visuality and subjectivity in Eastern and Western thought. 

Images of the eye and mirror, along with other visual agencies for representing subjectivity, are 

abundant in the chosen masterpieces. My comparative study of these agencies reveals that there 

are both psychologically universalizable and culturally specific factors in the visual constitution 

of subject and subjectivity. What is shared by both traditions is the paradoxical self-other 

relationship in the visual field: while the visual other makes the self possible, it frequently 

alienates or annihilates the latter. This paradoxical situation can be reduced into a theorem: “I see 

and I am seen, therefore I am (not).” In the four novels, the psychological process of 

identification with the visual other in the “imaginary order” is a more fundamental way of 

constituting subjects than the discursive and institutional power in the “symbolic order.” The 

cultural differences pertaining to visual subjectivity are manifest in four different modes: the 
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symbolic, imaginary, transcendent, and dualistic. The first two are observable mainly in the two 

Chinese novels, and the last two tend to be predominant in the two American novels. The 

differences are rooted in the main intellectual thoughts that the authors are both representing and 

contesting—Chinese Confucianism and American Transcendentalism. Whereas Confucian 

immanent relationship brings about ethical intersubjective visuality in which ritualized seeing is 

the Way to maintain social harmony, American transcendentalism and individualism give rise to 

the “aloft” and the “dualistic” vision in the service of seeking Truth. Questioning their traditions, 

the Chinese novels represent tragic subjects as consequences of required identification with the 

mirror images in the imaginary order, or the patriarchal father in the symbolic order. The 

American novels represent similar tragic subjects, who are pursuing identification with the 

transcendent Soul, or the gazers as ideologically formative agents. The authors also present 

resolutions in accordance with specific modes of problematic visual subjectivity, mainly an 

ethical care of the other to curb the desire for identification, objectification, or assimilation of the 

other, which promises a less dangerous visual relationship between the seer and the seen. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The subtlety of the ocular power has been an ever-fresh topic in studies of humanities due to the 

whimsical charisma hidden in the human eyes in epistemology and social interactions. Among 

the senses, eyes are believed to be “the noblest” in both the Chinese and the Western 

philosophical tradition. The Chinese credo “Bai wen bu ru yi jian (A hundred accounts of 

hearsay is not as good as one eyewitness)” may be paired with the Western one “seeing is 

believing.”1 The “ocularcentric” 2  rationalist philosopher Rene Descartes argues that “All the 

management of our lives depends on the senses, and since that of sight is the most 

comprehensive and the noblest of these, there is no doubt that the inventions which serve to 

augment its power are among the most useful that there can be.”3 The Scottish philosopher 

Thomas Reid holds a similar idea that “Of the faculties called the five senses, sight is without 

doubt the noblest.”4 The visual is even believed to have initiated human civilizations, for which 

Freud argues in his Civilization and Its Discontent that civilization was “a consequence of man’s 

raising himself from the ground, of his assumption of an upright gait; this made his genitals, 

which were previously concealed, visible and in need of protection, and so provoked feelings of 

                                                 
1 See Bingfeng Yang, “Conceptualization and Visualization of the Invisible in Western 

and Chinese Thought and Literature” (PhD diss., The University of Texas at Dallas, 2015), 14. 

 
2 Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-century French 

Thought (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 3. 

 
3 Rene Descartes, Discourse on Method, Optics, Geometry and Meteorology, trans. Paul J. 

Olscamp (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1965), 65. 

 
4 Thomas Reid, An Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense 

(Edinburgh: Bell & Bradfute, 1810), 152. 
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shame in him.”5 The feelings of shame derived from being seen by another help establish cultural 

superego that guarantees the regulations of libidinal flow and therefore the inauguration of 

civilization.  

However, human attitudes towards the eye have always been ambivalent. There are two 

pairs of contradictory attitudes: truth-revealing vs. visual-deceiving, and window-of-the-soul vs. 

trap-of-the-soul. For the first, Heraclitus (500 B.C.) wrote: “the eyes are more exact witnesses 

than the ears,” and “men are deceived over the recognition of visible things.”6 For the second, 

Otto Fenichel wrote: “…the eye plays a double part. It is not only actively sadistic (the person 

gazing puts a spell on his victim) but also passively receptive (the person who looks is fascinated 

by that which he sees).”7  

This study is concerned with the consequences of both attitudes for the construction of 

subject, identity, and subjectivity in terms of the paradoxical relationship between the need for 

mutual visuality and the anxiety over other’s gaze: on the one hand, one needs real or virtual 

visual contacts with the other to make sense of his/her self; on the other hand, the other’s visual 

presence annihilates the autonomy of self, as the Lacanian theory of the Mirror Stage suggests.  

This study focuses on the seeing subjects rather than the seen objects. When the latter are 

discussed, it is for the purpose of elaborating the former. The gaze from the other and the gaze 

one casts on the other may work inseparably and simultaneously in the fields of psychology and 

                                                 
5 Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, trans. James Strachey (New York, W  

W  Norton & Company, 1989), 54. 

 
6 David Michael Levin, introduction to Modernity and the Hegemony of Vision, ed. David 

Michael Levin (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 1. 

 
7 Otto Fenichel, “The Scoptophilic Instinct and Identification,” in Visual Culture: the 

reader, eds. Jessica Evans and Stuart Hall (London: SAGE Publication Ltd, 1999), 328. 
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ideology in the constitution of subjectivity of the seer, and this leads to the existential problems, 

embodied in Sartre’s philosophical reflection upon the visual other. In addition to Jonathan 

Crary’s assumption of an observing subject as “both the historical product and the site of certain 

practices, techniques, institutions, and procedures of subjectification,” 8  this study holds the 

psychological dimension as equally primary in subjectification. While the psychological aspects 

are universalizable, the ideological aspects are culturally specific. 

This study is a comparative study, based on the above hypothesis, of the selected Chinese 

and American literary works in the contexts of their respective intellectual and literary traditions 

of visuality, subjectivity, and the interaction between the two. It is also an interdisciplinary study 

of visual culture, literature, and philosophy, from the juxtaposed and intermingled angles of 

ideology and psychology. Theories and materials from different disciplines together contribute to 

the central theme of the literary representations of the visual constitution of subjectivity in 

particular Chinese and American literary traditions.  

The central research materials for this study are two Chinese masterpieces—The Plum in 

the Golden Vase (1610) and The Story of the Stone (1791), along with two American novels—

Moby Dick (1851) and The Scarlet Letter (1850), as well as relevant intellectual thoughts on 

visuality and subjectivity from the Chinese and Western traditions. A comparative study between 

them is justifiable because they are all well-acknowledged canonical masterpieces that could 

arguably stand for their respective traditions at particular historical era: the two American novels 

mark the independence of American literature from the European tradition in the antebellum 

                                                 
8  Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the 

Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 1992), 5. 
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America, and the two Chinese novels, as “encyclopedia” of Chinese culture, 9  are the first 

Chinese literary endeavors for non-historical fictions in early modern China.  

In spite of the fact that the Chinese novels and the American novels were published in 

different centuries, they are all “modern” literary works representing and reflecting upon human 

subjectivity. The late Ming and Qing of China in which the two Chinese novels were created is 

regarded as the early modern period of China. What marks the initiation of modernity in Chinese 

literature is the germination of individuality and humanism. 10  This comparative study is 

justifiable because these novels are arguably concerned with the same issue: the representation 

and problematization of human subjectivity in their respective tradition with the Chinese 

Confucianism or the American Transcendentalism at the core. Both Confucianism and 

Transcendentalism are crucial intellectual traditions formulating conceptions of human 

subjectivity in the ages when the novels were created. This study regards the novels as 

intellectually based on and aesthetically engaged in dialogues with the dominant intellectual 

traditions. They all display explicit or implicit concerns with visuality, visual intersubjectivity, 

and visual construction of identity.  

Due to the common psychological mechanism and the cultural differences between the 

problems the authors address and the resolutions they propose, the novels may both resemble and 

differ from each other in their representation of visual subjectivity, which makes a comparative 

                                                 
9 Andrew H. Plaks, Archetype and Allegory in the Dream of the Red Chamber (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1976), 11. 
 
10  See Hui Wang and Michael Gibbs Hill, China from Empire to Nation-State, ed. 

Michael Gibbs Hill (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2014), 14; William Theodore De 

Bary, “Individualism and Humanism in Late Ming Thought,” in Self and Society in Ming 

Thought, ed. William Theodore De Bary (New York: Columbia University Press, 1970). 
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study meaningful and necessary. An investigation of literary representations of the constitution 

of visual subjectivity may prove to be a worthwhile effort, which will lay bare how the literary 

figures look, especially how they look each other or themselves—in the mirror or the eye, for 

instance—and how the looking helps constitute their sense of selfhood or subjectivity in the 

different cultural contexts.  

This study intends to investigate different modes of mutual visuality in the selected 

research materials, to analyze the psychological and ideological factors that give rise to the 

different modes, and to study how they constitute subjectivity in specific cultural contexts. All 

these three aspects of intention will be included in the term “visual subjectivity.”  

It is important to clarify that the visual subjectivity in this study is not intended as a 

historical study, as it is confined to the condition of visual subjectivity represented in literary 

works, which does not necessarily correspond to development of visuality discourses in history. 

It may find evidence in historical facts, or, it may go against them because literary imaginations 

could be based on realities, but they could also go beyond realities in representing ideals and 

hypotheses.  

Furthermore, the novels are not supposed to represent the whole Chinese or Western 

tradition, but are taken as the authors’ representation and problematization of the visual 

subjectivity in their specific traditions of intellectual thoughts at particular historical era. 

Therefore, the visuality and subjectivity in this study occur in the imaginative realm of 

philosophical and literary thoughts, rather than in the concrete factual world; this study 

investigates the novels against their specific intellectual contexts, rather than the Chinese or the 

American tradition as a whole. 
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EXISTING SCHOLARSHIP 

The constructive role that visuality, particularly interpersonal visuality, plays in the 

formation of subjectivity has been largely a topic for philosophical history11 and visual arts.12 In 

literary studies, subjectivity has been a long-standing topic of investigation, while vision or 

visuality in literary representations, in spite of the fact that it has a long history,13 has not been a 

major academic concern until critical interests shifted from language and discourse in the 

“linguistic turn”14 to visual dimensions in the “pictorial turn”15 in the late twentieth century. The 

combination of subjectivity and visuality, or the study of subjectivity through visual 

representations in literary works, is a field in need of in-depth exploration. 

In literary studies, subjectivity and visuality have been largely researched separately. 

Most relevant studies focus on the ideological, ethical, and psychological aspects of subjectivity. 

In existing criticism of the two American novels, Moby Dick and The Scarlet Letter, subjectivity 

has been an issue of lasting interest. A multitude of critics tend to interpret the novels from the 

                                                 
11 Some of the major thoughts will be discussed in Chapter 1. 

 
12 For instance, John Berger’s analysis of the spectator and spectacle relationship; Laura 

Mulvey’s film study of the male gaze; Norman Bryson’s study of the gaze in painting, etc. See 

John Berger, “Ways of Seeing,” in The Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, ed. Amelia Johns 

(London and New York: Routledge, 2010); Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative 

Cinema,” in in The Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, ed. Amelia Johns (London and New 

York: Routledge, 2010); Norman Bryson, Vision and Painting: The Logic of the Gaze (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), etc. 

 
13 See Yang, “Conceptualization and Visualization,” 4-5.  

 
14  There are a variety of versions of “linguistic turns.” Refer to Michael Losonsky, 

Linguistic Turns in Modern Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 1. 

 
15  W. J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 11. 
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angle of ideological and political goal of Americanization in the antebellum America. For 

instance, Sacvan Bercovitch considers the protagonists in The Scarlet Letter as constructions of 

“thick propaganda”16 for gradual social innovation against radical social change, or “self-control, 

self-doubt, self-denial as the ‘mystic’ token of integration.” 17  Jonathan Arac holds that 

Hawthorne’s novel  is a “propaganda—not to change your life.”18 Donald E. Pease proposes that 

the common attempt in the American Renaissance writers of Hawthorne, Melville, and Emerson 

is to introduce a “visionary compact.” 19  He believes that instead of arguing for radical 

individualism as inspired by the revolutionary mythos of independence, these writers were 

engaged in creating possibilities for individuals to establish their identities on the basis of the 

commonly shared backgrounds of Emersonian “Oversoul,” Whitman’s “man-en-masse,” 20 

Melville’s persuasion,21  and Hawthorne’s “collective memory.”22  

Some critics think that the ideological interpretations are insufficient and propose to 

observe from other angles. For instance, Alison Easton explores Hawthorne’s “full consideration 

                                                 
16 Sacvan Bercovitch, The Office of The Scarlet Letter (Baltimore and London: The Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1991), 89. 

 
17 Sacvan Bercovitch, The Rites of Assent: Transformations in the Symbolic Construction 

of America (New York: Routledge, 1993), 195. 

 
18 Jonathan Arac, “The Politics of The Scarlet Letter,” in Ideology and Classic American 

Literature, eds. Sacvan Bercovitch and Myra Jehlen (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

1986), 251. 

 
19 Donald E. Pease, Visionary Compacts: American Renaissance Writings in Cultural 

Context (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1987), X. 

 
20 Pease, Visionary Compacts, 110. 

 
21 Pease, Visionary Compacts, 240. 

 
22 Pease, Visionary Compacts, 64. 
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of the interaction of individual subjectivity and the social order” in The Scarlet Letter,23 and 

reveals the interaction between internal and external forces in the construction of the subjectivity 

of Hawthorne’s protagonists: “desire, circumstance, and sympathy.”24 Clark Davis shifts from 

ideology to ethics and believes that Hawthorne employed moral inter-individual reliance to 

replace the abstract political and ethical notions: “the ethical demand of the specific other, the 

sufferer, both founds and upsets all attempts at idealistic political revolution.” 25  Richard 

Millington also argues for Hawthorne’s ethical concern about inter-personal relationship, and his 

concept of a subject whose selfhood established on intersubjective relationship rather than 

pursuit of political consensus or radical individualism.26 

While critics of Hawthorne focus on the ideological and ethical constructions of his 

characters, critics find in Melville’s works his problematization of the subject constituted by 

Emersonian philosophy of transcendentalism and self-reliance. F. O. Matthiessen takes Ahab 

representing the transition “from God-Man to Man-God”27 in American Renaissance, who both 

echoes and criticizes Emerson’s transcendentalism, because “Melville created in Ahab’s tragedy 

                                                 
23  Alison Easton, The Making of the Hawthorne Subject (Columbia and London: 

University of Missouri Press, 1996), 202. 

 
24 Easton, The Making of the Hawthorne Subject, X. 

 
25 Clark Davis, Hawthorne’s Shyness: Ethics, Politics, and the Question of Engagement 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), 73. 

 
26  Richard Millington, “The Office of The Scarlet Letter: An ‘Inside Narrative’?,” 

Nathaniel Hawthorne Review 22, no.1 (1996): 4.  

 
27 F. O. Matthiessen, American Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age of Emerson 

and Whitman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1954), 446. 
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a fearful symbol of the self-enclosed individualism.” 28  Melville’s Pierre poses a similar 

challenge to Emersonian pursuit of spirit. Sean James Kelly argues that Melville’s character 

transforms into a “grand self-renouncing victim,” in pursuit of transcendent truth.29 John Carlos 

Rowe also believes that Melville intends to present “a critical understanding of the conventional 

paradigm for romantic self-consciousness.” 30  There are still many other critics that have 

discussed self and subjectivity in the literary works during American Renaissance.31 

No critical work that exclusively focuses on the visual construction of subjectivity in the 

two novels is available, except for some sporadic fragments or sections in critical writings. John 

Dolis observes the relationship between the dominant “‘daguerrean’ world-view”32 and human 

subjectivity in Hawthorne’s novel. Clark Davis studies Hawthorne’s shyness in facing the other 

                                                 
28 Matthiessen, American Renaissance, 459. 

 
29 Kelly, “Imagining the Self in Nineteenth-Century American Literature,” 274. 

 
30 John Carlos Rowe, At Emerson’s Tomb: The Politics of Classic American Literature 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 74. 

 
31  See Joseph Alkana, The Social Self: Hawthorne, Howells, William James, and 

Nineteenth-century Psychology (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1997); James 

Hans, The Site of Our Lives: The Self and the Subject from Emerson to Foucault (New York: 

State University of New York Press, 1995). Jane F. Thrailkill, Affecting Fictions: Mind, Body, 

and Emotion in American Literary Realism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007); 

Priscilla Wald, Constituting Americans (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995); Marjorie 

Garson, Moral Taste: Aesthetics, Subjectivity and Social Power in the Nineteenth-century Novel 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press Incorporated, 2007); Peter J. Bellis, Writing Revolution: 

Aesthetics and Politics in Hawthorne, Whitman, and Thoreau (Athens: the University of Georgia 

Press, 2003); A. N. Kaul, “The Scarlet Letter and Puritan Ethics,” in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The 

Scarlet Letter, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House Publisher, 1986). Jeffrey Steele, 

Representation of the Self in the American Renaissance (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 1989), etc. 

 
32 John Dolis, The Style of Hawthorne’s gaze: Regarding Subjectivity (Tuscaloosa: The 

University of Alabama Press, 1993), 43. 



10 

 

reveals Hawthorne’s representation of the alterity of the other and the need for ethical distance 

from the other; Sharon Cameron identifies different styles of vision in Hawthorne and Melville, 

based on their respective understandings about the relationship between self and the world. 33 

But the complex subjectivity represented in the works via images of the eye and the mirror, or 

via descriptions of looking and being looked at still needs investigation. 

Existing criticism on the Chinese masterpieces I am going to study is mostly about 

historiography, biography, textuality, mythology, and ideology, etc.34  Studies of The Plum in the 

Golden Vase and The Story of The Stone have been focused on both the novel’s internal and 

external aspects, both formalistic features of the novel and cultural and social elements 

formatting the structure and thoughts of the novel. Liang Guizhi’s division of Redology 

(Hongxue, or scholarship of The Story of the Stone) into four schools— “allegory or hidden 

meaning school, literary thought, critical thought, and investigative studies” 35  is commonly 

accepted as an adequate summation of the long tradition of the scholarship of the novel since its 

publication in the eighteenth century. And it is also true in the case of The Plum in the Golden 

Vase. The historiographical relationships between the content of the novels and historical facts, 

and the biographical connections between the story in the novels and the life story of the authors 

                                                 
33  Sharon Cameron, The Corporeal Self: Allegories of the Body in Melville and 

Hawthorne (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981). 

 
34 Representative works in English are: Chih Tsing Hsia, The Classic Chinese Novel: a 

Critical Introduction (Blooming: Indiana University Press, 1980); Anthony C. Yu, Rereading the 

Stone: Desire and the Making of Fiction in Dream of the Red Chamber (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2001); Ming Dong Gu, Chinese Theories of Fiction: A Non-Western Narrative 

System (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006), etc. 

 
35 Ruchang Zhou, Ronald R. Gray, and Mark S. Ferrara, Between Noble and Humble: 

Cao Xueqin and the Dream of the Red Chamber, vol. 62 (Bern: Peter Lang, 2009), xv. 
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are important fields of investigation. More attention is shifted to formalistic features of the 

novels in the twentieth century due to influences from formalistic trends in Western literary 

studies initiated by Russian formalism and Anglo-American New Criticism, which argue for a 

work’s internal formalistic features that yield literariness.  

Some critics have dealt with the culture of visuality in the novel. For instance, Andrew H. 

Plaks, in his Archetype and Allegory in the Dream of the Red Chamber, investigates the visual 

aesthetics of Da Guan Yuan (Grand View Garden or Whole Vision Garden—Plaks’ translation) 

and its function in structuring the novel.36 It is obvious that the visuality Plaks deals with is one 

between observing subjects and their observed objects—the nature and principles latent in the 

nature underlying the construction of the Whole Vision Garden. He largely overlooks the 

intersubjective realm of human visual experiences.  

Another form of intersubjective visuality—visual experiences of Cao’s characters when 

they meet their “doubles” in either dreams or mirrors—has also aroused interests of critics, 

among whom is Anthony C. Yu.37 Yi Jeannie Jinsheng thinks Cao Xueqin depicts his characters’ 

visual encounters in dreams and mirrors to serve structuring functions. 38 Qiancheng Li views the 

images of mirror in the novel as “the very symbol of ...redemptive reflective and reflexive 

power” that help Cao’s protagonists achieve Buddhist enlightenment or salvation from lives of 

                                                 
36 Plaks, Archetype and Allegory in the Dream of the Red Chamber. 

 
37 Yu, Rereading the Stone, 130. 

 
38 Jeannie Jinsheng Yi, The Dream of the Red Chamber: An Allegory of love (Paramus: 

Homa & Sekey Books, 2004), 59. 
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“passion, desire, love—attachment, headlong immersion in the flux of life and death, or folly.”39 

However, their studies are largely centered on individual consciousness, without taking the social 

other into full consideration, resulting in the negligence of studies of the necessary 

intersubjective nature of visuality as a social act.  

It seems that critics of The Plum in the Golden Vase are concerned with similar topics 

when they investigate the visual culture embedded in the novel, indicated by the common 

interests in the visual aesthetics of the garden.40 What distinguishes the two is that visuality is 

taken more as a social act in The Plum in the Golden Vase, arguing for the role the visual plays 

in social and political contexts. For instance, Jianhua Chen has tackled voyeurism in both the 

novel and in the Chinese popular literature;41 visual images like bound feet in the novel is also 

researched in the social context by Ping Wang, etc. 42   

Most of these interpretations have not fully investigated the writers’ visual representation 

of subjectivity through images and metaphors of the eye and the mirror, and the psychological 

and ideological mechanism that underlies these visual experiences is a topic that needs to be 

addressed. Existing studies of visuality in the novels are commonly concerned with the subject-

object relationship—how a subject looks at an object, or the spectator-spectacle relationship. The 

                                                 
39  Qiancheng Li, Fictions of Enlightenment: Journey to the West, Tower of Myriad 

Mirrors, and Dream of the Red Chamber (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2004), 138. 

 
40 See Scott, “The Image of the Garden.”  

 
41 See Jianhua Chen, “Popular Literature and Visual Culture in Early Modern China,” in 

A Companion to Chinese Art, eds. Martin J. Powers and Katherine R. Tsiang (Hoboken: Wiley 

Blackwell, 2016); Martin W. Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative in Late Imperial China 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), etc. 

 
42 See Ping Wang, Aching for Beauty: Footbinding in China (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2000), 24-28. 
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more complex subject-subject visual relationship, or the subject as both the spectator and the 

spectacle— “I see, and I am seen, therefore I am”43—has rarely been studied. What’s more, no 

comparative study between the visual subjectivity in the Chinese and the American tradition has 

been conducted, not to mention a comparative study of the visual subjectivity in the literary 

works covered in this study. The possible similarities and differences in the categories of visually 

constructed subjectivity in the two literary and intellectual traditions will be explored in this 

study.  

KEY WORDS EXPLAINED 

1. SELF, SUBJECT, AND SUBJECTIVITY 

The two terms usually used to refer to “I” are self and subject. In OED (Oxford English 

Dictionary), “self,” largely a Cartesian term, refers to “a person’s essential being that 

distinguishes [him/her] from others, especially considered as the object of introspection or 

reflexive action.”44 The term “subject,” however, can mean differently: it refers to “a thinking or 

feeling entity; the conscious mind; the ego, especially as opposed to anything external to the 

mind;” it also refers to “a member of a state other than its ruler, especially one owing allegiance 

to a monarch or other supreme ruler.”45 Whereas the former is synonymous with the Cartesian 

“self” in stressing the autonomy of a human being, the latter argues more for the relatedness to 

others and the constructedness by external forces.  

                                                 
43 This is an expression put forward by Dr. Ming Dong Gu in a course on visual culture at 

The University of Texas at Dallas. 
 

44 http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/self (accessed October 8, 2015). 

 
45 http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/subject (accessed October 8, 

2015). 
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Self and subject are actually inseparable due to the fact that self-consciousness can 

reflects upon itself only when it is related to the other, and when a self is considering itself 

through its relation with the other, the self is rather a subject, not a unique self-consciousness. 

Thus, there is no independent self or subject, but rather “self-as-subject,” which is understood as 

“the specific way by which one experiences oneself as agent, unified in one’s agency, different 

from other agents, and capable to stand back vis-à-vis oneself in reflection.”46 This study does 

not distinguish self and subject strictly, which is virtually impossible because of the permeability 

and merging of the two concepts, and takes self/subject as the fusion of the self-as-subject, in 

which an inner self-consciousness engages in constant interaction and exchange with external 

other—the concrete other, the virtual other, and “overlapping discourses including gender, nation, 

region, ethnicity, religion, class, generation, and that vague holdall, culture.”47 

Based on the bifurcation of the essentialist concept of self and the constructionist notion 

of subject, assumptions about subjectivity could also be divided into essentialist ones arguing for 

internal quality and constructionist ones arguing for external factors. The constructionist theories 

deconstruct the autonomy of self-consciousness and emphasize the constructive forces 

formulating subjectivity, such as language in Charles Peirce’s and Lacan’s theories, discourse of 

power in Foucauldian, and social relations in Marxist theories, and other historical, discursive, 

and institutional forces. But still, a proper way to study subjectivity is arguably to integrate rather 

                                                 
46 Augusto Blasi, “Identity and the Development of the Self,” in Self, Ego, and Identity: 

Integrative Approaches, eds. Daniel K. Lapsley and F. Clark Power (New York: Springer 

Science & Business Media, 2012), 229. 

 
47  Elizabeth Boa, “Ozdamar’s Autobiographical Fictions: Trans-national Identity and 

Literary Form,” German Life and Letters 59, no. 4 (2006): 528. 
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than separate the two aspects because of the cooperative and inseparable internal and external 

forces in subjectification. 

As Udo Thiel writes, subjectivity “can indeed touch on a dazzlingly wide variety of 

interrelated issues such as the mind-body problem, questions concerning agency, self-

determination, moral and legal responsibility, and also the possibility of knowledge of an 

external world of physical objects, to name just a few.” 48 It is futile to exhaust all aspects of 

subjectivity. What this study focuses on is the role visuality, especially intersubjective visual 

experiences, plays in the construction of the psychological, ideological, and moral dimensions of 

a “visual subject” in both theoretical and historical/cultural approaches.  

2. VISION AND VISUALITY 

It is commonly accepted that vision is “sight as a physical operation,” and visuality is 

“sight as a social fact.”49 However, the traditional distinction between the two seems problematic. 

It is arguable that the natural and cultural elements of the visual are intertwined inseparably, as 

Marquard Smith argues, “Vision is social and historical too, and visuality involves the body and 

psyche.” 50 Martin Jay also mentions the “permeability of the boundary between the ‘natural’ and 

the ‘cultural’ component in what we call vision,” and “the inevitable entanglement of vision and 

                                                 
48 See Udo Thiel, The Early Modern Subject: Self-Consciousness and Personal Identity 

from Descartes to Hume (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 1. 

 
49  Morra Joanne and Marquard Smith, eds. Visual Culture: What is Visual Culture 

Studies? (Oxfordshire: Taylor & Francis, 2006), 116. 

 
50 See Joanne and Smith, Visual Culture, 116. 
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what has been called ‘visuality’—the distinct historical manifestations of visual experience in all 

its possible modes.”51  

The permeability and entanglement of natural and cultural components are also 

applicable to visual subjectivity. The visual subjectivity in this study is a combination of natural 

and cultural components of human visual perceptions of the other and by the other: on the one 

hand, looking at a human face arouses psychological and physiological reactions such as desire 

and fear, comfort or uneasiness, love and hatred, impulse for identification and  assimilation, etc., 

which are universally observable across cultures and times; on the other hand, given culture 

provides specific unconscious mechanism underlying human visual perception of the other and 

its role in the formulation of subjectivity, as Crary argues, “the plural forces and rules composing 

the field in which perception occurs” brings about the historical changes of vision. 52 

In addition to vision and visuality, there are seemingly distinctive but actually inseparable 

concrete and abstract visuality. Concrete visuality refers to a visual encounter between the seer 

and the seen in concrete circumstances through physical visual organ of eyes, and abstract 

visuality refers to the visual encounters occurring in the virtual and imaginary sphere of mind. 

The so-called Platonic gaze, “eye of the mind” in the Cartesian philosophy, and the “transparent 

eyeball” in Emersonian transcendentalism are all representatives of the latter. The concrete and 

abstract types of visuality are inter-dependent and inseparable in that the former always 

embodies the latter, and the latter provides prototypical modes of visuality, which are determined 

basically by various self-other relationships. 

                                                 
51 Jay, Downcast Eyes, 9. 

 
52 Crary, Techniques of the Observer, 6. 
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The visuality in this study as the combination of physical vision and social act, and as the 

interaction of concrete and abstract view, makes it possible to study the joint force of 

psychological and ideological elements in visual construction of subjectivity, since it is arguable 

that visuality is based on psychological mechanisms on the one hand, and is responsive to social, 

historical, and other cultural forces on the other hand.  

3. VISUAL SUBJECT AND THE GAZE 

“Visual subject,” a term coined by Nicholas Mirzoeff, means “a person who is both 

constituted as an agent of sight and as the effect of a series of categories of visual subjectivity.”53 

This subject, according to Mirzoeff, “added to Descartes’s early modern definition of self—‘I 

think therefore I am’—a new mantra of visual subjectivity: ‘I am seen and I see that I am 

seen.’”54 Mirzoeff’s visual subject is a combination of gazer and gazee which comes into being 

“at the point of intersection of visibility with social power.”55 It is founded on the societal notion 

of gaze, which largely takes a person as either the “viewing subject” or the “viewed object” of 

the power of “gaze.” This conception may be reformulated by a rewriting of the Cartesian self by 

Ming Dong Gu’s expression: “I see and am seen, therefore I am,” which argues that one is seeing 

and being seen at the same time, both contributing to the constitution of his/her subjectivity.  

Mulvey’s study of the male gaze in film studies is expanded to other fields and becomes 

the source of theories of gaze. It is argued that as long as one is exposed to others’ gaze, either 

real or virtual, his/her self, instead of being rational and autonomous, may be taken as constituted 

                                                 
53 Nicholas Mirzoeff, “The Subject of Visual Culture,” in The Visual Cultural Reader, ed. 

Nocholas Mirzoeff (New York: Routledge, 2002), 10. 

 
54 Mirzoeff, “The Subject of Visual Culture,” 10. 

 
55 Mirzoeff, “The Subject of Visual Culture,” 10. 
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by the other’s gaze, which is always identified with the holders of power. In Amelia Johns’ 

words, “The gaze is aligned with white, heterosexual, masculine subjectivity, producing images 

of women and other dominated subjects as fetishes to palliate male castration anxiety.”56 Gaze, 

in most assumptions, is “appropriating and objectifying,” as well as “monologic and deeply 

gendered.” 57  The theory of gaze proposed by Laura Mulvey argues that gaze is gendered: 

“woman as image, man as bearer of the look.”58 Furthermore, woman may have internalized the 

male gaze, recalling John Berger’s claim in Ways of Seeing that “she comes to consider the 

surveyor and the surveyed within her as the two constituent yet always distinct elements of her 

identity as a woman.”59  

Nevertheless, the theory of gaze may be inadequate for this study. Firstly, it has been 

found short to describe the complex visual experiences between human subjects. The notion of 

“gaze,” in stressing its objectifying power, reduces intersubjective visuality to a dualistic visual 

relationship between self and other, and simplifies it into an operation of power imposed by the 

male, the white, the imperial, or the central on the female, the colored, the colonized, and the 

marginalized, etc. The male gaze in Mulvey’s theory is taken to “objectify what it gazes upon, 

                                                 
56  Amelia Johns, “Representation,” in The Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, ed. 

Amelia Johns, 2nd ed. (London and New York: Routledge, 2010), 46.  

 
57  Brenda R. Weber, Women and Literary Celebrity in the Nineteenth Century: The 

Transatlantic Production of Fame and Gender (New York: Routledge, 2016), 56. 

 
58 Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” 60. 

 
59 Berger, “Ways of Seeing,” 49.  
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and as such it is understood in terms of the masculine objectification of women;”60 the occidental 

gaze in Said’s Orientalism objectifies the cultural other; the heterosexual gaze objectifies the 

homosexual other; the white gaze objectifies the colored other, etc. This dualistic modes of gaze 

reduces the complexity of intersubjective visuality to the passive relationship between the gazer 

and the gazee.  

The theory of gaze disables or ignores the gazee’s reactions to the gaze. It emphasizes the 

object’s passivity and internalization of the dominant gaze at the cost of the gazee’s initiatives in 

gazing back. The one-way gaze from subject to object is questioned by Mary Ann Doane, among 

others, who argues in her film study that the problem with the theory of gaze lies in its “function 

of the limitation of subjectivity to a single locale—the gaze of the spectator…Since there is no 

otherness, no difference, no subjectivity associated with the discourse, its readability is always 

insured in advance.”61 What’s more, the theory of gaze claims to be based on Lacan’s idea of 

gaze, but actually, as Doane argues, it is a reduction of Lacan’s theory: Lacanian gaze is outside 

of the subject and it is the subject who is objectified in the visual field—“the gaze is outside, I 

am looked at, that is to say, I am a picture.”62 The objectifying gaze in the theory of gaze is 

rather the rational and idealist gaze than the Lacanian gaze as commonly held.  

                                                 
60 Peter de Bolla, “The Visibility of Visuality,” in Vision in Context: Historical and 

Contemporary Perspectives on Sight, eds. Teresa Brennan and Martin Jay (New York and 

London: Routledge, 1996), 66. 

 
61 Mary Ann Doane, Femmes Fatales: Feminism, Film Theory, Psychoanalysis (New 

York: Routledge, 1991), 83. 

 
62 Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis (New York: W  W 

 Norton & Company, 1998), 106. 
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Most importantly, visuality is both a psychologically universalizable and a culturally 

specific phenomenon, so specific cultural contexts need to be taken into consideration in study of 

visual subjectivity. Historical and sociological contexts determine the dominant modes of visual 

experience to a large extent. First of all, it determines whether a subject sees a reciprocal other or 

an objectified other when he/she casts eyes on a human being. Secondly, it determines the 

objects to which people cast their eyesight in various times and traditions. Thirdly, it determines 

the ethical and psychological issues when the eyesight does fall on human others.  

4. VISUAL SUBJECTIVITY 

The gaze, the look, or the seeing in “visual subjectivity” in this study, as mentioned 

above, includes the commonly accepted “gaze,” but is not limited to it. It covers a broader 

spectrum of visual issues. It mainly concerns the following three dimensions. 

Visual subjectivity is firstly concerned with the ways in which people see each other. As 

the literary works show, there are multiple ways in which one sees another person: one may see 

the other as “the same” as him-/herself, reducing the other to the seer’s consciousness with the 

objectifying capacity of the seer’s eyes; one may see the other as an inaccessible alterity, due to 

the belief of the opacity of being; one may see the other as a cause of anxiety and shame, 

desirous to avoid the other’s gaze; one may see the other as a target of his or her responsibility, 

hoping for an ethical and dialogical relationship with him or her, etc. It is arguable that this 

variety of interpersonal visuality relies on dominant ideological thoughts in specific contexts. 

Visual subjectivity is secondly concerned with psychological reactions one experiences 

when exposed to others’ gaze. Visual encounters are mutual exchanges of eyesight, but they are 

not always symmetrical. Chillingworth and Dimmesdale in Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter are 
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typical for their asymmetrical visual relationship, the former prying into the consciousness of the 

latter and the latter attempting to shut the former out. The asymmetrical visual encounters arouse 

a multitude of psychological reactions such as shame, anxiety, and fear, as well as impulses for 

ethical action, as psychoanalytic theories of Freud and Lacan and existentialist theories of Sartre 

and Levinas suggest. When isolated from others, a subject does not undergo these reactions. 

Visual subjectivity is thirdly concerned with the relationship between subjectivity and 

other’s gaze. Mutual gaze is a reciprocally constitutive process in which the subjectivity of both 

the seer and the seen are established, since, in Kelly Oliver’s words, “subjectivity develops 

through address and addressability from and to others. Without an external witness, we cannot 

develop or sustain the internal witness necessary for the ability to interpret and represent our 

experience.”63 Visuality works on both psychological and ideological dimensions of subjectivity. 

The mirror image initiates one’s constitution of subjectivity, and the psychological process of 

introjection and projection in the identification with the visual other continues from the 

imaginary order to the symbolic order, in which ideology, as the Althusserean Absolute Subject, 

plays the dominant role in deciding the object for identification. Successful symbolic 

identification formulates subjects that can be accommodated in the symbolic order, at the price 

of the individual selfhood, while unsuccessful identification with the Absolute Subject or 

identification with images other than the Absolute Subject may result in anti-heroes/anti-heroines 

in specific cultural contexts. 

Visual encounter with the other is fundamentally a process of simultaneous construction 

and alienation of the visual subject. Mutual gaze is, to a large extent, both necessary and tragic to 

                                                 
63 Kelly Oliver, Witnessing Beyond Recognition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 2001), 88. 
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the formation of a subject. Psychologically, the visual image of the other enables the initiation of 

selfhood, but it alienates the self simultaneously, as Lacan’s theory of mirror stage indicates; 

sociologically, the other makes the self possible for its existence, but the presence of the other 

threatens the self’s freedom and autonomy. The visual presence of the other is truly an existential 

issue for the self in that the other’s gaze, real or virtual, is persistently there staring on the self.  

The “unhealthiness” of visually constituted subjects is virtually irremediable due to the 

simultaneous necessity and hazard of the other’s visual presence to the self. Various resolutions 

are proposed by philosophers and thinkers, such as Whitehead’s persuasion to prioritize 

intersubjective connectedness over solipsistic pursuit of the abstract, Martin Buber’s ideal of “I-

Thou” intersubjective relationship, Levinas’s emphasizing face-to-face responsibility for the 

other, Foucault’s call for caring for the other as part of self-care, Buddhism and Daoism’s 

viewing the other as embodiment of emptiness and nothingness, as well as Confucianism’s 

ritualized and moralized visual practice, etc. 

THEMATIC CONCERNS AND TENTATIVE THESIS 

This study is a comparative and interdisciplinary study of the visual subjectivity in two 

American novels and two Chinese novels. The goal is to see how people look at each other and 

how the look formulates their sense of subjectivity in the texts from the two traditions. The 

novels are taken as the authors’ representation and reflection upon the problems of “unhealthy 

visual subject” in the traditions.  

The specific questions this study is intended to answer are: “What is the relationship 

between subjectivity and visuality?” “How is subjectivity constructed by visual means in the 

Chinese and the American traditions?” “What are the similarities and differences of visual 
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subjectivity in the two traditions?” “What are the psychological and ideological mechanisms that 

underlie the visual construction of subjectivity?” The answers to these questions will be explored 

in relevant intellectual thoughts and literary creations this study has selected. 

Due to the universalizable psychological mechanism in human visual experience, the four 

novels in this study should share some common ground in presenting the both constitutive and 

alienating force of the visual field one is set in. The novels’ specific cultural context and the 

particular problems the authors are concerned with may result in different modes of visual 

subjectivity.  

A tentative thesis is that four types of visual subjectivity are represented in the novels: the 

symbolic, the imaginary, the transcendentalist, and the dualistic mode, which are not exclusive, 

but arguably dominant in each novel. Each mode represents a particular type of constitution of 

visual subjectivity through the self’s identification with a particular type of visual other. In the 

symbolic mode, the other is the symbolic father in the symbolic order; in the imaginary mode, 

the other is the narcissistic image in the imaginary order; in the transcendentalist mode, the other 

is an embodiment of metaphysical spirit in a transcendental realm; in the dualistic mode, the 

other is a spectator whose objectifying and disciplinary eyes are internalized and identified by 

the self in understanding its own subjectivity.  

These four modes may be based on one generalizable conception of the visual 

construction of subjectivity— “I see and am seen, therefore I am.” The validity of this hypothesis 

is going to be examined by analyzing existing thoughts on visuality and subjectivity, and 

descriptions of visual encounters in the novels that provide rich materials for investigation of the 

subtle relationship between seeing, being seen, and self, identity and subjectivity. 



24 

 

This study aims to demonstrate that identification with the other as an ego ideal is a latent 

“sin” of looking at the other, 64 and the visually constructed subjects are unavoidably “unhealthy” 

or “tragic.” I will show that all the visual subjects are “sinful:” the other is reduced to an object 

of identification, an image of the narcissistic self, an embodiment of transcendent spirit, or a 

product of the objectifying gaze in the four novels respectively; all the visual subjects are at the 

same time “tragic:” they end up in either death or renunciation, as warnings against uncurbed 

pursuit of identification with the visual other.  

Each author may have proposed a particular method to deal with the problematic visual 

subjectivity. Tentatively, Ahab’s desire for human gaze suggests a way out of the spirit-located 

self; Hester’s return indicates the break of objectifying gaze; Baoyu’s renunciation of the worldly 

life is an ultimate escape; Pan Jinlian and Ximen Qing’s gruesome deaths compel the reader to 

abide by Confucian propriety and ethics. 

This study will demonstrate that while the similarities between the novels are based on 

universalizable psychological and existential aspects of visual subjectivity, the differences lie in 

specific cultural contexts. The two American novels may be more concerned with anxiety or 

even paranoia over the visual other due to the fact that what Melville and Hawthorne intend to 

represent and problematize are the transcendentalism and dualism dominant in their cultural 

context. The two Chinese novels may display stronger awareness of interpersonal problems 

between visual subjects because of the Chinese tradition of immanence and its emphasis on 

ethics, which encourages social connections. The Chinese philosophical tradition values 

ritualistic and moral codes of visuality, without giving much attention to individual 

                                                 
64 Fenichel, “The Scoptophilic Instinct and Identification,” 335. 
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psychological demands. The authors intend to reveal the latent psychological problems that 

moral codes of seeing espoused by the dominant Confucianism are inefficient to deal with. 

SCOPE OF RESEARCH 

In order to provide theoretical background and cultural contexts for interpreting the 

similarities and differences among the novels, this study in the first two chapters presents 

theoretical approaches to visual subjectivity, as well as intellectual and literary contextualization 

of the novels. It then conducts close readings of the four novels to investigate their respective 

representations of visual subjectivity, problems of visual subjects, and the author’s proposal for 

dealing with the problems. The outcome of the comparison will be reported in Conclusion. 

In Chapter 1, I will introduce some theoretical assumptions concerning visual subjectivity 

crucial to this study, especially those in the twentieth century, such as Sartrean paranoia of the 

visual other, Lacanian theory of the mirror stage and the Lacanian gaze, Althusserean speculary 

ideology, and Foucauldian disciplinary panopticon society, etc. It provides theoretical insights to 

visual subjectivity, and clarifies relevant terms and phrases that appear frequently in this study. 

 In Chapter 2, I will provide an intellectual and literary contextualization for the 

investigation of visual subjectivity in the four novels this study covers. I will conduct a brief 

comparison between the Western tradition’s priority of transcendence and the Chinese tradition’s 

emphasis on immanence, and their influence on visual subjectivity in the two traditions. I will 

also describe the Chinese Confucian and American Transcendentalist thoughts concerning self, 

subjectivity, and visuality. They will help clarify the intellectual and literary backgrounds in 

which the novels were created, and clarify the authors’ representation and problematization of 

subjectivity constituted by the dominant intellectual doctrines. 
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Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 will focus on the symbolic and the imaginary mode of visual 

subjectivity in the two Chinese novels— Plum in the Golden Vase, or Chin Ping Mei and The 

Story of the Stone. I will show through the authors’ subtle representation of visual experiences 

the fact that in the Chinese tradition, ethical codes and ritualistic rules are laid down and 

enforced by Confucianists to guarantee proper ways of seeing in the social context, in which 

unconscious impulses aroused by the visual presence of the other are strictly repressed or 

diverted. I will study the two Chinese novels as the authors’ representations and problematization 

of the moralized visual subjectivity in the Chinese tradition. I will study the desire to identify 

with the symbolic father in Plum in the Golden Vase, and the desire to identify with the 

narcissistic mirror images in The Story of the Stone. I will show that the subjectivity constituted 

by other’s visual presence in both novels are tragic and could be universal to all. Both authors 

turn to Daoism and Buddhism for resolution, which helps the characters realize the futility of 

curbing desire for the visual other, and radicalizes their escape from visual enticement through 

enlightenment of the ephemerality and nothingness of the other.  

Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 will focus on the transcendentalist and dualistic modes of visual 

subjectivity in Melville’s Moby Dick and Hawthorne’s Scarlet Letter respectively. I will study 

Moby Dick as the author’s representation and problematization of the tradition of transcendence 

in the West, especially Emersonian transcendentalism in Melville’s time, through analyzing 

depictions of Ahab’s gaze on the transcendent realm. I will show that Hawthorne’s The Scarlet 

Letter represents dualistic and objectifying gaze in concrete social existence, which is rooted in 

the Western rationalist tradition. I will discuss the transcendent spirit that is taken by Ahab as 

ego ideal and the formation of Ahab’s tragic concept of self will; I will also analyze the 
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disciplinary other that Hester unconsciously identifies with and the constructed subjectivity of 

Hester and Pearl by concrete or internalized gaze from the other. The two author’s proposals for 

dealing with the problematic visual subjects will also be discussed: Melville urges his 

protagonists to direct their eyes away from the transcendent realm to the human world, and 

Hawthorne advocates intersubjective ethics. 

In Conclusion, I will briefly summarize the similarities and differences between the four 

dominant modes of visual subjectivity in the four novels, and try to figure out both psychological 

and cultural elements that contribute to the similarities and differences. The paradoxical visual 

relationship between self and its other will be further clarified.  

This study will hopefully contribute to the existing scholarship of literary visual 

subjectivity in the following ways. Firstly, by introducing both universalizable and culturally 

specific dimensions of visual subjectivity, it helps expand current study focusing on the societal 

notion of gaze that reduces the complex intersubjective visual experiences to a dualistic 

operation of power. Secondly, by concentrating on a more fundamental part of human visual 

experience—looking into the other’s eyes and mirrors, it aims to enrich the study of visual 

culture focusing on visual representations of paintings, movies, and sculptures. Thirdly, by 

delineating philosophical trends that give rise to the particular modes of visual subjectivity, it 

helps clarify the transformations of the ways in which people see each other in different cultural 

contexts. Fourthly, by juxtaposing philosophical and literary texts from both of the Chinese 

tradition and Western tradition, it hopes to clarify both similarities and differences of the ways 

how people look at each other and how people make sense of their self when looking or being 

looked at. Fifthly, by discussing all forms of visually constituted unhealthy subjectivity in the 
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four novels, it attempts to reveals the both necessary and tragic nature of the other’s gaze to 

one’s consciousness of self. Sixthly, by discussing the authors’ respective proposals for 

resolution of the tragic subjectivity, it helps establish an aesthetics of existence in which the self 

may be taken care of by means of the ethical, philosophical, and religious suggestions advanced 

by the authors. The last but not the least, this comparative study wants to reveal the 

psychological and ideological mechanism in visual experiences that underlies the similarities and 

differences between the ways people construct and understand their selfhood in the Chinese and 

the American traditions. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO VISUAL SUBJECTIVITY 

 

 

In terms of visual experience, “from Plato and Augustin to Descartes,” a Western self is 

endowed with “spiritual vision” and “the eye of the mind” that enable him/her to “truthfully” 

observe or speculate the world as objects, and to “see true ideas or forms.”1 In the Confucian 

tradition, a subject’s visual experience as a social fact is mostly ethically oriented and ritualized, 

for the sake of both self-cultivation and maintenance of social harmony. Western philosophers 

and thinkers in the twentieth century cast doubt on the Platonic and Cartesian eyes and 

investigated the complicated role visuality plays in both individual and social levels. Their 

theories could also shed lights on the ethical visual subjects in the Chinese tradition.  

This chapter is intended to investigate theoretical assumptions relevant to visual 

subjectivity by philosophers and thinkers in the twentieth century. It presents a description of 

visual subjectivity in philosophical and theoretical works, mainly that of Sartre, Freud, Lacan, 

Althussuer, and Foucault. It also provides necessary theoretical approaches to visual subjectivity 

in literary works, and elaborates terms and phrases that emerge frequently in this study.  

1.1. MODERN SUBJECT AS A SPECTATOR 

When human beings were endowed with rational capacity in the Renaissance and the 

Enlightenment —“the builder of modern subjectivity,”2 the modern subject as a spectator of the 

object world came into being. The Cartesian subject lives in “the dominant scopic regime of the 

                                                 
1 James Hill, Descartes and the Doubting Mind (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2011), 

25. 

 
2 Astrid Oesmann, Staging History: Brecht’s Social Concepts of Ideology (Albany: State 

University of New York Press, 2012), 15. 
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modern era, which combined Albertian perspectivalism with a Cartesian faith in the monocular 

gaze in the mind’s eye at ‘clear and distinct ideas.’”3 Living in such a scopic regime, modern 

subject possesses a pair of eyes of the mind based on “a consciousness or cogito (disembodied 

and transcendent) opposed to the brute object of the body.”4 A modern subject with noble eyes 

stands at the center of the visual space in contrast to the object—both the material world and 

other human beings—as an active agent exploring the passive objects. It is a passive and one-

way relationship between spectator and spectacle, the object allowed no possibility of gazing 

back.  

As Jay observes, the modern subject with a monocular gaze is problematic in that he/she 

fails to recognize its “corporeality, its intersubjectivity, its embeddedness in the flesh of the 

world.”5 The rational consciousness stands at a distance from the corporeal body, the object 

world, and the social others, timeless and worldless.  

The eye by which the subject observes the object is “monocular, not binocular. A single 

eye, not two,”6 and the single perspective is endowed with the rational capacity that produces the 

monolithic and universal truth about the other. Jay’s description of the eye of the mind in modern 

subject is accurate:  

                                                 
3  Stephen W. Melville and Bill Readings, Vision and Textuality (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 1995), 344. 

 
4 Amelia Jones, Body Art/performing the Subject (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1998), 37. 

 
5 Martin Jay, Force Field: Between Intellectual History and Cultural Critique (New York: 

Routledge, 1993), 128. 

 
6 Jonathan Crary, “Modernizing Vision,” in Vision and Visuality, ed. Hal Foster (Seattle: 

Bay Press, 1988), 32-33. 
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The eye was singular, rather than the two eyes of normal binocular vision. It was 

conceived in the manner of a lone eye looking through a peephole at the scene in front of 

it. Such an eye was, moreover, understood to be static, unblinking, and fixated, rather 

than dynamic, moving with what later scientists would call ‘saccadic’ jumps from one 

focal point to another.7  

 

The monocular modern visuality is, therefore, believed to give rise to solipsism—“the 

reduction of reality to the subject,” 8  or even the exacerbation of the other. 9  As Heidegger 

maintains, “The fundamental event of the modern age is the conquest of the world as picture.”10 

The spectacle world comes into an asymmetrical visual relationship with the modern spectator 

—the world as passive object observed and defined by active subjects.  

Solipsism derived from the rational gaze of Cartesian subjects is then a fundamental 

pathological problem in the modern age. In Richard A. Watson’s words, solipsism is the specter 

haunting modern philosophy.11 Solipsism is suspected of totalitarianism, because it achieves 

conformation through the reduction of differences to sameness, as Branka Arsic argues: “He [a 

modern subject] is, therefore, like a hunter who chases resemblances and differences in order to 

                                                 
7 Martin Jay, “Scopic Regimes of Modernity,” in Vision and Visuality, ed. Hal Foster 

(Seattle: Bay Press, 1988), 7. 

 
8  Lawrence E. Cahoone, The Dilemma of Modernity: Philosophy, Culture, and Anti-

Culture (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988), 132. 

 
9  Susi Ferrarello, Phenomenology of Intersubjectivity and Values in Edmund Husserl 

(Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014), 25. 

 
10  Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology and other Essays, trans. 

William Lovitt (New York: Garland Publishing, 1938), 134. 

 
11  See Richard A. Watson, Solipsism: The Ultimate Empirical Theory of Human 

Existence (South Bend: St Augustine Press Inc., 2016). 



32 

 

absorb them...in order to mediate them into a self-same identity.”12 Following the principle of 

rationalism and universalism of scientific mechanism since the age of the Enlightenment,13 14 the 

modern gaze pursues universal visual experiences and ignores human emotional and erotic 

attachment in intersubjective visual contacts, resulting in “de-eroticized gaze” of Cartesian 

subject with “abstract, formal, disembodied, worldless subjectivity.”15  

It is arguable that the other in the rational gaze is reduced to a similar one: timeless, 

unrelated, passive, and embodying universal principles. The Enlightenment’s central doctrine of 

universality, as found by Norman Bryson, requires that: “everyone will see it in the same way: 

since each human being universally experiences the same visual field, consensus will be 

absolute.”16 Consequently, the emergence of modern subject is not accompanied by the rise of 

the other. “There is never a genuine other, always just ‘the economy of the Same.” 17 

Intersubjective visuality is rarely taken into consideration in modernist studies of the formation 
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of human subjectivity in the Cartesian tradition because they prioritize human rational 

consciousness, and a human other is an object for observation rather than an active agent who 

could gaze back on the subject who casts eyes on him/her.  

At the late eighteenth century, as a subversion of the Cartesian subject, German idealism 

and the following romanticism introduced a different notion of human subjectivity that is 

founded on “various notions of transcendental self-consciousness.” 18 The centralized self is still 

located in self-consciousness, a heritage from Descartes. Different from the rational subject, “the 

self [in German Idealism] is understood not only as the ground of all knowledge concerning the 

world, but also as the ground of the very reality of the world.”19 It is believed that for idealism, 

the object is still dependent on the subject—“no object without a subject.”20 The centrality of 

subject annihilates the autonomous existence of the other, and it follows that intersubjectivity is 

still absent in idealism. The lamp in the romantic mind sheds light on the object other and 

endows meaning to it, but the other is blank except for the meaning the subject imposes on it. 

1.2. FROM SPECTATOR TO SPECTACLE  

 Philosophical concerns about visual construction of subjectivity comes only when the 

Cartesian subjects are exposed to others’ gaze and are self-conscious of being gazed upon. The 

change of the image of self from a spectator to a spectacle is attributable to the rise of the “other” 

in Western conceptions of self or subject, a change from subjectivity to intersubjectivity.  
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The visual existence of the other, to which a self is necessarily exposed and related, 

problematizes the enclosure and autonomy of the modern subject. Without the other the self 

finds no ground to exist. Modern subjects of “cogito” and “the eye of the mind” are not reliant on 

social others and the world, therefore, they are not embedded in the world but standing over the 

world at a distance, which has been subverted by post-structuralists in the twentieth century 

through putting the modern subjects into connections with the other. Norman Bryson uses the 

interdependence of fire and water to show the importance of the self-other relationship in the 

formation of one’s self.21 It helps reveal the fact that one cannot exist all by him-/herself, thus 

questioning the legitimacy of the Cartesian and idealist self. According to twentieth-century 

studies, the necessary involvement one has with others takes a multitude of forms, among which 

linguistic and visual ones are considered primary, as the linguistic turn and visual turn in the 

twentieth century indicate.  

A commonality among these various approaches to visual subjectivity is the “issue of the 

paranoid coloration given to visuality”22—the existential, psychological, ideological, and moral 

dilemma one is plunged into upon the visual presence of the other. But theorists differ in their 

attitudes towards the dilemma. Lacan and Levinas, for instance, both accept the fact that the 

subject does not exist without the other, but “while Levinas laments our failure to adequately 

meet the ethical demand arising from the other, Lacan laments the consequences of our failure to 
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adequately escape the normative forms this demand frequently takes.”23 It is arguable that the 

primary issue in visual subjectivity is the decentralization of the subject—the breakdown of self-

enclosure, even the annihilation of the self when the self is exposed to external others. The 

paranoia of the gaze is discussed in various schools of philosophical reflection, such as Sartrean 

existentialism, Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis, Althusserean Marxism, and Foucauldian 

sociology, etc.  

1.3. THE SARTREAN PARANOIA OF THE OTHER 

Although Sartre is regarded as a critic of modern ocularcentrism,24 his idea concerning 

the anxiety over the other’s gaze, as a universalizable phenomenon, is not limited to the modern 

age. In Sartre’s writing, when one is free from both real and virtual gaze of another, he/she 

experiences self-sufficiency and autonomy, but as long as another intrudes into the visual space, 

the self is decentered in that the other becomes the viewing subject and the self the viewed object. 

Norman Bryson comments on Sartre’s writing of his experience in a park in Being and 

Nothingness: 

[Before the emergence of the other,] all of the perspective lines had run in from the 

horizon towards the watcher in the park; now another perspective opens up, and the lines 

of flight race away from the watcher self to meet this new point of entry. For the intruder 

himself stands at his own center of things, and draws towards and into himself everything 

he sees; the watcher self is now a tangent, not a center, a vanishing point, not a viewing 

point, an opacity on the other’s distant horizon. Everything reconverges on this intrusive 

center when the watcher self is not: the intruder becomes a kind of drain which sucks in 
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all of the former plenitude, a black hole pulling the scene away from the watcher self into 

an engulfing void.25 

 

The self-other relationship is a much problematic one in the visual space described by 

Sartre. Bryson’s image of “black hole” states explicitly the paranoid intersubjective relationship 

established through visual encounters. Before the intrusion of the other, Sartre’s autonomous self 

resembles the Cartesian subject or a transcendental ego, whose eyes of the mind cast on the 

object world. But after that, the self’s autonomy is threatened by the visual presence of the other, 

since the self can only look from his viewpoint and cannot identify with the other, who looks 

from a perspective that’s peculiar to the other.  

The voyeur peeping at others through a keyhole Sartre depicts in his Being and 

Nothingness is also intended to demonstrate the same anxiety over gaze. Before the intrusion of 

the other’s gaze, the voyeur is a viewing subject over the spectacle, “But all of a sudden I hear 

footsteps in the hall. Someone is looking at me! What does this mean?”26 It means that when he 

realizes that he is the object of someone’s eyes, he “sees himself being seen.” The gazer intrudes 

into the self-enclosure of the voyeur and he/she loses the centrality in the visual field. It produces 

a sense of shame, a feeling indicating the decentering of the self and the intrusion of the other 

into the enclosure of the self.  

The sense of shame under gaze plays a fundamental role in the construction of 

individuals’ subjectivity. As Sartre argues in Being and Nothingness, “It is shame and pride 

which reveals to me the Other’s look and myself at the end of that look. It is shame or pride 
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which make me live, not know the situation of being looked at.”27 The Sartrean shame arises as 

long as one is situated in the visual field of the other and it is constitutive of one’s subjectivity. 

Without the shame aroused by others’ gaze, the individual self-consciousness is not able to 

reflect upon its own existence; for the individual consciousness to reflect upon what his self is, it 

must be aware that the other is looking at him— in Sartre’s words, “I see myself because 

somebody sees me.”28  

For Sartre, the visual contact does not result in pure objectification of the gazee by the 

gazer in the Cartesian perspectivalism. It does not lead to subjects of empathy in Husserl’s 

phenomenology, nor the co-existence of master and slave in Hegel’s dialectic. The visual contact 

is an arena for power in which the two viewing parties are engaged in a struggle for the power of 

objectification.  

However, due to the mutuality of gaze, no one engaged in a visual encounter can possess 

the power of objectification completely and both subjects undergo an experience of being 

objectified. To use Martin Jay’s words, the mutual gaze “produces profoundly disturbing 

intersubjective relations and the construction of a dangerously inauthentic version of the self.”29 

Difference is obvious between the mutually objectifying gaze of Sartre and the solipsistic gaze of 

the Cartesian spectator. The former stresses the mutual objectification of the viewing subjects, 

who are at the same time the viewed objects; the latter is one-way operation: power lies in the 
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gaze of the subject, and the view object is simply petrified without looking back. For Sartre, 

“‘Being-seen-by-the-Other’ is the truth of ‘seeing-the-Other.’”30  

Being objectified for Sartre means first of all the loss of freedom. To look at someone is 

accompanied with desire, which is, for Sartre, to take possession of the subjectivity of the other. 

“The result was a personal and intellectual dialectic of attraction and repulsion, avowal and 

denial…”31 This is true even between lovers—what the lover wants in the beloved is exactly 

his/her total freedom. The paranoia of gaze explains Sartre’s claim “Hell is other people.” Other 

people is the precondition for self’s existence, but is also a visual trap into which the self is 

drawn by the other’s gaze.  

It is commonly acknowledged that Sartre’s overwhelming, even paranoid, concern with 

others’ gaze is relevant to his acute childhood experience in which the pictures of his grandfather, 

his dead father in dream, and other adults gazed upon him.32 The constant gaze made Sartre 

conscious of the fact that “My truth, my character, and my name were in the hands of adults. I 

had learned to see myself through their eyes…When they were not present, they left their gaze 

behind…”33 This reveals two aspects of Sartre’s understanding of the paradoxical nature of the 

self-other relationship in the scopic field, firstly, the existence of the self relies on the other; 

secondly, the self internalizes the other’s gaze, either real or abstract. The self that is recognized 

as peculiarly one’s own is actually a result of the introjection of others’ gaze.  
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A subject finds no easy escape from the pessimistic self-other relationship in Sartre’s 

existentialism. For Sartre himself, he experienced the three stages of “the public philosopher,” 

“the squinting philosopher,” and “the blind philosopher,”34 undergoing a transformation from 

transparency to the other’s gaze to the reluctance and refusal of visual communication. Sartre, in 

spite of his belief of the absurdity of existence and the de-centeredness of subjectivity enacted by 

visual encounters, looks forward to an ego that is free from the visual entanglement and retains 

its freedom. To achieve this freedom, however, is hard enough in that the physical other may 

leave, but the gaze is always left behind, just as the eyes of Sartre’s father and grandfather. 

1.4. VISUAL SUBJECT IN PSYCHOANALYSIS 

1.4.1. THE MIRROR STAGE 

Sartre’s paranoid description of gaze is suggestive of psychological problems, which are 

explored in both Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis, both of which attach importance to the 

role visuality plays in the constitution of subjectivity, especially that of children. According to 

both of them, a newborn does not distinguish the external and the internal of his body and 

experiences the “oceanic feeling” in Freud’s terms or “the Real” in Lacan’s thoughts. The two 

terms of course are not totally identical but they both maintain the inseparability of the baby’s 

body and its surroundings, especially the body of the mother which meets immediate demands of 

the baby. Such a period, according to Lacan, takes place prior to the mirror stage between the 

sixth to eighteenth month after the birth. It is a continuation of the baby’s stay in the mother’s 

womb. The baby is believed to have no sense of self during this period, and it is the visual image 

of itself in the mirror that helps a baby come to realize the existence of its self, as described by 
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the well-known Lacanian theory of the “mirror stage.” According to this theory, when a baby 

looks at a mirror and finds an image in it, the baby could gradually come to recognize that it is 

his own image and initiate his establishment of self.  

What makes the visual experience complex is that, Lacan claims, the recognition of the 

mirror image is essentially a “misrecognition” in that the viewing baby is after all distanced and 

differed from the image: the baby has not acquired the physical capacity to control his body 

movements, but the mirror image appears to be a much more coherent and better organized one, 

or, to put it simply, the image is not the baby itself but rather a visual other to it. Since the mirror 

image is always ideal compared with baby’s body in lack of controlling capacity, the baby has an 

innate desire to identify itself with the ideal image. Thus, it is an image that “constitutes the 

matrix of the imaginary, of recognition/misrecognition and identification, and hence of the first 

articulation of the I, of subjectivity.”35 The ideal image is regarded by the baby as an “ego-ideal,” 

in Lacan’s term, which the baby introjects into himself, and achieves a sense of his self. 

Meanwhile, the baby achieves a “territorialization of the body” 36  by which the baby 

differentiates itself from the mother and the surroundings from which it used to find no 

separation before the mirror stage. Thus, the baby’s self is established based on a misrecognition 

of a coherent ideal image as the self.  

There are two aspects in this process: the impulse of identification and the danger of 

misrecognition, the first is a satisfying process—the “jubilant assumption of his specular 
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image,”37  while the second is dangerous in that the baby is taking the “other”—the mirror 

image—as his self and is likely to be decenterized, or become completely other-centered. 

According to Silverman, “the mirror stage is one of those crises of alienation around which the 

Lacanian subject is organized, since to know oneself through an external image is to be defined 

through self-alienation.”38  

The crisis of alienation and misrecognition in the identification of mirror stage reflects 

Lacan’s questioning of the autonomy of consciousness in modern Western tradition. Even 

philosophers who have posed certain challenges to the cogito-centered assumptions of 

subjectivity are also questioned by Lacan for their “residual” Cartesian ego. Lacan criticized 

Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, for instance, for “positing an irreducible core of subjective autonomy, 

a ‘self-sufficiency of consciousness’ prior to the intersubjective dialectic of desire.”39 Lacan 

disputes the ego psychology by doubting the very existence of an autonomous consciousness.  

Lacan’s notion of ego also diverges from that of Freud, who believes that the newborn 

does establish and owns an ego when after birth its “desire to rid itself of unpleasant affects [of 

the separation from the mother] led the child to exclude objects from the mass of its 

perceptions,” 40  and the object world guarantees the establishment of the ego in a dualistic 

relationship.  
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Lacanian subject is further decenterized when it enters into the symbolic order at the 

resolution of the Oedipal Complex, which enables the child to accept the authority of the 

“Other,” the name of the father in the symbolic order, in which language comes to play a 

dominant role to regulate libidinal impulses. But it does not mean the end of the imaginary order, 

because for Lacan, the imaginary order, the symbolic order, and the Real co-exist and work as a 

joint force— the Lacanian triad of Borromean knot, 41 constituting human subjectivity.42  

1.4.2. INTROJECTION AND PROJECTION 

The identification with the mirror image does not put an end to the visual interchange 

between the baby and the image, but should rather be regarded as the initiation or activation of a 

repetitive and cyclical process of interaction between the two. The “ego ideal” established 

through introjecting the “ideal ego” in the mirror image is then in turn projected by the baby onto 

others. The introjection results in misrecognition, and the projection brings about 

misrepresentation—subjective, usually narcissistic, assumptions of the other in accordance with 

the ego ideal. The reduction of the other to the sameness of the self in the ocularcentric modern 

age is demonstrated in Lacan’s psychoanalytic studies, but it is more complicated because 

Lacan’s subject not only projects but also introjects, two processes complementing and 
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succeeding each other. The inward introjection helps establish the self on a misrecognized other, 

and the projection reduces the other to a product of the self’s consciousness.  

The introjection and projection are a visual process entangled with complicated emotions 

and desires. Looking at another, who happens to ideologically and psychologically meet the 

gazer’s expectation of ideal ego, activates a process of identification that serves the self in 

different ways, among which self-expansion through assimilating and fusing the other is the most 

fundamental drive. In Otto Fenichel’s words, “What is the sin in looking? Surely it is that 

looking implies identification.”43 Devouring the other with eyes assimilates the other within the 

self’s existence through identification, resulting in the expansion of the self at the cost of the 

independent existence of the other.  

However, the assimilated other may undermine and subvert the self in two ways: firstly, 

the other as “dangerous supplement” deconstructs the central self, which is to say that the self is 

at the risk of being replaced by the assimilated other; secondly, the assimilated others enable the 

juxtaposition of a multitude of images and voices in the self, resulting in the loss of dominance 

of the original self. Also, mutual looking, especially one driven by sexual desire, is even more 

complex. The distance between the gazer and the image enables a love-hatred complex: on the 

one hand the gazer is fascinated by the ideal image; on the other hand, the image is after all out 

of reach. Therefore, the identification can never be really fulfilled, which causes hatred in the 

gazer. In some cases, when a gazer projects his ego ideal onto the other and finds the other 

unable to meet expectation, violence and animosity may arise. Furthermore, the impulse to 

identify with the ideal and coherent image of the other is an infinite process, due to the 
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commonsensical reason that there are infinite others that are appealing to a gazer’s desire for 

identification, and most fatally, one can approach to identification but can never achieve it due to 

the distance.  

1.4.3. IDENTIFICATION AND THE VISIBILITY OF PHALLUS  

The mirror stage introduces a baby into the imaginary order, in which the visual image of 

the other, not just the mirror image of oneself, plays a decisive role in the formation of 

subjectivity. The other one intends to identify with is usually determined by the joint force of 

ideology and psychology, the former as external force and the latter as internal force in directing 

one’s eyesight to the other one intends to identify with. The “father” is always such an ideal 

other.  

According to Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis, a baby tends to identify itself with 

the father, who is the one with penis in Freud’s anatomic psychology and phallus in Lacan’s 

symbolic psychology. In Lacanian thought, the father does not have to be the biological father 

and the phallus does not have to be the male organ. The father is the symbolic authority in a 

specific ideological context and the phallus “designate[s] all of those values which are opposed 

to lack,” and Lacan “is at pains to emphasize its discursive rather than its anatomical status.”44 

For both of the psychoanalysts, the visible presence of the male phallus plays a fundamental role 

in determining human relationship and the production of gender. A girl baby, aware of her lack 

of the male organ, accepts its status of lack in Freud’s study. The experience is much more 

complex in the case of a boy baby since he sees both the lack of the penis/phallus in his mother 

and the threatening existence of the father. The baby’s desire to be integrated forever with its 
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mother after birth is threatened by the visual presence of the father, and looking at its mother’s 

lack of visible penis reminds the baby of the danger of castration by the father.  

The son-father relationship—the Oedipus complex—is thus a combination of jubilant 

identification and anxiety of castration. It has to be solved for the boy to adapt to the symbolic 

order—the linguistic system that functions around “the name of the father,” and the failure of its 

solution results in unhealthy subjects that cannot be accommodated in the culture. For Lacan, 

“the Oedipal complex and language do not merely resemble each other, but they are 

‘identical.’”45 The boy’s desire to identify with the visible phallus must be contained and his 

anxiety over castration needs to be overcome for him to recognize the authority of the father and 

accept his given positioning in the familial system.  

However, according to Lacanian theory, the price for the entry into the symbolic order is 

the loss of the self. The boy has to abandon his phallus/penis to be accepted by the Phallus or the 

symbolic father. Or in other words, every boy needs to be symbolically castrated for him to get 

into the phallus-centric culture. The Freudian anxiety of physical castration is actually performed 

symbolically to a Lacanian subject who has successfully entered the symbolic order by means of 

willing acceptance of giving up phallus.  

What is confusing here is the concept of “phallus.” It is true that there are two forms of 

phallus, one belongs to the Other —the symbolic system, and “is a signifier for the cultural 

privileges and positive values which define male subjectivity within patriarchal society.”46 The 

other form of phallus belongs to an individual subject and is “a signifier for those things which 
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have been partitioned off from the subject during the various stages of its constitution…it 

signifies that thing whose loss inaugurates desire.”47 So phallus, in addition to being the signifier 

of paternal power, can also be what is castrated from a subject to ensure its entry into the 

symbolic order, and desire emerges exactly because of the castrated phallus. 

The desire, however, should never be satisfied to one who has successfully entered the 

symbolic order. “Only when the desire for fusion (either with the image of the self in the mirror 

or even earlier with the mother) is replaced by the acceptance of the prohibition of that desire, 

represented by the father’s ‘no,’ can a healthy subject replace the ‘misrecognized’ subject of the 

mirror stage.”48 It is a somewhat tragic process that the boy undergoes starting with seeing the 

presence of the father’s male organ and its mother’s lack of it, suffering from the anxiety of 

castration. Since the father is only a symbolic one, every social being is actually castrated and 

therefore longing for it in his/her desire; and those who refuse to be castrated might maintain 

their infinite identification with the symbolic father but are excluded from the society as perverts 

in need of discipline and antiheroes in literary creations. 

1.4.4. NARCISSISM AND VOYEURISM 

Infantile visual experience exerts life-long influence, and the failure of resolution of 

psychological problems derived from visual contacts with others may turn out to constitute 

pathological subjectivity. The primal scene in which the baby witnesses the parents’ copulation, 

the visible phallus in the father and its lack in the mother, and the accompanying anxiety of 
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castration give rise to a multitude of psychological problems related to visual experience, such as 

narcissism, voyeurism, exhibitionism, and sexual fetishism, etc.  

The introjection of ideal ego and projection of ego ideal are true to all, except those who 

don’t find the proper external other to introject and project, resulting in pathological narcissism. 

According to the Freudian theory, as a necessary stage of psychological development, a child’s 

sexual libido is initially directed toward him/herself in auto-eroticism. The “ego-libido” has to be 

channeled to the other—the object of libido, thus “object-libido,” the failure of which results in 

the unhealthy subjectivity as that of Narcissus who is obsessed so completely by the visual image 

of himself reflected in the water that, in an effort to be assimilated with the image, he approached 

the image and got drowned to death. The stage of Narcissistic auto-eroticism is regarded as a 

necessary stage of development of childhood psychology, but the failure of its resolution traps 

the self in his own image, or to use Lacan’s theory of the Mirror Stage, the narcissistic child is 

forever stuck in the identification and misrecognition mechanism of gazing upon his/her own 

mirror image, and cannot enter the symbolic order which helps channel the flow of libido by 

means of linguistic intervention.  

The coexistence of the desire to see and to be seen—voyeurism and exhibitionism—

sounds contradictory, but the underlying psychological mechanism is identical. It is believed to 

be derived from infantile sexuality in which eye is one of the erotic zone.49 Some psychoanalysts 

find the erotic potency of eyes in grown-ups: “the fixed stare of the eye is symbolically the erect 
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penis and very many situations become erotic.”50 The psychological motives for erotic seeing 

and being seen are complicated. The desire for identification, for objectification of the other, and 

for the relief of castration anxiety all could be considered as underlying the visual perversions. 

Looking at the other voyeuristically equates engaging in sex with the other without his/her 

consent, thus a rough reduction of the unity of the other into erotic body parts. “The voyeur 

watches what is forbidden in order to destroy the physical integrity of the person by substituting 

a dismembered body for the unified image.”51 An exhibitionist identifies himself with the other 

and gazes upon his own body through the other’s eyes, and furthermore, an exhibitionist wishes 

to be seen that he is the seer, the violator to the object he tries to invade, through attracting the 

object’s eyes by his nakedness. 

1.4.5. THE LACANIAN GAZE 

The resolution of castration anxiety and the Oedipus complex allows one to get into the 

Symbolic order, which determines “the order of meaning to which all human beings are 

subjected if they are to become part of the social world.”52 Lacanian Symbolic order may be 

regarded as an a priori network of signifiers that one is born into. Individual attempt to produce 

unique meaning through personal language is actually futile in that the network is pre-existent to 

the birth of a subject and a subject can produce only meaning contained in the network rather 
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Alain de Mijolla, vol. 3 (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2005), 1842-43. Gale Virtual 

Reference Library. Web. 12 Oct. 2016. 

 
52 Amber Jacobs, On Matricide: Myth, Psychoanalysis, and the Law of the Mother (New 
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than beyond it. The subject in mastery of his language is thus annihilated and the Cartesian self 

of thinking is replaced by one whose thought is orchestrated by the linguistic network. 

The same is true for a subject in the scopic field in Lacan’s theory. In his Four 

Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, Lacan discusses his idea about a subject’s visual 

experience in a scopic field. For him, there is firstly a split between the eye and the gaze. The eye 

is the look a subject casts on the objects, and the gaze is the sight cast back by the object on the 

subject.53 In Jay’s words, “the eye is that of the specular, Cartesian subject desiring specular 

plenitude and phallic wholeness, and believing it can find it in a mirror image of itself, whereas 

the gaze is that of an objective other in a field of pure monstrance.”54 So, for Lacan, one’s visual 

existence is intersubjective—“What we have to circumscribe, by means of the path he [Merleau-

Ponty] indicates for us, is the pre-existence of a gaze [un regard]—I see only from one point; but 

in my existence I am looked at from all sides.”55  

Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s concern about the subject’s being-seen-as-an-object exerts 

influence on Lacan’s reflection upon the gaze from the object. Lacan confessed the influence 

from Merleau-Ponty, who holds: “that we are beings who are looked at, in the spectacle of the 

world.”56 Lacan follows Merleau-Ponty’s thought about the gaze from the other—‘the gaze is 

                                                 
53 Lacan’s gaze must be distinguished from the one commonly employed in theories of 

the gaze by feminism, colonialism, and other ideological criticism, which is more closely related 

to the gaze one finds in Lacan’s description of the Mirror Stage. 
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outside, I am looked at, that is to say, I am a picture’ within the structure of the scopic fantasy,”57 

but disagrees with his somewhat optimistic hope for a reciprocal visual interaction.  

Lacan follows rather Sartre’s paranoia of vision and extends it further. Lacan’s subject is 

surrounded by others’ gaze. The subject is trapped at the center of a scopic field in which he can 

only hopelessly look from one point of view but everything/everybody around him is staring at 

him with objectifying gazes. Compared with the Cartesian subject who objectifies 

everything/everybody around with his distanced gaze of reason, Lacan’s subject is deconstructed 

in the scopic field, overwhelmed by others’ gaze. One is therefore exposed to gazes from the 

positions that one can never identify. While one casts an objectifying eye on an object, he/she is 

objectified by numberless eyes. As Mary Ann Doane argues, “What is specific to Lacan’s gaze is 

not the maintenance of the subject but its dispersal, its loss of stable boundaries. The gaze 

situated outside, the subject necessarily becomes a part of the picture, assimilated by its own 

surroundings. Differentiation is lost and, with it, subjectivity as a category.”58 

Just like one is born into a network of signifiers, Lacan’s visual subject is also born into a 

scopic field in which the meaning of what he sees is actually predetermined by a pre-existent 

network of visual discourses. Between the viewing subject and the object, Lacan inserts a 

“screen” that determines how the visual lines from the object come back onto the subject’s retina, 

or what meaning we obtain from the object. Norman Bryson’s description is concise: 

When we look through the screen, what we see is caught up in a network that comes to us 

from the outside: mobile tesserae of signification, a mosaic that moves. This network is 

greater than its individual agents or operators. When I learn to speak, I am inserted into 
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systems of discourse that were there before I was, and will remain after I am gone. 

Similarly when I learn to see socially, that is, when I begin to articulate my retinal 

experience with the codes of recognition that come to me from my social milieu(s), I am 

inserted into systems of visual discourse that saw the world before I did, and will go on 

seeing after I see no longer.59 

 

So, what we see is paradoxically not what we are supposed to see if our eyes are truly 

“noble,” and what we do see is what the system of visual discourses presents to us—“the 

signifier alone makes vision possible.”60 Lacan’s example of seeing in dream is telling: the 

images come to us in dream rather than we actively look for them. What happens in daylight is 

essentially similar: we think we are looking, but what we see is mediated by the system—the 

screen that translates the object into what we see. Thus, there is a split between the eye and the 

gaze: while the eye looks at the object, the gaze falls on the subject. The visual subject is thus 

“caught, manipulated, captured in the field of vision.”61 

What is seen by a Lacanian subject is determined not only by the symbolic system but 

also by the subject’s desire for the “lack.” Just like a mirror image is one’s ideal object for 

identification and narcissistic projection of ego ideal, the gaze also reflects one’s desire for an 

object—the “objet a” which is “Lacan’s term for the object of lack or the missing object that will 

seemingly satisfy the drive for plenitude.”62 There is always a drive for plenitude or completion 

in a subject because he is always in lack of something as the price for the resolution of castration 

anxiety and the Oedipus complex which ensures his socialization. Therefore, the objet a could be 
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the phallus a child lost or “the symbolic register as the metonymic object of desire which 

motivates the split subject’s interminable search for a unity it can never achieve.” 63  Desire 

emerges when phallus or its symbolic register is split off the subject. In Silverman’s words, 

“Desire has its origin not only in the alienation of the subject from its being, but in the subject’s 

perception of its distinctness from the objects with which it earlier identified.”64  

When a subject looks at an object, if he believes it is what he sees and he could identify 

with it, he is surely a child trapped in the imaginary order. For instance, if a subject sees a figure 

as the symbolic father and believes he could be the father, it means that for him the Oedipus 

complex and the castration complex remains unresolved. If so, the subject is violating the incest 

taboo which establishes a structural relationship, and the violation of which is surely followed by 

real castration and exile from the symbolic system.  

Once the subject becomes aware of the prohibition of the identification with the father, he 

accepts the authority of “name of the father” and the phallus/penis is split off from him. Desire 

emerges in this momentous event, but it is never possible to be satisfied because the desire itself 

is possible only when one gives up his phallus and gets into the system of signifiers. The gaze 

carries the split-off object of desire, the objet a—the phallus or its symbolic registers. So for 

Lacan, “in scopic relations the gaze functions as the objet a,”65 and the gaze is “a function of the 

split subject’s internal dynamics, his desire for the objet a as a way to compensate for a lack.”66 
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It is because the eye, as both erotic and symbolic zone, is always searching for something to 

make up for the subject’s lack and to fulfill his desire for completion and plenitude—like the 

coherence of the body in the mirror image. So when a subject looks at an object, the object is a 

signifier trapped in the system of visual discourses and what the subject sees is actually what is 

split off from the subject as the price for the resolution of his castration anxiety and Oedipus 

complex. 

1.5. VISUAL SUBJECT IN IDEOLOGY 

1.5.1. THE ALTHUSSEREAN SPECULARY IDEOLOGY 

Althusser brings intersubjective visuality from Sartre’s existentialism and Lacan’s 

psychoanalysis into his study of the role that ideology plays in the construction of subjectivity. In 

his theory of interpellation, one becomes a subject to ideology as soon as he/she responds when 

someone, such as a policeman, hails him/her. “By this mere one-hundred-and-eighty-degree 

physical conversion, he becomes a subject.”67 By responding to the hail, the subject accepts his 

positioning in the society and the category of subject that ideology assigns for him/her. “All 

ideology hails or interpellates concrete individuals as concrete subjects, by the functioning of the 

category of the subject…”68  

The seemingly over-simplified process of subjectification is actually based on a profound 

observation of human subjectivity by Althusser:  

That an individual is always-already a subject, even before he is born, is nevertheless the 

plain reality, accessible to everyone and not a paradox at all…Before its birth, the child is 
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68 Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” 320. 



54 

 

therefore always-already a subject, appointed as a subject in and by the specific familial 

ideological configuration in which it is expected once it has been conceived.69 

 

 Ideology in Althusser’s structuralist study is an a priori into which one is born, just like 

the language network one is born into believed by structuralist notions of subjectivity. Individual 

consciousness is always and already replete with the discourses of power mediated by the family 

and other social institutions one is born into. Therefore, the interpellation is a “mere confirmation 

of existing structured relations of power.”70  A subject accepts “freely” what is imposed on 

him/her by ideology as something “obvious,” which asks for no doubt or questioning. 

Lacan’s influence over Althusser is obvious in his depiction of the mirroring scene in 

which an “individual” is interpellated into a subject. Althusser depicts ideology as an Absolute 

Subject, an image analogous with the mirror image one identifies with in Lacan’s theory. It is the 

individual’s willing, rather than forced, identification with the ideology—the coherent and ideal 

Subject—that fulfills the mission of subjectivation of individuals. 

We observe that the structure of all ideology, interpellating individuals as subjects in the 

name of a Unique and Absolute Subject, is speculary, i.e. a mirror-structure, and doubly 

speculary: this mirror duplication is constitutive of ideology, and ensures its functioning. 

Which means that all ideology is centered, that the Absolute Subject occupies the unique 

place of the Centre, and interpellations around it the infinity of individuals into subjects 

in a double mirror-connection such that it subjects the subjects to the Subject, while 

giving them in the Subject in which each subject can contemplate its own image (present 

and future) the guarantee that this really concerns them and Him.71  

 

The doubly speculary contacts occur between the Absolute Subject and the subjects, as 

well as between the subjects themselves. This mirroring encounter ensures simultaneously “the 
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interpellation of ‘individuals’ as subjects; their subjection to the Subject, the mutual recognition 

of subjects and Subject, the subjects’ recognition of each other, and finally the subject’s 

recognition of himself; and the absolute guarantee that…the subjects recognize what they are and 

behave accordingly.” 72 According to W. J. T. Mitchel, “The relation established in this greeting 

is one of mirroring the subjection or dominance,” and “The stage on which the ideological 

greetings of individuals occurs…is something like a hall of mirrors.”73 A subject is first of all the 

reflection of the Absolute Subject. For instance, in the religious ideology of Christianity, “God is 

thus the Subject, and Moses and the innumerable subjects of God’s people, the Subject’s 

interlocutor-interpellates: his mirrors, his reflections. Were not men made in the image of 

God?”74 A subject is secondly the reflection of another subject who interpellates him/her. One 

finds no escape from being interpellated by another subject, who himself has unconsciously 

identified with the Absolute Subject. Human psychological desire to identify with the mirror 

image, revealed by Lacanian psychoanalysis, ensures the proper operation of power centered on 

the Absolute Subject. The visual space that a subject is born into is really a mirror hall, in which 

one identifies with the mirror images of the Subject—the Absolute Subject of ideology.  

1.5.2. THE FOUCAULDIAN DISCIPLINARY GAZE 

Modern subjects with rational or idealist eyes are subverted by Michel Foucault, who 

deprives the subjects of active gaze and exposes him/her passively to the disciplinary gaze of the 
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modern “empire of gaze.” While Lacan holds that a subject is born into a scopic field and what 

he sees is predetermined by the visual discourses, Foucault argues that a subject is born into a 

scopic field and what he is and what he does are disciplined by the modern gaze of power.  

Modern subjects, according to Foucault, are trapped in a Panopticon prison, which is a 

metaphor of the disciplinary and institutionalized living condition in modern societies. The 

power monitors, regulates, and normalizes citizens in ways that are either visible or invisible. 

Foucault holds that: “one can speak of the formation of a disciplinary society … that stretches 

from the enclosed disciplines, a sort of social ‘quarantine’, to an indefinitely generalizable 

mechanism of ‘panopticism.”75 Panopticism produces an unconscious sense of being watched 

whether there is a monitoring eye or not, which functions well in disciplining and surveilling 

operations. The striking efficiency and high rationality of the prison lies in its peculiar design: 

there is an invisible supervisor who is supposed to be constantly present in the central tower, to 

which all the cells in the circular prison building are thoroughly visible. Thus the supervisor is 

permanently invisible while the inmates are permanently visible, the intended consequence of 

which is to achieve the ultimate internalization of the supervisor’s gaze by the prisoners and to 

ensure the inmates’ compliance with the regulations no matter the supervisor is present or absent. 

The invisibility of the gaze is what distinguishes modern power from premodern power. 

The latter depends on gruesome public exhibition of the enforcement of power by beheading and 

hanging violators on guillotines or gallows. The repressive state apparatus scares spectators from 

repeating what the killed violated by destroying the violator’s body itself. The productive 
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modern power produces disciplined subjects that have internalized the constant gaze of 

spectatorship and are less likely to be rebellious. 

The Panopticon prison is “a symbol of the Enlightenment project to subject everything to 

the oversight of a non-reciprocal and rational gaze.”76  What underlies the operation of the 

panopticon system is that it is a “machinery that assures dissymmetry, disequilibrium, 

difference.”77 The panopticon gaze is a rational one, a Cartesian one, but it does not depend on 

the rational consciousness of the Cartesian subject. Nor is it possessed by any individual subject. 

It is rather a non-human gaze of power, to which all modern citizens are subjected. The rational 

gaze is possessed by the modern society that is sustained by the operation of the Foucauldian 

power, which is distinguished from the repressive power symbolized by repressive state 

apparatus like army and police. The rational gaze of the power, as mentioned earlier in the 

discussion of the Cartesian subject, seeks for universal and rational principles that are common 

to individuals to achieve social conformity and eliminate individual differences.  

In addition to the panopticon gaze, the modern “clinical gaze” in Foucault’s 

archaeological study of modern medical practice is cast upon the patients by doctors as agents of 

power in the publicly visible space of hospitals, thus making private medical condition presented 

in a public exhibition. The publicly announced standards of rationality are then employed to 

judge the patients’ condition, categorizing them as either healthy or unhealthy, sane or mad, 

remediable or irremediable, etc. The healthy passes the selection of the rational gaze and 

becomes an accepted citizen in the community, but the “unhealthy”—those fail to meet the 
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rational universal standards—are decided by the gaze to be in need of medical or mental 

intervention before fitting into the community. The unhealthy is hospitalized, exiled, or isolated, 

in order to keep the conformity of the community on the one hand, and to convert them into 

rational beings on the other hand.  

Modern power, Foucault argues, works on the subjects’ soul instead of the corporeal 

body, and works more like the power of Christian pastor’s care of the herd of lambs. The 

operation of power is carried out firstly by institutions similar to the Panopticon prison, such as 

school, factory, family, etc. and secondly by individuals as agents of power. The “healthy” 

subjects selected by the clinical gaze are ensured that the rational gaze has been internalized and 

therefore can function as agents of the gaze to guarantee the sustainment of the power. The 

power here in Foucault’s panopticon society is therefore performed by individuals as agents, who 

are at the same time the targets of the power. It does not matter which individual is functioning 

as the gazer since any individual will do as long as the subject has internalized the fact that there 

is a monitoring eye gazing upon him/her. Due to his belief of the constant gaze in Panopticon 

modern age, Foucault doubts the autonomous and self-sufficient man upheld by both rationalists 

and romanticists: “One has to dispense with the constituting subject, to get rid of the subject 

itself, that’s to say, to arrive at an analysis which can account for the constitution of the subject 

within a historical framework.”78 In his later studies of the hermeneutics of the subject, Foucault 

reflects upon his belief of the constructedness of subjectivity and puts forward his ideas of the 

aesthetics of existence, in which he encourages people to establish their subjectivity in artistic 

ways to take care of the self.  
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*** 

The above analysis of intersubjective visuality by Sartre, Lacan, Althusser and Foucault 

unanimously shows a commonality of the decentralization of the subject by the gaze from the 

other. A subject is not only born into a pre-existent system of discursive power and an a priori 

scopic field with visual discourses, he/she is also born into an ideological system with the 

dominant ideology at the center that produces subjects through intersubjective visual 

interpellations, as Althusser’s theory of the interpellation argues.  

The absolute passivity and the lack of individual efforts in the construction of subjectivity 

in the scopic field are problematic to many thinkers. It is neither true with many of the 

protagonists in the four novels this study investigates. Ahab and Hester in the American novels, 

as well as Jia Baoyu and Pan Jinlian in the Chinese novels do not internalize others’ gaze 

passively. They in various ways come to be aware of the tragic nature of the others’ or the 

“Other’s” gaze and the unhealthiness of visually constituted subjectivity, and employ various 

strategies to cope with the problem latent in others’ gaze.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

INTELLECTUAL AND LITERARY CONTEXTUALIZATION OF THE NOVELS 

 

 

In a comparative study of visual subjectivity in particular literary works of Chinese and 

American literary traditions, it is necessary to provide a broader literary and cultural context in 

which the literary works could be fully observed. This chapter is intended to introduce briefly 

concepts of subjectivity and visuality in the relevant intellectual and literary traditions, which the 

two Chinese novels and the two American novels are created in and responding to. 

The four novels in this study all exhibit concerns with subjectivity and visuality, but they 

are both similar and different in representing visual subjects, which may be attributable to the 

coexistence of universalizable and culturally specific aspects of the visual constitution of 

subjectivity. In Hal Foster’s words, “there are different regimes of visuality” in history.1 Of 

course, due to the complexity of particular experiences, it is not only impossible but misguided 

to search for a monolithic form of intersubjective visuality in a certain context. But it is still 

worthwhile to look for a “visual regime”—the prominent mode of visuality—that plays the 

central role in the construction of human subjectivity in a particular context. This chapter 

describes the dominant assumptions of visuality and subjectivity in the two literary traditions, 

hoping to lay bare the intellectual and literary background of the differences between the four 

novels.  

2.1. A COMPARISON BETWEEN THE CHINESE AND THE AMERICAN TRADITION 

A tentative argument is that, as far as the four novels are concerned, the Chinese gaze is 

mostly cast on human others due to its tradition of prioritizing human-relatedness and morality, 
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whereas the American gaze falls either upon the abstract forms and spirit due to its philosophical 

tradition of searching for the Ultimate Truth, or, when it falls upon the human other, the other 

could be objectified, due to its tradition of dualism and rationalism. The Chinese tradition is 

more prone to intersubjectivity than its American counterpart, and the Chinese gaze is concerned 

with the human other more than the American gaze. This sounds a reductive claim, but it is the 

case as far as the novels in this study are concerned.  

The root of the divergence may lie in the different tendencies of the two philosophical 

traditions: the immanence of the Chinese tradition and the transcendence of the Western tradition, 

which is a key debatable issue in comparative study of Chinese and Western philosophy. 2 

Among a multitude of scholars, there are two schools of opinions. For instance, Hall and Ames 

argues for a full Chinese transcendence,3 but Mou Zongsan holds a compromising idea that “The 

ways of tian being high above connotes transcendence. When the way of tian pervades the 

human person, being immanent in this person, it becomes one’s nature. At this time, the way of 

tian is also immanent.”4 In spite of the difference, it is commonly accepted that the Chinese 

tradition is at least dominantly immanent, if not completely, compared with the dominantly 

transcendent Western tradition. This is especially true in the case of the American philosophy of 

                                                 
2 Hall and Ames characterized “strict transcendence” in this pattern: “A is transcendent 

with respect to B if the existence, meaning, or import of B cannot be fully accounted for without 

recourse to A, but the reverse is not true.” See David L. Hall and Roger T. Ames, Thinking from 

the Han: Self, Truth, and Transcendence in Chinese and Western Culture (New York: State 

University of New York Press, 1998), 190. 

 
3 See Hall and Ames, Thinking from the Han, 189-93. 
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(Taibei: Xuesheng Shuju, 1963), 20. 



 

62 

 

transcendentalism, in which the two American novels this study focuses on are created to 

respond. 

The transcendence/immanence contrast is demonstrated by the commonly observed 

contrast between Western Truth-seekers and Chinese Way-seekers: “Truth-seekers want finally 

to get to the bottom line, to establish facts, principles, theories that characterize the way things 

are. Way-seekers search out those forms of action that promote harmonious social existence.”5 

The Western Truth is transcendent in that it exists regardless of human involvement or 

acknowledgement, and the Chinese Way is immanent in that it depends on and regulates human 

involvement.6 The contrast between transcendent Truth and immanent Way is of fundamental 

import in the comparative study between the two traditions of subjectivity and visuality.  

This firstly leads to two distinctive understandings of self: for the transcendentalist West, 

“any recourse to transcendent principles inevitably leads to a substance view of the self”—“a 

being with an essence, an essential ‘nature;’” for the immanent Confucian philosophy, what is of 

greater significance is “an explication of the activities of specific persons in particular contexts.”7 

Thus, the Confucian self is more a being in process or becoming, rather than a being with 

established essence. 

The self of essential nature is more appropriate in modern Western contexts for their 

stress of a person’s essential being and his/her distinction from others. Modern Western 

subjectivity values individuality and autonomy, embodied in terms like Cogito, soul, and self-
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reliance. Confucian self, however, is fundamentally constructed by rituals and moral codes in 

Confucian doctrines, and defined by its social interconnections and deference to the other in a 

familial and social context, rather than the essentialist autonomy and individuality emphasized in 

the West. Interestingly, the self in Chinese philosophical works sounds more like the constructed 

subject due to the Confucian tradition’s communitarian model of the individual and emphasis on 

socialization of individual existence. 

Hall and Ames argue that “In the Chinese model where the self is contextual, it is a 

shared consciousness of one’s roles and relationships. One’s inner and outer selves are 

inseparable. Here, one is self-conscious, not in the sense of being able to isolate and objectify 

one’s essential self, but in the sense of being aware of oneself as an locus of observation by 

others…”8 A key factor contributing to Chinese tradition of intersubjectivity is the Confucian 

Ren, the “ ‘all-pervading principle’ of Confucius’ teaching, and the center of his philosophy.”9 

The Chinese character for Ren is 仁, the left and the right radicals meaning human being and two 

respectively, so Ren is concerned with the relationship between two or more human beings. in 

Vincent Shen’s interpretation, the Confucian concept of Ren is “the dynamic inter-connectedness 

of one’s self with others and with Nature. It is the ultimate ground and transcendental foundation 

of a meaningful human existence.”10 So “human-relatedness/human-connectedness” is a most 
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relevant translation in the study of intersubjective relationships in China.11 It lays the foundation 

for Chinese self: the intersubjective relationship with others. 

 While Socrates encourages “to know yourself,” and Plato urges to pursue the ideal forms, 

Confucius instructs to comply with “self-discipline and observing ritual propriety.”12 Propriety 

establishes proper relationship between self and other, who, in the Confucian tradition, “are 

mutually entailing and interdependent correlatives, and are not dualistic in the sense of 

representing some underlying ontological disparity.”13 If a man can achieve that, he is a junzi, or 

a man of perfect virtue.  

One born into the Confucian context is exposed to a discourse system that stresses the 

importance of others in the understanding of self, and cultivation of one’s self in the Confucian 

tradition is to develop moral connection with others in the familial systems. “Familial order is 

fundamental in determining at least the Confucian sense of self.”14 In the patriarchal system, the 

father and the elder brother are the two persons that one is most closely connected to, so the 

propriety in treating the two lays foundation for the cultivation of one’s Ren. A man who 

practices xiao (filial piety to the father) and ti (fraternal submission to the elder brother) will 

                                                 
11 Ren is translated into human-heartedness, humanity, humaneness, human-relatedness, 

etc. In spite of the different dictions, the core of Ren is the empathy one feels for others or the 

priority one gives to others in dealing with self-other relationship. A more complex but less 

confusing translation should be a combination of the existing translations: “human-heartedness 

based on the acknowledgement of human-relatedness.”  

 
12  Roger T. Ames and Henry Rosemont, Jr., trans. The Analects of Confucius: A 

Philosophical Translation (New York: Ballantine Books, 1998), 152. 

 
13 Hall and Ames, Thinking from the Han, 27. 

 
14 Hall and Ames, Thinking from the Han, 37. 
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have zhong (loyalty to others) and Shu (reciprocity to others), and Dao (the way) naturally grows 

when individual root in family is correctly taken.  

Therefore, the Chinese concept of self based on the doctrines of orthodox Confucianism 

differs from its various Western counterparts in which human subjectivity lies either in 

transcendental form or spirit, as suggested by Platonism and Christian thoughts, or in individual 

consciousness and rational capacity, as espoused by Descartes’s rationalism and following anti-

rationalist idealism and romanticism in the Western intellectual history.  

The recognition of the differences is crucial for understanding intersubjective visuality in 

the two traditions. On the one hand, notions of self lay the foundation for self-other relationships 

that play fundamental roles in the mutual visuality; on the other hand, a study of intersubjective 

visuality will either confirm or question the existing scholarship on the Chinese/Western notions 

of self. 

Secondly, the Western privileging the ultimate Truth and the Chinese prioritizing the 

Way of social interconnections result in different ways to cast philosophical gaze in the two 

traditions: the former on the transcendent realm, such as Ahab in Moby Dick, or on the 

objectified other, such as Chillingworth in The Scarlet Letter; the latter on the social others in 

immanent life, such as Pan Jinlian and Ximen Qing in The Plum in the Golden Vase, as well as 

Jia Baoyu in The Story of the Stone.  

Thirdly, the traditions of transcendence and immanence also give rise to the Western 

dualism and Chinese monism respectively. Hall and Ames believe that: 

The ubiquity of the concept of transcendence in the Western tradition has introduced into 

our conceptual inventory a host of disjunctive concepts—God and the world, being and 

not being, subject and object, mind and body, reality and appearance, good and evil, 

knowledge and ignorance, and so forth…The mutual immanence of the primary elements 
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of the Confucian cosmos—heaven, earth and man—precludes the use of the language of 

transcendence and therefore renders any sort of dualistic contrast pernicious.15 

 

The long tradition of dualism in the West finds embodiment in the Platonic 

rational/irrational contrast, the Aristotelian form/matter distinction, as well as its “modern 

avatar” 16 —the Cartesian mind/body dualism, etc. Self/other contrast is another basic 

embodiment of the dualistic tradition. Comparatively speaking, the classical Chinese 

philosophers are more concerned about the complementary and interdependent correlativity 

between human beings, which is most arguably represented by the theory of yin and yang: “yin is 

always becoming yang, and yang is always becoming yin,” and in self-other relationship, 

“ ‘oneself’ is always becoming other, and another is always becoming oneself.”17  

The contrast between Chinese monism and Western dualism underlies the difference in 

intersubjective visuality. The monism/dualism contrast is both widely acknowledged and 

debated. 18  However, as far as the four novels in this study are concerned, the contrast is 

justifiable to a large extent. It is true that compared with the two American novels, Chinese 

novels do not display striking dualistic contrast between individuals. This difference is most 

obviously seen between Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter and the Chinese novels.  

Following the above delineation of the differences between the Western and Chinese 

traditions of self and the corresponding traditions of visuality, the next section intends to 

                                                 
15 Hall and Ames, Thinking Through Confucius, 17. 

 
16 Hall and Ames, Thinking from the Han, 86. 

 
17 Hall and Ames, Thinking from the Han, 27. 

 
18 See Richard T. De George, “Western and Chinese Philosophy on Man and Nature,” in 

Man and Nature: The Chinese Tradition and the Future, eds. Yijie Tang, Zhen Li, and George F. 

Mclean (North East: CRVP, 1989), 143-48. 
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introduce assumptions of self and visuality in some intellectual and literary texts in the two 

traditions. 

2.2. CONFUCIAN SUBJECTS AND LITERARY REPRESENTATION 

2.2.1. ETHICAL VISUALITY IN ORTHODOX CONFUCIANISM  

The two Chinese novels The Story of the Stone and Plum in the Golden Vase in this study 

were written in a cultural context in which the dominant ideology of neo-Confucianism 

maintains repression of personal sensual and passionate desires by advocating Li, but 

simultaneously popular literary works started to represent latent desires and emotions in personal 

lives as a direct challenge to the political and ethical doctrines. Both of the novels are 

masterpieces in representing the problematic Chinese subjectivity constituted by the conflicting 

discourses of Confucian ethics and latent unconscious desires, especially that aroused by the 

external images of ideal egos.  

Traditional Chinese subjectivity, due to the dominance of orthodox Confucianism since 

its ascendance to ruling ideology in Han Dynasty, has always been intersubjective in nature. For 

Confucius, the world is real rather than illusory as believed by Plato,19 and what he is most 

concerned about is human relations rather than abstract truth. Because of the stress on social 

relations by Confucianism, Chinese gaze is usually directed to the human other, and proper 

mutual visuality is one of the central issues for the cultivation of Confucian subjects.  

Confucianism attaches great importance to moral and ritualistic codes to regulate 

intersubjective visuality. Confucius believes that one’s inner quality could be seen through visual 

observation: “Watch their actions, observe their motives, examine wherein they dwell content; 

                                                 
19 Chen, “Popular Literature and Visual Culture in Early Modern China,” 517-18. 
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won’t you know what kind of person they are? Won’t you know what kind of person they are?”20 

One cannot conceal himself because the quality or substance, which is dynamic and becoming, 

of a man is in correspondence to his appearance or ornament: “Refinement is no different from 

one’s basic disposition; one’s disposition is no different from refinement. The skin of the tiger or 

leopard, shorn of its hair, is no different from the dog or sheep.”21 The junzi as a superior man 

should achieve both. Confucius himself is a strict practitioner of the propriety in seeing and in 

being seen. The Analects records his presence in the palace:  

On passing through the entrance way to the duke’s court, he would bow forward from the 

waist, as though the gateway were not high enough. While in attendance, he would not 

stand in the middle of the entranceway; on passing through, he would not step on the 

raised threshold. On passing by the empty throne, his countenance would change visibly, 

his legs would bend, and in his speech he would seem to be breathless. He would lift the 

hem of his skirts in ascending the hall, bow forward from the waist, and hold in his breath 

as though ceasing to breathe. On leaving and descending the first steps, he would relax 

his expression and regain his composure. He would glide briskly from the bottom of the 

steps, and returning to his place, would resume a reverent posture.22 

 

It seems that Confucius stresses the proper countenance for particular circumstances. Or, 

he does not intentionally stress it, since all the countenances could be spontaneous expressions of 

his internalized propriety of presenting himself to the ruler’s gaze. Facial countenance is an 

important part for self-cultivation in that it is rooted in one’s inner quality of loyalty and 

benevolence. In a certain sense, facial countenance is ritualized, so that an ideal inner quality is 

produced and a proper interpersonal relationship could be maintained even through how one 

looks on particular occasions. 

                                                 
20 Ames and Rosemont, The Analects, 78. 

 
21 Ames and Rosemont, The Analects, 155. 

 
22 Ames and Rosemont, The Analects, 135. 
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Confucian proprieties of visual practice are established in accordance to the hierarchical 

familial structure of the society. The ruler, the older, and the male have a privileged visuality 

over the subordinate, the young, and the female. And above all human gazes, there is a gaze from 

the tian—the impersonal and eternal heaven as distinguished from the heaven in Judeo-Christian 

tradition—that constantly monitors Confucian subjects to ensure their proper self-cultivation of 

the De (virtue as individual attainment of Dao) in accord with the Dao (doing one’s utmost 

[zhong] and putting oneself in the other’s place [shu]).23 The gaze from the tian is internalized 

through repeated rites in seeing and becomes an immanent part of the Confucian subject. 

Confucianism attaches importance to the becoming of souls rather than managing bodies through 

force, which is, to a large extent, similarly to Foucault’s view of soul-caring modern power. 

Mencius regards visual desires as both natural and in need of moral intervention. He 

writes:  

For the mouth to desire sweet tastes, the eye to desire beautiful colors, the ear to desire 

pleasant sounds, the nose to desire fragrant odors, and the four limbs to desire ease and 

rest—these things are natural. But there is the appointment of Heaven in connexion with 

them, and the superior man does not say of his pursuit of them, ‘It is my nature.’24  

 

The satiation of seeing, hearing, smelling and other physical desires is rooted in human 

nature, but a superior man does not say so because he prioritizes the heavenly appointments—

“the exercise of love between father and son, the observance of righteousness between sovereign 

and minister, the rules of ceremony between host and guest, the display of knowledge in 

                                                 
23 Ames and Rosemont, The Analects, 92. 

 
24 James Legge, trans. The Works of Mencius (North Chelmsford: Courier Corporation, 

2011), 489. 
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recognizing the worthy, and the fulfilling the heavenly course by the sage.”25 The natural desires 

for seeing beautiful colors could be subdued by the moral demands for self-cultivation; the desire 

aroused by the visual presence of the other could be repressed and regulated by moral codes and 

the duty towards others. What Mencius writes sounds similar to the Freudian psychoanalytic 

discussion about the cultural superego that maintains civilization by regulating individual 

libidinal desires. There is a tension between personal desire to see beautiful colors and 

civilization’s demand for conformity by giving up individual desires. 

For Mencius, seeing the other arouses not only natural desires, but most importantly 

one’s deference to others in that men share the same nature of benevolence. His renowned 

example is that anyone will feel sympathy when he witnesses other’s suffering, such as falling 

into a well. Those who stop to consider the practical factor for saving or not saving the drowning 

are acting against their nature due to acquired desires and distorted nature. One should recover 

and maintain his original nature and extend his benevolence to others, until he finds no 

difference between them, arriving finally at a stage in which he becomes one with the moral 

universe. It follows that, for Mencius, human beings share a universal nature of benevolence, and 

they are fundamentally the same in terms of ethics; furthermore, human beings are able to 

achieve sympathy that enables mutual knowledge and understandings, distinguishing his idea 

from the dualistic self-other relationship in the Western tradition. 

In contrast to Mencius, Xunzi, another Confucianist, holds a belief of the evilness of 

human nature, which makes it necessary to practice rites to restraint and regulate human 

impulses. Both of them are concerned with the morality in seeing another, the idealist Mencius 

                                                 
25 Legge, The Works of Mencius, 489. 
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holds the belief of empathy shared by the seer and the seen, while the realist Xunzi sees practical 

contradictions in actual visual encounters. In spite of the contrasting viewpoints on human nature, 

both argue for the necessity of education and cultivation, to maintain benevolence for Mencius 

and to curb evilness for Xunzi.  

The famous Confucian maxim of “Do not look at anything that violates the observance of 

ritual propriety (feili wushi),” along with three others—“do not listen to anything that violates the 

observance of ritual propriety; do not speak about anything that violates the observance of ritual 

propriety say; and do not do anything that violates the observance of ritual propriety do what is 

incompatible with the propriety (feili wuting, feili wuyan, feili wudong),” 26  are intended to 

cultivate moral selves and foster harmony between self and other in an idealized society. A 

Confucian subject is supposed to observe the proper visual codes in particular circumstances. Li 

Chi (The Book of Rites), which along with Zhouli (The Rites of Zhou) and Yili (The Book of 

Etiquette) constitutes Li—one of the five classics of Confucian writings, records a multitude of 

ritualistic rules for disciplining visual practices.  

The codes of seeing in Li Chi are specified even to details as to the particular place one is 

supposed to cast his eyes on a person: 

The son of Heaven does not look at a person above his collar or below his girdle; the 

ruler of a state looks at him a little lower (than the collar); a Great officer, on a line with 

his heart; and an ordinary officer, not from beyond a distance of five paces. In all cases 

looks directed above to the face denote pride, and below the girdle grief; directed askance, 

they denote villainy.27  

 

                                                 
26 Ames and Rosemont, The Analects, 152. 

 
27 James Legge, trans. Li Chi: Book of Rites, vol. 1 (Whitefish: Kessinger Publishing, 

LLC, 2003), 118. 
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The interpersonal looking is strictly hierarchical due to the fact that people of different 

social status—the emperor (The son of Heaven), a great officer, or an ordinary officer— can lay 

eyes on different parts of the other person. The interpersonal looking is ethical, and breaking the 

moral codes of looking means violation towards the other and breaking the moral codes. Li Chi 

describes the ritualization of interpersonal looking, which is to maintain the harmony of social 

relations through stabilizing social hierarchy. What is emphasized here is the necessity to restrain 

one’s impulse to see the other’s eyes or other parts to prevent aggression or attachment, etc. 

Confining one’s gaze in such a way avoids mutual gaze, here a sign of pride. It is also, according 

to modern psychoanalysis, helpful to prevent desires for identification and assimilation with the 

ideal image of the other.  

The emperor—the son of Heaven—is also to follow the rules since in the Confucian 

political philosophy the emperor is ruling for the Tian and his propriety is believed to be 

followed by all his subordinates. “Governing with excellence (de 德) can be compared to being 

the North Star: the North Star dwells in its place, and the multitude of stars pay it tribute.”28 The 

emperor is allowed to have a freer choice as to the place to fixate his eyes, but only the part 

between the collar and girdle is allowed.  

Similar to The Analects, Li Chi also describes the ritualization of personal countenance. 

Facing a superior, such as a ruler, one also needs to know what facial expression is appropriate 

even though the other is not supposed to gaze into the face. Li Chi describes the expression one 

is to wear when drinking with the ruler: “When he received the first cup, he wore grave look; 

when he received the second, he looked pleased and respectful. With this the ceremony stopped. 

                                                 
28 Ames and Rosemont, The Analects, 9. 
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At the third cup, he looked self-possessed and prepared to withdraw.”29 A similar requirement 

applies during one’s mourning of the parents’ death. Li Chi describes an ideal example of Yen 

Ting:  

Immediately after the death (of his father), he looked grave and restless, as if he were 

seeking for something, and could not find it. When the coffining had taken place, he 

looked expectant, as if he were following someone and could not get up with him. After 

the interment he looked sad, and as if, not getting his father to return, he would wait for 

him.30  

 

His facial expression is not a show for others to witness, but the proper reaction to the 

death of the father, who is the head of the family, a status similar to that of ruler, who is the head 

of the state. When one’s capable of propriety with the father, he is capable of the same propriety 

with the ruler.  

Rules for seeing in particular circumstances like taking a carriage, entering a door, and 

following an elder are all meticulously laid down: “Standing (in his carriage) one should look 

(forward only) to the distance of five revolutions of the wheels. Bending forward, he should (do 

so only till he) sees the tails of the horses;”31 “When, following an elder, they ascend a level 

height, he must keep his face towards the quarter to which the elder is looking;”32 “When about 

to enter the door, he must keep his eyes cast down. As he enters, he should (keep his hands raised 

                                                 
29 Legge, Li Chi, vol. 2, 8. 

 
30 Legge, Li Chi, vol. 1, 179. 

 
31 Legge, Li Chi, vol. 1, 97. 

 
32 Legge, Li Chi, vol. 1, 70. 
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as high as if he were) bearing the bar of the door. In looking down or up, he should not turn (his 

head).”33  

It’s arguable that the goal for regulating visuality is to achieve a moral and political aim 

through advocating self-cultivation, which in Confucianism is largely a process of internalization 

of ethical codes that establish and maintain the hierarchical and harmonious social structure. The 

political goal of Confucianism is carried out not by enforcement of repressive power, but by 

cultivation of individual virtue de—“‘a moral-making property of a person’ that is able to give 

the person ‘psychic power or influence over others, and sometimes even over one’s nonhuman 

surroundings.’”34 Individual virtue is achieved through internalization of moral codes in daily 

practice, and the meticulous regulations in seeing a social other in various circumstances is one 

of the fundamentals in disciplining individuals into junzi—Confucian superior man. The Junzi 

then fulfills the political purpose for achieving social conformity.  

The later neo-Confucianists Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming hold opposite beliefs 

concerning where the ultimate truth lies, which determines their respective attitude towards the 

self-other relationship. Zhu Xi of the School of Li or Principle believes that anything, no matter 

artificial or natural, is operating on its Li, which exists prior to its physical manifestations. 35 

                                                 
33 Legge, Li Chi, vol. 1, 71. 

 
34 Xinzhong Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2000), 155. 

 
35 “In Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism, there is no governor external to the cosmos, and 

there is no personal governor in the universe, but ‘the Way’ or ‘li’ can be understood as a type of 

governor or regulative power that exists within the universe. The entire universe then—from its 

existence to its movement, and including human society—is guided by li. Li is not only the 

origin of heaven and the earth, and the law of all things, it is also the highest value.”35 Lai Chen, 

The Core Values of Chinese Civilization (New York: Springer, 2016), 19. 
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Man’s humanity is individualized Li common to all, and it is one’s physical endowment Qi that 

distinguishes him from others. So in nature men are the same, and therefore, their proper 

behaviors, including interpersonal visuality, should also follow the same principles. Misconducts 

like personal desires due to Qi require knowledge of Li for its regulations. For intersubjective 

visuality, moral codes of orthodox Confucianism mentioned earlier are applied as the true 

principles and put forward as natural principles for the Confucian subjects to comply with. 

Wang Yangming’s School of Xin or Mind holds that the ultimate truth does not lie in the 

things themselves, but in human mind. All things and men should be one with my mind, but 

because of my bodily form, the things and others are separated from my mind. To regain the 

unity of my mind and others, I need to love everyone. By the infinite extension of love, all the 

things and men regain unity with my mind. It is arguable that when Wang looks at a man, he sees 

no separation between his self and the man, because his physical boundary of the bodily form 

has been annihilated by his spirituality and as an existence in his mind, the other constitutes part 

of his mind. 

2.2.2. ETHICAL VISUAL SUBJECTS IN CHINESE LITERARY CONTEXT 

The Confucian propriety of seeing has exerted great influence on Chinese daily practice 

and self-cultivation throughout history. The prohibition of immoral seeing is most obviously 

practiced between the two sexes. Strict chastity code allows no direct visual encounters between 

a man and a woman unless they are married. Mencius regards peeping on each other before 

marriage as illicit practice: “those who bore holes in the wall to peep at one another, or climb 

over it to meet illicitly, waiting for neither the command of parents nor the good offices of a go-
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between, are despised by parents and fellow-countrymen alike.”36 Public appearance of a woman 

should be avoided as both a violation of moral codes and a humiliation to her and her family. In 

ancient Chinese houses, a passage from a side door leading directly to the bedroom is provided 

to avoid the woman’s exposure to male eyes. A sick woman may be very reluctant to see a male 

doctor, and when urgently necessary, only the wrist is stretched from behind the curtain for male 

doctors to take the pulse.  

Not to be distracted by the visual presence of women came to be a test for gentlemen’s 

cultivation of inner quality. Luo Guanzhong, the author of The Romance of Three Kingdoms,37 

narrates the story of Zheng Xuan as a man capable of refraining from visual attractions. In 

lectures, Ma Rong, Zheng’s master, surrounded his disciples with beautiful singers and dancers, 

and for three years, Zheng was the only student who had never cast an eye on the beauties. Upon 

graduation, Ma Rong sighed and said that only Zheng had attained the secrets of his learnings. 

Chinese novels earlier than The Plum in the Golden Vase and The Story of the Stone are 

primarily concerned with historical mimesis and biographical accuracy, and mainly serve 

dominant ideologies with “Confucian political ethics”38 at the core. The ideological, moral, and 

political aspects of human subjectivity are richly presented in the novels, but psychological and 

existential aspects are relatively neglected, owing to the fact that characters live more as parts of 

collectives than as autonomous individuals. In novels like Romance of Three Kingdoms, 

                                                 
36 D.C. Lau, trans. Mencius (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970), 108. 

 
37 Guanzhong Luo, Romance of the Three Kingdoms (North Clarendon: C.E. Tuttle Co., 

1959). 

 
38 See Daniel A. Bell, ed. Confucian Political Ethics (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 2010). 
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individuality is largely absent in their categorical representations of human beings that exist as 

embodiments of Confucian ethics, and interpersonal relationship is reduced to reflections of the 

ideal hierarchical relationship dreamed by Confucian philosophers. In other novels, individuality 

is also neglected due to the authors’ overall intention to convey Buddhist or Daoist conceptions 

of human existence as manifestation of emptiness or nothingness.  

In earlier classical novels than the two observed in this study, interpersonal visual 

contacts are rarely presented, and in the cases when it is presented, it generally complies with 

Confucian ethics in which human eyes are either searching for heavenly principles or codified by 

Confucian rituals and ethics in seeing each other. This results in hierarchical intersubjective 

visuality embodying Confucian values of sympathy, loyalty, and righteousness, etc.  

In Romance of Three Kingdoms, for instance, one can rarely find any descriptions of 

interpersonal visual contacts that do not comply with Confucian ethical codes. Furthermore, what 

they see in each other concerns mostly political and strategic calculations rather than reflections 

concerning human existence and intersubjective relationships. Guan Yu, the legendary hero in 

the novel, is widely esteemed for keeping his eyes on the Confucian historical writing Spring and 

Autumn Annuals the whole night when he stays with his sisters-in-law who need his protection in 

a time of crisis. Similarly, all the other heroes in the novel are never involved in visual and 

sensual entanglement with others, what they see in each other is strictly formulated by moral 

principles and rituals established by Confucianism to guarantee the stability of the hierarchal 

structure within each group of power. Zhuge Liang, the greatest strategist and politician in the 

novel, looks into the heaven as an astrologist or looks into human eyes to determine whether they 

are traitors or not. His utilitarian eyesight is never entangled with sensual desires and he is a most 
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perfect manifestation of an idealized Confucian Junzi (gentleman). On the few occasions when 

personal desire overwhelms moral discipline in the novel, for instance, Dong Zhuo’s licentious 

attachment to the beauty Diao Chan and Liu Bei’s obsession with the princess of Wu, the men 

get punished for their immoral sensual involvement with female beauties, who are believed to be 

the cause of “flood of disaster (hong yan huo shui)” in a long-held Chinese belief. 39  The 

characters in this historical novel are merely conductors of historical happenings rather than 

human beings with individual value. 

 Similarly, in Water Margin, the one hundred and eight heroes (haohan)40 on Liangshan 

Mountain are mostly misogynists free from personal and sensual desires, and what they see in 

each other is nothing but embodiments of Confucian brotherhood: honor, duty, and comradeship. 

Wang Ying is the only exception among the male heroes. His desire for sex is described as not 

any different from that of a beast as he does not see a human equal in a woman, but an 

instrument to satiate his untamed desire before he comes across his wife Hu Sanniang, who is 

more a sworn brother and hero to Wang than a wife. Wang’s devotion to Song Jiang, head of the 

rebels, is impressively faithful and could be regarded as a representative Confucian gentleman. 

Thus in him we see a controversial combination of licentious desire and Confucian loyalty. The 

controversial pattern repeats on several other characters, such as Li Kui, who is both a merciless 

butcher of lives and the most devoted follower of Song Jiang. Water Margin ends with certain 

                                                 
39 Lily Xiao Hong Lee, et al, ed. Biographical Dictionary of Chinese Women: Antiquity 

Through Sui, 1600 B.C.E.-618 C.E, vol. 3 (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2007), 85; Tingyi Wang, 

Hongyan Huoshui: Shuihuzhan JinPingmei nvxing xingxiangde wenhua sikao [Flood of Disaster: 

A Cultural Reflection upon Women in Water Margin and The Plum in the Golden Vase] (Beijing: 

Baihua Wenyi Chubanshe, 1996).  

 
40 Keith McMahon, Causality and Containment in Seventeenth-Century Chinese Fiction 

(Leiden: BRILL, 1988), 52. 
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senses of Buddhist nothingness and emptiness when Lu Zhishen and Wu Song are converted to 

Buddhist monks and the cherished brotherhood is disintegrated with the deaths of most of the 

members. They start in seeing loyalty and righteousness in intersubjective relationship but end 

up in seeing illusions and ephemerality in the involvement with human others. In both cases, 

individuals exist only to the extent that they embody Confucian or Daoist and Buddhist 

conception of human existence, and the individual existence of human beings in private spaces is 

still absent in the novel.  

Compared with the morally formulated intersubjective visuality in Romance of Three 

Kingdoms and Water Margin, Journey to the West is more explicitly concerned with Chinese 

anxiety of seeing the other. The anxiety is demonstrated most arguably by the writer’s 

employment of a variety of images of the eye: Buddha’s omnipotent eyes, Jade Emperor’s 

limited vision, immortals’ multiple eyes, Monkey King’s penetrating eyes, and San Zang’s 

metaphorically short-sighted eyes. Characters in the novel are not concerned with truth hidden 

behind materialistic phenomenon in the nature, but essential nature of human others hidden 

behind the superficial appearance. All characters, immortals or mortals, are good at disguise and 

there is a sharp dichotomy between appearance and essence. The radical alterity makes the other 

inaccessible, which arouses the strongest anxiety over self-other relationship in the novel. That 

explains the prevalence of magic eyes and mirrors in the novel that help reveal what the other is 

in essence. The anxiety of seeing the other distinguishes Journey to the West from Romance of 

Three Kingdoms and Water Margin in that it consciously depicts the other as a being of 

particular nature, which gives rise to greater understandings of individual existence, compared 

with those completely ideologically constructed characters in other novels. 
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2.2.3. SENSUAL VISUAL SUBJECTS IN LITERARY WORKS 

The above mentioned codes of seeing are accompanied by “unethical” ones of sensual 

peeping and voyeurism in literary works or historical anecdotes. In classical Chinese writings, 

two most well-known examples are the romantic story of Sima Xiangru and Zhuo Wenjun in the 

Record of History by Sima Qian (ca. 145—86 BCE), and the story of Hanshou and the daughter 

of the premier of the court in The History of the Jin Dynasty.41 Both romances were initiated by 

the beautiful girls’ peeping on the talented young men, and both stories end with a happy 

marriage, indicating partial acceptance of the “immoral” act of peeping in the literary field.  

The tolerance of sensual gaze kept growing and epitomized in the popular literature of 

Yuan and Ming Dynasty from the thirteenth-century onward. Popular literature representing 

people’s sensual life thrived in the period, taking the place of historical writings focusing on 

mimesis of historical facts and political affairs. Bai Pu’s Above the Wall and on Horseback 

(Qiangtou Mashang)42 and Wang Shifu’s The Story of the Western Wing (Xixiang Ji)43 are both 

rich in descriptions of sensual visual encounters that arouse love and passion between male and 

female protagonists, even descriptions of voyeuristic peeping by a third pair of eyes. The maid 

Hongniang in The Story of the Western Wing (Xixiang Ji) peeps through a hole on the window to 

gaze upon Zhangsheng and his lover Yingying in their secret meeting. 

 The interpersonal visuality described in the literary works stands in contrast to the ideal 

moral visuality espoused by generations of Confucianists, Daoists, and Buddhists. From  Laozi’s 

                                                 
41 See Chen, “Popular Literature and Visual Culture,” 519. 

 
42 Renfu Bai, Qiang Tou Ma Shang (Shanghai: Shanghai gu ji chu ban she, 2002). 

 
43 Shifu Wang, The Story of the Western Wing (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1995). 
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disbelief in “five colors,”44 to Mencius’s writing against illicit peeping, and neo-Confucianists’ 

stress on the doctrine—“Cun tianli, qu renyu (Safeguard heavenly principles and do away with 

human desire),” Chinese philosophers have always been concerned with how to cultivate moral 

self by curbing sensual desires. But, after all, as these literary works reveal, sensual attraction 

from the visual other can never be done away with, and the idealistic social harmony to be 

achieved through rites and ethics is always undermined by the individual desire to peep and to 

gaze. 

The two Chinese novels The Story of the Stone and The Plum in the Golden Vase in this 

study were written in a cultural context in which the dominant ideology of neo-Confucianism 

maintained repression of personal sensual and passionate desires by advocating Li, but 

simultaneously, popular literary works started to represent latent desires and emotions in 

personal lives as a direct challenge to the philosophical doctrines. Both of the novels are 

masterpieces in representing the problematic Chinese subjectivity constituted by the conflicting 

discourses of Confucian ethics and latent unconscious desires, especially that aroused by the 

external images of ego ideals. 

2.3. AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALIST SELF AND LITERARY RESPONSES  

The Chinese emphasis on ethical and ritualistic issues of interpersonal visuality differs 

quite evidently from the Western stress on rationality and spirituality. Michel Foucault mentions 

in his Hermeneutics of the subject that the problematics with the Western self is that his/her gaze 

has been gradually “drawn aloft” away from the self and the social other to the supracelestial 
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realm of spirit or the phenomenal world of knowledge.45 This agrees with what Hall and Ames 

claim as the problematics of Western pursuit of the transcendent Ultimate Truth at the cost of 

considerations of immanent issues in concrete lives, which the Chinese tradition is most closely 

concerned with.  

The two American novels in this study—Moby Dick and The Scarlet Letter—were 

created in the intellectual background dominated by the Emersonian transcendentalism. Both of 

the novels are engaged in a dialogue with transcendentalism through representations of 

problematic subjects that are incompatible with the transcendentalist subject. Melville’s Ahab 

and Hawthorne’s Chillingworth are exactly such tragic subjects with their gaze “drawn aloft” 

either to the transcendent existence of spirit or the ultimate truth of an object. 

2.3.1. TRANSCENDENTALIST SELF AND ALOFT GAZE  

The “aloft gaze” in Emerson’s age is rooted in the long history of transcendence in the 

West. Foucault observes that the pursuit of Platonic form meant an observable change in the 

manner in which people directed their eyesight: the inward inspection and eyesight on others in 

search of self-knowledge is replaced by eyes directed to the abstract and divine realms: “as could 

be seen in the Alcibiades, the movement by which the soul turns to itself is a movement in which 

one’s gaze is drawn ‘aloft’—towards the divine element, towards essences  and the supracelestial 

world in which they are visible.”46 Foucault’s observation is confirmed by Shadi Bartsch, who 

claims that the mirror images in the Greek and Roman texts also show a transformation from 

interpersonal involvement to abstract concern. Before the Alcibiades, “There is not much that is 
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metaphysical in this usage [of mirror], in which the mirror was thought of as reflecting the 

expectations and the judgment of the community in which one lived, rather than as providing 

some kind of window into the world beyond.”47 However, in the Alcibiades, “the mirrored gaze 

becomes not a reflection of the judgment of the other, but a metaphor for our ability to see the 

divine in ourselves by seeing the divine in others.”48 Bartsch’s insight based on the mirror image 

suggests two distinctive gazes in looking into the mirror: one is evaluative from the community 

and the other is acquisitive for divine elements and essences. In the former type of gaze, what the 

mirror reflects is the seer’s social involvement with others—the seer is looking at his/her mirror 

image through the eyes of others in the community; in the second, the social others’ gaze 

vanishes and what is seen is the indication of the divine in the self. Intersubjective visuality is 

thus transformed to subject-transcendence visual experience when the “essence” of self is located 

in the divine and the other is deprived of existence in the self’s gaze directed to the divine. 

Foucault further argues that Christianity draws one’s gaze further away from both self 

and other by attributing all knowledge and truth to the transcendent God. To Foucault, “A 

fundamental element of Christian conversion is renunciation of oneself, dying to oneself, and 

being reborn in a different self and new form which, as it were, no longer has anything to do with 

the earlier self in its being, its mode of being, in its habits or its ethos.”49 Therefore, Christian 

self-care is arguably to abandon one’s personal spirituality and body to achieve total moral 

subjection to God. The self is abandoned and self-other relationship finds no ground to exist, and 
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human eyes cast on human others achieves no intersubjective visuality. It is replaced by the 

subject’s upward gaze for moral subjection and the omnipresent gaze from God.  

It is believed that the Western tradition is formulated fundamentally by the joint force of 

the Greek and the Christian traditions, as Ames argues: 

With the melding of the Greek and the Christian traditions, medieval scholastic 

philosophy was placed in the service of theology, and reverence for the theoretically and 

spiritually abstract meant that in the fullness of time, practical wisdom, rhetoric, and the 

aesthetic were relegated to the down side of a prevailing dualism. In this narrative we 

witness that a growing preoccupation with ontological and metaphysical questions led to 

a more rarified and pointed search for an abstract, unconditioned knowledge, and its 

promise of certainty.50 

 

Following Ames’s argument, the Greek gaze into the ideal form and Christian gaze into 

the divine co-determine the Western gaze into the abstract and the transcendent. Compared with 

the Chinese gaze on the social other, the Western gaze, to a certain extent, overlooks the visual 

presence of the social other. The Chinese gaze is fundamentally intersubjective in search of the 

immanent Dao to regulate human relationships and achieve self-cultivation and social harmony, 

whereas the Western gaze is basically non-intersubjective because it has to be directed to a 

transcendental realm for the sake of the transcendent Truth. The Western upward gaze also 

means a selfhood located in the abstract supracelestial realm rather than in the concrete 

intersubjective relationship with the other. When Ahab looks into Ishmael’s eyes as his death 

approaches, he realizes that the root of his tragedy lies exactly in his eyes drawn aloft by the 

whale—the symbol of Ahab’s spiritual self.  
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2.3.2. AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALIST SELF 

Transcendentalism is “basically a philosophy of the self, also called the ego or the 

subject.”51 It is believed by many critics to be based on German idealism that places man’s mind 

at the center of experiences and regards the mind as the source of reality and truth. The 

transcendentalists in Emerson’s age may differ from each other as to the position of man in the 

world and his relationship with the society, but they share the same philosophical inclination. As 

Philip E. Gura maintains in his American Transcendentalism: 

Although a loosely knit group of thinkers and activists, they had a distinct philosophical 

bent toward German Idealism rather than British Empiricism, that is, toward the 

revolution wrought by Immanuel Kant, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, and others who 

championed the inherent powers of the human mind, against the philosophy of John 

Locke and his followers, who believed that external circumstances primarily formed 

man’s consciousness.52 

 

Following idealism, transcendentalism maintains that “man has ideas, that come not 

through the five senses, or the powers of reasoning; but are either the result of direct revelation 

from God, his immediate inspiration, or his immanent presence in the spiritual world.”53 Man’s 

ideas from God are not seen by the corporeal eye, but by the mind’s eye which is noble and 

accessible to the divine. The nobleness of the ocular in transcendentalism is represented most 
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famously by the Emersonian transparent eyeball in his depiction of his notion of 

transcendentalist self. 

2.3.2.1. THE EMERSONIAN SELF 

Emerson claims in the Introduction to Nature that “philosophically considered, the 

universe is composed of Nature and the Soul.”54 His notion of self is identified with the Over-

Soul, a “super-personal concept of God,”55 in contrast to Nature as the other: “All that is separate 

from us, all which philosophy distinguishes as the NOT ME, that is, both nature and art, all other 

men and my own body, must be ranked under this name [Nature].” 56  In addition to the 

soul/nature contrast, critics have observed other pairs of dualistic structures in Emerson’s 

thought: “physical versus metaphysical, material versus immaterial, temporal versus eternal, and 

individual versus universal.”57 Therefore, “The ‘I’—consciousness—as Emerson also tells us, is 

‘double,’ living in two worlds at the same time: the mundane world of the understanding and the 

more exalted world of the soul.”58 Emerson expresses his notion of self most famously in a 

visual account—the “transparent eyeball.” Emerson narrates his own experience of direct 

perception of the divine in Nature:  
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Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a clouded sky, without 

having in my thoughts any occurrence of special good fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect 

exhilaration. I am glad to the brink of fear...There I feel that nothing can befall me in 

life—no disgrace, no calamity, (leaving me my eyes,) which nature cannot repair. 

Standing on the bare ground, —my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite 

space, —all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; I am nothing; I see 

all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me.59  

 

It shows explicitly that Emerson locates his self more in the Universal Being than the 

worldly connections. At the same time, although he claims that he feels no self— “I am 

nothing,” his self is actually central in that he is nearly God when he sees all. This is attributable 

to his belief of a God “based on the person-hood of the self,” and an Over-soul “as a dynamic 

process of identification with the God of the universe, a process of continually conquering and 

transcending the individual soul through utter obedience to the indwelling God-within.”60 The 

correspondence between the transcendent Over-soul and the indwelling God-within explains why, 

for Emerson, “the proper way of celebrating the Lord’s Super...was celebrating the self as 

God.”61 When looking through the transparent eyeball, Emerson is looking through the eyes of 

God, which see not the concrete other, but the universal principle circulating around him.  

In Emerson’s description, seeing is prioritized and the ego becomes an agent of seeing. 

The eye accesses the truth of the world directly. In Bloom’s view, “Emerson’s fantastic 

introjection of the transparent eyeball as bodily ego seems to make thinking and seeing the same 

activity, one that culminated in self-deification.”62 The Emersonian self is represented by the 
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omnipotent and transparent eyeball. It thus is a centralized being that is endowed with the 

capacity to see beneath or beyond the physical body and nature to reach the Universal principles.  

In spite of the centralized position of self, some critics argue that, for Emerson, individual 

subjectivity is virtually absent in that he equals it to the Over-Soul, and that by locating the self 

in the abstract, he deprives the self of the corporeal body and individual thoughts. “Emerson’s ‘I’ 

is never simply the individual subject, suggesting instead that the ‘spirit or the law of nature 

occupies the place of the subject in Emerson’s essays, and each time Emerson writes, he 

impersonates his subjectivity.”63 The Over-soul and individual soul don’t seem to be maintained 

simultaneously, and the Emersonian self identifies with the former at the cost of the latter: “the 

human soul abandons itself to the original and universal Soul.”64 This identification of self with 

the abstract Soul is problematic to the critics of Emerson, who frequently compares 

transcendentalists with people who are obsessed with illusive meditation at the cost of care about 

tangible problems. Emersonian notion of self is problematic if observed from the perspective of 

the other—his corporeal body, the human other, and physical nature. The Over-Soul, “within 

which every man’s particular being is contained and made one with all other,”65 annihilates 

individuality.  

S. T. Campagna-Pinto has observed the problem of monocularism of the transparent 

eyeball: “Binocular vision disappears with the transparent eyeball; our two eyes of order and 

                                                 
63 See Jonathan Levin, The Poetics of Transition: Emerson, Pragmatism, & American 

Literary Modernism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999), 28. 

 
64 Takanashi, Emerson and Neo-Confucianism, 65. 

 
65 Ralph Waldo Emerson, The Collected Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, eds. Alfred R. 

Ferguson, Joseph Slater, and Douglas Emory Wilson, 2nd vol. (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 1959-72), 160. 



 

89 

 

chaos, of existence as a god who is yet in ruins, are unified into one clear vision that comes with 

evaporation into God...The author undergoes an evaporation from matter to spirit.”
66

 The multi-

voiced nature of the concrete world is reduced by the almighty eyeball into unification and 

coherence, which, in the eyes of postmodernists, is a normalizing force for conformity. 

Lack of interest in concrete involvement is also a problem of the Emersonian self. 

Immediately following his transparent eyeball passage, Emerson mentions his assumptions about 

interpersonal relationship: when he undergoes the experience of being a transparent eyeball, 

“The name of the nearest friend sounds then foreign and accidental: to be brothers, to be 

acquaintances, master or servant, is then a trifle and a disturbance.” 67  It is arguable that 

Emersonian notion of self is solipsistic, disregarding the social connections of one’s concrete 

existence as a trifle or a disturbance. This is shrewdly described by Bloom as “perhaps the 

largest pragmatic consequence of being ‘part or particle of God’ is that your need for other 

people necessarily is somewhat diminished.”68 

Emerson’s disvalue of social connections is repeated when he writes on self-reliance. 

Emerson thinks highly of the individuals who are able to “detect and watch that gleam of light 

which flashes across his mind from within, more than the luster of the firmament of bards and 

sages,” and self-reliance lies in one’s will to “believe that what is true for you in your private 
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heart is true for all men.”69 However, this capacity to detect the gleam of light in inner mind is 

always hampered by social bonds one is exposed to. Society is thus believed by Emerson as 

nothing but a “joint-stock company,” in which individual members have to give up self-reliance 

for the sake of living. The social connection with the other that enables a subject’s 

intersubjective existence is not granted adequate value in Emerson’s negative attitude towards 

society. 

Emerson’s depiction of the neutrality and transparency of the eyeball of the mind is found 

problematic by scholars in the twentieth century who are adept in psychological issues involved 

in human visual experience. Jacobs maintains a contrast between Emersonian transparent vision 

and Sartrean paranoid vision:  

The existentialism of Jean-Paul Sartre in particular offers a specifically visual account of 

the construction of subjectivity that rivals Emerson’s conception of the transparent 

eyeball...unlike Emerson’s paradigm, however, Sartre’s is a specifically relational 

account, sensitive to the operations of power governing visual exchanges in 

subject/object relations.70 

 

It is arguable that not only Sartre’s existentialist visual account but also most of 

twentieth-century theories about human vision and visuality challenge the Emersonian eyeball. 

Those theories are more concerned with psychological and ideological entanglements in the 

relationship between visuality and subjectivity.  

Actually, the problematization of Emersonian vision is not only conducted by the 

twentieth-century philosophers and thinkers, but also by Emerson’s contemporaries, mainly 
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Thoreau, Poe, Melville, and Hawthorne. Their representation of subjectivity in philosophical 

writings, poems, and novels could be arguably regarded as precursors to the theoretical 

reflections upon subjectivity by the twentieth-century academia. Thoreau’s and Poe’s 

representations of their notions of self in terms of vision and visuality are briefly discussed here 

as part of the intellectual context in which Moby Dick and The Scarlet Letter were created.  

In spite of their shared belief in the transcendent nature of self, Thoreau’s concept of the 

self is different from Emerson’s in several ways. Emerson writes that he himself becomes a 

transparent eyeball seeing beyond the nature into the Universal Being. On the contrary, 

Thoreau’s transparent eye is not that of his own, but of Walden Pond: “A lake is the landscape’s 

most beautiful and expressive feature. It is earth’s eye; looking into which the beholder measures 

the depth of his own nature. The fluviatile trees next to the shore are the slender eyelashes which 

fringe it, and the wooded hills and cliffs around are its overhanging brows.”71 The pond is an eye 

of the earth, looking throughout the space, even to the remote planets and stars. At the same time, 

it is an eye into which man can see his own soul. Man and nature are mutually connected and 

even merged through the pond.  

In Walden, Thoreau wrote:  

It is no dream of mine, 

To ornament a line; 

I cannot come nearer to God and Heaven 

Than I live to Walden even. 

I am its stony shore, 

And the breeze that passes o’er; 

In the hollow of my hand 

Are its water and its sand, 
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And its deepest resort 

Lies high in my thought.72 

 

Judging from the visual account of his ideal image of self, Thoreau’s notion differs from 

that of Emerson’s in mainly two aspects. While Thoreau agrees with Emerson concerning the 

transcendent God and Heaven, he weakens the contrast between Emersonian self and its other. 

Firstly, in this visual account of the contact between human being and the nature, Thoreau and 

Walden pond became one, the man being a part of the pond and the pond lying in the man’s 

thought. Together, they get access to God and Heaven, which forms a picture in contrast to the 

Emersonian transparent eyeball that contrasts the physical world and nature to the transcendental 

Over-Soul and Universal Being. Compared with the centralized position of human beings in 

Emerson’s philosophy, Thoreau grants equal value to the nature itself. Thoreau wishes to be part 

of the space around him, which is most vividly described in Walden: “Every little pine needle 

expanded and swelled with sympathy and befriended me. I was so distinctly made aware of the 

presence of something kindred to me, even in scenes which we are accustomed to call wild and 

dreary, and also that the nearest of blood to me and humanist was not a person nor a 

villager…”73 It is arguable that Thoreau is criticizing the anthropocentrism and monocularism 

immanent in the Emersonian philosophy. 

 Secondly, Thoreau’s self is not solely identified with the transcendental soul but also the 

physical body in contrast to Emerson’s Soul/body dualism. Thoreau argues for the integrity of 

body and soul: “My body is all sentient. As I go here or there, I am tickled by this or that I come 
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in contact with, as if touched the wires of a battery,”74 and “The best and bravest deed is that 

which the whole man—heart, lungs, hands, fingers, and toes—at any time prompts…This is the 

meaning of integrity; this is to be an integer, and not a fraction.”75 Matthiessen thinks highly of 

Thoreau’s value of the corporeal body: “what separates Thoreau from Emerson is his interest in 

the varied play of all his senses, not merely of the eye, a rare enough attribute in New England 

and important to dwell on since it is the crucial factor in accounting for the greater density of 

Thoreau’s style.”76 Thoreau brings the self located in the transcendence at least in part back to 

the corporeal existence of human beings. 

The novelist Allen Poe’s novels subvert transcendentalist self by addressing 

psychological realms—“the place of irrationality, violence, and repression in human 

consciousness and social institutions; the alienation and dislocations attending democratic mass 

culture and the modernizing forces of the time; the tug and pull of material and corporeal; the 

absolutely terrifying dimensions of one’s own mind.”77  Due to Poe’s representation of the 

subtlety of unconscious psychology in visual ways in which eyes and the figures of double play 

important parts. Poe’s characters seem to predict what psychoanalysts in the twentieth century 

would say about the mind of human beings and the workings of the visual other in structuring 
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one’s subjectivity, 78 especially the Freudian theories concerning unconscious, and the Lacanian 

hypothesis about the mirror stage and the Imaginary Order.  

Poe’s short novel William Wilson, Legie, and The Tell-Tale Heart have been interpreted 

psychoanalytically, 79  in which the protagonists’ psyche is visually presented with the 

contradictory coexistence of a self and another, the charismatic power of the eyes, and the 

inherently schizophrenic nature of the psyche of visual subjects. It is true that Poe does not give 

much consideration to the specificity of historical and social background of his characters. This 

marks his difference from his contemporary Hawthorne, who dealt with psychological issues 

also, but in concrete historical and social circumstances. Poe’s conception of the self differs also 

from Emerson and other major Renaissance writers, since he is more interested in the conflicting 

forces within one’s mind itself, and rarely gives serious consideration over the transcendent spirit 

which is outside of the material Not-Me. The self in his world is necessarily divided and 

schizophrenic, distinguishing himself from the rigorous and prosperous man in Whitman, as well 

as Melville’s Ahab and Pierre, who are perverse as well but for strikingly different reasons. 

Melville’s characters bring self-destruction to themselves by pursuing a transcendental soul, but 

Poe’s characters annihilated themselves because of their inner unconscious desires for death, for 

sin, and the unsolvable conflicts between forces that make the rational faculties lose efficacy. 
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While Emerson and Thoreau are more concerned with the transcendent dimensions of 

human self, Emerson’s contemporary novelists Hawthorne, Melville, and Poe, are more 

concerned with psychological and ideological elements contributing to the construction of 

human subject. Melville’s Moby Dick and Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter will be discussed in 

detail in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6, mainly from the perspective of the author’s visual construction 

of their protagonists’ self and subjectivity. The above introduction of the dominant Emersonian 

notions of self and its antitheses from Thoreau and Poe has provided a necessary 

contextualization, in both terms of subjectivity and visuality, for the study of the two novels.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

VISUAL POLITICS, NARCISSISTIC IMAGE, AND THE SIN OF SEEING IN  

 

THE PLUM IN THE GOLDEN VASE  

 

 

The sixteenth-century Chinese novel The Plum in the Golden Vase1 “truly marked the full 

maturity of Chinese fiction” due to its pure fictionality and unlimited openness for 

interpretations.2 It is the first Chinese novel written by a single writer that is devoted to the 

representation of “individual lives and private desires” in the history of Chinese literature.3 In its 

one hundred chapters, the novel presents a multitude of characters living in or related to a 

powerful merchant family in the Song of China, with Xinmen Qing, the symbolic father of the 

hierarchal family, and his six wives and concubines, especially Pan Jinlian, Li Ping’er, and Pang 

Chunmei at the center of the stage.  

My intention in this chapter is to explore the author’s representation of his characters’ 

self and identity through descriptions of visual experiences, especially interpersonal visual 

encounters. This chapter will conduct a research on the visually constructed subjectivity of the 

two main characters—Pan Jinlian and Ximen Qing. It focuses on images of the eye and the 
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mirror in the novel to reveal the relationship between visuality and subjectivity, and to reveal the 

root cause of tragedy that accompanies the main characters in the novel. 

3.1. SEEING INTO PRIVATE SPACES 

The trend of combining historicity and ideology in classical Chinese literature, 

particularly in the novels The Romance of Three Kingdoms and Water Margin, met its challenge 

and subversion with the publication of The Plum in the Golden Vase, which “represents a most 

important milestone in the transition of Chinese narrative from historicity to fictionality.”4 It also 

represents a milestone in terms of individual and interpersonal visuality. The morally and 

ideologically formulated interpersonal visual contacts in earlier novels are supplemented or even 

replaced by visual encounters suggestive of human desires and psychological implications.  

The change is rooted in the rise of individuality and humanism in Late Ming of the early 

modern China. Along with the rising individuality and humanism, narrative perspective in novels 

is shifted from public spaces to private spaces in literary works. The privatization of space 

enables interpersonal visuality and gaze into human psychology to take place and to be 

represented in literary works. Therefore, it is necessary to take a look at the privatized narrative 

space in the novel.  

Space, especially public space, is not neutral and abstract, but constructed by power on 

the one hand and producing social relations on the other hand. The two sides of space remind us 

of concepts like “space-producers and space-products,” or “space as production, indeed, as 
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productivity”5 in studies of space in the twentieth century. Lynn Staehell and Donald Mitchell 

argue about the production of social relations in space: “...we need to understand the power 

relationships that operate in public space. By controlling space, individuals and groups create the 

power to shape other relationships, including relations between people who aspire to be included 

in the public.”6 It follows that social relations in space is not coincidental but pre-determined by 

the a priori system of power in a particular society. Human interpersonal visuality, as a social act 

and a social relation, is also regulated by the power relations that saturate the space.  

Assumptions of space and constructions of gender are also believed to be closely 

interrelated: “particular ways of thinking about space and place are tied up with, both directly 

and indirectly, particular social constructions of gender relations.”7 In the Confucian tradition, 

space is also gendered—public space is yang and private space is yin: 

The Confucian tradition stressed an exaggerated differentiation of sex roles and set up 

relational boundaries between men and women to divide both physical space and social 

function. Women were understood to be uniquely suited for the inner sphere of domestic 

and reproductive labor…Men were assign the public sphere, or ‘outside,’ sphere of 

scholarship, government, and commerce.8  

 

It’s true that in historical novels like Romance of Three Kingdoms and Water Margin, 

women in private spaces are largely absent, and they are either involved in public affairs or 

radically masculinized when they do appear in public spaces. In order to represent women and 

                                                 
5  Russell West-Pavlov, Space in Theory: Kristeva, Foucault, Deleuze (Amsterdam: 

Rodopi, 2009), 22. 

 
6 Lynn Staehell and Donald Mitchell, The People’s Property?: Power, Politics, and the 

Public (New York: Routledge, 2016), xxiii. 

 
7 Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2013), 2. 
 
8 Bettine Birge, Women, Property, and Confucian Reaction in Sung and Yuan China 

(960-1368) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 27. 
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their psychology and desires, The Plum in the Golden Vase turns to private spaces of 

bedchambers, gardens, and even brothels. Compared with The Romance of Three Kingdoms, A 

Journey to the West, and Water Margin, a striking feature of The Plum in the Golden Vase is that 

women are surely the dominant protagonists in the novel. The male protagonist Ximen Qing9 is a 

patriarchal fatherly figure that belongs to the public space due to his success in both officialdom 

and economy, but the novel rarely narrates his doings outside of his private spaces of bedrooms, 

brothels, and gardens. In a certain sense, by setting Ximen Qing in private spaces, he is 

feminized, in contrast to the tradition of masculinizing female figures in earlier novels. The 

heroines in Jin Ping Mei are largely confined to private spaces, with the exception of Pan Jinlian, 

who endeavors to explore the boundary between the private and the public space in traditional 

Chinese society. 

Furthermore, compared with public space, private space provides less repression and 

freer expression of private desires. It is only private spaces, where the monitoring power of 

ethics and superego is weakened, that allow sensual visual contacts between individuals. 

Transformations of space in Jin Ping Mei indicate the shift of Chinese authors’ eyesight from the 

moral cosmos in orthodox Confucianism to the morally neutral private space. This change 

promises radical changes as to the way people look at each other.  

According to Jiahong Zhao, “novels prior to The Plum in the Golden Vase also employ 

and construct different sorts of space. However, it is only in The Plum in the Golden Vase that 

                                                 
9 There are a bunch of other male figures in the novel, such as Wu Song and Ximen 

Qing’s friend Ying Bojue, etc., but their roles are far less important than Ximen Qing and the 

female figures. 
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there appeared a strong self-reflective sense of narrative space.”10 Traditional critics like Zhang 

Zhupo, and modern critics like Andew Plaks 11  and Mary Scott 12  have also noticed the 

importance of space in the narrative. It is true that novels prior to The Plum in the Golden Vase 

are primarily temporality-oriented to suit their chronological narratives of historical facts or 

mimesis of reality. To many critics, the novel epitomizes the “privatizing process in Ming 

fiction,” in which, According to Martin W. Huang,  

We witness a similar pattern of change: from the court and battlefield in Sanguo Yanyi 

(Romance of Three Kingdoms) to the road and battlefield motif in Shuihu Zhuan (Water 

Margin) and Xiyou Ji (Journey to the West), and, finally in Jin Ping Mei (The Plum in the 

Golden Vase), to the bedroom and the garden, the second of which will become much 

more prominent in the eighteenth-century masterpiece Honglou Meng (Dream of the Red 

Chamber).”13  

 

Huang emphasizes “the economic and demographic growth in urban space during the late 

Ming” that gave rise to the “social process of privatization,”14 which in turn is manifested by the 

privatization of narrative spaces in literary works created at the age. The author’s eyesight moves 

from public spaces of battle fields, courts, and road to private spaces of bedrooms and gardens, 

and furthermore from the exterior to the interior of human beings. It is safe to argue that the 

process of privatization makes preparation for the writer’s investigation and representation of 

                                                 
10 Jiahong Zhao, Jin Ping Mei in Narratology (PhD diss., Yunnan University, 2015), 103. 

 
11  Andrew H. Plaks, Chinese Narrative: Critical and Theoretical Essays (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1977). 

 
12 Mary Scott, “The Image of the Garden in Jin Ping Mei and Hongloumeng,” Chinese 

Literature: Essays, Articles, Reviews 8, no. 1/2 (1986). 

 
13 Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative, 58. 

 
14 Chen, “Popular Literature and Visual Culture in Early Modern China,” 522. 
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individual psychology and subjectivity, which have been largely ignored in earlier novels that 

take their characters as mere agents of ideology, or passive components of historical events. 

It is true that there are a lot of public spaces in The Plum in the Golden Vase, such as 

Yongfu Temple, Yuhuang Temple, Lion Street (Shizijie), among many others. But the 

juxtaposition of public and private space in the novel is obviously unbalanced. The private 

spaces are central and public spaces are mere extensions of the private locations like 

bedchambers and living rooms. All the crucial events in the novel take place in highly enclosed 

private spaces. Pan Jinlian and Ximen Qing’s adultery initiates in a locked room secured by 

Madame Wang; Wu Da loses his life in an upstairs chamber at his own residence; the numerous 

erotic scenes between Ximen Qing and his wives and concubines that witness and demonstrate 

the rise and fall of the Ximen family all take place in either private bedchambers or secret 

locations; Ximen Qing dies in the bed of Pan Jinlian, etc.  

Even those public spaces mentioned above are personalized in that the characters use 

these places for secret meetings and adulterous affairs. The private spaces in the novel are 

governed by no ethics and disciplines, but by a spectrum of desires, “ranging from base cravings 

for sex, wealth, and power to noble longings for sympathy, respect, and intellectual pleasure.”15 

The crowded Lion Street (Shizijie) turns out to be the place that provides the most private shelter 

for the fulfillment of licentious desires. In a house adjoining the street, Ximen Qing conducts his 

most sensual affairs with Li Ping’er and Wang Liu’er.  

What is more interesting about the novel’s narrative space is that the private spaces on 

occasions become public when the enclosed private space is penetrated by others’ voyeuristic 

                                                 
15 Gu, “Brocade of Human Desires,” 334. 
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eyes. Li Ping’er shuts two layers of windows to avoid peeping eyes while making love with 

Ximen Qing, but Yingchun, Li Ping’er’s maid, using her hairpin, penetrates the bordering 

windows and makes the private space public to her. Pan Jinlian always chooses to stand on the 

border between the two spaces to see and to be seen by men, challenging and subverting the 

gendered space in the patriarchal China. This artistic integration of space and visuality allows the 

author to describe more complex and intricate desires and sense of subjectivity through 

voyeuristic visual encounters. 

The personalization of space in the novel does not stop at the private space of bedrooms 

and gardens. It leads the readers’ eyes further to the most private social interactions of sexual 

intercourses, in which the reader peeps into the characters’ private parts and their detailed, if not 

excessively described, movements. What the characters and readers see in the private spaces are 

exposed human psychology, in which desires, for sex, wealth, as well as power, hidden or 

avoided as immoral in earlier novels.  

3.2. SEEING THE OBSCENE  

Jin Ping Mei is known for its abundance of descriptions of private erotic scenes where 

human desires are laid bare, and for this reason, the novel has been criticized for being 

pornographic. 16  The novel’s possible exhibitionism and voyeurism run against the neo-

Confucianist doctrine—“uphold the heavenly principle and eliminate desire” espoused by the 

dominant neo-Confucianist Zhu Xi, and it is true that the novel was repeatedly forbidden due to 

                                                 
16 The simultaneous acceptance of Jin Ping Mei as both a masterpiece and a pornographic 

novel is a unique phenomenon in both Western and Chinese history of literature. Ming Dong Gu 

claims: “From its first circulation among Chinese literati in the seventeenth century to the present 

day, the Jin Ping Mei has been consistently treated as a pornographic work but at the same time 

widely acclaimed as a masterpiece second only to the Hongloumeng (A dream of red mansions), 

the greatest novel in the Chinese tradition.” See Gu, “Brocade of Human Desires,” 333. 
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its “obscenity.”17 Erotic descriptions have always been carefully avoided in most novels due to 

the risk of running against the dominant ideology of Confucianism. 

However, as the prestigious Ming critic Zhang Zhupo argues, “The Jin Ping Mei should 

not be read in a desultory fashion. If you read it that way you will only read the obscene 

passages.”18 Andrew H. Plaks also observes that compared with erotic fictions like Rou Pu Tuan, 

Jin Ping Mei cannot be termed as pornographic if one takes into consideration of the fact that 

“the sixteenth century in China was a time of considerable publication of erotic fiction...Thus, 

any restraint the author shows in this regard...must be viewed as a deliberate artistic choice.”19 In 

Chinese academia, The Plum in the Golden Vase is mainly an ideological and moral novel that, 

through depictions of eroticism, reveals corruptions in a degenerating age of the Ming and 

persuades people from indulging in sensual desires. Chen Jianhua’s idea is representative: “…as 

a rare genre of erotic and social fiction portray[ing] Ximen’s rotten family against a larger 

canvas of social life permeated with political and moral corruption, [the novel is] paradoxically 

charged with both sexual exhibitionism and moral didacticism.”20  

Reading Jin Ping Mei resembles seeing the obscene. The obscene, however, is not to 

show the obscene itself, but to show the characters’ minds and psyches. “As our attention is 

drawn more and more to the mental images of the objects of Hsi-men Ching’s desire, we 

                                                 
17 Derek Jones, ed. Censorship: A World Encyclopedia (New York: Routledge, 2001), 

505. 

 
18  See David L. Rolston, ed. How to Read the Chinese Novel (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2014), 232. 

 
19 Andrew H. Plaks, The Four Masterworks of the Ming Novel, 138. 

 
20 Chen, “Popular Literature and Visual Culture in Early Modern China,” 522. 
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gradually become aware that we, too, are in effect watching through a keyhole over the shoulders 

of Pan Chin-lien and the other voyeurs.”21 The detailed erotic description entices and forces the 

reader to peep into others’ privacy, just like the voyeuristic characters are enticed to peep into 

others’ bedchambers in the novel. Thus, the author intends to let the reader see what is interior to 

one’s mind, rather than what is exterior.  

The novel’s “pornographic” representation of what happens in private spaces marks the 

first serious attempt by a Chinese novelist to probe into individual existence and the 

psychological, social, and political aspects of the characters’ senses of self and identity. It came 

into being as a product of the age which stands as a crucial historical era when Chinese 

awareness of individuality and humanism began to germinate and grow.22 Vernacular novelists 

like the anonymous author of The Plum in the Golden Vase and playwrights like Tang Xianzu, 

Kong Shangren, and Tu Long created a bunch of literary works, such as The Western Chamber 

and The Peony Pavilion, among many other novels and plays. A characteristic shared by these 

works is their authors’ unprecedented attempts to tackle Chinese desires and psychology long 

                                                 
21 Plaks, The Four Masterworks of the Ming Novel, 150-51.  

 
22  The growth of humanism and individuality in Middle and Late Ming periods is 

believed by scholars like Yuming Luo to resemble the humanism in the European Renaissance. 

“Not unlike the European Renaissance, the trend of ideology and culture of the Middle and Late 

Ming periods may also fall under humanism in its connotation. In the former, however, 

humanism referred to the individual’s liberation from the authority of God, whereas in the latter, 

humanism stood for the individual’s liberation from the bondage of the community 

consciousness and community morality with the purpose of preserving the system of imperial 

dictatorship and hierarchy. As widely acknowledged among the academia of today, the kernel of 

the intellectual trend of the Late Ming was the liberation of individuality.” See Yuming Luo, A 

Concise History of Chinese Literature, vol. 4, trans. Yuming Luo and Yang Ye (Leiden: BRILL, 

2011), 654. 
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repressed by the “puritanical ethics of neo-Confucianism”23 in the Song and Ming Dynasty. The 

rising awareness of individuality and personal consciousness at that time is attributed to a 

multitude of factors: the weakening control by the central government, the emerging capitalist 

economy, the increasing influence of Study of Mind by the philosopher Wang Yangming, etc.24  

The new priority of individuality both stimulates and finds expression in the interpersonal 

visual culture embedded in The Plum in the Golden Vase. Only in a novel that values individual 

existence can a reader find intricate descriptions of images of the eye and the mirror, as well as 

psychological and power relationship embedded in the interpersonal visuality. The Plum in the 

Golden Vase is exactly such a novel. 

3.3. VISUAL POLITICS AND PAN JINLIAN’S SUBJECTIVITY  

The author’s meticulous descriptions of various occasions on which eyes play vital roles 

may help explore the social, psychological, political, and moral facets of the construction of 

subjectivity in the novel. This part is intended to investigate the author’s representation of the 

subjectivity of Pan Jinlian through depictions of interpersonal visual encounters.  

3.3.1. THE FIRST MUTUAL GAZE 

The main plot of the novel is initiated with a visual encounter between Ximen Qing and 

Pan Jinlian, wife of Wu Da, who becomes Ximen Qing’s concubine later. The author provides a 

detailed description of the exchange of glances between the two, the significance of which is 

usually neglected due to its apparent sexual implication.  

                                                 
23 Kai-Wing Chow, The Rise of Confucian Ritualism in Late Imperial China: Ethics, 

Classics, and Lineage Discourse (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996), 213. 

 
24 See Wang and Hill, China from Empire to Nation-State, 14. 
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That day something was fated to happen, and a man passed by the doorway at just that 

moment. Without coincidence there would be no story, and marriage is always 

predestined. The woman was holding the forked stick with which to let down the screen 

when a sudden gust of wind blew the stick from his grip so that it fell precisely onto the 

hat of a passerby. The woman anxiously smiled in apology, and noticed that the man was 

about twenty-five or twenty-six and cut quite a dashing figure...The moment he was hit 

by the stick, the man stopped short and was about to lose his temper, when turning his 

head, he saw a beautiful and seductive woman. She had: hair in a bun as black as the 

raven’s wings...On seeing her, the man half-dissolved, his anger flew off to the kingdom 

of Java, and he immediately put on a smiling countenance...The woman answered, “The 

gentleman must not be angry.” The man laughed again, pronounced a very loud “yes,” 

and said, “I would not dare,” all the while fixing roguish eyes—used to flirtation in years 

of dalliance—on the woman’s body. As he left, he turned his head and looked back seven, 

eight times before finally swaggering away, waving his fan…She fixed her gaze upon the 

man until he was out of sight before taking down the blind, closing the front door, and 

going back inside. (PV, I. 48-53)25 

 

In addition to the mutual erotic attraction between Ximen Qing and Pan Jinlian, the visual 

presentation of the subjects in the description should also be tackled. This incident occurs in the 

intermediary space between the public space of the street and the private space of the house. The 

author’s artistic presentation of the spatial relationship between the visual subjects and their eye 

contact itself suggests the insecurity of the boundary between a woman in a private space eager 

for the attention from the public and a man in a public space desiring for penetrating into other’s 

privacy.  

This extraordinary eye contact is full of implications of desire, power, and germinating 

consciousness to subvert moral codes in Confucian womanhood, which takes inter-sex eye-

contact, especially that between married man and woman, as immoral. On the first sight, it seems 

that the male gaze from Ximen Qing fragmentizes and objectifies Pan Jinlian. Concerning this 

visual contact, Ding Naifei argues: “The representation of seduction is structured as a series of 

                                                 
25 This is a greatly shortened citation from the novel. The lengthy description of both the 

man and the woman in each other’s eyes are richly suggestive of the interpersonal relationship 

between the two at their very first sight.  
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looks: with the look comes a distinct being-looked-at-ness, a function of the power and potential 

violence of the former (Pan Jinlian).”26 It is true that the man’s gaze appears more aggressive and 

penetrating: the woman’s eyes linger on the man’s clothes and appearance, whereas the man’s 

eyes penetrate into the woman’s privacy—the woman’s body seems to be stripped: Ximen Qing, 

“turning his head, perceives the woman, and in a very extended gaze…sees through her every 

piece of clothing, the narrative helping him to image and impel a (textual) striptease on the 

spot...the female body is now seen in a virtual lytic dismembering.”27 Not only the boundary 

between the public space of the street and the private space inside of the window, but also the 

boundary between the exteriority and the exteriority of the woman is penetrated by the male gaze 

from Ximen Qing. 

However, considering the fact that the visual encounter is initiated by the woman and that 

the woman chooses to gaze back on the man rather than withdraw back into the house, the 

dominance of the male gaze seems to be insecure. What’s more, the woman’s eyes linger on the 

man for a longer time than the man’s on her—she looks, both wishfully and regretfully, behind 

the man until he disappears completely. Although during the Ming the prohibition of women’s 

public appearance is somewhat loosened,28  it is still remarkable that Pan Jinlian, a married 

woman, gazes on an unknown young man for a time long enough to see the details of his clothes 

and face. This is even a more aggressive visual act than Ximen Qing’s roguish eyes on her body. 

                                                 
26 Naifei Ding, Obscene Things: Sexual Politics in Jin Ping Mei (Durham and London: 

Duke University Press, 2002), 161. 

 
27 Ding, Obscene Things, 161. 

 
28 See Dorothy Ko, Teachers of the Inner Chambers: Women and Culture in Seventeenth-

century China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994), 115. 
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After all, the story is set in the Song and written in the Ming, a patriarchal age when male gaze is 

overwhelmingly dominant.29 Man’s sensual interest in woman is acceptable, but a woman’s 

obsession with the opposite sex is immoral and even unthinkable. In addition to the exchange of 

glances, the woman exchanges words, somewhat flirtatious, with the man. Ding’s argument that 

“The narrative tends toward the seducer’s (the man’s) point of view, to finally identify with him 

as the subject of the narration”30 is justifiable, but leaves the more aggressive nature of the 

woman’s eyes neglected.  

Mutual gaze in a hierarchical society like the Ming of China is surely a non-reciprocal 

process in which the seer is always the aggressor and the seen is to be aggressed by the seer. 

Mutual gaze is also a gendered social act which is based on the power relationship between the 

sexes, the male being the seeing subject and the female the seen object on most occasions. The 

mutual gaze between Ximen Qing and Pan Jinlian seems to follow and subvert this pattern at the 

same time, because explicitly the male gaze is dominating in its unrestraint penetration of the 

female private space of bedroom and her clothes into the woman’s privacy, but implicitly, as 

discussed above, Pan Jinlian’s gaze is of greater potential of subversive power. Her gazing back 

on the male gazer itself is a symbol of Pan Jinlian’s sense of selfhood and her conscious 

responses to the aggressive eyes of the dominant male. The fact that her eyes still linger on 

Ximen Qing’s back when he is leaving is an even more evident demonstration of Pan Jinlian’s 

awareness of the power one’s gaze could play in the establishment of between-sex relationship. 

                                                 
29 See Chen, Women in Chinese Martial Arts, 15. 

 
30 Ding, Obscene Things, 160. 
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This description of mutual gaze may sound natural for modern readers, but it should be of 

great social significance to readers when the novel first appears. Apparently, Pan Jinlian is an 

immoral woman that breaks moral codes of the prohibition of inter-sex gaze, but she could be the 

first female character in Chinese literary works who aggresses the aggressor by gazing back upon 

the gazer.  

This visual contact is not only a process of aggression and anti-aggression, but also a 

process of identification between the two sexes. The visual relationship between the two is 

paradoxical in that on the one hand the two form a conflicting pair of aggressor and anti-

aggressor between the two seeing subjects, on the other hand the two exhibit strong inclination to 

identify or to fuse with each other. Beneath the apparent sexual attraction to each other, Jinlian’s 

lengthened gaze upon Ximen Qing is based on her potential desire for identification with the 

masculine agent of the dominant ideology. Wu Da is the most notorious figure of a man short of 

masculinity and patriarchal power. His wife, the most beautiful woman in the novel, upon seeing 

the dashing figure of Ximen Qing in the greatest contrast with Wu Da, initiates a process of 

identification with the ideal agent of the dominant ideology. The visual contact leads directly to 

the death of Wu Da and indirectly to the death of both of Pan Jinlian and Ximen Qing. 

 The licentious eyes penetrate into private spaces to arouse prohibited desires in them; at 

the same time, the visual images of each other also start their infinite pursuits of sexual and 

material fulfillment, until their deaths are brought about. The Confucian moral codes of seeing 

between the two sexes are broken. The tragedy is launched when the evil eyes meet, and 

numerous following incidents intensify the evilness of the eyes, until Ximen dies in a highly 

erotic battle with Pan Jinlian in which the woman prevails and puts an end to the man who 
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stripteases and dismembers her body with his patriarchal eyes at the beginning of the novel. The 

woman’s desire for subverting the patriarchal father is satisfied, but she gets decapitated by the 

ideal agent of Confucian masculine power—the haohan (Confucian hero) Wu Song, her brother 

in law who revenges his murdered elder brother Wu Da. 

3.3.2. THE PUBLIC SHOW-OFF 

Starting from this visual encounter, there are numerous occasions on which the woman, 

both as a prey and a predator, experiences the visual adventures in which she presents herself to 

others’ licentious eyes and in turn she stares back and prevails. There is a tendency that the 

woman gets gradually more manipulative than the man, and finally she becomes a subject that 

abuses man as a sexual object.  

After murdering her husband, Pan Jinlian marries Ximen Qing as his fifth wife. Pan 

Jinlian’s intentional challenge to moral codes of woman visual behavior is further manifested by 

her public show during the Lantern Festival in Li Ping’er’s house located in the Lion Street, the 

most crowded place in the town. After Wu Yuening and Li Jiao’er go downstairs, Pan Jinlian and 

Meng Yulou, the third wife stay upstairs to watch lanterns and people. 

P’an Chin-lien went so far as to tuck up the sleeves of her white satin jacket, revealing 

the brocaded lining and exposing her ten slender fingers, which sported six gold stiruup-

shaped rings. Leaning halfway out the window, she cracked melon seeds with her teeth 

and spit the empty shells onto the heads of the people below. All the while she and Meng 

Yu-lou maintained a steady stream of laughter and banter. (PV, I. 303) 

 

Her public appearance entices numerous lustful eyes gazing upon her from the crowd 

down in the street. Suspicions are aroused that she might be either a prostitute or a lady from a 

rich family. She stands on top of the crowd, most of whom are men, and spits shells of 

watermelon seeds on their heads. In traditional China, public show-off is usually a passive 
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process of shame or humiliation. Pan Jinlian’s laughter and spitting shells to attract public gaze 

demonstrates her implicit flirtation and intentional challenge to the males who are supposed to be 

the upper party in the male-female dichotomy. 

C. T. Hsia thinks, “In this scene Lotus (Pan Jinlian) is still new in the His-men household 

and she flaunts her beauty without guile and retains the natural grace of a child in her gleeful 

enjoyment of the sights.”31 The childish innocence described by Hsia is debatable because of her 

purposeful show-off of her inner jacket and her flirtation with the watermelon seeds, which is 

repeated in other lustful women—Song Huilian, Li Ping’er, and Wang Liu’er, who are frequently 

eating melon seeds, and some have a seed-shaped face. Melon seeds imply sexual desire in the 

novel. The seed shells associate hands, mouths, tongues, lips, and saliva, all of which could be 

symbols of feminine sexuality and erotic sexual involvement. Shells with saliva spit from the 

most beautiful woman’s mouth fall on a crowd of men’s heads. Nothing can arouse a more 

striking licentious reaction from a big assemblage of men than Pan Jinlian’s exposing her inner 

jacket and spitting melon seed shells.  

This is the author’s second time of presenting the visual strategy Jinlian employs to 

seduce erotically and to challenge visually the patriarchal system and the strictures of the 

Confucian morality. Before meeting Ximen Qing, Pan Jinlian used to sit behind her door curtain, 

displaying her golden lotus (bound feet) and eating melon seeds, to arouse erotic passion and 

prey male gaze in the neighborhood.  

After marriage, Pan Jinlian is also the one who likes to stand outside of the Ximen house 

to see and to be seen on purpose. Her willingness to stand on the bordering line of the public 

                                                 
31 C. T. Hsia, The Classic Chinese Novel: A Critical Introduction (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1980), 202. 



 

112 

 

space of the street and the private space of the house indicates her eagerness to break down the 

enclosing border of womanhood. By allowing others to look at her and looking at others outside 

in turn, she violates the moral code not to make public show. And on occasions when Ximen 

Qing happens to return home and see them, every one flees except Pan Jinlian. She hides only to 

be noticed and, when questioned, says that she has been waiting for him so eagerly, to win favor 

from the symbolic father. She puts herself within Ximen’s eyesight as much as possible to tease 

and entice, and then to manipulate and conquer.  

Pan Jinlian’s public show-off contrasts with the first wife Wu Yueniang’s self-restraints, 

who stands for Confucian moral codes—at least in complying with the rule not to expose herself 

to men’s licentious eyes. Even when a male physician comes to see her when she gets sick, she is 

reluctant to meet and dresses heavily to ensure minimum exposure to the male gaze. She also 

channels desire through practicing Buddhism. The joint power of Confucian ethics and 

Buddhism enable Yueniang to keep distance from visual involvement of seeing and being seen in 

human interactions.  

3.3.3. THE POLITICS OF GOLDEN LOTUSES 

Pan Jinlian’s conscious use of visual means to please, counter, manipulate, and subvert 

dominating male gazes is also demonstrated by the politics on her body represented in visual 

ways. Body in this novel is a combination of social and biological body. According to Mark 

Johnson, the body is the origin of one’s worldly experience: it is “the Principal physical locus of 

my being-in-the-world is the living, flesh-and-blood creature that I call ‘my body.’ My world 

extends out from and is oriented in relation to this body of mine. This body is a functioning 
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biological organism that can perceive, move, respond to, and transform its environment.”32 In the 

twentieth century, the centrality of body is challenged. Social body—body in the social context, 

according to the constructionist Michel Foucault’s view, “is not only given meaning by discourse, 

but is wholly constituted by discourse: it vanishes as a biological entity and becomes an 

infinitely melleable and highly unstable socially constructed product.”33 Foucault in Discipline 

and Punishment pictures modern society as a “panopticon prison” in which a person is exposed 

to the gaze of a monitoring seer that cannot be seen by the gazee. The gaze is thus internalized 

and the modern disciplined “mindful body” is produced in contrast to the “fleshy body”34 in 

premodern society, which is usually physically tortured or destroyed by punishment.  

In spite of the constructedness of social body, the biological elements cannot be 

overlooked, just as Homi Bhabha argues in his study of body in the colonial context: “the body is 

always simultaneously inscribed in both the economy of pleasure and desire and the economy of 

discourse, domination and power.”35 The bodies, especially those of female protagonists in The 

Plum in the Golden Vase, are both mindful and fleshy bodies, that is to say, female bodies are 

                                                 
32  See Mark Johnson, The Meaning of the Body: Aesthetics of Human Understand 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 275. 

 
33 Chris Shilling, The Body and Social Theory (Thousand Oaks: SAGE, 2012), 78. 

 
34  Foucault’s theory of the socially constructed body is representative among social 

constructionists, whose ideas may diverge from each other, but, as Chris Shilling observes, 

“Social constructionist views are united in their opposition to the notion that the body can be 

analyzed adequately purely as a biological phenomenon. They also share an approach which 

holds that instead of being the foundation of society, the character and meanings attributed to the 

body, and the boundaries which exist between the bodies of different groups of people, are social 

products. See Chris Shilling, The Body in Culture, Technology and Society (Thousand Oaks: 

SAGE, 2005), 3. 
 
35 Homi K. Bhabha, “The Other Question: The Stereotype and Colonial Discourse,” in 

Visual Culture: The Reader, eds. Jessica Evans and Stuart Hall (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2012), 371. 
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not merely of biological organism or social construction but conscious entities that negotiates or 

engages with ideology in this novel.  

In the hierarchical structure of Ximen Qing’s family, the master Ximen Qing uses a 

variety of means of visuality to demonstrate and consolidate his position as the symbolic father 

who grants meaning to others’, especially his wives’ and concubines’ existence. The female 

body becomes the arena in which the dominant male uses all sorts of visual methods to claim its 

dominance. In this process of gazing, the female, as the male’s sexual object, is alienated and 

reified, or in Katherine Carlitz’s words, they become “objects of connoisseurship”36 that are 

available for the appreciation by men.  Furthermore, these visual methods are internalized and 

reinforced by women who gaze upon themselves from the perspective of the male master. The 

notorious bound feet (golden lotus), red shoes, clothing, and hairpins all become visual means to 

construct female subjectivity in visual was in the novel.  

Pan Jinlian, with her tiny jinlian (golden lotus, or bound feet) and beauty, is successful in 

winning favor from Ximen Qing in the war of boudoir politics involving the wives and maidens 

in the big household. What makes Pan Jinlian a most compelling literary figure is that she 

simultaneously takes pride in her bound feet and makes full use of them in enticing and 

subverting the symbolic father in the familial structure. Even before her adulterous relationship 

with Ximen Qing, Pan Jinlian is quite conscious of the role her perfect feet could play in sexual 

politics. Sitting behind the curtain of a door open to a street, she sticks out her feet, and surely 

entices licentious eyes.  

                                                 
36 Katherine Carlitz, “Desire, Danger, and the Body: Stories of Women’s Virtue in Late 

Ming China,” in Engendering China: Women, Culture, and the State, ed. Christina K. Gilmartin 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994), 104. 
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The domestic politics in the novel is believed by some critics to correspond with the 

external politics of the state, but it is even more arguable that the novel’s main concern is internal 

consciousness rather than external politics. Pan Jinlian’s success lies first in her conscious 

employment of visual techniques to play the game in the house. In response to the constructive 

power of male gaze, Pan Jinlian employs visual methods in countering the phallic father’s 

dominant gaze to establish or to maintain her identity in the internal politics of the family. The 

bound feet, or the golden lotus, for instance, are one of the visual instruments for her 

construction of identity.  

Ding argues that “the entire narrative of (The Plum in the Golden Vase) could be said to 

rest on (to have its gaze more often than not fixed on) feet—the bound feet of that most 

promiscuous of women, Pan Jinlian, whose name appears in the first character of the narrative’s 

title.”37 Whether the entire narrative rests on the bound feet or not still needs discussion,38 but 

Pan Jinlian’s employment of her feet as a visual instrument for self-construction asks for no 

dispute. Jinlian, the bound feet, have two sides: on the one hand, it is a visual symbol of 

powerlessness and conformity in Chinese womanhood; on the other hand, it is a visual site for 

the competition between patriarchal and anti-patriarchal power. Pan Jinlian takes advantage of 

the visual powerlessness of woman to establish her identity in the male dominated family. 

Footbinding formulates not only women’s physical body, but their “mindful body” in social, 

psychological, and cultural aspects. 

                                                 
37 Ding, Obscene Things, 166. 

 
38 Hill Gates, for instance, argues that bound feet are not important in the novel and that 

“Foot-related eroticism in the Jin Ping Mei does not come close to fetishism.” See Hill Gate, 

Footbinding and Women’s Labor in Sichuan (New York: Routledge, 2014), 59. 
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In Ming and Qing times, bound feet are “a bodily maker of status, purity, and good 

breeding,” 39  “an objectively oppressive custom,” 40  and “powerful gender symbols,” 41  etc. 

However, bound feet are also “associated with security, mobility, and status...A small-shaped 

foot was a girl’s pride.”42 The pride is based on the bound feet’s capacity to attract and satisfy 

male’s visual desire, which is a complex combination of sexual, social, political, and 

psychological demands. The quasi-handicapped feet of women satisfy men’s secured self-image 

as the dominant father and rid him of anxieties over subversion from the other sex. The phallus-

present male debilitates the phallus-absent female further by depriving them of the ability to 

move freely.  

In terms of the Freudian psychoanalysis, the fetishist feet reflect man’s “anxiety of 

castration.” It’s believed that when men lay eyes on the phallus-absent female body they are 

reminded of the threat of castration from the father, but this anxiety may be relieved or displaced 

by man’s fetishist attachment to a thing—a pair of deformed feet in the case of Chinese 

Footbinding.43 What’s more, not only men but also women internalize this visual fetishization of 

female body: men are collecting bound feet as objects of connoisseurship and women are gazing 

                                                 
39 Susan Mann, Precious Records, Women in China’s Long Eighteenth Century (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 1997), 27. 

 
40  Charlotte Furth, “Poetry and Women’s Culture in Late Imperial China: Editor’s 

Instruction,” Late Imperial China 13, no. 1 (1992), 7. 

 
41 Mann, Precious Records, 56. 

 
42 Fan Hong, Footbinding, Feminism and Freedom: The Liberation of Women’s Bodies in 

Modern China (New York: Routledge, 2013), 25. 

 
43 According to Freud, “the fetish is a substitute for the woman’s (the mother’s) penis,” 

See Sigmund Freud, “Fetishism,” in The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. 

J. Strachey (London: Hogarth and the Institute of Psychoanalysis, 1927), 152-53. 
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upon their own feet to judge whether they are real “golden lotus” to make them smaller and more 

deformed.  

Although her affair with Ximen Qing is not directly related to her intentional display of 

her feet—the symbol of female sex, they surely play a crucial role. When Ximen Qing pinches 

her feet under the table in their second meeting, she laughs and takes advantage of the chance. In 

the erotic descriptions between them, feet with red shoes are frequently mentioned. In the 

notoriously erotic scene in Chapter 27, Ximen Qing’s desire is aroused when he sees her feet 

wrapped in a pair of red shoes. Golden lotuses wrapped in red sleep shoes supersede the woman 

herself in attracting the man. One day, when Ximen Qing notices that she is wearing another pair 

of sleep shoes instead of the red pair, he claims: “What are you wearing those things on your feet 

for?...You don’t know how much your daddy prefers the sight of you in red shoes. It excites me 

just to see them” (PV, II. 163). The shoes and the feet seem to be body parts dismembered from 

the female body and become objects of desire by themselves.  

It is a visual process of objectification, but the woman is not completely objectified. She 

makes use of the occasion to benefit herself: “I only have one pair of red sleeping shoes, and that 

little slave picked up one of them and soiled it for me. Where would I get a second pair” (PV, II. 

163)? Ximen Qing grants her privileges she requests when her feet are the bet, and later forgives 

all crimes of Pan Jinlian for the sake of her golden lotus. With her golden lotuses, Pan Jinlian 

successfully attracts the master’s sexual attention, and makes herself the prioritized sexual object. 

Thus, her feet stand for her very sexual identity. Hill Gates even claims that her feet are a 

metaphor for her vulvas.44 Therefore, any feet comparable to hers become a threat and so a target 

                                                 
44 See Gate, Footbinding, 59. 
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of hatred and destruction by Pan Jinlian. After their marriage, whenever a potential rival shows 

up, Pan Jinlian’s first reaction is to check her feet. A rival arrives with the coming of another 

Jinlian, whose name is changed into Huilian to show respect to Pan Jinlian. Both named 

Jinlian/golden lotus/bound feet, the two are regarded as double to each other. Huilian’s feet are 

even more delicate than Jinlian’s, and Ximen Qing gets obsessed with them. Huilian is aware of 

her advantage, but is farcical enough to mention it when having sex with Ximen Qing, and is 

overheard by Jinlian. She even puts Jinlian’s red shoes outside of her own to demonstrate that 

her golden lotus is more precious. Threatened, the smarter and more powerful Jinlian plots her to 

death.  

When Li Ping’er makes her first appearance in the house, Pan Jinlian draws up her skirt 

to find a pair of delicate golden lotus as well. This pair of lotus become the biggest challenge to 

Pan Jinlian in the novel, especially when Li Ping’er gives birth to a son Guange. Pan Jinlian is 

successful in destroying the owner of the feet: Li Ping’er gets badly sick and falls dead when the 

boy is scared to death by a cat trained by Pan Jinlian.  

Therefore, bound feet in the novel are a key visual image, which is both the target for the 

male gaze from Ximen Qing and the focus of competition in the domestic sexual politics of the 

big household. Also, it suggests rich psychological and social facts concerning the construction 

of Chinese subjectivity, especially that of women in the dawn of Chinese modernity with arising 

consciousness of humanism and individuality. In addition to bound feet, headdress, clothes also 

become important visual symbols that contribute to the construction of female subjectivity and 

are employed by the female characters as instrument in the sexual politics. 
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3.3.4. VOYEURISM AND IDENTIFICATION 

The Plum in the Golden Vase is replete with descriptions of voyeuristic views upon 

private behaviors in private spaces, especially subtle and detailed depictions of highly erotic 

scenes that seem immoral and obscene to many readers. Huang argues that “this novel, which is 

dominated by images of screens, shut gates, and closed blinds, is full of incidents of 

eavesdropping and peeping. Voyeurism, which depends on enclosed spaces, thus becomes one of 

the most important narrative features of Jin Ping Mei.”45 Most critics observe the voyeuristic 

behavior in the novel as a means for sexual politics. It is true that Pan Jinlian does try on many 

occasions to peep and eavesdrop on others’ privacy to take advantage of them. For instance, she 

eavesdrops on a dialogue between Ximen and Li Ping’er to learn that the latter is pregnant with a 

baby. Then she starts to schedule the murder of the baby and the mother. Training the cat that 

scares the baby to death is a central plan. Huilian is another victim of Jinlian’s spying eyes. She 

also spies on Yu Xiao’s sexual affairs and blackmails her to pry into secrets of Yue Niang, the 

first wife in the house.  

Voyeurism in the novel is not practiced by Pan Jinlian alone. The novel is replete with 

descriptions of voyeuristic visual encounters between its characters, especially on occasions 

when the marginalized peep into their master’s private space and come to achieve senses of 

identity through the voyeuristic actions. At the beginning of the novel, monks peep upon Pan 

Jinlian and lose their minds; Yingchun uses her hairpin to poke the window to observe Ximen 

Qing and Li Ping’er, Lai An’er spies on Ximen Qing’s homosexual affairs with Shutong; Qiuju 

peeps upon both Ximen Qing with Pan Jinlian, and Pan Jinlian with Jingji, etc.  

                                                 
45 Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative, 59. 
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Most critics believe that the voyeurism and obscenity in the novel lay bare the corruption 

of family and state in the Ming. However, the novel may not be solely concerned with political 

and moral corruption at a particular era. And the peeping could mean more than sexual politics. 

Liz Wells’ idea proves suitable here: “Voyeurism describes a mode of looking related to the 

exercise of power in which a body becomes a spectacle for someone else’s pleasure. A world 

divided into the active ‘lookers’ and the passive ‘looked at.’”46 And traditionally, the power of 

gaze lies in the hands of the master, the man, or the one as the agent of the ruling ideology. This 

novel’s “misplacement” of the visual power reminds the reader of what John Berger says about 

the difference between European and non-European visuality: in the non-European traditions, 

when “the theme of a work is sexual attraction, it is likely to show active sexual love as between 

two people, the woman as active as the man, the actions of each absorbing the other.”47 In 

contrast to the male gaze in the European tradition, the female gaze in The Plum in the Golden 

Vase goes even beyond Berger’s observation of visual reciprocity to be dominant, at least on 

occasions of voyeurism. 

As a writer of original creativity, the author intends to reveal the psychological fact that 

there is a peeping Tom in everyone, which is dangerous in that the eyes will always be searching 

for either an ego-ideal for identification, or an object that satisfies one’s scopophilic desire—“the 

pleasure in looking”, which is isolated in Freud’s theory as “one of the component instincts of 

                                                 
46 Liz Wells, Photography: A Critical Introduction (New York: Psychology Press, 2004), 

171. 

 
47 Berger, “Ways of Seeing,” 51. 
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sexuality which exist as drives quite independently of the erotogenic zones.”48 According to the 

Freudian psychoanalysis, voyeurism for man, as well as fetishism, is to get reassurance against 

castration.49 Freudian castration anxiety seems unable to explain Pan Jinlian’s voyeurism, since 

such a voyeurism “must…exclude women; for what feminine pleasure can there be in the 

reassurance of one’s own castration…?” 50  However, it may be argued that although the 

voyeurism for Pan Jinlian has little to do with the absence of phallus on the female body, it has a 

lot to with her desire to identify with the presence of phallus on the male body; or, in a Lacanian 

terms, the symbolic father Ximen Qing becomes a mirror image for Pan Jinlian, with which the 

woman strives to identify.  

Laura Mulvey’s study of voyeurism in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” is a 

research of spectators’ psychology in seeing a movie, but her findings are suitable for studying 

the voyeurs in The Plum in the Golden Vase as well, since peeping on others’ private life through 

a hole in the window resembles sitting in the dark and watching others’ privacy on the screen. 

Mulvey argues that: 

[There are] two contradictory aspects of the pleasurable structures of looking in the 

conventional cinematic situation. The first, scopophilic, arise from pleasure in using 

another person as an object of sexual stimulation through sight. The second, developed 

through narcissism and the constitution of the ego, comes from identification with the 

                                                 
48 Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” 59. 

 
49 “In contrast to fetishism, the voyeur needs to see the fact of female castration in order 

to defend himself against the anxiety of his own possible castration by the obsessive looking and 

looking again at the woman’s genitals for what is not there, a penis. And, because a continuum 

argument has been introduced, it has been argued that the look of the man at a woman (at her 

body) will always include a reassurance against castration; voyeurism is now equivalent to the 

pleasure in lloing—for the man.” See Elizabeth Cowie, Representing the Woman: Cinema and 

Psychoanalysis (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 178. 

 
50 Cowie, Representing the Woman, 178. 
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image seen. Thus, in film terms, one implies a separation of the erotic identity of the 

subject from the object on the screen (active scopophilia), the other demands 

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 second 

of libido.51 

 

So voyeuristic looking satisfies two aspects of psychological demands: the pleasure of 

looking and being looked at, and the desire for identification with ideal ego. Similar to Berger, 

Mulvey claims that the visual power lies in the male, but, again, in The Plum in the Golden Vase, 

it is always the inferior who peep on the superior, and the marginalized group spies on those with 

power. Among the five wives of the Ximen household, Pan Jinlian is the one who likes to peep 

and eavesdrop the most, which is commonly explained with the essentialistic assumption of her 

supposed evil nature. But this may have over-simplified the matter. At least, it overlooks the 

complexity of Pan Jinlian’s psychology, especially her sense of insecurity. A more appropriate 

explanation is that she is the one who has the strongest desire for identification with the man in 

power, the symbolic father Ximen Qing, because she has no familial status like Wu Yuening, no 

financial strength like Li Ping’er and Meng Yulou, but expects greater dignity than Li Jiao’er, a 

former prostitute, and Sun Xue’e, a maid in the kitchen.  

Voyeurism could be a way for the subordinates in Ximen household to experience 

moments of being the master. As Martin Huang observes:  

One peeps at what one is not supposed to see. Peeping is motivated by the desire for the 

distant and the unreachable. However, it is the forbidden that is most attractive. If the 

ultimate desire is defined as the wish to acquire what one does not yet have—what is 

absent or what is beyond one’s reach—then the act of peeping seems to capture this 

almost foredoomed nature of desire, whose existence is predicated on its being not 

fulfilled.52  

                                                 
51 Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” 60. 

 
52 Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative, 107. 
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Nevertheless, it may be argued that the voyeurs in this novel fulfill to various extents 

what drives them to peep. In voyeuristic scenes in the novel, the power lies in the hands of the 

maids and servants, who objectify their masters, enjoy the pleasure of scopophilia, and 

simultaneously identify with the symbolic father.  

Ximen Qing, the symbolic father the servants peep on, is eventually dead and Dai’an, the 

master’s closest servant who witnesses Ximen’s privacy frequently, turns out to be the inherent 

and new master of the family. Chunmei, Pan Jinlian’s maid and her replacement, 53  who 

witnesses and assists Pan Jinlian and Ximen Qing in their copulations, becomes the most 

prestigious woman and epitomizes a masculine woman when she dies on top of Jingji. Qiuju, 

another of Pan Jinlian’s maids, succeeds at least in assisting in driving Jinlian out of the house to 

meet her final death at Wu Song’s hands. The centralized status of the marginalized may be 

attributable to their voyeuristic visual experiences that launch their desire for identification with 

the central figure Ximen Qing, and it seems that they succeed to a great extent. 

Pan Jinlian is a more successful example until death meets her: she starts as a girl servant 

at the bottom of the social hierarchy and achieves a position resembling a patriarch, a father in 

her sexual relationship with others. In addition to her peeping on Ximen Qing, Pan Jinlian tries to 

maintain a more active visual dominance during her copulation with him. She even pulls down 

Ximen Qing’s pants to check his organ immediately after his meeting with Li Ping’er. On many 

occasions, when Ximen Qing gets too drunk for sex, Pan Jinlian takes the initiative and gazes on 

the male body. In chapter 57, when Pan Jinlian’s licentious eyes catch Jingji, they resemble those 

of “a cat catching sight of a fishy dish, bent on swallowing it” (PV, III. 415). These roguish eyes 

                                                 
53 Ding, Obscene Things, 125. 
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that turn others into sexual objects used to belong to Ximen Qing, the symbolic father in the 

family.  

Pan Jinlian’s desire for identification with Ximen Qing is epitomized when she morbidly 

swallows Ximen Qing’s urine in bed, saying that she would rather swallow it than get the man 

sick by going to toilet at cold night. Most critics believe that Pan Jinlian’s abject behavior is 

motivated by her simple wish to keep the man in her bed.54 Ding observes her impulse to “ensure 

her becoming a part of him through the intake and assimilation of his waste,”55 and attributes her 

action to “a fantasy of base personhood.” 56  These utilitarian explanations neglect the 

psychological mechanism that drives Pan Jinlian to carry out such a seemingly abject action. It 

may be argued that the woman is a pathological example for the identification of an ego ideal she 

sees in the “mirror image”—the symbolic father in the house. Ding is right in saying that the 

woman wishes to be integrated with the man through swallowing, but her purpose is not simply 

to “manage to live better off.” There is a desire to be the man himself in the woman’s 

unconscious, or, she swallows the man’s urine not to be part of the man, but to replace the man, 

which she partly achieves when she, riding on the man’s body, drains and exhausts the man in 

their final love making. In their last fatal intercourse, the master is out of consciousness and does 

not open his eyes, when the woman rides the symbolic father’s body until he is completely 

exhausted and dies. The master dies with the woman riding on his body, indicating that the 

                                                 
54 Hsia, The Classic Chinese Novel, 195. 
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 Ding, Obscene Things, 125. 
 
56 Ding, Obscene Things, 218. 
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woman finally obtains identification with the symbolic father, the image she has been gazing or 

peeping upon. 

3.3.5. THE MASCULINE PAN JINLIAN  

In Zhou Zuyan’s words, “perverted, aggressive, and lopsided as the Chinese bedchamber 

Amazon is, she [Pan Jinlian] nevertheless subverts the traditional codes of femininity, like fury, 

and poses as a counterpart and a harbinger of the androgynous characters in the literary arena.”57 

It is true that Pan Jinlian gets more and more like a masculine “man” in her hunting for sexual 

objects and her manipulative and possessive eyesight she lays on others—man, woman, and 

things. Or, she is the “man” after Ximen Qing is drained to death by her. She kills three husbands: 

Wang Dahu, Wu Da, and Ximen Qing. The first dies of exhaustion in his overindulgence of sex 

with her; the second is murdered for not being a masculine man, a real symbolic father; the 

masculine third is killed by the woman’s desire to assume the power of the patriarchal father. 

The deaths of the latter two visually resemble each other in that the woman strides over their 

bodies, one to suffocate him after poisoning, the other to drain him dry through aphrodisiac. The 

striding position suggests dominance, and the symbolic fathers are killed not by sons but by a 

wife who is eager for the phallic identity that only belongs to man in patriarchal society. What 

the woman kills is not a man, but a symbol of patriarchal father. She is a woman Oedipus, but 

she murders the symbolic fathers not to be integrated with the mother, which Oedipus did, but to 

be exactly the father himself. It is arguable that Pan Jinlian constructs an androgynous gender in 

her female physical body, predicting the twentieth-century feminist idea of the constructedness 

                                                 
57 Zhou Zuyan, Androgyny in Late Ming and Early Qing Literature (Honolulu: University 

of Hawai‘I Press, 2003), 68. 
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of female gender: de Beauvoir’s idea that “One is not born a woman, but rather one becomes a 

woman;”58 as well as Judith Butler’s theory of the “performative nature of gender.”59 

Jianhua Chen, noting the prevalence of images of the eye in the novel, argues that the 

novel “is no less than an allegory of the eye’s power to stimulate passion.”60 However, the eye’s 

power in the novel is not limited to sexual politics and stimulating passion, but plays a crucial 

role in the revelation and formation of subjective consciousness and interpersonal relationships. 

Pan Jinlian’s eyes are not restricted by Confucian moral codes, but are instructed by instinctual 

impulses and utilitarian goals. Tani E. Barlow’s observation is proper here: “Pan Jinlian 

exemplifies the contradiction and tragedy of Chinese women. She used obedience as a means to 

reach her end, which was possession… When women sacrifice themselves for men they already 

have some cherished utilitarian aim...”61 The strangeness of Chinese women, for which Pan 

Jinlian is a most notorious example, arouses contradictory interpretations: she is inhuman for 

some, and a predecessor to feminists for others.62  

                                                 
58 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. H. M. Parshley (New York: Vintage, 

1974), 307. 

 
59 Vivien Burr, Social Constructionism (New York: Routledge, 2015), 128. 

 
60 Jianhua Chen, “Popular Literature and Visual Culture in Early Modern China,” 521. 

 
61 Tani E. Barlow, Gender Politics in Modern China: Writing and Feminism, Issues 1-2. 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), 161. 

 
62  Pan Jinlian is traditionally interpreted as an evil woman who demonstrates the 

longstanding Chinese belief that woman is the source of evildoing. For instance, Zhang Zhupo 

claims: “Jinlian is inhuman.” See Zhang Zhupo, “Jin Ping Mei Dufa,” in Jin Ping Mei Ziliao 

Huibian (Tianjin: Nankai Daxue Chubanshe, 1984), 217. In Victoria Baldwin Cass’s work, she is 

a “contaminating predator,” “the archetypal femme fatale,” “the epitome of contaminating 

eroticism,” and “the epitome of sexual dominance,” etc. see Victoria Baldwin Cass, Dangerous 

Women: Warriors, Grannies, and Geishas of the Ming (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999), 
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It’s arguable that she is a human who is under the sway of her unconstrained desire to 

identify with the symbolic father Ximen Qing. Her story is one to entice, manipulate, murder, 

and substitute for the phallic father in the novel. Visual strategies in the internal sexual politics of 

the family enable Pan Jinlian to achieve this goal. In addition to utilitarian purposes for internal 

politics, Pan Jinlian’s voyeurism also serves to satisfy the psychological impulse to identify with 

the symbolic father who gazes on the female body. In this case, Pan Jinlian’s voyeuristic eyes see 

an ego-ideal in Ximen Qing, and everything she does later is to ensure the realization of the 

identification. Therefore, “Pan Jinlian’s evil eyes, as represented in Jin Ping Mei, can be 

understood as signifying a new stage in the historical ascent of feminine visuality in seventeenth-

century China.” 63  However, her gruesome death at the hands of Wu Song, brother of her 

murdered first husband, sounds a warning of the danger of transgressing moral and social 

constrains. 

3.4. MIRROR IMAGE, EGO-IDEAL AND THE TRAGEDY OF XIMEN QING 

Ximen Qing’s gruesome death is generally regarded as the result of his unconstraint 

sensual desire.64 However, a close reading of his visual engagements with others in many erotic 

scenes will help reveal the deeper psychological mechanism that drives his almost morbid 

pursuits of sex, which brings death to him at last. 

 

                                                                                                                                                             

99. In the twentieth century, especially since the influence of feminism, Pan Jinlian comes to be 

regarded by some to be a quasi-feminist Chinese woman who fights for her social identity. See 

Zhou, Androgyny, 48.  

 
63 Chen, “Popular Literature and Visual Culture in Early Modern China,” 523. 

 
64 Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative, 101. 
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3.4.1. THE MIRROR AND THE LAMP 

In the multitude of descriptions of sexual scenes, Ximen Qing’s fulfillment of desire is 

derived more from seeing than mere fulfillment of instinctive desire. Male gazes are prevalent in 

most erotic scenes in the novel. It is the male Ximen Qing who designs the specific poses for the 

female so that he could have easy observations. In the highly erotic chapter 27, Li Ping’er is 

positioned so that Ximen Qing could see his favorite part—her white butt, but Li Ping’er has no 

sight of him; Pan Jinlian’s feet are hung up so that Ximen sees her private part, but she is 

unlikely to have an easy look at the male. In these highly erotic scenes, Ximen Qing is described 

as a man of voyeurism obsessed with gazing at himself copulating with the two women. His 

desire for visual possession of others’ body is also reflected in his obsession with bound feet, red 

shoes, and moxa burning on other’s bodies.  

An appropriate example is the narrator’s description of the erotic scene between Ximen 

Qing and Ju-i (Ru Yi’er) in chapter 78, which is replete with the man’s desire for visual 

fulfillment: 

After she had played with his organ for the time it would take to eat a meal, Hsi-men 

Ch’ing said, “My child, I’d like to burn some moxa on your body.” “Do as you please,” 

the woman replied. “You can burn moxa on me wherever you like.” Hsi-men Ch’ing told 

her to close the door to the room, take off her skirt, climb onto the k’ang, and recline 

face-up on the pillow. On her lower body, she was wearing a pair of newly made scarlet 

drawers of Lu-chou silk, one leg of which she proceeded to pull down. In his sleeve, Hsi-

men Ch’ing still retained three pellets of the moxa steeped in distilled spirits that he had 

burnt on Lady Lin. Removing her bodice, he placed one of them on the middle of her 

chest, one on her lower abdomen, and one on her mons veneris. Igniting them with a stick 

of benzoin incense, he thrust his organ into her vagina and lowered his head in order to 

observe its movements... He also moved a mirror stand over beside him so he could better 

observe the action. (PV, IV. 603) 

 

In this description, four methods are employed by Ximen Qing to enhance his visual 

fulfillment—moxa burning, mirrors, lamps, and gazing on his own movements.  
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Moxa burning is a means by which Ximen Qing asserts “his dominance over ‘his’ 

women”65—mainly Pan Jinlian, Wang Liu’er, Ruyi’er, and Lady Lan. Seeing the burning moxa66  

on the private part of a female body and listening to painful groans from the woman arouse not 

merely sexual desires but a satisfaction of dominance from the radical objectification of the other. 

A lamp or a mirror is placed next to the bed to improve visibility. And, he desires to see his own 

organ’s movement in making love. These sadistic actions reveal not only Ximen Qing’s 

instinctual desires but also the author’s awareness of the role visuality plays in the construction 

of the subjectivity of both Ximen Qing as the gazer and his sexual objects as the gazee, as well as 

the interpersonal relationship them.  

Seeing his own sexual movements, sometimes with the help of a lamp and a mirror, 

enables Ximen Qing to observe himself from the perspective of another. It may have similar 

implications of the psychological process of identifying with one’s mirror image when one gazes 

into his or her own image in the mirror, as Lacan’s theory of mirror stage suggests. It follows 

that the master resembles Pan Jinlian and other servants who peep on his privacy. Ximen Qing in 

his mirror image sees an omnipotent image of a symbolic father who controls and manipulates 

the other—both female and male other in his heterosexual and homosexual copulations. The 

mirror image is actually more coherent and powerful than his real self, just like a vulnerable 

baby sees a coherent self in his mirror image. Looking into the mirror, or looking at his own 

                                                 
65 Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative, 152. 

 
66 Moxa burning generally refers to a “health remedy practiced in Asian cultures,” which 

is “a yang therapy utilized to treat yin problems.” “The process involves the rolling of the moxa 

herb or yarn into a small ball or cone, placing it on the body in a strategic place, then igniting it 

until the patient experiences pain.” See Karel Kurst-Swanger and Jacqueline L. Petcosky, 

Violence in the Home: Multidisciplinary Perspectives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 

23. In this novel, however, it is not a health remedy, but an erotic practice. 
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movements, Ximen Qing identifies himself with the seemingly omnipotent image in the mirror, 

and the image lures him further and further away from the real Ximen Qing who is looking into 

the mirror. We find repeated and identical psychological mechanism underlying the peeping eyes 

of subordinates in the family and the self-gazing eyes of the master himself. 

The ideal phallic image in the mirror is what propels Ximen Qing to collect more women 

and enhance his sexual capacity, which finally leads him from the culmination of success to 

death. Ximen Qing dies from his excessive sex and his death is directly related to the aphrodisiac 

Hu Seng, the Indian monk, gave him. The medicine helps Ximen Qing fulfill his desire for 

identification with the ideal image in the mirror—every woman he desires for gets completely 

conquered sexually, but the price is the death of the real Ximen Qing, the one who looks at his 

mirror image and gets poisoned by the aphrodisiac and thoroughly consumed by the illusion of 

his ideal image in the mirror. 

3.4.2. ASSIMILATION OF THE SUPPLEMENTARY OTHER  

Ximen Qing’s pleasure in looking at his own sexual movements also suggests a profound 

psychological reality. Ding notices Ximen’s desire to watch his own sexual movements: “in the 

language of the text, he uses the same fascinated gaze to as if devour (a visual devouring—guan 

wan, or literally to ‘look at/play with’) the repeated in/out movement of his penis in a succession 

of mouths, vaginas, and rectums along with the curious that he acquires.”67 He believes that 

Ximen’s desire for seeing the in-and-out movement of his penis is a symptom for his morbid 

desire to expand and replete his self through assimilations of a body part, food, or thing.68 Ding 

                                                 
67 Ding, Obscene Things, 176. 

 
68 Ding, Obscene Things, 176. 
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breaks down the dualistic relationship between Ximen and his sexual objects. The dual parties 

merge into one—but the price is that the other vanishes into the expanded self of Ximen. 

Following Ding’s thought, the others in Ximen’s eyes are not autonomous human beings but 

objects with body parts that can help extend and expand his self.   

However, the “supplementary” other threatens to replace the “original” self of Ximen 

Qing. Ximen’s desire for expansion cannot be fulfilled since the other as his sexual object does 

not become an integrated part of him but works as a dangerous other that substitutes and 

demolishes his original self, if there is one. The real Ximen Qing may be the one prior to his 

identification with the mirror image, but, as Lacan’s psychoanalysis suggests, sense of self 

comes into being only when a baby is looking at its mirror image. In the context of this novel, it 

is not possible to define an original Ximen Qing, since as soon as he appears in the novel, he is 

caught by Pan Jinlian’s evil eyes. 

 The supplementary sexual objects finally take possession of and substitute for the 

“original” Ximen Qing: his main sexual object—Pan Jinlian first poisons him with three-time 

overdose of aphrodisiac after he is almost sexually exhausted by Wang Liu’er, another 

supplementary other for Ximen Qing. Then Pan Jinlian drains the last bit of semen out from the 

unconscious body of Ximen Qing, followed by a spring of blood. Pan Jinlian does not stop there, 

and in the following days she continues to sexually abuse the empty body of Ximen Qing, until 

the symbolic father/the original patriarchal self stops breathing. The gruesome description of the 

obscene blood and semen flowing out of the body of Ximen Qing arouses disgust in the reader 

but reveals the tragedy Ximen Qing plunges into when driven by his infinite desire for 

assimilation of the other. The others, Pan Jinlian, Wang Liu’er, Li Ping’er, and a handful of 
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others, all contribute to the destruction of the master’s self. And finally the other, mainly Pan 

Jinlian, becomes the subject that objectifies Ximen Qing, also as a sexual object.  

Ximen Qing’s very original self is lost when he assimilates the first supplementary other. 

Thus the “second original self” is produced, which is going to be replaced by a third one when a 

third supplementary sexual object is assimilated. The substitution of the self by the other is 

roughly analogous with Derrida’s notion of the dangerous “supplement” 69  that devours the 

original. Pan Jinlian and other sexual objects do become masters by devouring the dominating 

self of Ximen. The others as Ximen Qing’s sexual objects help expand his self but drain and 

exhaust him at the same time. The deadly strike is carried out by Pan Jinlian, striding over his 

exhausted body. The image of a man dying with a woman striding over his body is one of the 

key images in the novel: Pan Jinlian strides over her first husband Wu Da’s body to suffocate 

him, over Ximen Qing’s body to drain him dry; Chunmei, Pan Jinlian’s surrogate, strides over 

Jingji and drains herself to death in sexual excess. In these erotic scenes, woman override man, 

indicating the demolition of the powerful by the marginalized, or the dominant by the 

supplements.  

3.4.3. INTERPERSONAL VISUALITY AND TRAGEDY 

Here lies the author’s understanding of the tragedy embedded in interpersonal human 

visuality. Ximen Qing’s desire to see his image with the help of mirror and lamp entices him into 

an infinite pursuit of his ego-ideal—the sexually and politically ideal mirror image; His desire to 

see the integration of his body and the movements traps him in an assimilation of the other, who 

are both supplementary and subversive to the existence of his self. Both visual images of his 

                                                 
69 Marian Hobson, Jacques Derrida: Opening Lines (London: Psychology Press, 1998), 

70. 
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ideal self and the other as supplement are essentially alienating and subversive illusions. The 

ideal self-image is momentarily satisfied by all kinds of techniques that help Ximen Qing 

approach the coherent and powerful mirror image he sees in the mirror next to the bed. The 

identification with his ego ideal fulfills to the greatest extent when he gets the Indian monk’s 

aphrodisiac, which finally brings Ximen Qing’s life to an end.  

It is natural that Ximen Qing’s death is attributed to his unrestrained desires. In the 

narrator’s words, “The vitality of the individual is finite, but the prurience in this world is 

unlimited” (PV, IV. 639).  Martin Huang holds that “the end result is that he is completely 

drained and exhausted thanks to his reckless overconsumption of his sexual capital, which can 

never keep up with his ever-expanding sexual appetites.”70 Huang’s idea is representative for 

most critics’ idea concerning the death of Ximen Qing. In the narrator’s words, Ximen Qing 

“sought only his own sexual gratification but did not realize that: When its oil is used up the 

lamp goes out; When his marrow is drained a man will die.” (PV, IV. 639) However, actually it 

is not his sexual desire, but his desire for the fulfillment of his ego ideal by means of sexual 

conquests, economic success, and officialdom, that drains and exhausts his life. The judgment 

that Ximen Qing’s sexual activities are not to fulfill purely instinctual desires but to achieve 

identification as a symbolic father/ ego ideal is further demonstrated by the fact that almost all 

his sexual objects are married women who become his wives or concubines by either murdering 

or cheating their husbands. Pan Jinlian murders her former husband; Li Ping’er cheats her 

husband to death; Wang Liu’er’s husband Wang Daoguo becomes a pimp for his own wife, etc. 

Ximen Qing as a most powerful person is easy to get unmarried virgins, but what he is obsessed 

                                                 
70 Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative, 98. 
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with is married woman. Furthermore, during a sexual intercourse, he demands Ru Yi’er to claim 

that she is Xiongwang’s wife rather than his, when the woman intends to please him by saying 

that she is his. Hearing the eccentric words, the copulation culminates (PV, IV. 603).  

Both seeing and hearing in Ximen Qing’s sexual activity indicate that his desire has much 

to do with his desire for identification with his own mirror image, rather than physical desire. 

C.T. Hsia holds that the fact that “he has not actually seduced a single virgin or virtuous woman 

from a good family” suggests that he is “a likeable person, cheerful, generous, and capable of 

genuine feeling.” 71  Hsia’s idea does not seem reasonable if we notice that Ximen Qing’s 

(un)conscious desire is more to establish his symbolic position than fulfilling his carnal desire, 

since collecting a sexual object that belongs to another man means his dominance not only in the 

female but also the male world. 

Therefore, what is truly tragic is that Ximen Qing’s disaster is essentially unavoidable, 

and that his tragedy is applicable to everyone if there is no constraint to one’s desire for 

identifying with the ego ideal: the visual encounter with one’s illusive mirror image in either a 

true mirror or in the visual presence of another starts the infinite process of identifying with the 

other, and the desire for infinite identification drives one to assimilate others in attempts to 

expand oneself. However, these supplementary others eventually subvert and terminate the 

existence of one’s original self. It is arguable that the very visual encounter with the other makes 

one plunge into an existence crisis that finds no feasible solution.  

 

 

                                                 
71 Hsia, The Classic Chinese Novel, 184. 
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3.4.4. THE SALVATION 

Judging from the above analysis, the tragedy of Ximen Qing is actually based on his 

problematic visual relationship with others, in which he sees objects for identification and 

supplementary others that will help expand his own self. Since as a social being, Ximen Qing, or 

any social being, is necessarily exposed to others’ visual field and captures others in turn at the 

same time. This reminds us of the existential problem derived from others’ visual presence in 

Sartre’s philosophy. But their differences are obvious. For Sartre, the very visual presence of the 

other, or the virtual presence of the other, threatens the freedom of the self. But for The Plum in 

the Golden Vase, the others’ visual presence is attractive, but fundamentally tragic. Furthermore, 

while Sartre finds it pessimistic to escape from the absurdity of existence, the Chinese novelist 

may have found a possible solution in the Chinese tradition of Confucian ethics and rituals.  

The evils derived from the absence of ritual constraint in Jin Ping Mei leads David Roy 

to argue that the novel is a warning against the evil nature of human beings and a calling for 

necessary constraints: 

My reading of the novel has persuaded me that the implied author adheres to an 

uncompromising version of Xunzi’s particular brand of orthodox Confucianism...Xunzi is 

most famous for his enunciation that, although everyone has the capacity for goodness, 

human nature is basically evil and, if allowed to find expression without the conscious 

molding and restraint of ritual, is certain to lead the individual disastrously astray. That 

the implied author of the (Jin Ping Mei) endorses this view should be apparent to even 

the most superficial reader.72 

 

Xunzi’s idea of the evil nature of human beings is an essentialist idea, and the evil seems 

to lie in nowhere but the inner heart of human beings. Ximen Qing’s evil, however, according to 

what is discussed earlier, seems to lie more in interpersonal visual relationships than his own 

                                                 
72 David T. Roy, introduction to The Plum in the Golden Vase or Chin Ping Mei, vol. 1 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), xxiv-xxv. 
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heart. But Xunzi’s proposal to constrain evil desires through the implementation of Confucian 

rituals sounds still applicable in the case of the novel.  

The Confucian ethics in seeing each other that persuades one not to look at what is not 

morally right and to follow strict hierarchal and moral rituals in seeing each other according to 

gender, social status, and social relationships. This practice of rituals guarantees the cultivation 

of Junzi or gentlemen and the harmony of interpersonal relationship in a stable social structure. 

Every visual obsession Ximen Qing and Pan Jinlian have is unacceptable in the Confucian and 

neo-Confucian ethics, and their eccentric visual desires are blatant transgression of rituals of 

interpersonal visuality. Ximen Qing even claims that as long as he has money, he could easily 

have sex with Chang’e and other goddesses. The vulgar death of Ximen Qing sounds like a 

deadly warning against human infinite pursuits of desires—the desire to identify with ego ideal 

and to assimilate the supplementary other into one’s self.  

Critics also argue that the novel is about Buddhist karmic retribution. Considering the 

fact that Xiaoge, Ximen Qing’s only son, converts to a Buddhist monk to redeem his father’s sin 

at the end of the novel, it is really a novel that reminds its readers of Buddhist nothingness of 

mundane life and Buddhist abandonment of worldly involvement for the sake of enlightenment 

and nirvana in which no human other in the “red dust” world stimulates one’s desire.  

One may refute the idea because almost all monks and nuns in the novel are entangled in 

worldly life, no less than the characters in the mundane world. But Hu Seng, the Indian Monk 

who helps maximize his sexual potency with aphrodisiac, may be viewed as a key figure who 

makes the novel Buddhist in structure and content.  
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Huang believes that the Indian monk should “personify a penis (his appearance is 

described with phrases such as ‘single-eyed dragon,’ ‘sunken-eye in leopard head’ and ‘the color 

of a purple liver.’)”73 It is true that the monk is so eccentric a figure of sex to be regarded as a 

Buddhist monk whose first quality is being able to restrain from licentious attractions. On the 

one hand, he symbolizes sexual potency by both his appearance and the powerful aphrodisiac 

pills and powder he gives to Ximen Qing; on the other hand, he is sharply distinguished from the 

other worldly obsessed monks in the novel. He is a real master, as Ximen Qing himself observes. 

The medicine he gives, in a certain sense, is a way to rid Ximen of the excessive entanglement 

with the worldly desire. But the price is Ximen’s life itself.  

However, according to Buddhist belief, life and death are not essentially different.74 It 

follows that Ximen’s death is an eventual salvation for him. The monk’s method to save Ximen 

is to provide him with the most intensified sensual involvement in the mundane world— with 

aphrodisiac, Ximen has unprecedented success in sex, business, and officialdom. And it is the 

success that finally leads him to real nothingness. This reminds one of the well-known process of 

achieving Buddhist enlightenment in another Chinese masterpiece—The Story of the Stone: 

“Starting off in the Void (which is Truth) came to the contemplation of Form (which is Illusion); 

and from Form engendered Passion; and by communicating Pasion, entered again into Form; and 

from Form awoke to the Void (which is Truth)” (SS, I. 5). In other words, to achieve final 

enlightenment, one has to be firstly deeply involved in the sensual and passionate affairs in the 

                                                 
73 Huang, Desire and Fictional Narrative, 102. 

 
74 “Buddhism advocates ‘no life,’ for whenever there is life there is death.” See Yijie 

Tang, Confucianism, Buddhism, Daoism, Christianity, and Chinese Culture (Washington: CRVP, 

1991), 167. 
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world. Ximen Qing’s salvation lies in the utmost sensual experience, brought to culmination by 

the Indian monk’s aphrodisiac. 

*** 

The absurdity of existence due to the interpersonal visuality, as the tragedy of Ximen 

Qing and Pan Jinlian suggest, is actually based on a psychological mechanism that is common to 

everyone—the tragedy latent in interpersonal visual encounters: the desire for identification. 

Ximen Qing and Pan Jinlian are subjects that have successfully entered the symbolic 

order, one as an agent of the Name of the Father, and the other as a subordinate of the agent. The 

Confucian moral codes do not work efficiently as far as Ximen Qing and Pan Jinlian are 

concerned. The author describes a variety of visual occasions to represent the discipline and anti-

discipline visual experiences in traditional Chinese society, in which neo-Confucianism 

functions as the dominant ideological doctrine that regulates social relations. In spite of the 

stricture of moral codes, Ximen Qing and Pan Jinlian’s compliance with the Confucian codes for 

manhood and womanhood is overthrown by their insatiable desires. But few critics have 

successfully explained the source of the insatiability of their desire, and satisfy themselves by 

claiming the insatiability of human desire as a part of human nature.  

This chapter has revealed the psychological mechanism that underlies the insatiability of 

Ximen Qing’s and Pan Jinlian’s desire. Both of them are trapped in a process of identification 

with their ego ideal. For Pan Jinlian, the fatherly figure of Ximen Qing as a representative of the 

patriarchal power stands as an ideal image that she intends to identify with in her whole life, and 

she does succeed in becoming a subject that is even more predominant than Ximen Qing himself 

when she strides over his body upon his death. Ximen Qing, the most powerful masculine man 
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politically, economically, and sexually, seems to have no ideal image to stimulate his desire for 

identification. But it is not true in that it is exactly his own image in a mirror, both real and 

virtual, that he finds more coherent and powerful than what he really is. The man is always 

watching upon himself, in mirrors, in his own sexual movement, etc., to find an ego ideal in his 

own images. The pursuit of his mirror image itself puts Ximen Qing on a suicidal path, because 

in order to fill the gap between the real Ximen Qing and the coherent and ideal image, he has to 

expand himself through assimilating more others, and to strengthen his political, economic, and 

sexual power in all kinds of means, which finally leads to the end of his life.  

Thus, the root of the tragedies of Pan Jinlian and Ximen Qing lies in their infinite pursuits 

of their respective ego ideals, which they find in either the ideal image of another or the ideal 

image of him-herself in mirror images. Their tragedies demonstrate what Otto Fenichel says 

about the sin of identification in interpersonal visuality.75 Infinite desire for identification arising 

from looking at another alienates the established self on the one hand and strives for a new self 

on the other hand, which may be fulfilled momentarily, as Ximen Qing does after he gets the 

aphrodisiac that satisfies his identifying with his image he sees in the mirror standing next to his 

bed, but fundamentally it is insatiable, leading only to death and destruction. 

 

                                                 
75 Fenichel, “The Scoptophilic Instinct and Identification,” 335. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

MIRROR HALL, SELF IDENTITY, AND TRAGIC VISION IN 

 

THE STORY OF THE STONE 

 

 

The Story of the Stone1 by Cao Xueqin and Gao E, published in 1791 in China’s Qing Dynasty, 

depicts virtually every facet of social life in traditional China through the vicissitudes of the 

aristocratic Jia clan. The male protagonist Jia Baoyu and his beautiful cousins and maids living 

in a grand garden undergo the germination, frustration, and destruction of passion and love, 

ending up with Baoyu’s renunciation of the mundane world and various tragedies of the female 

protagonists—death, widowhood, abuse, etc.  

The novel is recognized as the greatest work in Chinese literature that in some sense 

“epitomizes the whole culture.”2 It is no exaggeration for Andrew H. Plaks to say that the novel 

makes a “summation of the three-thousand-year span of Chinese literary civilization. It contains 

within its pages a sampling of all the major modes (poetry, drama, classical essay, vernacular 

fiction, etc.) and genres of that tradition, and it takes up some of the central issues of its seminal 

thinkers (Lao Tzu, Confucius, Mencius, and Ch’an masters).”3 It is also one of the first novels, 

like Jin Ping Mei, that mark the germination and development of individuality and humanism in 

                                                 
1 The novel has several titles. In addition to The Story of the Stone, it is also titled A 

Mirror for the Romantic, Dream of the Red Chamber, The Tale of Brother Amor, and The Twelve 

Beauties of Jinling. This chapter is based on the English version translated by David Hawkes and 

John Minford. Xueqin Cao, The Story of the Stone: A Novel in Five Volumes, trans. David 

Hawkes and John Minford (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1979-1987).  
 

2 David Hawkes, Classical, Modern, and Humane: Essays in Chinese Literature (Hong 

Kong: Chinese University Press, 1989), 268. 

 
3 Plaks, Archetype and Allegory in the Dream of the Red Chamber, 11. 
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Chinese literature. The novel as an encyclopedia of traditional Chinese society has been 

extensively explored by scholars, but there is a dimension which has seldom been touched. It is 

the author’s reflection and representation of the role visuality plays in the formation of Chinese 

concepts of self and identity.  

Similar to that in its predecessor Jin Ping Mei, the narrative perspective in The Story of 

the Stone has shifted from the public space of courts and war fields to personal spaces in which 

individual consciousness and psychology are penetrated and presented. The Story of the Stone 

goes further to shift from the ideologically dominated symbolic order into the visually dominated 

imaginary order, to represent the first anti-hero that is trapped in the specular relationship with 

others.  

Due to the Chinese tradition of immanence, the characters in The Story of the Stone are 

closely connected with social others, even nuns and monks who are supposed to be living in 

insularity are also socially connected. There is no radical tension between self and other that is 

observable in the American novels. These elements enable the author to present in subtle ways 

the role visual experiences play in the construction of the characters’ subjectivity.  

Cao Xueqin’s representation of visual subjectivity is panoramic in that there are no 

dominating and monolithic modes, but a “whole vision” of dialogic and juxtaposed manners of 

seeing each other. Patterns of intersubjective visuality in the novel are founded on various 

assumptions of self-other relationship ranging from Confucian and Neo-Confucian social 

involvement in worldly life to Buddhist and Daoist renunciation of this life. The juxtaposition 

and interplay of different schools of Chinese thoughts in the novel demonstrate what is observed 

by C. T. Hsia as “the author’s syncretic hospitality to diverse strands of Chinese thought,” which 
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“may have created some ambiguity and confusion in his novel, but it is also a necessary for its 

rich complexity and greatness.”4 It is the simultaneous co-existence of the myriad manners of 

visual experience that endows the novel with its sociological and psychological insights.  

The “whole vision” in the novel is too complex an issue to deal with here. This chapter is 

intended to focus on the male protagonist Baoyu’s visual subjectivity. It will be conducted 

through analyzing the various images of the mirror in the novel. 

4.1. MIRRORS IN THE STORY OF THE STONE 

Images of the mirror are prevalent in the novel and many critics argue that mirror as a 

symbol plays a structuring role in the whole story. The title of the first draft of the novel is 

believed to be A Mirror for the Romantic, indicating the importance of the mirror in the novel. 

There are three prominent images of the mirror in the novel: one is the Mirror for the Romance, a 

magic mirror whose two sides reflects two opposite aspects of human beings. The second mirror 

is a more concrete and realistic wall-size mirror installed in Baoyu’s bedroom. Three individuals 

have looked into the mirror in Baoyu’s room. The first is Jia Zheng, Baoyu’s father and a 

Confucian scholar and official; the second is Grannie Liu, an uneducated and unsophisticated old 

lady from the countryside; the third is Baoyu himself. The third mirror is the metaphorical mirror 

symbolizing the Buddhist and Daoist “nothingness.”  

Except for the magic Mirror for the Romance, most of the other mirrors in the novel are 

directly concerned with Baoyu, a youth who grows up against his background of the aristocratic 

family of Jia with Confucian doctrines as its highest moral codes. In addition to the mirror in his 

bedroom, Baoyu once met the antique mirror of the lascivious empress Wu Ze-tian in Qin Shi’s 

                                                 
4 Hsia, The Classic Chinese Novel, 260. 
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bedroom where, in a dream, Baoyu experienced his first sensual love. He is saved by a Daoist 

holding a magic mirror when monstrous figures chased him in a dream. He also makes use of 

mirrors as instruments for observing his maids. Furthermore, some characters in the novel are 

interpreted as mirrors that reflect the rise and fall of Jia clan and the growth and development of 

Baoyu.5  And another mirror worth mentioning is the one Baoyu borrows from Nightingale 

(Zijuan) since it suggests a lot concerning Baoyu’s visually constructed subjectivity. 

Critical opinions unanimously agree that the mirrors in the novel are intended by the 

author to lay bare the dualistic and interchangeable relationship between the unreal seeable 

phenomenon and the real unseeable truth, the illusiveness of concrete life and its inevitable 

endings in death and emptiness.6 These ideas are surely true as far as the reader’s eyes focus on 

the seen object—the human being as coexistent beauty and death, the worldly life as 

simultaneous enjoyment and sufferings, etc.  

However, practically no critical view is directed to the seeing subject—Baoyu, Jia Rui, 

Jia Zheng, and Grannie Liu, etc., to study the ways in which they see the mirror, what they see in 

the mirror, and why they see in particular ways in the mirror. Existing criticism could be 

                                                 
5 For instance, Qiancheng Li claims, depending on his interpretation of the connotation of 

the name, Xiangling (Caltrop) and Sheyue (Musk) suggest a “redemptive mirror,” and a 

“moonlike mirror” respectively. See Li, Fictions of Enlightenment, 138. 

 
6 Critics have made the following claims about the mirror: “In his blindness, Baoyu can 

never draw the line between self-awareness and self-deception, between dream and reality, 

between mirror and door.” See Yi, an Allegory of love, 57; “Real and imaginary, dream and 

reality, are one.” Hawkes, Classical, Modern, and Humane, 66; “double-faced, containing 

images of both beauty and death,” and “enticement and enlightenment.” Wai-yee Li, 

Enchantment and Disenchantment: Love and Illusion in Chinese Literature (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2014), 235. 
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enriched by taking into consideration the formation of Baoyu’s and other characters’ subjectivity 

represented in visual encounters via the mirror.  

In arguing for the commonality between the various images of mirrors in the novel, 

critics have been paying inadequate attention to the subtle differences between each visual 

encounters through the mirror. For instance, in spite of the fact that Jia Zheng, Baoyu, and 

Grannie Liu look into the identical mirror, they see different people in it: Jia Zheng and his 

following literary gentlemen see themselves; Baoyu sees his double and the other, particularly 

maid Sheyue (Musk), while Grannie Liu sees her relative by marriage in it.  

If the mirror seeings by Baoyu, Jia Zheng, and Grannie Liu are unique due to their 

specific intellectual tendency and social status, Jia Rui’s seeing in mirror only the phenomenal 

beauty without recognizing the essential nature of death and ephemerality is common to all, 

because, except for the enlightened Buddhists and Daoists, all in the novel are obsessed with the 

phenomenal beauty and wealth, ending up with tragedy. Jia Rui could be regarded as a viewing 

subject shared by all—he is Baoyu, Xue Pan, or anyone who is passionately attached to the 

worldly romance and other. 

Furthermore, no critic has tackled the differences between the signifying mechanisms in 

the four visual encounters. It seems natural for these characters to see differently: Jia Zheng sees 

the mirror when he is fully awake and conscious, and he should see his duplicate image in the 

mirror; Baoyu’s experience occurs in dream, and it seems natural to see things unexpected; 

Grannie Liu is drunk when looking into the mirror to find her relative by marriage, which is also 

seemingly self-evident. In the case of Jia Rui, the mirror brought by the lame Daoist is itself 

supernatural and the reader expects the surprise Jia Rui comes across.  
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The apparent naturalness of these visual descriptions is actually a camouflage of the 

author’s creative application of mirror images to represent different modes of visual encounter 

with one’s self in the mirror, and the notions of subjectivity that underlie the differences. It is 

arguable that Baoyu has experienced the different categories of mirror viewing in the 

establishment and annihilation of his self and identity. 

4.2. BAOYU AND THE MIRROR OF INTERPELLATION 

Baoyu is born into the aristocratic Jia clan, and ever since his birth, he has been put into a 

speculary relationship with the patriarchal father Jia Zheng, but mostly with his nieces and maids. 

While Jia Zheng is the agent of the dominant Confucian ideology attempting to interpellate 

Baoyu into a duplicate subject of the Absolute Subject, his nieces and maids trap him in the 

imaginary order, in which he introjects narcissistic images, projecting onto others his ego ideal 

established on the imaginary others, rather than the symbolic other in the Confucian symbolic 

system. And it seems that the power of the ideological interpellation does not equal that of the 

imaginary identification in the constitution of Baoyu’s subjectivity. His subjectivity thus 

constructed turns out to be tragic due to the necessary ephemerality of the others. 

The ideological interpellation of Baoyu is carried out almost exclusively by his father Jia 

Zheng, partly because of the inefficiency of his master and the spoiling grandmother and mother. 

Due to the apparent contrast between Baoyu and the projection of Jia Zheng’s image, they form a 

major pair of conflicting images to each other. As a Confucian scholar, Jia Zheng appears to be a 

successfully interpellated subject by the Absolute Subject of Confucian ideology, and expecting 

his son to be another duplicate mirror image of the Absolute Subject. But Baoyu, the most 
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renowned “anti-hero in Confucian terms,”7  refuses to be interpellated, and chooses to be a 

subject standing against the constructive forces of the dominant ideology. The father, as a 

duplicate of the Absolute Subject and an agent of the ideology, turns to violence when education 

fails its mission to produce a normalized subject in Baoyu. 

It is not stated explicitly by the author, but it is arguable that not only when Jia Zheng 

sees his own image, but also, when he is looking at a human other, he is looking at a mirror 

image of himself, projecting his self onto the other, and the discrepancy between his self-image 

and the seen arouses his disappointment and anger. It’s true as far as the relationship between Jia 

Zheng and his son Baoyu is concerned. The father has never seen the son as a unique being, but 

tries every effort to formulate the boy into a Confucian scholar identical to himself. But Baoyu is 

everything that Jia Zheng is not, so much so that he is exactly the other side of Jia Zheng that he 

cannot see in his own mirror image.  

The unique other’s absence from Jia Zheng’s visual is demonstrated by the narrator’s 

description of his mirror viewing. Jia Zheng comes across the mirror after the completion of the 

construction of the Grand Vision Garden in the house that would later become Baoyu’s residence. 

The author narrates: 

Jia Zheng, after taking no more than a couple of turns inside this confusing interior, was 

already lost... and when, looking back, he observed— what he had not noticed before— 

that the light coming in through the silk gauze of the window illuminated a passage-way 

leading to an open doorway, and began walking towards it, a party of gentlemen similar 

to his own came advancing to meet him, and he realized that he was walking towards a 

large mirror. They were able to circumvent the mirror, but only to find an even more 

bewildering choice of doorways on the other side. (SS, I. 346-47) 

 

                                                 
7 Chi Xiao, The Chinese Garden as Lyric Enclave: A Generic Study of the Story of the 

Stone (Ann Arbor: Center for Chinese Studies Publication, University of Michigan, 2001), 137. 
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The confusing interior of the house and the lost visitors are interpreted by critics as the 

symbol of the loss Baoyu and others undergo in confusing worldly attachment.8 In arguing for 

the loss of Jia Zheng in the labyrinth indicating human loss in the world, critics have neglected 

the importance of the visual relationship between Jia Zheng and his mirror image, partly due to 

the author’s seemingly over-simplistic description of the visual encounter, which is finished in 

merely one sentence. Jia Zheng’s visual experience does seem insignificant in itself, but, as 

mentioned earlier, when we juxtapose this description together with those of Baoyu and Grannie 

Liu, we may notice what the author intends to express through the differences between the three 

visual experiences in the same mirror by three different viewing subjects. 

We may imagine the viewer and the mirror image as a signifier and a signified 

respectively. According to conventional common knowledge, the mirror image should be 

identical with the viewer standing in front of the mirror. It is the case for Jia Zheng, who sees in 

the mirror a duplicate self, suggesting a direct correspondence between the mirror image and Jia 

Zheng himself, in much the same way as a conventional linguist sees a direct correspondence 

between a signifier and a signified. Jia Zheng and his coterie seem to have the capacity of seeing 

the immediate relationship between the viewing subjects and the mirror image. 

However, psychoanalytically speaking, looking into a mirror involves complex 

psychological entanglement between individual and community, ego and superego, etc.,9 and one 

is actually observing another, or observing from the perspective of another, while looking into a 

mirror image. And Cao Xueqin is apparently aware of the subtlety surrounding mirror images, 

                                                 
8 See Li, Fictions of Enlightenment, 149. 

 
9 See Daniel Schacter, et al., Psychology: Second European Edition (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2015), 321. 
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demonstrated by Baoyu’s and Grannie Liu’s cases. Therefore, it’s not insignificant that Jia 

Zheng and other Confucian scholars as a group displays no confusion at all in seeing the images 

as themselves, except for a bit surprise at the first sight. It is even more so considering Baoyu’s 

seeing his unconscious double and Grannie Liu seeing her relative while seeing their own mirror 

images.  

In spite of their visual capacity, Jia Zheng and his coterie are the ones that get the most 

confused and lost in the room, especially when “they were able to circumvent the mirror, but 

only to find an even more bewildering choice of doorways on the other side” (SS, I. 347). And it 

is Jia Zhen, the man in charge of the construction of garden, who leads them out to the back 

courtyard, but Jia Zhen himself is a symbol of misdemeanor who guides the household towards 

decline and fall, and Jia Zheng’s dependence on him as tour guide in the labyrinth may suggest 

unreliability and misguidance. It is true that Jia Zhen is successful in directing the way out of the 

labyrinth of the residence and the garden. However, the garden itself is set in the labyrinth of the 

world, and it is arguable that Jia Zheng has never got out of the mirror-like labyrinth, and 

everyone dwelling in the garden gets lost. Based on their growing confusion after seeing the 

mirror images and the appearance of Jia Zhen, it is arguable that Jia Zheng and other Confucian 

scholars’ capacity of seeing the direct correspondence between the image and the viewer is 

somehow doubtable. 

It is under such a pair of patriarchal eyes that Baoyu grows up, which plays a necessary 

role in Baoyu’s refusal to enter the symbolic order.  The novel was written in Qing when neo-

Confucianism holds the dominant position in Chinese intellectual field. As a prominent 

Confucian scholar, Jia Zheng is most concerned with his officialdom and abides by Confucian 
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doctrines and ethics in dealing with the relationship in the familial structure. In stressing worldly 

affairs, Jia Zheng is not capable of paying attention to the psychological issues of his family 

members, especially that of the problematic son Baoyu. In other words, Jia Zheng as a Confucian 

scholar sees only the visible phenomenon of Baoyu, just like he could only see the visible 

correspondence of himself in the mirror, and is not able to see deeper into the psyche and 

consciousness.  

Jia Zheng’s visual contact with Baoyu is thus characterized by a somewhat “solipsistic” 

feature. Jia Zheng, the Confucian scholar, is not capable of seeing the uniqueness of the 

individual other, which may be attributable to the dominant School of Principle of neo-

Confucianist doctrines in the time when the novel was written. A key doctrine of the neo-

Confucianism is the li [reason],10 which is believed to be universal and underlying the operation 

of the myriad things. The principle is supposed to be accessible through human study, but neo-

Confucianists always turn to orthodox Confucian doctrines as the principles to guide individual 

practice. The universality of the principle and the doctrines diminishes the differences between 

individuals.  

Compared with the fact that Baoyu’s other is more his double latent in his unconscious, 

and Grannie’s Liu’s other is based on her ethical relationship with others, Jia Zheng’s seeing 

                                                 
10 According to Shao Yong (1011-77), one of the prominent neo-Confucianists, “It is not 

with the eyes that we observe things, nor even with the mind. We must observe them according 

to their li. All things in the world have li, nature and destiny, don’t they? As to li, we know it 

after having examined it. We understand the nature of things when we penetrate 

them…Therefore, using the eyes of the universe as if they were one’s own eyes, there is nothing 

which is not seen. Using the ears of the universe as if they were one’s own ears, there is nothing 

which is not heard. Using the mouth of the universe as if it were one’s own mouth, there is 

nothing which is not spoken. Using the mind of the universe as if it were one’s own mind, there 

is nothing that is not contemplated.” See Ronnie L. Littlejohn, Confucianism: An Introduction 

(London: I. B. Tauris, 2010), 119. 
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himself could also be explained as a result of his being an agent of the Confucian ideology that 

attempts to guarantee the conformity of individuals to the society, which renders him see only 

himself, or, when he sees the other, he projects his own image onto the other.  

Usually when the other fails to meet the expectation of the projection, the projector 

becomes upset. Jia Zheng has been unsatisfied with Baoyu ever since childhood due to his 

“femininity” and having no interest in officialdom, economy, politics, and virtually everything a 

Confucian gentleman is supposed to do, an image unacceptable to the prominent Confucian 

scholar father. As a result, the boy is nearly beaten to death by the father due to his affectionate 

involvement with an actor and suspected connection with the death of his mother’s maid. To 

Baoyu, the last thing he wants is to be summoned by his father, whose glare is menacing to him. 

And it’s true that the son and the father have never achieved a mutual gaze until the last meeting. 

And the interpellation by Jia Zheng is completely a failure, so is Baoyu’s access into the 

symbolic order, since interpellation produces subjects that are acceptable to the Absolute Subject, 

which is ideology itself, and ideology lays the foundation for the symbolic order. Failure of 

interpellation promises failure of accessing the symbolic order. 

4.3. BAOYU AND THE MIRROR OF IDENTIFICATION 

Baoyu’s failure to access the symbolic order traps him in the imaginary order, in which 

he identifies with mirror images he sees in mirrors, in pictures, and in beautiful girls and boys. 

His self is largely a self-decenterized one established on his specular relationship with the other. 

4.3.1. BAOYU AND MUSK IN MIRROR 

A wall-size mirror is installed in Baoyu’s labyrinth bedroom, and Baoyu is looking at the 

mirror on a daily basis because it is right in front of his bed. The symbolic function of the mirror 
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image is unanimously agreed among critics. For instance, Jeannie Jinsheng Yi holds that the 

mirror in Baoyu’s bedroom suggests that “in his blindness, Baoyu can never draw the line 

between self-awareness and self-deception, between dream and reality, between mirror and 

door.”11 Unanimously, critics take the mirror image as a narrative strategy by which the author 

presents the supposed theme of the novel: the inseparability of truth and fiction.  

However, in addition to the consideration of truth/fiction fusion, the mirror may also be 

interpreted from the angle of the formation and representation of Baoyu’s subjectivity, when the 

reader shifts his eyes to the seer rather than what is seen. In Chinese tradition, the mirror has a lot 

to do with the mind and soul. Grandma Jia once warns: “when you’re young, your soul isn’t fully 

formed yet, and if you’re reflected in mirrors too often, it can give your soul a shock which 

causes you to have bad dreams” (SS, III. 87). It is cited by Sheyue (Musk)—one of Baoyu’s 

maids—when Baoyu dreams of his double and wakes up to find himself staring into a mirror in 

front of his bed. This statement sounds similar to tales of magic mirror, or even Lacan’s concern 

of the mirror image, both of which are concerned with the power a mirror image might bring 

about to one’s ego or psychology. 

 Baoyu’s selfhood, considering the crucial role of the mirror demonstrated by the title of 

novel The Mirror for the Romance, must have a lot to do with the mirror and the mirror images. 

It may be argued that Baoyu has developed, or has always been developing, a selfhood based on 

the constitutive power of the mirror image, and he extends this “mirror-based” subjectivity to his 

relationship with others. In a certain way, Baoyu looks at others as mirror images, but he 

distinguishes himself from Jia Zheng’s projection of self-image to the other. He is more prone to 

                                                 
11 Yi, An Allegory of Love, 57. 
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identify with the other as ego ideal, rather than reduce the other to the same as oneself 

ideologically, which is what Jia Zheng does. 

In spite of the dominance of the mirror in Baoyu’s residence, Cao Xueqin does not write 

explicitly about it, but uses it as a structuring element that works in Baoyu’s unconscious. There 

are two explicit depictions of visual experience with mirror for Baoyu. The first is a seemingly 

concrete one: when doing hair for Sheyue (Musk), “Baoyu was standing behind Musk as she sat 

looking at herself in the mirror. Their eyes met in the glass and they both laughed” (SS, I. 405). 

The second one occurs in Baoyu’s dream in which he sees his double Zhen Baoyu, which is 

attributed to his looking into the mirror upon falling asleep. Criticism has been focused on the 

second, while the first is neglected as insignificant.  

It is true that the first mirror encountering is a one-sentence description seemingly 

unworthy of mentioning, just like the one-sentence description of Jia Zheng’s mirror encounter, 

but again, if we juxtapose and compare the several mirror viewings in the novel, we may see the 

author’s artistic employment of the mirror in representing human subjectivity. The one-sentence 

is actually subtle enough to convey a lot concerning Baoyu’s psychological mechanism 

underlying his intersubjective visuality.  

This sentence of visual depiction could be analyzed into several layers: Musk is looking 

at herself in the mirror; Baoyu is looking into Musk’s eyes in the mirror image, rather than his 

own image; their eyes meet and fuse, and they laugh; Musk, as mentioned earlier, is herself a 

metaphoric mirror,12 so by looking into Musk’s eyes, Baoyu is actually looking into a mirror in a 

                                                 
12 According to Qiancheng Li, the name Sheyue (Musk) suggests a moonlike mirror 

(yuejing). See Li, Fictions of Enlightenment, 139. 
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mirror; thus, fundamentally Baoyu is looking at his own image, although apparently he is 

looking into Musk’s eyes in the mirror.  

This reveals a crucial psychological mechanism working in Baoyu’s visual perception of 

the other as a spectacle. The description of Baoyu’s visual encounter with Musk is more 

psychologically based, compared with Jia Zheng’s visuality established on specular 

interpellation from ideology—the Absolute Subject. Distinguished from Jia Zheng’s seeing his 

own image in a mirror and projecting his image onto the other, Baoyu appears to show no 

interest in his own image, which is echoed by his repulsive attitude towards himself; Baoyu 

looks at Musk, his maid, indicating his intersubjective care or at least strong concern of the other, 

rather than himself; the meeting of eyes and their laughter show their latent desire for each other 

and the jubilance in fulfilling the identification for a moment. But Musk is herself a mirror in a 

mirror, suggesting that fundamentally Baoyu is looking at his own image, in much an 

unconscious way, in spite of his personal intention to see the other.  

It follows that in Baoyu’s visual encounter with the other, there is a tension between his 

wish to see another and his practice of seeing only his self in the other. The wish to see the other 

is based on his repulsion of his established self and his desire to identify with the other, while the 

practice of seeing only his self is rooted in the fact that the other whom he desires for 

identification is the projection of his ego-ideal, rather than another with ethical distance in 

between. 

This visual representation of the subtle and complex intersubjective relationship between 

Baoyu and Musk is intended by the author to reveal how Baoyu looks at the other, and its 

implication in the formation of his subjectivity. It is arguable that Baoyu may repeat the pattern 
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of visuality in his visual encountering with others. It is true as far as his relationship with Daiyu 

is concerned.  

4.3.2. THE SPECULAR BAOYU AND DAIYU  

Baoyu loves Daiyu the most, and the tension between the specular two is the strongest, 

and they demonstrate quite well the Sartrean thoughts that it is impossible to fulfill love because 

“the struggle of two freedoms to master one another without destroying one another qua freedom 

is futile; thus ‘love’s very objective…is self-defeating and is bound to bring the lover and the 

beloved into conflict with one another.” 13  What underlies the frustration of love is the 

objectification and appropriation of the other in the process of love and identification, to 

simultaneously establish one’s own identity and to assimilate the other’s identity, for which the 

author Cao Xueqin creates a series of visual encounters to represent.  

4.3.2.1. THE MALE GAZE 

There are a multitude of voyeuristic visual encounters between the two in which Baoyu 

sees Daiyu through windows or from afar without the notice of the latter, and when Daiyu 

intends to see Baoyu, there is usually obstacles preventing her eyesight from seeing him directly, 

indicating the active extrovert gaze from Baoyu searching for objects of identification and the 

introvert gaze of Daiyu focusing on her own consciousness.  

In Chapters 26 and 27, the author narrates three visual encounters between Baoyu and 

Daiyu, laying bare the author’s intentional representation of the non-reciprocal visual 

relationship between them. In a random walk, Baoyu comes to Daiyu’s residence and he 

“pressed his face to the gauze…Baoyu felt a sudden yearning for the speaker. He could see her 

                                                 
13  Julia T. Meszaros, Selfless Love and Human Flourishing in Paul Tillich and Iris 

Murdoch (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 61. 
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now. It was Daiyu, of course, lying on her bed, stretching herself and yawning luxuriously” (SS, 

I. 516). The voyeuristic eyes of Baoyu are erotic and appropriating, forming a typical male gaze 

that falls upon the objectified and eroticized Daiyu, who does not even know that she is being 

gazed upon. After Baoyu’s announcement of his entry, the shame caused by the awareness that 

she has been looked at voyeuristically by a man makes Daiyu burning-faced and pretend to sleep, 

suggestive of the vulnerability of Daiyu under the male gaze.  

Daiyu, one of the most renowned tragic heroines in Chinese classical literature, is such a 

self-conscious feminist against the male dominance that she is ready to gaze back upon Baoyu, 

only in vain. Soon after, in the same chapter, Daiyu goes to Baoyu’s residence without invitation. 

An implicit or unconscious impetus for her visit may be to be a gazer instead of her usual role as 

a gazee. However, upon arriving at Baoyu’s residence, she even could not enter, not to mention 

gaze upon the male, apparently due to the mistakes of Baoyu’s maids who fail to recognize her 

voice (SS, I. 524). But it is arguable that the maids’ mistake is the author’s artistic narration of 

the impossibility for Daiyu, the female, to cast a reciprocal gaze on the male.  

The two residences are themselves different: Daiyu’s residence is open to male 

voyeuristic eyes, so much so that Baoyu can peep through the window easily to see Daiyu 

sleeping in bed; Baoyu’s residence, however, is enclosed with high walls and securely locked, 

and no eyes can see the inside. Even if one gets into Baoyu’s residence, the labyrinth structure 

inside still allows limited visibility of the true face. The striking difference between the two 

residences is employed by the author symbolically to show the accessibility of their selfhood. 

Daiyu is virtually naked since the house fails to prevent male voyeuristic gaze, analogous with a 

portrait of a nude female in a painting for the appreciating and eroticizing eyes of the male. By 
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contrast, Baoyu is protected securely from prying gaze from others, much like a formally dressed 

spectator standing in front of a portrait of a nudity. In spite of his despise of patriarchal privilege, 

Baoyu, as the central male in the Jia clan, is incapable of getting rid of his visual practice that is 

endowed to him by the patriarchal social system in traditional China. 

The author’s depiction of the non-reciprocal visual encounter goes on. Daiyu, saddened 

by her failure to access Baoyu’s residence, goes to bury fallen blossoms, and once again 

becomes the object of Baoyu’s eyes that observe her from a distance without Daiyu’s notice until 

he is so touched by her song that he could not help sobbing (SS, II. 41). This gaze/gazee pattern 

is repeated when Adamantina (Miaoyu) and Baoyu accidentally hear Daiyu playing Qin—a 

Chinese musical instrument. Although no direct visual contact is described between Baoyu and 

Daiyu on this occasion, the insightful interpretations of Daiyu’s music by Adamantina helps 

Baoyu penetrate her outer appearance even further. Baoyu sees not only Daiyu’s body, but also 

her soul.  

4.3.2.2. DAIYU AS A MIRROR IMAGE 

The visual non-reciprocity between Baoyu and Daiyu concurs with the inequality 

between the male dominant gaze and the female “to-be-looked-at-ness”14 observed by modern 

Western theorists. This observation may challenge the idea that Baoyu is a man with inchoate 

“feminist” idea.15 But it is arguable that the male/female dichotomy in the case of Baoyu and 

Daiyu is more complicated than the ideological gazer/gazee dichotomy due to the priority the 

                                                 
14 Laura Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 

69. 

 
15 Sheng-Tai Chang, “The Buddhist Imagination in Chinese Fiction,” in Through a Glass 

Darkly: Essays in the Religious Imagination, ed. John Charles Hawley (Bronx: Fordham 

University Press, 1996), 255. 
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author gives to the representation of the protagonists’ psychology. Baoyu’s desire for the other 

and Daiyu’s preference for self-enclosure lays the foundation for the nonreciprocal and frustrated 

intersubjective visuality between them.  

The first visual contact between Baoyu and Daiyu echoes the mirror encounter between 

Baoyu and Musk in a sense and suggests a lot concerning the two protagonists’ assumptions of 

their selves and the psychological mechanism that underlies their later relationship. Prior to their 

meeting, little is revealed about the protagonists except that Baoyu is born with a jade in his 

mouth and Daiyu is sensitive and fragile. Upon looking at each other for the first time, both are 

astonished by the strong impression that they have known each other for long. The narrator says: 

“How strange! How very strange! It was as though she [Daiyu] had seen him [Baoyu] 

somewhere before, he was so extraordinarily familiar” (SS, I. 101). Baoyu also says to his 

grandma that the girl is a longtime acquaintance: “I have seen the cousin before…her face seems 

so familiar that I have the impression of meeting her again after a long separation” (SS, I. 103). 

This episode reminds readers of the legend at the beginning of the novel of Divine 

Luminescent Stone-in-Waiting and Crimson Pearl Flower, who correspond to Baoyu and Daiyu 

in the real world. Luminescent Stone is originally a discarded block of stone produced by Nǚ-wa, 

the legendary goddess who patched up the heaven that was broken during the war between 

Gonggong and Zhurong, the god of water and the god of fire in Chinese legend. The discarded 

stone gradually cultivated a human-like consciousness, but remained completely unused and out 

of human contact. After years of loneliness and self-despise, the stone developed a strong desire 

to taste sensual and emotional existence as part of the human world. A Buddhist monk and a 

Daoist priest took him to the Land of Illusion, where he, as Luminescent Stone-in-Waiting, 
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watered the Crimson Pearl Flower until the plant transformed into a being of soul, the Crimson 

Pearl Flower. After the stone was brought to the mundane world and born in Baoyu’s mouth, the 

plant determined to reward his kindness by shedding tears for him and also came to experience 

the worldly life as Daiyu. 

It is arguable that the author’s intentional reminding readers of the legendary relationship 

is to inform readers of the protagonists’ different attitudes towards their position in the network 

of human beings. Their different motives for going to the mundane world suggest different 

conceptions of their selves and different attitudes towards others. Baoyu, the carrier or even the 

stone himself, desires to be involved in sensual and passionate relationship with others, while 

Daiyu, the Crimson Pearl Flower, wishes to fulfill her own sentimental need to reward the 

stone’s assistance. This difference also means a lot with regards to their subjectivity—Baoyu’s 

desire for intersubjective human relationships and Daiyu’s subjective wish for the fulfillment of 

her individual desire. In other words, Baoyu is more other-centered than Daiyu who is self-

enclosed.  

In addition to the mythical implications of the visual contact, their mutual recognition as 

old acquaintances and Baoyu’s attempt to smash the jade allow a psychological interpretation for 

Baoyu’s desire for identification with Daiyu and his willing abandonment of his self for the sake 

of assimilation of the other. The novel’s representation of psychology is so outstanding that Hsia 

regards it as China’s “supreme work of psychological realism.”16 It’s necessary to analyze the 

psychological mechanism that drives Baoyu through his tragic intersubjective relationship with 

others, especially Daiyu, with the help of the author’s depictions of visual contacts.  

                                                 
16  Tsi-An Hsia, The Classic Chinese Novel: A Critical Introduction (Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1980), 246. 
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Baoyu, the stone, as suggested by his seeing Musk in the mirror and Daiyu through eye 

contact, exhibits a strong desire for the other. There is an implicit clue to the root of the desire. 

Before being abandoned by the Goddess Nǚ-wa, the stone resembles a newborn who experiences 

everything in a monistic way,17 and must have undergone a stage of infantile narcissism.  

According to Freud’s psychoanalysis, one’s infantile narcissism “in the adult is replaced 

by the ego-ideal,”18 which satisfies the desire to “compensate for the lost fusion and omnipotence 

of primary narcissism paradise.”19 The stone’s sadness over being forlorn and self-pity for being 

isolated suggest his loss of the infantile narcissistic paradise, and in order to regain it, the stone 

must find its “ego-ideal” from an external object, that’s why he looks forward to worldly life so 

eagerly. After he is brought to human world by the Buddhist monk and the Taoist priest, he is 

exposed to the other, and as an endeavor to fulfill his ego-ideal, he identifies with the other as a 

mirror image of his own ego-ideal.  

Freudian theory about the transition from narcissistic ideal-ego to external ego-ideal 

helps explain the stone’s desire for the worldly involvement. But Lacanian theory of the mirror 

stage helps more with regard to what happens after it is brought to the human world. Baoyu and 

Daiyu’s first meeting reminds us of Lacan’s theory of human desire to identify with an ideal-ego 

                                                 
17  See Sándor Ferenczi, “Introjection and transference,” in Essential Papers on 

Tranference, ed. Aaron H. Esman (New York: New York University Press, 1990), 21. 

 
18 Vincent, “Narcissism,” 1106. 

 
19 Sam B Girgus, Desire and the Political Unconscious in American Literature: Eros and 

Ideology (New York: Springer, 1990), 35. 
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that one sees in a mirror image.20 Lacan defines the ego one develops from the introjection of an 

external image as “ego-ideal.” 21 The mirror images one identifies with are not limited to the 

ones in real mirrors, but include images of others that people tend to identify with as ideal egos 

for themselves.22 This is also true in the case of The Story of the Stone, demonstrated by what 

Hsia observes as “[Baoyu’s] capacity for identifying with other persons and things to the point of 

appearing abstracted from his usual self.”23  

That may be what happens when the “reciprocally constitutive” 24 eye contact between 

Baoyu and Daiyu occurs: on the one hand, the image of the other as “ideal-ego” is introjected to 

arouse and satiate their desires for identification; on the other hand, they project their ego-ideal 

to each other and find familiar faces. The whole lives of both Baoyu and Daiyu are processes of 

introjection and identification with each other, which is essentially unfulfillable due to the 

                                                 
20 In Lacan’s theory, when a baby looks into a mirror and finds his image, he establishes 

an ego through identifying him-herself with the mirror image. However, according to Lacan, in 

spite of the seeming correspondence between the baby and the image, they are fundamentally 

alien to each other, and the ego the baby develops is an alienation from his true self. “The ego 

can first be created only because the image irremeably traps the subject…the ego is a psychic 

agency caused in the subject by his alienating identification with a series of external images.” 

See Lorenzo Chiesa, Subjectivity and Otherness: A Philosophical Reading of Lacan (Cambridge: 

The MIT Press, 2007), 15. 

 
21 For the difference between Lacan’s and Freud’s theories of “ideal-ego” and “ego-

ideal,” please refer to Slavoj Žižek, ed. Jacques Lacan: Society, Politics, Ideology (Oxfordshire: 

Taylor & Francis, 2003), 180. 

 
22 “The mirror stage marks the most important stage in the pre-Oedipal life of the child, 

as well as a more general dynamic of the introjection of images that would continue into adult 

life, defined by the register of the Imaginary.” See Tom Eyers, Lacan and the Concept of the 

“Real” (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 19. 

 
23 Hsia, The Classic Chinese Novel, 268. 

 
24 Žižek, ed. Jacques Lacan, 180. 
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illusions of both projection and introjection—the projection is narcissistic and the introjection is 

alienating in nature. 

 Their mutual identifying process in visual contacts goes on well until the jade intrudes to 

remind Baoyu of the fact that they are essentially separated and distinguished from each other. 

The mirror image of the other is illusory because of the fundamental alterity of the other, as the 

multitude of occasions on which Baoyu and Daiyu are trapped in failed mutual understandings 

suggest. The introjection of the mirror image is tragic due to the necessary alienation 

accompanying the mirror image—“narcissistic identification is primarily a way of losing oneself 

in the other.”25 Baoyu truly loses himself in the other, most evidently symbolized by his impulses 

to smash the jade he was born with. 

The signification of the sign Yu (jade) in Dream of the Red Chamber is believed by many 

to be illusive and it is futile to determinate its final meaning,26 or to finalize the “signifying 

chain,” to borrow a term from deconstructionist linguistics. To many critics, the Luminescent 

stone and the jade are commonly interpreted through the lens of self and sentiment. It is arguable 

that the jade is a visual manifestation of the core of Baoyu’s essentialist self. If we take the jade 

as a symbol of the essence of Baoyu, Baoyu’s violent attempt to smash the jade suggests his wish 

to break through the limit of his selfhood defined by the jade in an attempt to establish his 

subjectivity on the visual image of Daiyu.  

                                                 
25 Polona Curk and Anastasios Gaitanidis, eds. Narcissism: A Critical Reader (London: 

Karnac Books, 2007), 9. 

 
26 Jing Wang, The Story of Stone: Intertextuality, Ancient Chinese Stone Lore, and the 

Stone Symbolism in “Dream of the Red Chamber,” “Water Margin,” and “The Journey to the 

West” (Durham: Duke University Press, 1992), 155. 
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Knowing that the jade is owned by no one but himself when Daiyu says “That jade of 

yours is a very rare object. You can’t expect everybody to have one” (SS, I. 58). Baoyu’s 

immediate reaction is to smash and abuse it ferociously. “Rare object! Rare object! What’s so 

lucky about a stone that can’t even tell which people are better than others? Beastly thing! I don’t 

want it” (SS, I. 58)! The reason why Baoyu is mad may be that Baoyu unconsciously comes to 

realize that the jade, his temporarily established selfhood, would hinder his desire for complete 

identification with the ego-ideal he projects on Daiyu.  

Baoyu’s life is a process in which his contemporarily established selfhood disappears due 

to his eagerness for assimilation and identification with others. It is arguably attributable to 

Baoyu’s repulsion of the Confucian ideological system and lingering in the mirror stage. In Jane 

Gallop’s words, “The mirror stage is… high tragedy: a brief moment of doomed glory, a 

paradise lost.”27 Here lies the root of the tragedy of Baoyu and Daiyu—their jubilant pursuits of 

identification can never be fulfilled, only result in the infinite loss of self.  

4.4. BAOYU AND THE MIRROR OF DOUBLE 

The above discussion concerning Baoyu’s visual encounter with others suggests that the 

visually constructed subjectivity is problematic for Baoyu because of the alienation of the other’s 

image and the infinity of identification with the other. Baoyu’s seeing his double in the mirror 

both in dream and in reality is employed by the author to represent the schizophrenic psyche of 

Baoyu caused by simultaneous identification with a multitude of imaginary others.  

 

 

                                                 
27 Jane Gallop, Reading Lacan (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 85. 
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4.4.1. THE REAL AND FAKE BAOYU 

Upon hearing the existence of another Baoyu identical with himself, Jia (Unreal) Baoyu 

has a dream in which he sees his double Zhen (Real) Baoyu in a residence similar to his own, 

who is in a similar way talking about his dream of meeting his double: “I managed to find this 

Baoyu’s room, but he was asleep. What I saw was only an empty shell lying there on the bed. I 

was wondering where the real person could have gone to” (SS, III. 87). It is much more a 

description of one’s looking into a mirror and seeing his/her mirror image than a description of a 

fantasy dream. The dream-like mirror-looking presents the psychological responses in seeing 

oneself in a subtle way.  

Looking at the Zhen Baoyu sleeping in bed, the viewer Jia Baoyu is quite sure that the 

image is not himself, confirming the fact that the mirror image is an alien other to the looker, 

although in real life people tend to deny or ignore it. In addition, Baoyu is apparently conscious 

of the fact that his mirror image is also looking upon himself, and what upsets him is that he, the 

living viewer, is a mere lifeless shell in the eyes of the other Baoyu in mirror. If Baoyu’s self is a 

sign at the moment, it is disintegrated into two independent signs by the mutual gaze between the 

viewer Baoyu and the Viewed Baoyu. The single Baoyu is disintegrated into two, staring at each 

other, thinking that he is looking at another who both is and isn’t himself. And what is more 

threatening is that the seemingly illusive mirror image appears to be more real and coherent than 

the lifeless real one looking at the mirror, echoing the Lacanian observation of the greater 

coherence of the mirror image than the looker. Each of the two pairs of eyes are within rather 

than without Baoyu’s unconscious, but the gaze of the imaginary eyes is equally overwhelming 

in making Baoyu aware of the alienating power of the other’s gaze: he is gazed upon by another 
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within his own mind. If Sartre’s subject experiences paranoia of the other’s eyes, Baoyu suffers 

from a similar paranoia of another within himself. 

Baoyu’s first narcissistic meeting with his double in dream is violently ended by the fear 

of his father Jia Zheng, who is the symbol of orthodox Confucianism and “the phallocentricity of 

that symbolic order”28 that Baoyu is supposed to conform with in order to achieve his identity in 

the Confucian society. Apparently, Baoyu has established his subjectivity through identification 

with visual images of unmarried girls, and he consciously refuses to enter the symbolic.  

Emile Benveniste states that “It is in and through language that man constitutes himself 

as a subject, because language alone establishes the concept of ‘ego’ in reality, in its reality 

which is that of the being. ”29 It is widely accepted as a postmodernist understanding of human 

subjectivity in the twentieth century, but it sounds problematic when we observe the relationship 

between Baoyu and system of language with Confucian authority at the core. Baoyu’s devotion 

to identification with the visual other and his antipathy for classical writings suggest the active 

role one can play in formulating his own ego against the constructive forces of the symbolic 

order.  

But Baoyu’s sticking to the imaginary order against the power of dominant ideology 

gives rise to tension and schizophrenia in his mind. Baoyu’s second meeting with his double 

indicates more persuasively Baoyu’s anxiety over his split subjectivity. Contrary to his 

expectation of similar attitudes towards Confucian officialdom and human attachment, Zhen 

                                                 
28 Kaja Silverman, Subject of Semiotics (Cary, GB: Oxford University Press, USA, 1983), 

131. 

 
29 Emile Benveniste, Problems in General Linguistics, trans. Mary Elizabeth Meek (Coral 

Gables: University of Miami Press, 1971), 224. 
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Baoyu, his double, has outgrown his obsession with romances and values worldly success, an 

image of “career worm” Baochai likes but Daiyu dislikes. The conflict between the two Baoyus 

is so strong that Jia Baoyu intends to abandon his own being: “It’s a shame that he looks like me; 

now that I know what he’s like, I wish I could look different” (SS, V. 277). Since Zhen Baoyu is 

actually another face of Jia Baoyu, the ideologically normalized Zhen Baoyu indicates his partial 

acceptance of the symbolic authority, but the part of his self trapped in the imaginary order is 

counterstriking. 

Upon waking up from his dream, Musk recalls Grandmother Jia’s strictures against 

mirrors to explain Baoyu’s fantasy meeting his double: 

 “She says that when you’re young your soul isn’t fully formed yet, and if you’re 

reflected in mirrors too often, it can give your soul a shock which causes you to have bad 

dreams. Fancy putting your bed right in front of that great mirror! It’s all right as long as 

it’s kept covered, but sometimes when you’ve been out to the front, especially in hot 

weather when you’re feeling tired, they forget to cover it. That’s what must have 

happened just now. And you must have been looking at yourself in it before you dropped 

off to sleep. That would be a sure way of bringing on a bad dream. And it would explain 

why you were calling your own name out in your sleep.” (SS, III. 87)  

 

Grandmother Jia theory of the mythic power of the mirror is congruent with modern 

psychoanalytical idea about the mirror and its crucial role in the formation of one’s self. the soul, 

or probably “self,” is not “fully formed” because, as Baoyu’s case shows, it depends on 

successive images of alien others, including the alien mirror images, and, as a consequence, is 

not stabilized and changing. Also, the introjection of alien images results in conflicting images in 

mind that causes bad dreams, as Baoyu does. 

4.4.2. JIANMEI: SIMULTANEOUS IDENTIFICATION  

Baoyu’s schizophrenia, as observed above, is firstly caused by the tension between the 

conformity and the resistance to the dominant ideology. It is also derived from the competing 

visual images of others with whom he has identified with. The two most desirable images with 
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which Baoyu identifies with create two competing Baoyus. One is Daiyu looking for 

individualistic existence; the other is Baochai stressing Confucian officialdom. The disputing 

internalized visual images arouse anxiety in Baoyu. Walter Albert Davis defines anxiety in a 

tautological manner: “Anxiety is ‘anxiety over oneself as being in the world,’”30 and anxiety 

“disrupts our involvement in particular roles, sets at nought the rationalist and consensual 

identities we have established for ourselves, and throws into question those psychological 

theories that base everything on the maintenance of a fixed identity.”31 In much a similar way, 

Baoyu’s anxiety is derived from the rootless fluidity of his subjectivity due to the multitude of 

competing internalized images of others. Qin Keqing in Baoyu’s dream, or Two-in-one (Jianmei) 

in Hawks’ translation, in another Baoyu’s dream is a good case in point.   

After Daiyu, Baochai, “a young lady who, though very little older than Dai-yu, possessed 

a grown-up beauty and aplomb in which all agreed Dai-yu was her inferior” (SS, I. 124), comes 

to join the Jia family. Baoyu has a dream immediately after Baochai’s arrival, in which he visits 

the Land of Illusion governed by the Goddess Disenchantment, who tries to warn Baoyu against 

excessive sensual attachments in the mundane world by means of providing him with the sensual 

experience of cardinal intercourse with Jianmei.  

When Baoyu lays eyes on the fairy lady, “Her [Jianmei’s] rose-fresh beauty reminded 

him strongly of Bao-chai, but there was also something about her of Dai-yu’s delicate charm” 

(SS, I. 145). Critics have been focusing on the figure of Jianmei as the combination of Baochai 

                                                 
30 Walter Albert Davis, Inwardness and existence: subjectivity in/and Hegel, Heidegger, 

Marx, and Freud (Maddison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989), 131. 

 
31 Davis, Inwardness and existence, 129. 
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and Daiyu to elaborate the myth of Qin Keqing.32 Actually, when we shift our eyes from the seen 

Jianmei to the seer Baoyu, it is safe to argue that this description is more concerned with the seer 

Baoyu’s mind, rather than the seen. We could see that it is the schizophrenic mind of the seer 

Baoyu that makes it possible for him to see the fusion of the two girls, and his schizophrenia is 

actually rooted in his immoral desire for simultaneous identification with the two. Even the name 

Jianmei/Two-in-one itself may be a product by Baoyu in dream, because the goddess and the 

chamber in the Land of Illusion are all parts of his fantasy dream. 

Baoyu has never seen Qin Keqing as the combination of the two girls he loves while 

awake, because his split mind is integrated by his consciousness, and only in dream, when the 

supervising mechanism in his unconscious loosens, can he see the image of Two-in-one as a 

combination of Daiyu and Baochai condensed in the visual image of Qin Keqing. Ming Dong Gu 

argues that the combination is based on the operating principles of “displacement” and 

“condensation” in human dream revealed by Freud’s psychoanalysis.33 And the displacement and 

condensation are actually happening within Baoyu’s unconscious rather than in a concrete place 

called the Land of Illusion. It follows that the visual image of Two-in-one in Baoyu’s dream is a 

manifestation of the repressed desire of Baoyu to identify with both Daiyu and Baochai. The 

                                                 
32  Yu Pingbo holds a theory of “unity of Chai and Dai” (Chai-Dai heyi) that the 

relationship between the two girls is “one of complementary opposition and a composite of 

equals with neither one assuming the better or worse role.” See Louise P. Edwards, Men and 

women in Qing China: Gender in the Red Chamber Dreams (Amsterdam: Brill, 1994), 46. His 

idea was attacked by Marxist critics who argue that “the two women were diametrically opposed 

and represented progressive and regressive social forces.” Edwards, Men and women in Qing 

China, 46. If we take the novel as a work of social realism, the Marxist critics sound reasonable; 

if we take the novel as a work of psychological realism, Yu’s idea helps reveal Baoyu’ 

psychology better.  

 
33 Gu, Chinese Theories of Fiction, 135. 
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morally unacceptable desire passes the inspection of Baoyu’s preconscious in dream by means of 

condensing the two sharply contrasting images of the two girls into the image of Keqing or 

Jianmei.  

Baoyu’s simultaneous identification is especially problematic when the two nieces differ 

from each other so much that critics commonly believe they represent two extremes of 

subjectivation—Daiyu’s pursuit of individualistic self-enclosure and Baochai’s willing obedience 

to Confucian conformity. The condensation of the two reveals another facet of Baoyu’s latent 

anxiety—the pursuit of Confucian officialdom and the obsession with sensual attachment. Liu 

Zaifu observes that: 

For humankind the biggest perpetual confusion, which is also the biggest worry, stems 

from the difficult choices between “individual development” and “social responsibility.” 

The former, represented by Taoism and Zen in China, emphasizes naturalness, freedom, 

and life, whereas the latter, represented by Confucianism in China, emphasizes will, 

social order, and morality. In Dream of the Red Chamber Lin Daiyu and Xue Baochai 

stand for this dilemma in Cao Xueqin’s soul and in the mind of humankind. The conflict 

between Lin and Xue is neither a conflict between good and evil nor a conflict between 

right and wrong. It is an antinomy in Cao Xueqin’s soul. 34 

 

Thus, it is safe to argue that the two girls are a composite of equal opposites and an 

antinomy in Baoyu’s unconscious. The coexistence of the two nieces in Baoyu’s dream reveals 

firstly his desire to identify with both of them, secondly his anxiety over the individual 

development and social responsibility.  

4.4.3. THE INFINITY OF IDENTIFICATION 

However, the antinomy in Baoyu’s mind includes but is not limited to that between Daiyu 

and Baochai, and the causes for his schizophrenia include but is not limited to the conflict 

                                                 
34 Zaifu Liu, Reflections on Dream of the Red Chamber (New York: Cambria Press, 

2008), 37. 
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between the pursuit of Confucian officialdom and the obsession with sensual attachment. Jia 

Zheng, as discussed earlier, fails as a symbolic father in introducing the son into the symbolic 

order, and leaves the son trapped in the imaginary order, which renders him pursuing the 

imaginary other infinitely. 

In addition to his impulses for identification with Daiyu and Baochai, there are a 

multitude of occasions on which Baoyu intends to discard his self in favor of others’ visual 

images. Qin Zhong, the likely homosexual partner of Baoyu, is one wherein Baoyu sees a perfect 

image he wishes to identify with: 

When Baoyu first set eyes on Qin Zhong it had been as though part of his soul had left 

him. For a while he stared blankly, oblivious to all around him, while a stream of idle 

fancies passed through his mind.  

“How perfect he is! Who would have believed there could be such perfection? Now that I 

have seen him I know that I am just a pig wallowing in the mud, a mangy dog! Why, why 

did I have to be born in this pretentious aristocratic household? Why couldn’t I have been 

born in the family of some poor scholar or low-grade clerk? Then I could have been near 

him and got to know him, and my life would have been worth living. Though I am so 

much richer and more nobly born than he, what use are my fine clothes but to cover up 

the dead and rotten wood beneath? What use the luxuries I eat and drink but to fill the 

cesspit and swell the stinking sewer of my inside? O rank and riches! How you poison 

everything!” (SS, I. 178) 

 

Baoyu shows strong self-negation and desire for identification with Qin Zhong. His soul 

leaves him in favor of the visual image of Qin. His established self is despised by Baoyu as 

“dead and rotten wood,” and the social factors contributing to the establishment of his self are 

poisoning. Baoyu seems to have no idea of what kind of person he himself wishes to be. His 

ideal selfhood is changeable and unstable, depending on the upcoming images of the other. This 

is surely a process of alienation, which is inevitable as long as Baoyu relies on the visual other 

for selfhood. This recalls a Lacanian observation of the alienating nature of the other’ image: “in 
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its very reliance upon successive recognitions of displaced and alien images, this ‘self’ remains 

constitutionally ‘other.’”35  

Similar incidents recur throughout the novel, especially when Baoyu lays eyes on young 

and charming girls, as well as handsome and graceful boys. His famous statement that “Girls are 

made of water and boys are made of mud. When I am with girls I feel fresh and clean but when I 

am with boys I feel stupid and nasty” (SS, I. 76) takes a strikingly subversive attitude towards the 

gender status in the patriarchal late imperial China.  

It is of course reasonable for critics to regard Baoyu as a hero of feminism, but from the 

perspective of subjectivity, the statement indicates Baoyu’s radical abandonment of his existing 

ego, even his gender, in order to identify with his ideal ego, which he finds in the visual images 

of female characters, or girlish males. His desire for identification even extends to pictures of 

girls—while others are lost in drinking and enjoyment, Baoyu stealthily goes to a room in 

Ningguo House only to take a look at a picture of a beautiful girl. He also finds sympathy in even 

birds and animals: “When he sees a swallow he talks to the swallow, and when he sees a fish in 

the river he talks to the fish, and when he sees the stars or the moon, he sighs and groans and 

mutters away to himself like a crazy thing” (SS, II. 189).  

The alienating nature of visual encounter with others is embodied in most of Baoyu’s 

contacts with his girl cousins and maids. That is why Hsien-hao Liao argues that the Grand 

Vision Garden in which Baoyu spent most of his time is a “hall of mirrors” in which each 

                                                 
35  Philip Armstrong, “Watching Hamlet Watching: Lacan, Shakespeare and the 

Mirror/stage,” in Alternative Shakespeares: Volume 2, ed. Terence Hawkes (New York: 

Routledge, 1996), 221. 
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unmarried girl Baoyu lays eyes on both constructs and reconstructs Baoyu’s subjectivity.36 So 

Baoyu in the novel does not have a stable subjectivity, but a fluid one in accordance with the 

power of identification and alienation from the visual images of others around him.  

C. T. Hsia regards Baoyu’s selfless identification with others as his “supreme gift for 

self-transcendence.” 37  It seems that this gift is unconsciously driven by the psychological 

mechanism underlying the construction of Baoyu’s subjectivity. It is arguably not heroic and 

noble-minded to abandon one’s self for the sake of identification with the other, because it is 

actually a process of identification of the other, in which the other is nothing more than the 

projection of Baoyu’s narcissistic ego-ideal. Self-transcendence is also the root of the tragedy of 

Baoyu, because identification with a mirror image itself is “high tragedy” that demolishes the 

self by alienating identification with others. 

4.5. BAOYU AND THE MIRROR OF ENLIGHTENMENT 

Through the author’s representation of Baoyu’s identification with mirror images, it is 

revealed that Baoyu’s subjectivity is built on the mirror images in the imaginary order rather than 

on the linguistic system in the Symbolic Order. The author does not stop with this Lacanian 

construction of subjectivity. He continues to argue that the other one depends on for making 

sense of subjectivity is in nature nothing reliable, but something essentially ephemeral, deceiving, 

and empty, showing the influence from Daoism and Buddhism on the author. 

 

                                                 
36  Hsien-hao Liao, “Shuo Yin: Honglou Meng ‘beiju’ de houxiandai chensi [About 

Erotics: A Postmodern Reflection on the Tragedy in Hongloumeng],” in Zhongwai Wenxue 22, 

no. 2 (1993): 91-92. 

 
37 Hsia, The Classic Chinese Novel, 268. 
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4.5.1. THE MIRROR OF TRUTH 

The truth of the other is visually represented by the most renowned image of the mirror in 

the literary history of China—the Mirror for the Romance. Jia Rui, a member of the Jia clan, falls 

ill after being tricked and punished for his attempt to have an incestuous affair with Wang Xifeng, 

the most capable beauty in charge of the household. No medicine works for Jia Rui’s illness, and 

a Daoist priest claims that his mirror could help. The Daoist says: 

“This object comes from the Hall of Emptiness in the Land of Illusion. It was fashioned 

by the fairy Disenchantment as an antidote to the ill effects of impure mental activity. It 

has life-giving and restorative properties and has been brought into the world for the 

contemplation of those intelligent and handsome young gentlemen whose hearts are too 

susceptible to the charms of beauty. I lend it to you on one important condition: you must 

only look into the back of the mirror. Never, never under any circumstances look into the 

front. Three days hence I shall come again to reclaim it, by which time I guarantee that 

your illness will have gone.”  (SS, I. 251) 

 

When Jia Rui looks into the back of the Mirror for Romance, he sees a grinning skull; 

while in the front of the mirror he sees Wang Xifeng, the lady with whom he wants the most to 

engage in romance. The beautiful Xifeng in the front invites him to join her in the mirror. After 

repeated consummations with Xifeng in the mirror, Jia Rui dies, crying for the mirror at the last 

moment. His father thinks the mirror evil and decides to destroy it by burning, and the Daoist 

priest comes to its rescue, saying: “Who told him to look in the front? It is you who are to blame, 

for confusing the unreal with the real! Why then should you burn my mirror” (SS, I. 253)? 

Most of the existing criticism focuses on the ephemerality of human existence and the 

concern of morality in desire in this anecdote. The contrasting mirror images of a single person 

also suggest the dichotomy between “earthly truth” and “ultimate truth” in Buddhist terms: the 

beauty as earthly truth and the skull is the ultimate of Xifeng. For instance, Yu argues that “The 

point in the Jia Rui story is, of course, more than the transitory nature of physical beauty; it is 
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also the swiftness of retribution for unbridled passion.”38 The mirror here is a device by the 

author to solve the paradox of beauty and ugliness, life and death by foregrounding skull over 

beauty. It poses questions to the protagonists as well as the reader: What is the point to be 

attached to a skull?  

The previous mirror images, including human images, are intended to lay bare the 

psychological mechanism underlying the establishment of subjectivity through visual 

identification. They are attractive for being more coherent as objects of ego-ideal. They are all 

the beautiful Wang Xifengs in the front of the mirror Jia Rui sees. The crucial significance of the 

Mirror for the Romance lies in its capacity of showing the other side of the ideal images, which, 

as a consequence, undermines the identification and deconstructs the subjectivity. 

When we, as this chapter suggests repeatedly, shift eyes from what is seen in the mirror 

to the person who is looking at the mirror, the question changes into: how could one establish 

subjectivity by identifying with a mirror image which is fundamentally a skull? Except for his 

death from incest and looking into the mirror, not much is mentioned concerning Jia Rui. And it 

is true that we cannot make fully justifiable judgment about Jia Rui and his development as a 

subject. But Jia Rui could be anyone who is excessively attached to the ephemeral sensual world. 

Baoyu may be just another Jia Rui in that his subjectivity has been established in a similar 

fashion on “Xifengs”—his own mirror images, Daiyu, Baochai, and Qin Zhong, etc.  

The author creates another anecdote to demonstrate the similarity between Baoyu and Jia 

Rui. Immediately after Baoyu’s visual encounter with his double in the dream discussed above, 

he gets sick when Nightingale (Zijuan), Daiyu’s maid, cheats him by saying that Daiyu is leaving 

                                                 
38 Yu, Rereading the Stone, 146. 
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the Jia Clan to her hometown. Baoyu’s desperate sadness and consequent illness is 

understandable due to the most obvious reason that Daiyu is the one he loves the best. But what 

is interesting is what happens when Zijuan, after taking care of Baoyu for days, proposes to leave 

him and go back to Daiyu. Baoyu requests in turn for a mirror: “I notice you’ve got several 

mirrors in your vanity box…Why don’t you give me that little one with the pattern of caltrops on 

it as a keepsake? I can keep it by my pillow to use when I’m in bed, and it will be handy to take 

with me when I go out” (SS, II. 101).  

The choice of the mirror as a gift is richly suggestive due to the author’s emphasis laid on 

the mirror. It is arguable that the reason why Baoyu asks for the mirror is that Baoyu 

unconsciously realizes that he depends on the other’s, including his own, visual image for 

making sense of his own selfhood, so much so that he needs to look into it while in bed and take 

it along while going out. It seems that the psychological problem caused by identification with 

mirror images has deteriorated: Baoyu tends to focus on what he can see in the mirror day and 

night, in a way analogous with Jia Rui’s obsession with looking into the front of the Mirror For 

the Romance in which he sees the deadly beauty of Wang Xifeng. And a further difference after 

he gets the mirror is that Baoyu’s interests in social involvement is further lessened. Thus, 

Baoyu’s wish for the mirror is a marking event in the development of the story in that after that 

Baoyu grows to be more alienated from the social system. 

The similarity between Baoyu and Jia Rui is further demonstrated by the fact that he does 

finally see monsters in his beautiful cousins, like Jia Rui sees a skull in Xifeng. In his second 

tour to the Land of Illusion in Chapter 116, Baoyu comes across most of the girls he cherishes 

dearly when they were alive but they all either ignore or despise him. While chased by divine 
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guards, he sees a group of girls whom he recognizes as his beloved cousins and maids. “To his 

horror he saw that his ‘cousins’ had been transformed into strange ghoulish monsters and were 

pursuing him too” (SS, V. 293). A Buddhist monk holding a mirror rescues him and accelerates 

his enlightenment by explaining his cousins’ transformation: “predestined attachments of the 

human heart are all of them mere illusion, they are obstacles blocking our spiritual path” (SS, V. 

293). Baoyu’s dilemma is now solved: he turns away from attachment and identification and 

severs social ties to enter the “Gate of Emptiness” to attain deliverance—an original state of full 

liberty and peace. 

This is the first time that Baoyu sees monsters in the beauties. Baoyu’s encounter with his 

cousins as monsters is a repetition of Jia Rui’s seeing in Xifeng a shining skull. The difference 

between them is that Baoyu attains enlightenment and deliverance through the visual encounter, 

while Jia Rui continues his sensual engagement with the unreal beauty and ends up dead. Baoyu 

undergoes the radical change from seeing others as desirable mirror images to seeing others as 

symbols of death. He also undergoes the transformation from establishing his subjectivity on the 

intersubjective relationship with others to severing social connections to regain his original state 

of mind.  

4.5.2. THE MIRROR OF NOTHINGNESS 

This significant transition of Baoyu from seeing the other as beauty to monster is marked 

by the Mirror for the Romance. Furthermore, there is another transition from seeing the other as 

monster to seeing the other as manifestation of nothingness, which is also represented in 

metaphorical images of the mirror in a famous Zen Buddhist discussion about the nature of 

human mind. 
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When the Fifth Patriarch wanted to choose a successor, he ordered each of the monks to 

compose a Gatha; The Elder Shen-xiu recited this one:  

“Our body like the Bo-tree is,  

Our mind’s a mirror bright.  
Then keep it clean and free from dust,  

So it reflects the light!”  

Hui-neng happened to be hulling rice in the kitchen at the time, and he shouted out, 

“That’s not bad, but it’s still not quite right.” Then he recited this Gatha of his own:  

“No teal Bo-tree the body is,  

The mind no mirror bright.  
Since of the pair none’s really there,  

On what could dust alight?” (SS, I. 443) 

 

Shen-xiu analogizes the mind with a mirror and maintains that as long as one cleans it 

through meditation, the mind regains the original purity, while Hui-neng treats the mind as 

nothing but an idea and the mirror image does not fit to describe the mind. Their discussion is 

more concerned with the ontology of human beings. Shen-xiu’s mirror resembles the back side 

of the Mirror for the Romance that reflects the ultimate truth of human beings, while Hui-neng’s 

deconstruction of the mirror signals the enlightenment Baoyu will achieve. Shen-xiu’s mirror has 

enabled Baoyu to see monsters in his cousins, subverting his desire to identify with the other for 

his subjectivity. Hui-neng’s mind as nothingness makes it impossible for it to reflect any external 

images, and the images of the other has no way to enter the mind of the Zen Buddhist, thus 

making impossible the identification with the other, as well as the jubilance and detest in its 

process. Baoyu undergoes a transformation from seeing others as objects for identification to 

manifestations of nothingness, even obstacles to his desired enlightenment to escape from the 

mundane world. The change from radical identification to metaphysical reflections upon the 

ephemerality of human attachment is triggered by a series of both tragic and enlightening visual 

encounters between Baoyu and his cousins and maids. 
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A tragic and enlightening visual exchange that occurs between Baoyu, Daiyu, and 

Xiangyun helps Baoyu attain partial enlightenment. When a gathering of people are talking about 

an actress, they covertly suggest that Daiyu and the actress look alike. Aware that being an 

actress suggests low social status and that Daiyu might get hurt by the analogy due to her 

sensitive temperament, no one dares to make it explicit except the tactless Xiangyun. Upon her 

comments, Baoyu “shot a quick glance in her direction” (SS, I. 436) to prevent her utterance, 

which both Daiyu and Xiangyun notice. Judging from what happens following this seemingly 

insignificant event, the triad of glances between the three is richly suggestive of the role 

intersubjective visual encounters play in formulating human relationships, of the absurdity of 

human worldly life, and of its potential for enlightenment.  

Baoyu’s warning glance triggers a chain of reactions from both of the two girls. 

Xiangyun is angry: “You can see from the looks on their faces that we are not welcome here” (SS, 

I. 437). Daiyu is angry as well: “But what about that look you gave Yun? Just what did you mean 

by that? I think I know what you meant. You meant to warn her that she would cheapen herself 

by joking with me as an equal. Because she’s an Honorable and her uncle’s a marquis and I’m 

only the daughter of a commoner” (SS, I. 438). One single glance puts Baoyu into a dilemma and 

reveals a crisis in his identification with others simultaneously. The narrator writes: “He reflected 

that he had only acted in the first place from a desire to keep the peace between them: yet the 

only outcome of his good intensions had been a telling-off by either party” (SS, I. 439). There 

seems to be no way for him to get out the trapping relationship except by cutting off the ties and 

withdrawing back to his original self—the stone, to return to the Daoist emptiness/Buddhist 

nirvana or the Lacanian Real— “Naked and friendless through the world to roam” (SS, I. 435). 
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That is exactly what happens to Baoyu: this dilemma of visual encounters leads directly 

to Baoyu’s reflection on Zhuang-zi, the Daoist master’s writings on the freedom from human 

involvement:  

The cunning waste their pains; 

The wise men vex their brains; 

But the simpleton, who seeks no gains,  

With belly full, he wanders free 

As drifting boat upon the sea. (SS, I. 439) 

 

Besides, Baoyu is also enlightened to Buddhist nothingness concerning human relations. 

He puts his thoughts down in a poem:  

You would have been at fault, it not for me;  

But why should I care if they disagree? 

Free come, free go, let nothing bar or hold me! 

No more I’ll sink and soar between gloom and elation, 

Or endlessly debate the depth of our relation. 

What was the point of all of that past pother? 

When I look back on it, it seems scarce worth the bother. (SS, I. 441) 

 

The poem leads to a discussion among Baoyu, Baochai, and Daiyu about the way to 

enlightenment in Zen Buddhism. Baoyu’s partial enlightenment through the visual dilemma 

reminds the reader of the Buddhist The Elder Shen-xiu’s analogy between human mind and the 

image of mirrors, which needs constant cleaning to reflect the truth. Baoyu’s reflection is 

questioned by Daiyu and Baochai, citing a Buddhist paradox of Hui-neng, the Sixth Patriarch, 

who holds that the emptiness of human existence allows no place for the mirror analogy to exist. 

The narrator says that Baoyu quits enlightenment at the moment when he finds that Daiyu and 

Baochai’s understandings of Buddhist enlightenment are much more profound than his own, but 

it shows that Baoyu starts to be more consciously concerned with a paradox of his existence: “his 

delight in unbridled commerce with the female companions of his household and his latent desire 
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to transcend the disappointment, frustration, and all other kinds of emotional tumult such 

relations inevitably entail.”39 The paradox may have been latent in Baoyu’s mind for a long time, 

but it is after the visual encounter between the three that Baoyu comes to dwell on it seriously. It 

is fair to say that Baoyu’s final enlightenment is at least initiated by this problematic visual 

interaction. 

Baoyu and Daiyu meet each other frequently, but lots of their meetings end up with 

Daiyu shedding tears and Baoyu desperate for their inability to understand each other. In two of 

the most ferocious quarrels between Baoyu and Daiyu, language is futile. When Baoyu implies 

that Daiyu is the only one he cares, “...there were a thousand things that she [Daiyu] wanted to 

tell him; yet though she was dying to speak, she was unable to utter a single syllable and stood 

there like a simpleton, gazing at him in silence” (SS, II. 134). The same is true with Baoyu: 

“Baoyu, too, had a thousand things to say, but he, too, stood mutely gazing at her, not knowing 

where to begin” (SS, II. 134). Their attempts to show love end in a frustrated visual encounter 

between the two: “After the two of them had stared at each other for some considerable time in 

silence, Daiyu heaved a deep sigh. The tears gushed from her eyes and she turned and walked 

away” (SS, II. 134). 

Language is supposed to be the means by which people communicate with each other, but 

it is far from effective when Baoyu and Daiyu try to convey their own thoughts. Language is 

futile either because the two parties intentionally misguides each other or because they are short 

of words to express their ideas. Speechless, they have no choice but to stare at each other, in 

either miscommunication or frustration. The attempts of Baoyu and Daiyu to attain complete 

                                                 
39 Yu, Rereading the Stone, 130. 
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identification with each other are always in vain because in visual encounters they are projecting 

their ideal ego onto the other, in other words, they are trying to understand each other in their 

own terms, and the truth of the other is fundamentally inaccessible.  

There is always an impassible obstacle between the eyesight of two parties. People may 

establish one’s ego through identifying with another’s visual image, but there is no way to access 

the truth of the seen hidden behind the pearls. This is also a part of the absurdity of human 

intersubjective visuality: visual encounters conceal rather than reveal the truth of the seer and the 

seen. Through the frustrated visual communications with Daiyu and other characters, Baoyu 

comes to realize his complete identification with others is problematic and unattainable. 

Another problematic but enlightening visual encounter happens when Aroma notices that 

Xiangyun is serving Baoyu in toilet one morning. Enviously Aroma lies in her bed and refuses to 

open her eyes when Baoyu comes to see her. Hurt by Aroma’s rudeness, Baoyu also lies down 

and keeps eyes shut when Aroma come to comfort him. The intentional avoidance of eye contact 

and the temporary isolation from visual communication with Aroma trigger Baoyu’s 

philosophical reflections upon his relationship with these girls around him: 

 Away then with Musk and Aroma, and the female tongue will cease from nagging. 

Discard   Bao-chai’s heavenly beauty, destroy Daiyu’s divine intelligence, utterly abolish 

all tender feelings, and the female heart will cease from envy...These Baochais, Daiyus, 

Aromas and Musks, spread their nets and dig their pits, and all the world are bewitched 

and ensnared by them. (SS, I. 421)  

 

Baoyu, as a master, used to have full access to visual contacts with the girls, and has 

established his very existence on the intersubjective relationship with the visual images of these 

girls. The closure of Aroma’s eyes turns off Baoyu’s identifying process and paradoxically leads 

to his enlightenment of the potential danger of establishing his subjectivity on human 
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involvement. Here Baoyu arrives at a partial enlightenment about the absurdity innate in human 

relationship. The beauty, intelligence, and passion of these girls are all luring forces that 

bewitches and ensnares Baoyu, and his salvation lies in cutting off all the relations and returning 

to the original state of his existence—the state of nirvana before the rise of illusion from others’ 

visual presence. 

Baoyu has thus attained a paradoxical understanding about his relationship with the 

cousins and maids around him. On the one hand, as the above incident suggests, Baoyu comes to 

realize the snaring power of human attachment, on the other hand, Baoyu’s is concerned about 

the possible loss of them because his selfhood is built exactly on the relationship with them. His 

enlightenment and renunciation are accelerated by the death of Baoyu, and after full exposure to 

the worldly involvement, he enters into the Gate of Emptiness away from the mundane “red 

dust.” 

4.5.3. RED DUST INSIDE THE GATE OF EMPTINESS 

It seems that for Cao Xueqin, the Gate of Emptiness does not promise real salvation from 

the sin of identification, or the desire for the other. Upon their last meeting Jia Zheng sees: 

There… was the figure of a man with shaven head and bare feet, wrapped in a large cape 

made of crimson felt. The figure knelt down and bowed to Jia Zheng, who did not 

recognize the features and hurried out on deck, intending to raise him up and ask him his 

name. the man bowed four times, and now stood upright, pressing his palms together in 

monkish greeting. Jia Zheng was about to reciprocate with a respectful bow of the head 

when he looked into the man’s eyes and with a sudden shock recognized him as 

Baoyu…The man was silent and an expression that seemed to contain both joy and 

sorrow on his face. (SS, V. 359) 

 

The father and the son, for the very first time throughout the lengthy novel, look into each 

other’s eyes and convey explicit attachment and love to each other, a striking scene in sharp 

contrast to the previous visual encounters between them in which the father’s harsh eyes and the 
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son’s evasive eyes never meet. This is a description of the reciprocity and juxtaposition of two 

viewing subjects, indicating their mutual acceptance of the other as an equal ethical subject. The 

father abandons his solipsistic patriarchal gaze of disapproval on the son, and the son in turn is 

able to look into her father’s eyes. Baoyu’s eyes tell his father his simultaneous joy and sorrow, 

the joy being his father’s recognition of him, and the sorrow his departure from the familial and 

worldly connections, or, his departure itself is both joy and sorrow, indicating the conflict 

between worldly involvement and its renunciation. 

Baoyu’s incapability of achieving complete renunciation is represented by the “large cape 

made of crimson felt,” which stands out against the white background of “a vast expanse of 

snow” (SS, V. 359). Throughout the novel, Baoyu is addicted to the color red, from red rouge to 

red clothes, and the mundane world in Chinese is hongchen—red dust. Upon renouncing the 

world of red dust, Baoyu is dressed in a crimson cape, indicating that although he has determined 

to enter the Gate of Emptiness, he is and will always be somehow attached to the worldly life 

and the images of the other, which make his selfhood both possible and annihilated. Maybe 

inside the Gate of Emptiness, Baoyu will regain the original state of the unused stone produced 

by Nǚ-wa at the very beginning of the novel, free from the other, but eagerly desiring for the 

other at the same time. The vast expanse of snow seems to be suggesting the tragic nature of the 

worldly life, given the cultural implication of whiteness as sadness and death. The sharp contrast 

between the red and the white suggests the paradoxical situation Baoyu is faced with upon 

entering the Gate of Emptiness: the ultimate truth of the life in the hongchen with the other is 

whiteness-like emptiness, but it is the other in hongchen that he is longing for, in spite of his 
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tragic experience and renunciation, which may be an absurdity of existence everyone 

encounters.40 

4.6. THE MIRROR OF ETHICS 

Since, according to the above, the visual other is both desirable and detestable, which 

gives rise to tragedy. How to deal with the problem is also presented by the author in a mirror 

encounter. In the mirror viewings discussed above, Jia Zheng sees himself in the mirror, similar 

to a duplicate of the Absolute Subject; Baoyu sees Musk in the mirror, but ultimately himself due 

to the fact that Musk herself is an image of mirror; Jia Rui sees the ultimate truth of human 

beings in the back side of the Mirror of the Romantic, and Baoyu, inspired by Hui-neng’s Gatha, 

ends up seeing the nothingness in other. It is arguable that, judging from the simultaneous joy 

and sorrow on Baoyu’s face at his last meeting with his father, the author does not intend to urge 

people to renounce the mundane world. He needs to figure out a way to deal with the seemingly 

unavoidable tragedy in the subjects that are lost in mirror images. That is why the author creates 

another mirror viewing—Grannie Liu’s seeing the mirror in Baoyu’s residence.  

                                                 
40 There are a multitude of theories concerning the tragedy and absurdity in the novel. 

Wang Guowei, influenced by Schopenhauer’s theory that tragedy “emerges out of a complex 

amalgam of individual’s actions and their web of relationships rather than any particular evil 

intent,” regards Baoyu and Daiyu’s tragedy as a result of “perpetual desire and the impossibility 

of its full gratification. See Louise P. Edwards, Men and women in Qing China: Gender in the 

Red Chamber Dreams (Amsterdam: Brill, 1994), 26; Xiaobing Tang, Chinese modern: The 

Heroic and the Quotidian (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000), 27. Liu Zaifu is inspired 

more by the existentialism in the twentieth-century Western philosophy and argues for the 

absurdity of existence in the Chinese novel: “A hundred years ago (Wang Guowei) brilliantly 

revealed the tragic connotations of Dream of the Red Chamber, yet he failed to discover that 

Dream of the Red Chamber is, at the same time, also a novel about absurdity. The profound 

implication of absurdity in this novel marks exactly the beginning of modern consciousness in 

China. I believe that, in addition to treating the novel as a tragedy (with the destruction of ‘being’ 

as the gist of tragedy), we should also interpret it from an existential perspective (with 

‘nothingness’ as the essence of existence).” See Liu, Reflections on Dream of the Red Chamber. 
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Grannie Liu gets lost when looking for a toilet after drinking, and happens to enter 

Baoyu’s residence, in which she sees the other in her own image. Grannie Liu mistakes firstly a 

portrait for a real maid, and secondly her own image for her relative in marriage from the village. 

Grannie Liu sees not herself but another whom she knows, and according to the author’s 

description, Grannie Liu and the image are engaged in a somewhat reciprocal interaction. 

The other merely grinned back at her and said nothing. Grannie Liu stretched out a hand 

to give her the touch of shame. The other old woman stretched her hand out too to stop 

her. After a brief soundless skirmish, Grannie Liu managed to get her finger onto the 

other one’s face. But no sooner had she done so than she recoiled in horror, for the cheek 

she touched was as cold and hard as a block of ice. (SS, II. 319) 

 

As all the other descriptions of mirror viewing, Grannie Liu’s experience seems 

meaningless except that it sounds funny and demonstrates her image of naivety and self-

deprecation, providing laughable materials not only for Grandmother Jia, but also for the reader. 

However, it is still arguable that the description could mean a lot due to the obvious difference 

from other mirror viewings in the novel: she sees others in her own images, in contrast to others’ 

essentially seeing themselves in the mirror. Of course it may be argued that her mistakes are all 

because that she is drunk, but still, given the fact that the mirror is the most prominent image in 

the novel, the author is less likely to only depict a funny picture without suggesting something 

more meaningful.  

It is possible that what the author is suggesting is an ethical way of looking, in which one 

sees not only the other as another, as Grannie Liu’s seeing the portrait shows, but also oneself as 

another, in an ethical rather than the psychological sense. 

Grannie Liu’s visual encounter with herself in the mirror problematizes the specular 

relationship between the viewer and his mirror image, in that the author introduces another factor 
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into the double structure of signifier and signified—the factor of ethical care of the other, and 

that factor determines the signification of the signifiers both inside and outside of the mirror. The 

ethical other is more decisive than the concrete signifier—Grannie Liu herself, so much so that 

her eyes don’t see the image of herself in the reflective mirror surface, but see the image of the 

other she cares about. In other words, Grannie Liu’s self could have given away to the other due 

to her ethical care for the other. When she looks at her own mirror images, she sees the other 

occupying her selfhood. It is a kind of visual misplacement that is based on real ethical care for 

the other, so much so that she sees the other rather than herself. Here the author suggests that 

Grannie Liu distinguishes herself from the Confucianist official Jia Zheng and his well-educated 

literary gentlemen, also from the passion-entangled Baoyu whose egoistic eyes cannot see the 

other but his split self.  

This observation of Grannie Liu’s mirror viewing sounds arbitrary, and it is true that the 

author does not provide further visual clues to her ethical status. But the author does write a lot 

about what she does to help when the Jia clan declines. Uneducated and simplistic, Grannie 

appears to be in possession of a power of ethics that is able to resist the tragic influence from the 

sensual other. She comes into the Jia clan for financial support, and succeeds in establishing a 

healthy life in the countryside where ideological and intellectual influences are reduced to the 

minimum. As Yi says, “It (Baoyu’s residence) is indeed a paradise, symbolically speaking, from 

where Liu Laolao (Grannie Liu) is the only person able to get away—through the mirror.”41 So 

Yi agrees that the mirror does not misguide Grannie Liu, but instead guides her out of the 

labyrinth.  

                                                 
41 Yi, The Dream of the Red Chamber, 201. 
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Grannie Liu’s success in getting away is in a more symbolic sense. Grannie Liu’s ethical 

concern for the other is further demonstrated by her capacity of caring for others, especially by 

her assistance in covering Qiaojie, Wang Xifeng’s young daughter, from evil men. Qiaojie gets 

married and leads a sufficient life in the countryside, recalling the ideal of a pastoral life for 

Chinese intellectuals. Qiaojie turns out to be the only one in the Jia clan who successfully 

escapes from the misfortune of the mundane world. Grannie Liu is the one who makes all this 

happen, so it is arguable that she in a sense represents the author’s consideration of the way to 

solve the dilemma of existence.   

The fact that Grannie Liu and Qiaojie are the only persons to get away from the labyrinth 

of the Grand Vision Garden shows the crucial importance the author attaches to this figure. She 

embodies the author’s ideal of ethical subject who cast eyes on the other with ethical care, to 

counter the desire for identification and alienating power of the other’s image. And it seems to be 

a better choice than to renounce connections with the mundane world, as Baoyu does. 

*** 

According to the above analysis, Cao Xueqin creates a series of mirror images, 

representing various forms of visuality: Jia Zheng’s ideological vision, Baoyu’s psychological 

vision, Jia Rui’s vision of desire, the sixth Patriarch Hui-neng’s Buddhist emptiness, Grannie 

Liu’s ethical vision. Not all the mirrors are directly related to Baoyu, but they arguably serve the 

author’s development of the main protagonist Baoyu. The first four images of mirror represent 

the four stages of metamorphosis Baoyu undergoes in the novel: from a child unable to be 

interpellated into an ideological subject by Jia Zheng, to a teenager trapped in the imaginary 
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order, to a man enlightened of the ephemerality of the other, to a man/monk seeking for 

renunciation.  

It is arguable that the root of Baoyu’s tragedy lies in the infinity of identification with 

visual others in the imaginary order, in which the symbolic father as the authority is absent, who 

is responsible for curbing the son’s desire to identify infinitely with one’s ego ideal. The 

assimilated others replace and reconstitute Baoyu’s selfhood, and leave conflicting faces in his 

mind, resulting in a schizophrenic state of mind. Furthermore, his self becomes ephemeral 

because of the necessary ephemerality of the other that he identifies with. Buddhist and Daoist 

Gate of Emptiness promises a possibility to get out of the imaginary trap, but, without the 

presence of the other, the self is annihilated at the same time. Therefore, as Baoyu’s red cape 

suggests, he will still be attached to the visual other after renunciation. An ethical care for the 

other in the mundane social connections, as Grannie Liu embodies, is the author’s proposal for 

facing the absurdity of the specular self-other relationship. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

TRANSCENDENTALIST VISION, VISUAL TRAP, AND CASTRATION IN  

 

MOBY DICK 

 

 

This chapter and the following chapter are intended to investigate respectively Melville’s and 

Hawthorne’s representation and problematization of the American subjectivity visually 

formulated in the cultural context with Emersonian transcendentalism as the dominant 

intellectual thought at the core. It is commonly agreed that Melville and Hawthorne challenge 

Emersonian transcendentalism through depicting a multitude of characters that are 

psychologically problematic due to the disjunction between individual consciousness and the 

transcendentalist soul espoused by transcendentalism in the nineteenth-century American 

Renaissance. As to Melville’s attitudes towards Emersonian tradition, John Carlos Rowe argues, 

“Challenging the ‘great tradition’ of his age, which culminates in American transcendentalism, 

Melville challenges the very terms on which ‘American culture’ was being established.” 1 

Concerning the relationship between Emerson and Hawthorne, Larry J. Reynolds makes a 

similar argument that “Emerson as precursor haunted his [Hawthorne’s] world, inside and out, 

and the roles he assumed in Hawthorne’s imagination included those of father and double.”2 The 

anxiety caused by the father’s influence is obvious: “Hawthorne’s personal rivalry with 

Emerson…had a profound and far-reaching effect upon Hawthorne’s psyche,”3 and his writings. 

                                                 
1 Rowe, At Emerson’s Tomb, 66. 

 
2 Larry J. Reynolds, “Hawthorne and Emerson in ‘The Old Manse’,” Studies in the Novel 

23, no.1 (1991): 61. 

 
3 Reynolds, “Hawthorne and Emerson in ‘The Old Manse’,” 62. 
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While Melville questions the aloft gaze of Ahab and calls for parallel gaze on humans, 

Hawthorne presents psychological, political, and ethical issues involved in interpersonal gazes. 

In Melville’s writings, the monomaniac Bartleby in Bartleby, the Scrivener, the “ungodly 

godlike” captain Ahab in Moby Dick, and the heroic and tragic Pierre in Pierre are all typical 

examples of characters with problematic subjectivity. Roughly speaking, the “unhealthy” 

subjectivity in Melville’s writings is both universal and culturally specific. It is universal because 

it is rooted in common human psychological desire for identification with the ideal other; it is 

culturally specific in that it is partly caused by the split between one’s spiritual and physical 

existence in the cultural context of American transcendentalism.  

My tentative argument is that Moby Dick is concerned with the problematic subjectivity 

constituted in visual ways. Ahab’s gaze is both downward to the depth of ocean to see his 

unconscious desire and upward to pursue the ideal ego in a transcendental realm. Ishmael, the 

“transcendentalist and skeptic (like Emerson himself)”4 protagonist before the appearance of 

Ahab in the novel, is mainly presented as one gazing upward for transcendental spirit before his 

subjectivity transforms from a solipsistic one into an intersubjective one. Both Ishmael and Ahab 

are suffering from the paranoia of social connections and turn to the ocean as a mirror in search 

of their selves, but they end up in contrasting ways: Ishmael regains a self established on 

intersubjective social connections and Ahab’s soul and body both get annihilated by his 

revengeful pursuit of Moby Dick, the illusive and transcendental father figure that has castrated 

Ahab. 

                                                 
4 Harold Bloom, The Daemon Knows: Literary Greatness and the American Sublime 

(New York: Spiegel & Grau, 2015), 132. 
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Overall, Ishmael’s and Ahab’s initial transcendentalist self are subverted through the 

author’s description of their paranoia of the other, their pursuit of narcissistic self-image in the 

mirror of water, the absurdity of gazing at the abstract and transcendent spirit rather than human 

others, as well as their, especially Ahab’s, pathological subjectivity established through his 

revengeful pursuit of the “father”—Moby Dick, who castrates Ahab due to his desire for 

identification with the transcendental father.  

5.1. PROBLEMATIZATION OF THE TRANSCENDNETALIST SELF 

5.1.1. PARANOIA OF THE OTHER 

Ishmael’s alienation from the human society at the beginning of the novel is described as 

the result of his problematic relationship with the other. And the paranoia is psychologically 

rooted in his traumatic experience of a visual encounter with a real or virtual other, which 

Ishmael himself is not capable of certifying due to the fact that it happened when he was in a 

state of half-sleep in his childhood. As a punishment for misbehavior by his harsh step-mother, 

Ishmael was ordered to stay in bed for sixteen hours continuously. He was desperately bored and 

desiring for returning to other’s company, but, after hours’ of despair, he finally fell asleep. At a 

moment Ishmael was not sure whether he was awake or not, he felt a hand put on his and saw a 

figure of human being sitting on his bed. In spite of his desperate desire for human 

companionship while awake, he was terribly scared and tried to escape, but was unable to: “For 

what seemed ages piled on ages, I lay there, frozen with the most awful fears, not daring to drag 

away my hand; yet ever thinking that if I could but stir it one single inch, the horrid spell would 

be broken” (MD, 43). After a desperate struggle, he finally, in some way, came to terms with the 

threatening image and fell asleep again. Upon waking up the next morning, the experience was 
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clear in memory and remained in his consciousness as a kind of traumatic experience that 

haunted him ever since: “for days and weeks and months afterwards I lost myself in confounding 

attempts to explain the mystery. Nay, to this very hour, I often puzzle myself with it” (MD, 43).  

This anecdote presents Melville’s Sartrean insights concerning the dialectical relationship 

between the self and the visual presence of the other: “Looking at others and ‘being-seen-by-

another’ have a difficult time existing simultaneously. The experience of being looked at 

overcomes one’s ability to look and only conjures the realization that ‘I am vulnerable, that I 

have a body which can hurt’—that when branches rustle behind me, ‘I am seen’ by another.”5 

Ishmael longs for the other since he could not make sense of his life without the other, but the 

other’s presence haunts Ishmael to such an extent that he tries desperately to flee, but in vain. 

The both desirable and detestable aspects of the other to the self co-exist and exert great 

influence to the establishment of Ishmael’s subjectivity, resulting in his paranoid attitude towards 

social connections. Ishmael’s self from childhood seems to be trapped between the other’s 

presence and his unfulfilled desire for autonomy and independence.  

It seems that Ishmael’s contradictory fear and longing for the other in childhood 

continues into his adulthood, since at the very beginning of the novel Ishmael describes himself 

as a man having difficulties in social involvement—he finds himself “involuntarily pausing 

before coffin warehouses, and bringing up the rear of every funeral I meet; and especially 

whenever my hypos get such an upper hand of me, that it requires a strong moral principle to 

prevent me from deliberately stepping into the street, and methodically knocking people’s hats 

                                                 
5  Jasmine Nichole Cobb, Picture Freedom: Remaking Black Visuality in the Early 

Nineteenth Century (New York: New York University Press, 2015), 130. 
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off” (MD, 23). His description of unconscious impulses is full of images of death and atrocity. 

He appears to be a solitary being without social connections.  

When Ishmael becomes desperate in social life, he “begins to grow hazy about the eyes” 

(MD, 24), which is a striking antithetical image of the eye to the neutral and transparent eyeball 

that Emerson records in his Nature. While the mind’s eye of Emerson sees the divine spirit and 

soul, Ishmael’s eyes are nearly blinded by worldly affairs. Rather than taking an Emersonian 

walk of solitude into the woods to perceive the divine Being and the Over-Soul, Ishmael 

determines to go for a whaling voyage, not for financial purpose, but for search of his self and 

sense of existence by escaping from human world into the mirror-like Pacific.  

When he arrives at the insular city of Manhattoes he finds “Posted like silent sentinels all 

around the town, stand thousands upon thousands of mortal men fixed in ocean reveries. Some 

leaning against the spiles; some seated upon the pierheads; some looking over the bulwarks of 

ships from China; some high aloft in the rigging, as if striving to get a still better seaward peep” 

(MD, 23).  

One of those water-gazers might have been Emerson, who is interested in the “symbolic 

possibilities of water:” “A bubble of water, a grain of gunpowder…Water the mirror, the solvent, 

the engineer, the presser, the scavenger.”6 It might have been Whitman, who, looking into the 

river, says, “Flood-tide below me! I see you face to face.”7 It might have also been Thoreau, the 

                                                 
6 Ralph Waldo Emerson and Stephen E. Whicher, The Early Lectures of Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, ed. Stephen E. Whicher (Boston: Harvard University Press, 1959), 50. 

 
7  Walt Whitman and Howard Nelson, Earth, My Likeness: Nature Poetry of Walt 

Whitman, ed. Howard Nelson (Berkeley: North Atlantic Book, 2010), 9. 
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beloved son of America,8 who says: “Water indeed reflects heaven because my mind does—such 

is its serenity—its transparency—& stillness,”9 and Water “is earth’s eye; looking into which the 

beholder measures the depth of his own nature.”10 Water, due to its mythical and symbolic 

potential, is a preferred metaphor for the transcendentalists in expressing their ideas that 

language falls short to convey. Or, water as an image is language itself: Emerson “maintains that 

objects are a kind of language that represents spiritual ideas.”11 

The quasi-divine image of water in Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman is subverted by a 

somewhat vicious look in Melville’s Moby Dick: it’s sinisterly attractive to narcissistic 

transcendentalists to get drowned. It’s a striking picture in Ishmael’s view that all heads are 

turned to the empty and remote ocean without one eye cast on a human other. It is justifiable to 

imagine that the thousands upon thousands of mortal men are just like Ishmael himself, who find 

only deathly images of coffin and funeral and the impulse to knock off other’s hats in their 

worldly livings, thus find no satisfactory way to locate their self but to turn away from human 

beings and search for a self in the mirror-like realm of the ocean. As Ishmael narrates, “Nothing 

will content them but the extremest limit of the land” (MD, 1). Melville’s protagonists’ in Moby 

Dick share a paranoid desire for voyages in the remoteness of ocean. People standing ashore are, 

similar to Ishmael, escaping from their self that is entangled and trapped by human social 

                                                 
8  Henry David Thoreau and Robert Lawrence France, Thoreau on Water: Reflecting 

Heaven (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2001), X. 

 
9 Thoreau, The Writings of Henry David Thoreau, 437. 

 
10 Thoreau, Walden, 180. 

 
11 Gregory Tubach and H. Rose Cliffls, Notes on Emerson’s Essays (Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin Harcourt, 1975), 92. 



 

194 

 

connections, and seeking for the meaning of self through gazing and travelling into the realm of 

the remote ocean. 

The picture of a large assembly of men staring at the empty and remote ocean is a 

description by Melville of the collective mental and psychological state of human beings in his 

age. It is a shared existential problem because of the universal desire to escape from worldly 

involvement due to the paranoia of the other’s visual presence—Ishmael’s childhood traumatic 

experience could be shared by all, as Sartrean existentialism informs us. It is especially a 

problem in Melville’s age because of the Western cultural context with individualism and 

transcendentalism at the core formulating human understandings of selfhood. The gaze into the 

transcendental realm is epitomized in Melville’s age by Emersonian encouragement of self-

reliance and pursuit of transcendent Over-Soul, with which Melville is engaged in a dialogue. 

5.1.2. TRANSCENDENTALIST NOTION OF SELF 

The gaze into the emptiness of the ocean is arguably based on the transcendentalist notion 

of self, which is firstly characterized by its “imaginative desocialization and…turning away from 

society,” as Quentin Anderson’s concept of the “imperial self” shows.12 In Manjulika Ghosh’s 

idea: 

Being transcendental, it appears, is the ontological status of the transcendental self. It is 

transcendental being. The transcendental self is, in a sense, worldless. Its being 

dissociated from the naturalistic world of objects and egos gives it its transcendentality—

its transcendental being. The dissociation of the residual self announces its freedom from 

the causal interplay and history of the naturalistic domain—the world being equivalent to 

the naively posited being—it, that is, the self returns to itself, to its ownness.13 

                                                 
12  Richard Fleming and Michael Payne, New Interpretations of American Literature 

(Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1988), 86. 

 
13 Manjulika Ghosh, “Understanding Transcendentalism as a Philosophy of the Self,” in 

Transcendentalism Overturned: From Absolute Power of Consciousness Until the Forces of 
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The freedom obtained through dissociation from the world and return to the self’s 

ownness is, however, problematic in that, due to a self’s necessary connection with the world, a 

transcendentalist self is always faced with the problem of “double-consciousness” of both 

mundane and transcendental existence—“a dichotomy between a grubby, calculating, sensate 

lower self and the higher self of a reflective soul.” 14  Both Ishmael and Ahab begins as 

representatives of transcendentalist notion of self. Ishmael, not merely as a witness to the heroic 

and disastrous story of all on the whaler Pequod but also as the “living and germinating mind 

who grasps the world in the tentacles of his thought,”15 narrates and reflects on the protagonists, 

mainly captain Ahab. Meanwhile, Ishmael himself undergoes a series of transformations in terms 

of notion of self. Ishmael’s transformation of self is characterized by an obvious development 

from a strong sense of alienation from human others and society to a self that is established on 

the intersubjective relationship between him and other human beings, especially the Pacific 

islander Queequeg, which may be analyzed through Melville’s descriptions of the subtle 

relationship between sense of selfhood and visual experiences.  

At the beginning of the novel, Ishmael reflects upon his selfhood when he goes into a 

Whaleman’s Chapel in New Bedford before getting employed by Pequod. After seeing the silent 

“congregation of sailors, and sailors’ wives and widows” eyeing marble tablets with names of 

whalemen who lost their lives in whaling, Ishmael comments: 

                                                                                                                                                             

Cosmic Architectonics, ed. Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka (New York: Springer Science & Business 

Media, 2011), 447. 

 
14 Gary Dorrien, The New Abolition: W. E. B. Du Bois and the Black Social Gospel (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2015), 187. 

 
15  Alfred Kazin, “Introduction to Moby-Dick,” in Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, ed. 

Harold Bloom (New York: Infobase Publishing, 2007), 9. 



 

196 

 

Methinks we have hugely mistaken this matter of life and death. Methinks that what they 

call my shadow here on earth is my true substance. Methinks that in looking at things 

spiritual, we are too much like oysters observing the sun through the water, and thinking 

that thick water the thinnest of air. Methinks my body is but the lees of my better being. 

In fact take my body who will, take it I say, it is not me. (MD, 53) 

 

Ishmael’s Emersonian assumption covers three aspects of selfhood in a dualistic manner. 

His shadow, or his soul/spirit, as his “true” substance contrasts with his “fake” substance of 

concrete social existence; things spiritual—the Emersonian Universal Being or Over-Soul—is 

concealed behind or beyond the water-like physical appearance and inaccessible directly to the 

eye; His soul privileges over the corporeal body, which is dispensable since it is categorized as 

Emersonian “Not-Me.” Ishmael’s oysters are human who can access only to distortions of truth 

by water. “Ishmael’s words conflate two passages from Plato, one describing the heavens as 

viewed through the dense but unapparent medium of water, the other drawing on Socrates’ 

remark that we ‘fettered to [the body] like an oyster to its shell’ … oysters (having no eyes) see 

nothing at all, nor, so far as we resemble them, do we.”16 Ishmael’s Platonic assumption about 

the incapacity of human vision to access the truth and the divine represents the Western 

transcendent tradition. On the one hand, human with physical eyes, as part of the corporeal body, 

are no different from the blind oyster in seeing the truth, on the other hand, eyes of the mind, like 

that of Emerson’s transparent eyeball and the Platonic gaze, are able to perceive the divine power. 

The essence of self is located in the soul that is fettered to the body, but is possible to free itself 

from the fetter, or the trunk for Ahab, and experience the divine, just as the “young Platonists” 

do on Pequod. 

                                                 
16 Robert Milder, Exiled Royalties: Melville and the Life We Imagine (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2009), 88. 
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Some critics consider Ishmael’s words as Melville’s suggestion of his belief in religion 

due to the apparent prioritization of the spiritual over the concrete. Howard P. Vincent and Henry 

Nash Smith argue that “Melville’s words are...deep belief” of Christendom and that Ishmael’s 

assumption of his selfhood constitutes “the central affirmation of the novel.” 17  But Robert 

Zoellner is surely correct in arguing against them that Ishmael is not Melville, and that Ishmael’s 

hierarchical dichotomy between soul and body, spiritual pursuit and concrete living, is what 

Melville intends to challenge rather than approve.18  

Similar to Ishmael in terms of attitude towards the other, Ahab is an extreme example of 

being independent and isolated from social connections: 

Though nominally included in the census of Christendom, he was still an alien to it. He 

lived in the world, as the last of the grisly bears lived in the settled Missouri. And as 

when spring and summer had departed, that wild Logan of the woods, burying himself in 

the hollow of a tree, lived out the winter there, sucking his own paws, so, in his inclement, 

howling old age, Ahab’s soul, shut up in the caved trunk of his body, there fed upon the 

sullen paws of its gloom. (MD, 147) 

 

Melville’s description of Ahab demonstrates the problematic subjectivity of Westerners 

at the aftermath of European Enlightenment that question and challenge Christendom—the 

dominant ideological apparatus, in Althusser’s terms, that has been formulating the Western 

subject since the Medieval times. In a social context of Puritanism, Ahab’s alienation from 

Christendom alienates him further from the social others. As he claims himself: “Ahab stands 

alone among the millions of the peopled earth, nor gods nor men his neighbors” (MD, 471). His 

dissociation from the external world leaves a self of autonomy and insularity, one of his 

                                                 
17 Qtd. in Robert Zoellner, The Salt-sea Mastodon: A Reading of Moby-Dick, (Oakland: 

University of California Press, 1973), 124. 

 
18 Zoellner, The Salt-sea Mastodon, 125. 
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“definitive and most shaping qualities.”19 However, his radical autonomy is actually impossible 

due to the intersubjective nature of human subjectivity, as his fanatic identification with his 

narcissistic image and the fatherly image of the white whale show, which will be discussed later. 

Furthermore, Ahab apparently identifies himself with soul rather than body, which, as the 

“caved trunk,” traps Ahab’s soul, or his true self. Ahab claims more explicitly concerning his 

essence of self: “I account no living bone of mine one jot more me, than this dead one that’s lost. 

Nor White Whale, nor man, nor fiend, can so much as graze old Ahab in his own proper and 

inaccessible being” (MD, 476). The leg chewed off by Moby Dick, along with every piece of 

living bone, is taken by Ahab as irrelevant to the core of his selfhood—his “proper and 

inaccessible being.” Ahab does not elaborate what the “proper and inaccessible being” is, and it 

is imaginable that he cannot describe due to the illusiveness of selfhood when its connection with 

social others is cut off. In seeking for a selfhood by cutting off social connections and identifying 

with the transcendent soul, Ahab and idealists and romanticists rid the foundation of their self, 

which Melville intends to question. 

Overall, Ahab displays a “counterfantasy of a body and ego completely isolated, self-

contained, self-sufficient, a fortress-self armored against all injury: not eyes to see outwards, but 

a sky-light to ‘illuminate inwards.’”20 Of course, Ahab’s notion of self without eyes seeing 

outwards is fantasy after all, and his separation of body and soul is a similar fantasy in that it is 

actually his “castrated” leg that form a psychological “lack,” around which his subjectivity is 

                                                 
19 Susan McWilliams, “Ahab, American,” in A Political Companion to Herman Melville, 

ed. Jason Frank (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2013), 113. 

 
20  Joseph Adamson, Melville, Shame, and the Evil Eye: A Psychoanalytic Reading 

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997), 88. 
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built, and it is his corporeal eyes that look at his narcissistic self-image and his ego-ideal in 

identifying with the white whale that underlie the psychological process in which his subjectivity 

gets established and annihilated simultaneously. 

The transcendentalist notion of self of Ishmael and Ahab is questioned by Melville 

through his literary accounts of individual visual perceptions that help constitute the subjectivity 

of his protagonists, especially Ahab. The following section deals with Melville’s questioning 

through discussing his representation of transcendentalist vision and its danger, Ahab’s 

disciplinary gaze, solipsistic gaze, narcissistic self-image, and identification with the ideal ego. 

5.1.3. TRANSCENDENTALIST VISION 

The “wedding of meditation and water” that fascinates people is potentially dangerous to 

Melville due to the fact that intersubjective social relationships are replaced by human-

metaphysics relationships, just as the drowned Narcissus suggests. In the chapter entitled The 

Masthead, Melville compares sailors on the masthead with old Egyptian astronomers as well as 

modern statues of heroes like Washington, Napoleon, and Nelson. While old Egyptian 

astronomers gaze into nowhere but the mysterious space, modern statues gaze into the “madly 

invoked” crowd on the decks. However, they will never “answer a single hail from the below” 

(MD, 148). Young people, inspired by transcendentalist disbelief in the concrete world and 

pursuit of transcendent truth, come aboard as whalers and spend time meditating.  

Melville writes sarcastically about the transcendentalists: “Those young Platonists have a 

notion that their vision is imperfect; they are shortsighted; what use, then, to strain the visual 

nerve? They have left their opera glasses at home” (MD, 151). The young Platonists, or the 
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young transcendentalists,21 due to their belief in Plato’s distinction between “form and form-

copies,”22 and in the inferiority of concrete things as copies of the form, attach little importance 

to the concrete world, dreaming of seeing with their mind’s eyes the transcendental form. 

Standing on the masthead, a sailor looks into the remote ocean without engaging with any 

human visually. Just as Ishmael informs the reader that what is significant for him in being on 

the masthead is “being left completely to myself at such a thought-engendering altitude,” “with 

the problem of the universe revolving in me” (MD, 151). Ishmael describes himself as a man 

absorbed in philosophical contemplation with “Platonist” (MD, 151) mind enjoying the serenity 

of the ocean. He resembles a man with Emersonian transparent eyeball looking into the universe 

and discovers the circulating Universal Beings and Over-Soul, forgetting his corporeal body, the 

concrete surroundings, as well as the human other. 

Melville is aware of the negative potential of such non-intersubjective visual encounters 

with the metaphysical transcendence. The listlessness and uselessness of the Platonists on a 

whaler are symptoms of the victims who are ignorant of intersubjective relationship in pursuit of 

transcendental spirits or souls. Ishmael narrates:  

Lulled into such an opium-like listlessness of vacant, unconscious reverie is this 

absentminded youth by the blending cadence of waves with thoughts, that at last he loses 

his identity; takes the mystic ocean at his feet for the visible image of that deep, blue, 

bottomless soul, pervading mankind and nature; and every strange, half-seen, gliding, 

beautiful thing that eludes him; every dimly discovered, uprising fin of some 

                                                 
21 The influence of Platonism and neo-Platonism on transcendentalism has been widely 

acknowledged by critics, or Emerson himself, who claims that “Plato is philosophy and 

philosophy Plato.” See Mularam Joshi, Emerson, the Poet (New Delhi: Mittal Publications, 

1987), 44-46. 

 
22 Allan Silverman, “Metaphysics and Individual Soul in the PHAEDO,” in Plato as 

Author: The Rhetoric of Philosophy, ed. Ann N. Michelini (Netherland: BRILL, 2003), 285. 
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undiscernible form, seems to him the embodiment of those elusive thoughts that only 

people the soul by continually flitting through it. (MD, 152) 

 

This is a description of mystic experience analogous with Emerson’s experience of being 

a transparent eyeball in Nature.23 In both Emerson’s description of his exposure to the divine and 

Melville’s portrait of the Platonists, human eyes drift aloft to search for the transcendent spirit, 

ignoring the social others. In Melville’s writing, the visual image of the mythic ocean as 

bottomless soul has taken the place of the human world of social network, or, in Melville’s 

words, the images of the mythic ocean “pervade mankind.” One loses his identity when 

immersed in gazing at the infinite ocean and engaging with no human beings, as Melville says: 

“There is no life in thee...except that rocking life imparted by...the sea, from the inscrutable tides 

of God” (MD, 152), echoing Emerson’s claim that “I am nothing.” And it is a whimsical 

experience in which one’s mind travels beyond the limits of physical existence: “In this 

enchanted mood, thy spirit ebbs away to whence it came; becomes diffused through time and 

space; like Cranmer’s sprinkled Pantheistic ashes, forming at last a part of every shore the round 

globe over” (MD, 152). In this experience of “transcendental communion,” “there is an essential 

harmony between the soul of the individual and the soul of nature or the world.”24 

 However, the thoughts derived from the mystic visual encounters with the ocean are 

illusions and easy to vanish. Against the Emersonian fantasy, Melville suggests that the “trance” 

or “enchantment” of the transcendentalist sailor is flimsy: “while this sleep, this dream is on ye, 

move your foot or hand an inch; slip your hold at all; and your identity comes back in horror” 

                                                 
23 Emerson, Emerson Essays & Poems, 10. 

 
24  S. Hutchinson, The American Scene: Essays on Nineteenth-Century American 

Literature (New York: Springer, 1991), 58. 



 

202 

 

(MD, 152). Melville’s challenge to Cartesian monocularism, the precursor to transcendentalist 

monocularism, is straightforward: “Over Descartian Vortices you hover. And perhaps, at midday, 

in the fairest weather, with one half-throttled shriek you drop through that transparent air into the 

summer sea, no more the rise forever. Heed it well, ye Pantheists” (MD, 152). Melville’s analogy 

of the real danger of being absent-mindedly riding a masthead of a ship in the ocean and the 

hazard of being absorbed by Cartesian metaphysical philosophy suggests Melville’s critique of 

the subjective consciousness in the Cartesian tradition.  

William B. Dillingham says: “Melville’s account of such a transcendent moment is 

different from those given by well-known mystics because he insists upon the deceptiveness and 

perniciousness of the experience.”25 The dreamy contemplation of transcendental spirit does not 

accommodate with the practical life for a human, which is essentially an existence immanent 

among individuals in a social circumstance. Moving one’s foot or hand on the high masthead 

threatens the very existence of the dreamy sailors. Likewise, transcendentalists gazing into the 

nonhuman metaphysics also need to be warned of dangers. 

It is true that Melville does not mention Emerson in the chapter of The Masthead. 

However, he mentions specifically Descartes, whose espousal of cogito marked the initiation of 

modern age of rationalism and science. In spite of evident differences between Cartesian 

philosophy and Emersonian transcendentalism, similarities are also obvious. For instance, from 

the perspective of visuality, Karen Jacobs argues that “the Cartesian tradition of disembodied 

monocularity” has two “most significant descendants—the disinterested, neutral observer of 

                                                 
25 William B. Dillingham, Melville’s Later Novels (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 

1986), 15. 
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science, and Emerson’s mystical idealist as transparent eyeball.”26 Both the Cartesian tradition 

and Emersonian thoughts maintain that human beings are in possession of a consciousness that 

can see through appearances to reach truth hidden behind the superficial phenomenon. 

Furthermore, both turn their eyes to nature and others as their objects of observation, seeking 

transcendental truth as the will of God. Hence both, resorting to the myth of human reason and 

soul respectively, play down the importance of intersubjective negotiation and cooperation in 

producing knowledge about nature and social others.  

5.2. PROBLEMATIZATION OF AHAB’S VISUALITY 

5.2.1. AHAB’S SCHIZOPHRENIC VISION 

The separation of Ahab’s body and spirit is persuasively represented by the Parse 

Fedallah, Ahab’s harpooner whom Ahab smuggled onto Pequod. Julian Markels regards 

Fedallah as “a Gothic analogue to the witches in Macbeth.”27 However, Fedallah is more the 

“tormented spirit” that left Ahab’s corporeal existence and stands besides or in front of Ahab’s 

body. Or, it is Ahab who projects his inner consciousness onto the mysterious and seemingly evil 

Parse whose religious belief of Parseeism satiates Ahab’s desire for standing away from 

Christendom. The thin and weak figure of Fedallah seems to have no substantial existence in that 

he appears to be “a tremulous shadow cast upon the deck by some unseen being’s body” (MD, 

457). The shadow of Fedallah is inseparable from Ahab. In Ishmael’s observation, “Ahab 

chanced so to stand, that the Parsee (Fedallah) occupied his shadow; while, if the Parsee’s 

shadow was there at all it seemed only to blend with, and lengthen Ahab’s” (MD, 292), and 

                                                 
26 Jacobs, The eye's mind, 187. 

 
27 Julian Markels, Melville and the Politics of Identity: From King Lear to Moby-Dick 

(Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1993), 65. 
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“both (Ahab and Fedallah) seemed yoked together, and an unseen tyrant driving them; the lean 

shade siding the solid rib” (MD, 458). Ishmael’s visual accounts suggest the inseparability 

between the corporeal body of Ahab and the spirit of Fedallah. The unseen tyrant, which drives 

Ahab and Fedallah, the body and the soul, in search of Moby Dick and suicidal revenge, lies 

within Ahab’s unconscious, rather than a “mysterious nonhuman source” held by critics like 

David Leverenz.28 The tyrant is not an external force but his internal desire to identify with an 

ideal ego in the illusive Universal Being espoused by transcendentalism, which will be discussed 

in more details later. 

According to Ishmael’s observation, “in the Parsee Ahab saw his forthrown shadow, in 

Ahab the Parsee his abandoned substance” (MD, 458). The shadow, as the shadow in Ishmael’s 

reflection upon his self, refers to the spirit or the soul, which is of supreme importance to 

transcendentalist Ishmael, as well as to Ahab. And the substance may refer to his corporeal body 

and concrete existence. Here is an explicit visual presentation of the dualistic structure of body 

and soul prevalent in the Western tradition of thoughts concerning human subjectivity since 

Plato.29 To Emerson and Ishmael, the shadow is divine, but to Ahab, it is complex in that it may 

                                                 
28 David Leverenz, Manhood and the American Renaissance (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1990), 289. 

 
29  According to James E. Taylor, “Plato is generally considered the founder of 

philosophical dualism in the Western tradition. He believes that human persons are immaterial 

souls that are temporarily imprisoned in a body. He also thought that human fulfilment is 

possible only by means of the eventual liberation of the soul from the body.” See James E. 

Taylor, Introducing Apologetics: Cultivating Christian Commitment (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2006), 327. “In both Plato and Aristotle the scission of body and soul, of 

consciousness and life, becomes fixed in the Western tradition of thought at the level of a more 

or less refined re-elaboration and purification of the myths and the mystery practices that formed 

a part of Greek culture.” See Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka, ed. Soul and Body in Husserlian 

Phenomenology: Man and Nature (New York: Springer Science & Business Media, 2012), 141.  
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be even vicious, just like the mysterious Fedallah. James Edwin Miller argues that Fedallah is 

“the embodiment of Ahab’s demoniac subconscious and symbolizes Ahab’s ultimate awareness 

of his dedication to evil.”30 Thus, Ahab’s spirit and body are separated, but as the inseparability 

of Ahab and Fedallah shows, they are paradoxically inseparable as body and shadow. So they are 

engaged in a tense dialogue, representing the split psyche of Ahab. Melville’s insight into the 

split psyche and the visual presentation of the mutual gaze between Ahab and his spirit poses a 

radically subversive challenge to the ideal image of self held by transcendentalists.  

If Melville intends Fedallah to be a concrete human being rather than a mere shadow of 

Ahab, the intersubjective relationship between the two suggests Melville’s insight on the role the 

other’s eye play in the construction of the visual subjects, or at least the power of the “evil eye” 

that fossilizes whoever looks into the eyes. There is no verbal communication between Ahab and 

Fedallah, but they are constantly engaged in appalling long visual contacts, which is surely 

unusual to Ahab who is an extremely alienated man from human connections. Their eye contact 

is unusual even to totally socialized men accustomed to other’s gaze— “At times, for longest 

hours, without a single hail, they stood far parted in the starlight; Ahab in his scuttle, the Parsee 

by the mainmast; but still fixedly gazing upon each other” (MD, 458).  

The unusual eye contact between the two is a process of mutual recognition and 

identification, in which each projects his inner desire to the other and finds active responses. The 

“madness” in Ahab’s rebellious view against God and fate is echoed by the “evilness” in 

Fedallah’s ghostly appearance and mysterious pagan faith. The abnormal eye-contact also allows 

interpretations in psychoanalytical terms. Due to Fedallah’s special physical and spiritual 

                                                 
30  James Edwin Miller, A Reader’s Guide to Herman Melville (Syracuse: Syracuse 

University Press, 1962), 105. 
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characteristics, Ahab sees in Fedallah his object a— his insatiable desire for the divine spirit and 

the “fatherly” authority, which he has been pursuing at the cost of his body and even life, only to 

be castrated by the agent of the power—Moby Dick. While Fedallah, as a submissive harpooner 

from an alien cultural background on the ship, sees both physical strength and symbolic power in 

Ahab, which are also what have been castrated from him by the ideological system operating the 

mini-society of Pequod. In other words, they are mirrors to each other that reflect their respective 

castrated desire and thus become the images stimulating desires for identification as ideal egos. 

When Ahab’s will becomes weak and shows signs of surrendering to the castrating power 

of the symbolic order against which he has been fighting, it is Fedallah’s eyes that once again 

fortifies his determination, or to lure him again into his fanatic efforts to revenge the powerful 

Moby Dick. Before chasing the deadly whale, Ahab has a conversation with the most earthly-

bound first mate Starbuck: “Close! Stand close to me, Starbuck; let me look into a human eye; it 

is better than to gaze into sea or sky; better than to gaze upon God. By the green land; by the 

bright hearthstone! This is the magic glass, man; I see my wife and my child in thine eye” (MD, 

463). A loving intersubjective connection is established between the two and the long 

prioritization of the spirit and soul in Ahab has been temporarily prevailed by a desire for human 

connections. Immediately after that, “Ahab crossed the deck to gaze over on the other side; but 

started at two reflected, fixed eyes in the water there. Fedallah was motionlessly leaning over the 

same rail” (MD, 464). Here Ahab and Fedallah seem to share one single pair of eyes: Ahab looks 

into the water surface and sees the reflection of his eyes, which seem to be two fixed eyes that 

seemingly belong to Fedallah. The shared eyes indicate the shared consciousness and desire. The 

spiritual ego ideal once again prevails and Ahab turns again into the godlike lunatic. 
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After an attack on Moby Dick, Fedallah got lost in the ocean, and Ahab felt something 

broken in his body. When Ahab sees Fedallah again, his body is bound to the whale: “the half-

torn body of the Parsee was seen; his sable raiment frayed to shreds; his distended eyes turned 

full upon old Ahab” (MD, 483). Seeing the dead Fedallah, Ahab sighs “Befooled, befooled” (MD, 

483)! The death of Ahab’s shadow, spirit, or the other in which Ahab sees his castrated desire 

demonstrates even more strongly the fact that he has been more brutally castrated for his desire 

for identification with the transcendent spirit of the Universal Being or Over-Soul. The dead 

body of Fedallah gazes upon Ahab and shows to Ahab not the death of a human being, but the 

death of Ahab’s desire, most explicitly and loudly, which explains Fedallah’s “distended” eyes: 

the “lack” Ahab sees in Fedallah’s eyes has grown more significant and desperate. The still 

living body of Ahab sighs “Befooled” due to his acceptance of the death of his spirit after long 

illusive pursuit of revenge, and the necessary death of his body, which he is determined to be 

dismembered further by the whale.  

5.2.2. AHAB’S SOLIPSISTIC VISION 

As the captain of Pequod, Ahab, upon his first appearance after long mysterious invisible 

life onboard, does not cast his eyes on his ship and shipmates, but on the remoteness of the ocean. 

“Captain Ahab stood erect, looking straight out beyond the ship’s ever-pitching prow. There was 

an infinity of firmest fortitude, a determinate, unsurrenderable willfulness in the fixed and 

fearless, forward dedication of that glance” (MD, 122). In addition to Ahab’s image as an 

isolated man, the peculiar manner of Ahab’s visual experience is attributable to his assumption 

concerning his subjectivity. As Ishmael comments, “What shall be grand in thee, it must needs 

be plucked at from the skies, and dived for in the deep, and featured in the unbodied air” (MD, 
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143). The essence of Ahab lies in the highness of sky, the depth of ocean, or the intangibility of 

air, anywhere but the worldly connections. His selfhood is located neither in his physical body 

nor in the social connections, but in a soul drifting somewhere beyond the ship’s “ever-pitching 

prow,” arguably in the transcendent space in which the white whale, or the Emersonian Over-

Soul, circulates. 

Ahab thinks his self is free from harm by other human beings suggests that his concept of 

self is fundamentally solipsistic and there is no role for intersubjective relationship. His self-

reliance goes to extreme when he declares that “I’d strike the sun if it insulted me...who is over 

me? Truth hath no confines.” Ahab demonstrates Emerson’s espousal of spiritual self-reliance, 

for which Linda Costanzo Cahir argues that “Ahab’s propensity to physical isolation, both his 

lifetime spent at sea and his tendency to sequester himself aboard ship, is the consequence of the 

spiritual isolation engendered by his unmitigated self-reliance.”31  

The radical pursuit of the spiritual soul at the cost of concrete and worldly social 

connections results in a vacant self of Ahab. The narrator describes Ahab as a man tormented 

and emptied by the illusions of spirit: “the tormented spirit that glared out of bodily eyes, when 

what seemed Ahab rushed from his room, was for the time but a vacated thing, a formless 

somnambulistic being, a ray of living light, to be sure, but without an object to color, and 

therefore a blankness in itself” (MD, 187). The spirit and the corporeal body are separated when 

the spirit glare out of bodily eyes, but the spirit lights nothing since there is no object—the 

concrete other— for it to cast light on, thus the spirit itself is nothing but blankness. Melville in 

                                                 
31 Linda Costanzo Cahir, Solitude and Society in the Works of Herman Melville and Edith 

Wharton (Santa Barbara: Greenwood Publishing Group, 1999), 26. 
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this way presents the consequence of pursuing transcendental spirit: the blankness of spirit and 

the death of body. 

In addition to his schizophrenia of body and soul reflected by his mutual visuality with 

Fedallah, Ahab’s visuality is also problematic in its radical solipsism, which is expressed 

explicitly when he claims: “How immaterial are all materials! What things real are there, but 

imponderable thoughts” (MD, 451). It reveals the fact that Ahab values his thoughts, as the only 

thing real, over the concrete reality, which, in the idealist and romanticist ideas, does not exist 

self-sufficiently and independently from the mind. Ahab’s claim repeats Descartes’s priority 

given to thinking: everything should be suspected except thinking itself and the essence of self 

lies in its capacity of thinking, hence the Cartesian maxim— “I think, therefore I am.” In Sharon 

Cameron’s idea: 

Ahab thus moves from acknowledging phenomena that are invisible to concluding that 

nothing is real except phenomena that are invisible and that therefore cannot be embodied. 

These conclusions about disembodiment, about only the immaterial being real, lead him 

to think that since identity is not constrained by bodies, he can violate the bodies in his 

midst, either by imagining there is no difference between one body and another or by 

imagining that the self can be honed to a single piece of representative anatomy.32 

 

Cameron’s observation reveals the root of Ahab’s radical solipsism: his belief of the 

invisible as truth and the visible as copies of truth. Different from Descartes’s belief of the 

Cogito in accessing the truth, Ahab is explicitly conscious of the solipsistic nature of his visual 

capacity. Diverging from Descartes’ rationalist claim, Ahab’s epistemological maxim could be “I 

think, therefore everything is,” in accordance with his idealist and romanticist emphasis on his 

thinking. Solipsism is inevitable in Ahab’s thoughts due to his taking personal thoughts as the 

source of meaning for external things.  

                                                 
32 Cameron, The Corporeal Self, 58. 
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Ahab’s “psychological solipsism” is presented persuasively when Ahab looks at the 

patterns on the doubloon—the golden coin nailed to the mast. Reflecting on his own way of 

observing the coin, Ahab said “There’s something ever egoistical in mountaintops and towers, 

and all other grand and lofty things” (MD, 375). He identifies the image on the doubloon with 

himself: “The firm tower, that is Ahab; the Volcano, that’s Ahab...all are Ahab; and this round 

globe is but the image of the rounder globe, which, like a magician’s glass, to each and every 

man in turn but mirrors back his own mysterious self” (MD, 375). What Ahab sees in an object is 

neither the Cartesian truth, nor the Emersonian embodiments of the divine. What he sees is 

merely his own image that his eyes project onto the reality, for which Michael McLoughlin 

argues that “Ahab resembles Narcissus” because he “see[s] in nature nothing more than an image 

of himself.”33 Through the mouth of Ahab, Melville reveals the solipsistic nature of human 

visual epistemology: human eyes essentially “reduce reality to a mirror-like opacity.”34 It follows 

that in terms of intersubjective visuality, the other human being in Ahab’s eyes is reduced to his 

own image as well. The other is largely absent from his eyes, and when they do come into sight, 

they tend to be reduced to the products of Ahab’s solipsistic consciousness, embodied by his 

disciplinary gaze, rather than the other in a reciprocal intersubjective relationship with him. 

5.2.3. AHAB’S DISCIPLINARY GAZE 

The transparency of the eyeball of transcendentalists is undermined by Melville’s 

depiction of the power Ahab’s eyes contains in constituting the subjectivity of his shipmates. 

Jonathan Gosling and Peter Villiers state in their summary that Pequod has been taken as, in a 

                                                 
33  Michael McLoughlin, Dead Letters to the New World: Melville, Emerson, and 

American Transcendentalism (New York: Routledge, 2003), 59. 

 
34 Robert Zoellner, The Salt-sea Mastodon, 115. 
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metaphorical sense, “a whole world of humanity in Microcosm,” “a picture of world 

civilization,” and “a perfectly ordered and isolated shipboard society.”35 If the whaler stands for 

a modern society, Ahab functions as the eye of power conducting surveillance on everyone in the 

society, or he stands for the “name of the father” that individuals identify with. The fatherly 

image of Ahab is established mainly through either real or virtual visual methods between him 

and others on board Pequod. The intersubjective visual encounters between Ahab and others are 

problematic in two aspects. The other is always absent in his eyes that are focused on the 

transcendent realm in which exists the white whale and other embodiments of spirit. And when 

the other comes into Ahab’s eyes, he is either reduced to a construct by Ahab’s disciplinary gaze 

or becomes the object of the projection of Ahab’s narcissistic self-image. The others’ absence is 

attributable to Ahab’s alienation from the society, and the reduction of the other is owing to the 

power operating through Ahab’s eyes.  

Sailors on Pequod have no visual contact with Ahab before his first emergence from his 

reclusive cabin, but everyone is aware that his cabin is the source of orders and the base of power. 

The mystery surrounding Ahab and the unquestioned operation of his power suggests the 

simultaneous invisibility and efficiency of power. Upon his first public appearance, in spite of 

the fact that Ahab’s eyes look beyond the prow, his crew feel overwhelmed by his eyes: “they 

plainly showed the uneasy, if not painful, consciousness of being under a troubled master eye” 

(MD, 122). The “master eye” monitors individual behavior, and most importantly the eye, even 

when it is absent, is persistently gazing upon the consciousness itself, or, Ahab’s eyes are longer 

physical organs but the gaze of surveillance working directly on individuals’ consciousness. So 

                                                 
35 Jonathan Gosling and Peter Villiers, Fictional Leaders: Heroes, Villains and Absent 

Friends (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 52. 
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Ahab’s eyes as a monitoring power in the ship is internalized by the sailors, so much so that even 

without visual encounters with the hegemonic eyes of the captain, the sailors are “ever conscious 

that the old man’s despot eye was on them” (MD, 457), and unconsciously abiding by the 

authority carried by the eyes. 

After gazing upon the emptiness of ocean in his first appearance, Ahab casts his eyes to 

his shipmates: “He stood for an instant searchingly eyeing every man of his crew. But those wild 

eyes met his, as the bloodshot eyes of the prairie wolves meet the eyes of their leader” (MD, 156). 

The mutual gaze between Ahab and his sailors is explicitly irreciprocal and demonstrative of the 

overwhelming power of the “master eye” and the willing compliance of the sailors with the 

interpellation from the center of ideology on the ship—Ahab. The three mates—Starbuck of 

Christianity, Stubb of pragmatism, and Flask of pugilism—are latently challenging Ahab’s 

authority, but they cannot meet his gaze with their eyes: “[quailing] before his strong, sustained, 

and mystic aspect. Stubb and Flask looked sideways from him; the honest eye of Starbuck fell 

downright.” Ahab’s gaze alone succeeds the ruling of the micro society. 

This resembles the imaginative visual relationship between God and Christians that 

Althusser discusses, as well as that between the gazer and gazee in the panopticon society 

Michele Foucault observes in modern times, which is expressed most explicitly in another 

statement made by Ishmael concerning the power of Ahab’s eyes:         

It was that there lurked a something in the old man’s eyes, which it was hardly sufferable 

for feeble souls to see. As the unsetting Polar star, which through the livelong, Arctic, six 

months’ night sustains its piercing, steady, central gaze; so Ahab’s purpose now fixedly 

gleamed down upon the constant midnight of the gloomy crew. It dominated above them 

so, that all their bodings, doubts, misgivings, fears, were fain to hide beneath their souls, 

and not sprout forth a single spear or leaf. (MD, 457) 
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The persistency, centrality, and productivity of Ahab’s eyes and the conformity achieved 

among the “citizens” on board Pequod by the monitoring eyes of Ahab could be regarded as 

Melville’s description of the operation of modern disciplinary power by means of visual 

interactions between agents of power and citizens. The “something” lurking in Ahab’s eyes is 

power itself, which differs from premodern forms of power symbolized by brutality and force, 

but modern power characterized by soul-caring and productive discipline. Ahab’s power is not 

carried out by force, but by its sustenance of visual omnipotence, consistency, and centrality, 

which works in the minds of the “citizen” sailors. Ahab does not need to be visually present to 

ensure the operation of power in that everyone aboard has internalized the monitoring gaze from 

the absent captain. And when Ahab does make public appearances, his mystery and authority 

continue and his role as the master eye is strengthened more efficiently.  

The “master eye” of Ahab resembles the “master signifier” in a symbolic system, which 

“structures the symbolic universe of the subject,” and through it, ‘the phallus is installed as the 

central organizing signifier of the universe.”36 The image of Ahab as the symbolic father of 

power is most explicitly represented by Melville’s description of the dinner of Ahab and his 

three mates.  

Over his ivory-inlaid table, Ahab presided like a mute, maned sea lion on the white coral 

beach, surrounded by his war-like but still deferential cubs. In his own proper turn, each 

officer waited to be served. They were as little children before Ahab; and yet, in Ahab, 

there seemed not to lurk the smallest social arrogance. With one mind, their intent eyes 

all fastened upon the old man’s knife, as he carved the chief dish before him. (MD, 144)  

 

                                                 
36 Ari Hirvonen, “The Truth of Desire: Lack, Law, and Phallus,” in Jacques Lacan: 

Between Psychoanalysis and Politics, eds. and Andreja Zevnik Samo Tomšič  (New York: 

Routledge, 2015), 206. 
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The muteness of Ahab and the intentness of the eyes of the mates and their compliance 

with the power of Ahab indicate the closer relationship between power and visuality than that 

between power and words, as far as Ahab and his mates are concerned. The father-son 

relationship between Ahab and his mates is evident, and it is the fatherly Ahab that determines 

what the sonly mates get for dinner, metaphorically what the mates make sense of their selves. 

The sons’ senses of individuality diminish at the presence of the Absolute Subject of the father. 

Therefore, Ahab is the father, at least to his shipmates on Pequod—an isolated human 

world, whose meaning of existence seems to depend on the fatherly captain Ahab. If all sailors 

on board are signifiers put together for the signification of something, Ahab is the one dominant 

signifier that finalizes the signified of each individual signifier, or the master signifier that 

“functions as the signifier that represents the subject as subject”37—the sailors become subject 

only through the representation of the master signifier Ahab.  

And what’s worrisome about Ahab’s monitoring eyes is that they are troubled in 

themselves, which demonstrates the possibly problematic source of power on board, maybe a 

metaphor for the troubled power operating society at Melville’s time. The Pequod dominated by 

a pair of troubled eyes is analogous with a modern society dominated by a problematic system of 

modern disciplinary power.  

5.2.4. AHAB’S GAZE OF DESIRE 

Ahab also differs from idealists and romanticists in his awareness of the psychological 

and unconscious elements operating in one’s thinking. In addition to the solipsistic nature of 

seeing, Ahab’s reflection that “each and every man in turn but mirrors back his own mysterious 

                                                 
37 Kristen Campbell, Jacques Lacan and Feminist Epistemology (New York: Psychology 

Press, 2004), 67. 
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self” also suggests a Lacanian assumption concerning the eye and the gaze, as well as the desire 

involved in seeing.38 It is Lacan’s idea that when a seer looks at an object with the eye, he is 

actually gazed upon by it, because it exists in an a priori visual field that predetermines what the 

seer sees in the objects. Lacan further argues that what one actually sees in an object is a 

projection of his desire—object a, which comes into being as a cost of one’s entry into the 

symbolic order. Ahab is doing exactly so: the doubloon tells him his self. Ahab’s mysterious 

element in self sounds similar to the unconscious discussed by the twentieth-century 

psychoanalysts, because although it is the essential component of self, it is fundamentally 

invisible and incomprehensible through rational thinking. The unconscious mystery is hidden 

unless when it is projected to an external object. That’s what Ahab is reflecting upon: the seen 

object is not a mere physical existence but an object that mirrors his hidden desires.  

The “mysterious self” Ahab sees in the mirror-like doubloon reveals the mysterious or 

hidden unconscious desire that can never be fulfilled if he intends to be accommodated by the 

symbolic order of social connections, or merely to survive rather than suicide, which explains 

Ahab’s words: “Great pains, small gains for those who ask the world to solve them [the 

mysteries of the self in the mirror-like objects]; it cannot solve itself” (MD, 375). The mystery of 

the self embodied in gaze lies in the desire produced by the castration in the symbolic order, thus 

it cannot solve itself, and great pain follows if one intends to satisfy the desire.  

                                                 
38 As to the Lacanian eye/gaze difference, Hanjo Berressem claims: “the eye standing for 

the geometral, visual grammar, and the gaze for the subject’s position within this grammar. 

Whereas the eye represents the cogito—the conscious, self-reflexive subject and the subject of 

knowledge—the gaze represents the desidero: the subject of the unconscious and of desire.” See 

Hanjo Berressem, “The ‘Evil Eye’ of Painting: Jacques Lacan and Witold Gombrowicz on the 

Gaze,” in Reading Seminar XI: Lacan’s Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis: The 

Paris Seminars in English, eds. Richard Feldstein, Bruce Fink and Maire Jaanus (Albany: State 

University of New York Press, 1995), 175. 
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The insatiable desire projected onto the objects of seeing explains Ahab’s pain and 

desperateness in seeing virtually everything.  

…when most plunged in his mood, he was wont to pause in turn at each spot, and stand 

there strangely eyeing the particular object before him. When he halted before the 

binnacle, with his glance fastened on the pointed needle in the compass, that glance shot 

like a javelin with the pointed intensity of his purpose; and when resuming his walk he 

again paused before the mainmast, then, as the same riveted glance fastened upon the 

riveted gold coin there, he still wore the same aspect of nailed firmness, only dashed with 

a certain wild longing, if not hopefulness.” (MD, 374) 

 

Ahab’s strong emotion—the pointed intensity of his purpose and his wild longing—in 

seeing the binnacle and the gold coin contrasts to the neutral eyes of both rationalists and 

transcendentalists. It is evident that the binnacle and the coin are not merely physical objects for 

knowledge, but objects that carries Ahab’s desire, the insatiable desire for both identifying with 

and revenging the white whale that has castrated him. In a certain sense, the binnacle and the 

coin are gazing upon him and imposing on him their meanings in accordance with the desire of 

Ahab. They are essentially the other to Ahab, and represent the power in the visual field that 

deprives Ahab of his “godlike” or “fatherly” selfhood. In such a manner, Ahab is set in a visual 

field of things, and is exposed to the gazes from the things, each of which manifests his desire. 

He is a seer being seen by the objects he sees. 

Starbuck, Stubb, Queequeg, Fedallah, and Pip all approach the doubloon and project their 

personal desire onto it, arriving at diversified interpretations of the same object. The pragmatic 

first mate Starbuck sees “the vale of death” surrounded by the three peaks, which, in Ahab’s eyes, 

are symbols for his pride and dignity (MD, 376); Stubb sees the malicious cosmos, in contrast to 

Emersonian benevolent cosmos, that traps and dooms human beings; Queequeg sees the 

correspondence between his tattoo and the coin’s pattern of cosmos, indicating the harmony of 
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the “uncivilized” non-Westerner’s existence in the cosmos; Fedallah sees his mysterious Parse 

faith in it.  

It is the black boy Pip who argues shrewdly for the solipsistic nature of individual 

visuality:  

I look, you look, he looks; we look, ye look, they look. 

Upon my soul, he’s been studying Murray’s grammar! Improving his mind, poor fellow! 

But what’s that he says now—hist! 

I look, you look, he looks; we look, ye look, they look. 

Why, he’s getting it by heart—hist! again. 

I look, you look, he looks; we look, ye look, they look. (MD, 378)  

 

Instead of seeing the “truth” as the others do in the Doubloon, Pip presents a meta-

visuality idea about human visual experience. In Richard H. Brodhead’s words, “Pip gives us the 

grammar of seeing with no visionary truth, no epiphanies, no egotistical aspirations. He reminds 

us of what happens to the Emersonian transparent eyeball when it gets trapped by its own 

rhetoric. For Pip represents a form of seeing with nothing to see but itself.”39 Pip’s awareness of 

the diversity of visual perspectives and “the fullness of this model, its sense of possibility, 

agency, reciprocality, and multiplicity”40 suggests the wisdom of Pip in terms of visuality that 

stands against the monocular Emersonian eyeball. What may be added is that what underlies the 

individual perspectives of visuality is individual subjectivity and unconscious desire.  

The desire-oriented visuality of Ahab is more evidently represented in the visual image of 

Moby Dick in Ahab’s eyes. The whale is a self-sufficient non-human being before human 

definition is imposed on it as a symbol of evil power. It is neutral and irrelevant to human beings 

                                                 
39 Richard H. Brodhead, New Essays on Moby-Dick (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1986), 175. 

 
40  Michelle Kohler, Miles of Stare: Transcendentalism and the Problem of Literary 

Vision in Nineteenth-Century America (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2014), 178. 
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before Ahab and other sailors attempt to capture and make oil out of it, and when it bites and 

kills upon human attacks, it becomes “ugly” and “deadly” in human eyes. It is even more 

complex when Ahab is determined to take it as the agent of God, or the symbol of power that 

castrates him. The white whale as a mirror to Ahab is much more complex than the doubloon in 

that the whale is an image of “transcendental father” that castrates Ahab when he intends to 

identify with the father, which gives rise to the insatiable desire in Ahab to both identify and to 

revenge the father. The whale is a visual other that enables and annihilates Ahab’s self at the 

same time. 

Therefore, the images of objects in Ahab’s eyes are not mere products of his 

consciousness, as in the cases of rationalists and idealists, but the projections of Ahab’s 

unconscious desire that has been aroused by the “castration” that allows Ahab’s entry into the 

visual field, which “encodes within it the precepts of the symbolic order.”41 Ahab’s visuality may 

be fundamentally narcissistic: Ahab projects his ego-ideal to the external image and identifies 

himself with it, which in turn helps establish his ego or self. 

5.3. VISUALITY, IDENTIFICATION, AND AHAB 

5.3.1. AHAB’S NARCISSISTIC SELF-IMAGE 

Scared by or ignorant of human others, Ishmael turn to the vast Pacific Ocean—the 

largest body of water on the earth. He believes that water provides the place to locate his self, 

which is, according to Ishmael’s narrative, a belief shared by all: the whimsical attraction of 

water is observable universally, especially when people desire to meditate upon life and 

existence — “as everyone knows, meditation and water are wedded forever” (MD, 24). In the 

                                                 
41  James F. Burke, Vision, the Gaze, and the Function of the Senses in “Celestina” 

(University Park: Penn State Press, 2010), 25. 
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ocean, human gaze is drawn both downward into the darkness of the unconscious reflected on 

the water surface as a mirror, and upward into the transcendental space in which exists the 

ultimate principles or Over-Soul that individuals desire to identify with. In the novel, the Pacific 

seems to possess two forms of magic power: on the one hand, it lures people to look into the 

mysterious depth as a mirror that reflect one’s self; on the other hand, the vastness and 

remoteness of the Pacific allows people to gaze into the distance, even to imaginatively gaze into 

a virtual realm of transcendence, just like the wood for Emerson and Walden Pond for Thoreau.  

People looking eagerly into the ocean are anxious to contemplate upon their own image, 

or eager to know their own self at a time when selfhood cannot be located. In Ishmael’s eyes, 

People gazing at ocean reveries resemble Narcissus who in an attempt to reach his own image in 

the water got drowned. Melville, like Freud and other twentieth-century psychoanalysts, intends 

to lay bare the psychological mechanism giving rise to human desire for water and the image 

reflected by watery surface. 

 Ishmael discusses the reason why human beings are fascinated by water through 

introducing the Greek story of Narcissus: “...still deeper the meaning of that story of Narcissus, 

who because he could not grasp the tormenting, mild image he saw in the fountain, plunged into 

it and was drowned. But that same image, we ourselves see in all rivers and oceans. It is the 

image of the ungraspable phantom of life; and this is the key to it all” (MD, 24). In Narcissus’s 

story, there are both images of the eye and the mirror. The water surface is analogous with the 

eye and the mirrors in the mirror image produced through the watery reflection, in spite of the 

fact that they are the reflection of the physical eyes, are psychologically the eye of a mysterious 

other that the seer wishes to look into. Melville intends to suggest a way to interpret the mystery 
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of Ahab’s as well as Ishmael’s unreasonable strong dedication to the ocean, which may be a 

universally shared experience. According to Alfred Kazin, “Narcissus was bemused by that 

image which ‘we ourselves see in all rivers and oceans,’ and this, says Ishmael when he is most 

desperate, is all that man ever finds when he searches the waters—a reflection of himself.”42 

Thus, everyone could be a Narcissus in that everyone is eager to seek his self in the water 

reflection. Narcissism is believed to be rooted in individual unconscious, which is common to all, 

and the lack of external interference may result in pathological subjectivity obsessed by one’s 

own image. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, multiple hypotheses have been put forward to elaborate 

Narcissism derived from the story of Narcissus in Greek mythology. Freud’s theory of the 

differentiation of “object-libido” and “ego-libido” is one of the most renowned hypotheses.43 In 

the Greek mythology, Narcissus falls in a tragic love with his own image because, according to 

Freudian Psychoanalysis, he fails to find an external object to channel the initially self-directed 

libido in infancy. Narcissistic attachment to one’s own visual image is pathological and results in 

tragedy analogous with the drowning of Narcissus. Lacan’s theory of “mirror stage” and 

“imaginary stage” argues that one’s image in a mirror—or Narcissus’s image in the water—is 

essentially another that actually initiates the construction of subjectivity through accommodating 

human desire for identification—the introjection of ideal-ego and the projection of ego-ideal.  

If the tragedy of Narcissus is, in accordance to the Freudian interpretation, rooted in his 

failure to channel his libido properly, the tragedy of Ishmael and Ahab is rooted in their paranoid 
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43  Sigmund Freud, The Freud Reader, ed. Peter Gay (New York: W. W. Norton & 

Company, 1995), 286. 
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fear of human others, which frustrates their seeking for an external object to channel the 

narcissistic libido; It is also rooted in their, especially Ahab’s, infinite identification with the 

culturally-established superego, or the Universal Being or Over-Soul that is even more illusory 

than the mirror image in Narcissism or the symbolic father in the Symbolic Order.  

Both confronted with similar difficulties in social existence, Ishmael and Ahab choose to 

avoid social involvement. However, their ultimate purpose for being aboard Pequod is to make 

sense of their selves—to regain the alienated self for Ishmael and to revenge upon the spiritual 

other that has castrated him for his desire for identification with a narcissistic self-image.  

5.3.2. AHAB’S IDENTIFICATION AND CASTRATION 

In addition to laying bare the dangers of spirit-located selfhood, Ahab’s disciplinary gaze, 

schizophrenic vision, and narcissistic gaze, Melville’s questioning of the transparent eyeball of 

Emersonian self is also conducted through representing the visual construction of Ahab’s 

subjectivity in psychological terms. Ahab’s problematic subjectivity and the role visuality plays 

pose an evident challenge to the transparent and neutral vision imagined by the transcendentalists. 

 How human beings establish their self is a question reflected upon by a multitude of 

philosophers and thinkers. Unlike the notions of subjectivity in the Cartesian or Emersonian 

tradition, a common ground shared by most relevant thoughts in the twentieth century is that the 

existence of the other provides the precondition for the establishment of the self. As discussed in 

the first chapter, Sartrean existentialism, in spite of its paranoia for the other’s visual image, 

argues for the reliance of self on other; Lacan believes one initiates the construction of his sense 

of self only after he makes contact with a mirror image of himself, which is actually another, 
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when he is six to eighteen-month old, etc. Adults also needs others’ visual existence for the 

psychological process of identification to make sense of their self.  

The problem for Ishmael and Ahab is that the identification with the real and concrete 

social other seems impossible due to their shared desire to keep away from human beings. 

Ishmael, as discussed above, finds social involvement unbearable; Ahab spends only three out of 

forty years on land, and got aboard a ship the second day after his marriage. When the other is 

absent, the self finds no place to exist, hence the crisis of selfhood for both Ishmael and Ahab. 

The meaninglessness and rootlessness of their self drive both of the two men mad: Ishmael is 

self-conscious of his pathological state of mind, while Ahab’s madness is both realized by 

himself and observed by all others on board Pequod, especially Starbuck and Stubb. Facing the 

absence of an identifiable social other in concrete life, both Ishmael and Ahab launched their 

voyage to regain their sense of self in the Pacific, to realize senses of selfhood only possible 

through the presence of the other. 

They started in the same manner, but the process and the consequences are sharply 

distinguished from each other. Their similarity lies in the fact that both of them escape from the 

human other and attempt to pursue a non-human other to identify with by getting aboard Pequod, 

the whaler that will take them farther from the mirror images of social others, but nearer to their 

narcissistic self mirrored in the water surface of the Pacific, as well as the spiritual self located in 

the transcendental realm in which dwells the universal principles and the Over-Soul that 

individual souls are to identify with.  

Their pursuits of self differ from each other in terms of both the process and the 

consequence. Ishmael’s sense of alienation is relieved and his desire for identification is satiated 
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through his coincidental intersubjective relationship with Queequeg—the Pacific Islander free 

from the alienating influence of Western culture, while Ahab sticks to his pursuing narcissistic 

self-image and the transcendental soul—symbolized by the white whale, and ends up with 

destruction of his own self and that of everyone on board Pequod. Ishmael survives not only to 

narrate the story as a witness to the adventure, but to warn people against the narcissistic pursuit 

of self outside of the social connections, and also to be a model of regaining a healthy 

subjectivity through proper human connections, in contrast to the gruesome tragedy of Ahab. 

Bloom’s depiction of Ahab’s Prometheanism—“Ahab’s Gnostic rebellion against the 

Leviathan, imposed upon us by God through nature”44—is representative of critical ideas about 

Ahab. Ahab’s rebellious Prometheanism allows psychoanalytical interpretation since it is 

arguably based on and driven by the unconscious psychological desire for identification with the 

white whale, in which Ahab sees both his own narcissistic image and a castrating father. Ahab’s 

pursuit of Moby Dick may be regarded as the primary process in which the constitution and 

sustenance of Ahab’s self are conducted. Ahab’s Prometheanism is more complex than Bloom’s 

description of Gnostic rebellion due to the simultaneous jubilance and detestation, love and 

hatred, involved in his assumption of the narcissistic image and the “father” in the white whale.  

5.3.3. MOBY DICK AS A NARCISSISTIC IMAGE  

Both Ahab and Narcissus identify themselves with a mirror image in the water, which is 

essentially an image that functions as the ideal ego for the self. Narcissus gets drowned in his 

attempt to grasp the ungraspable self-image in the water. In a similar way, Ahab becomes 

fascinated with his own image in the water—the white whale, and ends up in a tragedy.  
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In terms of Ahab’s subjectivity, his body and soul are in close connection with Moby 

Dick. Critics have observed the similar visual appearance between Ahab and Moby Dick. In Carl 

J. Richard’s words, “Melville describes Ahab and the whale in similar terms: both are scarred or 

wounded and possess prominent, gnarled or wrinkled brows or foreheads. Both are described as 

isolated, enraged beings given to masking themselves.”45 It is arguable that there is a visual 

correspondence between Ahab and the whale, suggesting that the whale may be a mirror image 

for Ahab, exerting narcissistic attractions to Ahab. In addition to the visual similarity, they are 

similar symbolically: “What the white whale is to the animal kingdom, Ahab is to humanity,”46 

which has been discussed above in terms of Ahab’s disciplinary gaze. 

While his shipmates are constantly conscious of Ahab’s eyes, Ahab’s eyes, no matter 

closed or open, are encountered with the whale that deprived him of his legs and his fatherly 

sense of subjectivity. His painful gaze into the open ocean when awake and his desperate cries in 

dreams suggest the extent to which the white whale has obsessed Ahab’s soul. Ahab is no longer 

Ahab but for the overwhelming figure of the whale. Ahab identifies himself with the whale, 

which is a mirror image that attracts but cannot be controlled by Ahab. When Ahab stands on 

board of the ship facing the infinity of the ocean, he is analogous with a man standing in front of 

a mirror and finding himself obsessed by the mirror image, which both is and is not himself, as 

the mirror image in Lacan’s mirror stage. 

Ahab’s attitude towards his own image in the white whale is subtle. Robert Zoellner 

thinks: 
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Ahab thus is another Narcissus—but with a crucial difference. The Narcissus of 

Ishmael’s opening pages dove into the reflective fountain in pursuit of the “tormenting, 

mild image” of beauty that he was there. Ahab’s frantic plunge is made in hate, in horror 

and revulsion. Ahab is thus best understood as the ugly Narcissus, and the 

circumnavigative voyage of the questing Pequod can only bring him back upon himself.47  

 

Carl J Richard also maintains that “Ahab, like Narcissus, does not realize that his 

perception of the whale is a reflection of himself. While Narcissus projects a beautiful image that 

he loves, Ahab projects an ugly image that he loathes.”48  

Both Zoellner and Richard argue for the hatred Ahab holds towards Moby Dick, but it is 

not totally fair to say that Ahab loathes the whale, since there are both hatred and love in Ahab’s 

mixed emotion towards the whale. And it is not completely correct for Richard to say that Ahab 

is not aware of the projection of his self to the whale, since, as the above discussion concerning 

Ahab’s solipsistic vision shows, Ahab is quite explicitly conscious of his reading his self in other 

things, exemplified by his reading of the doubloon. In the whale, Ahab is similarly conscious that 

he sees his self, especially his desire, which is given rise to by the castration from the whale and 

which can only be possibly satisfied through identifying with the “fatherly” whale. It is arguable 

that there is both explicit hatred for castration and implicit jubilance for identification in Ahab 

towards the whale, rather than the seemingly sole hatred and loath. 

The whiteness of the whale is believed by David Dowling to be rooted in Melville’s 

childhood traumatic experience: Melville’s father died on a day when there was a massive 

snowstorm, and the whiteness “etched it into his characterizations of the whale at this most 

menacing, the blank wall shoved near, a psychic abyss signaling a spiritually rudderless state, 
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untethered to all meaning whatsoever.”49 However, rather than mere menacing, the omnipresent 

visual image of the white whale in front of Ahab’s eyes reveals his more mixed affection. The 

color “white” of the whale suggests both positivity and negativity and “Ahab’s monomaniacal 

desire for him (Moby Dick) is both love and lethal aggression, Eros and Thanatos intertwined”50 

for Terry Eagleton: 

Moby-Dick’s whiteness is a sign of holiness, of something ‘sweet, and honorable, and 

sublime’; yet ‘there lurks an elusive something in the innermost idea of this hue, which 

strikes more of panic to the soul than that redness which affrights in blood’. Whiteness is 

pure, but also pure negation; and Moby-Dick, like the sublimity of God...is terrifying as 

well as enthralling, accursed as well as sacred, an uncanny, abysmal nothingness which 

one can gaze upon only at the risk of being struck blind. Like the Real, the whale is both 

pure negativity and positive force—a cipher which eludes cognition, but also a raging 

power of annihilation with which the death-haunted Ahab falls catastrophically in love.51  

 

Thus, the commonly accepted Ahab’s revenge on the white whale is in essence not mere 

revenge but a paradoxical hatred-love relationship between Ahab and the whale—his self-image, 

which is, in Melville’s words, both “tormenting and mild” like the image in water in the eyes of 

Narcissus. Ahab’s fascination with his image is comparable to Narcissus’s with his, so much so 

that only death could end his desire to approach it. At the end of his voyage, Ahab gets himself 

tied to the whale with the rope of his hapoon to be unified with the Narcissistic imagery other, 

indicating the fatal consequence of pursuing the narcissistic self, and identifying with the 

transcendent Soul as the symbolic father. 
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5.3.4. MOBY DICK AS A CASTRATING FATHER 

In addition to the narcissistic image of the white whale to Ahab, the whale also allows 

interpretation as a castrating father and Ahab a castrated child. What underlies Ahab’s castration 

is his desire for identification with the father, which is fundamentally a visual process—

identifying with a visual image of the other—constituting Ahab’s subjectivity.  

Eagleton’s analysis reveals the both terrifying and enthralling image of the whale to Ahab, 

and the analysis could be conducted further and the root of the simultaneous hatred and love 

could be more clarified with the help of Lacanian theory concerning personal desire for 

identification with the other, especially with the “Symbolic Father,” who, as the owner of the 

phallus and the master signifier in the symbolic system, determines the meaning of individuals as 

signifiers,52 and castrates individuals to prevent them from attempts for identification with the 

Father.53 The narcissistic image Ahab sees in the white whale is not identical with the real Ahab, 

but is actually an ideal ego that is far more coherent and powerful than the seer Ahab. It is so 

ideal that it resembles the most authoritative figure in human psychology—the “father,” more a 

Lacanian symbolic father than Freudian primal father. Ahab’s pursuit of his narcissistic image in 

the white whale is thus his pursuit of the identification with the figure of father. 

The Melvillean “father,” who is threatening to castrate the sons for pursuing 

identification with the father, exists in a transcendental realm because it is the spiritual and 

metaphysical Universal Being or Over-Soul that transcendentalists in Melville’s time encouraged 
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people to identify with. To Melville, the spiritual father is not divine and benevolent but rather 

fatal and castrating in a way similar to the biological father in the Freudian Oedipal Complex and 

the symbolic father in the Lacanian symbolic order, in contrast to Emerson’s faith in “Cosmic 

Benevolence.”54  

Ahab is arguably a figure that has not achieved successful resolution of his unconscious 

desire for identifying with the Melvillean “father”—the “transcendent” white whale who 

castrates and punishes him, and his death is the necessary consequence of his fanatic 

identification with the father. Ahab appears to be heroic or godlike in that upon punishment of 

castration from the father, he determines to castrate the father himself, wishing to be a “father” to 

the fatherly Moby Dick. Ahab stands for Bruce Fink’s idea of the “ideal of non-castration,” for 

which Fink writes, “while men are wholly castrated, there is nevertheless a contradiction; the 

ideal of non-castration—of knowing no boundaries, no limitations—lives on somewhere, 

somehow, in each and every man.”55 Ahab is a “father” in the concrete human world, who, 

however, gets castrated by a transcendent “symbolic father” as a punishment for his attempts to 

identify with the divine power. Thus, he is a condensation of the image of a castrating father in 

the society of Pequod and the image of a castrated son in the realm of transcendence. 

5.3.5. AHAB’S CASTRATION 

As the foregoing discussion on Ahab’s “fatherliness” shows, Ahab is the Althusserean 

“Absolute Subject” that interpellates others on Pequod. It is only the narrator Ishmael who is 
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able to access Ahab’s mind to see that the “Absolute Subject” of Ahab is not “absolute” at all, in 

that he is also subject to another “Absolute Subject,” which exists in a transcendent realm of 

spirit, rather than the Althusserean ideological system. Likewise, the father Ahab is not only 

threatening to castrate his shipmates in the small society of Pequod, he has actually been 

castrated by a higher power—the agent of which is Moby Dick. 

The explicit symbol of Ahab’s castration is his leg chewed off by the whale. Critics have 

described the lost leg as “equivalent of castration,” 56  “an emblem of oedipal castration,” 57  

“symbolic castration,”58 and “a euphemism for a castrated penis,”59 etc. In spite of the different 

terms, critics commonly accept that the lost leg is a symbol of Ahab’s castration, and his pursuit 

of the white whale is regarded as his revenge on the castrating father. In another sense, the lost 

leg is even more important than his living bones in that Ahab’s selfhood is actually established 

around the “lack of phallus” symbolized by the lost leg.60 His desire for revenge that sustains his 
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existence depends on the “lack” of his leg, which is interpreted by critics almost unanimously as 

the “phallus.” Only the absence of leg defines somewhat clearly what Ahab is. The same is true 

to all, Ahab’s shipmates are castrated and without phallus in the symbolic order dominated by 

Ahab’s Name of the Father, although they are physically unimpaired. And the state of being 

castrated by Ahab makes the establishment of subjectivities for the sailors on Pequod possible. 

Ahab’s castration is more explicitly represented through Pip, the black boy, who is eager 

to take the place of Ahab’s lost leg: “ye [Ahab] have not a whole body, sire; do ye but use poor 

me for your one lost leg; only tread upon me, sir; I ask no more, so I remain a part of ye” (MD, 

455). Ahab expresses a similar strong attachment to Pip, which is unusual considering Ahab’s 

radical estrangement from human others: “There is that in thee, poor lad, which I feel too curing 

to my malady. Like cures like” (MD, 455). The malady of Ahab is surely his castration—the 

deprivation of his phallus by the whale, and the “that in thee” Ahab finds in Pip is the latter’s 

strong desire to be integrated with Ahab to make Ahab’s body whole again. Pip’s willingness to 

be part of Ahab is analogous with the restoration of Ahab’s phallus, and thus Ahab’s status of the 

father. Ahab’s expectant response to Pip’s request suggests his strong wish to fulfill his desire 

produced by the castration. 

The Ahab-Pip relationship is a good literary representation of “the mother’s” lack of 

phallus and “the child’s” desire for integration with the castrated mother. The castrated Ahab 

shares the same desire with the naturally castrated mother, whose desire is also the phallus.61 In 
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the familial structure, when the child is conscious of the lack of phallus in the mother, the child 

“wishes to be the phallus in order to satisfy that desire (the mother’s desire for phallus).”62 Thus, 

the castrated Ahab is analogous with the mother, and Pip resembles the child who wishes to 

satisfy Ahab’s desire for phallus by transforming himself into the phallus itself.  

But, as the child cannot truly satisfy the mother’s desire for phallus, Pip can only comfort 

Ahab’s malady, and Ahab knows no phallus is possible as long as the castrating white whale 

exists. It’s a Lacanian idea that desire arises only when castrated, and so it is inherently 

unfulfillable since “its primordial intentionality is to the mirror self, to the phallus, to Mother: the 

unattainable.”63 Furthermore, Ahab’s subjectivity, in addition to being built around the lack of 

phallus, seems to be also established on his unfulfillable desire for the unattainable mirror image 

in Moby Dick, as another lack. If Ahab’s castration were really cured by Pip, Ahab’s desire 

would be terminated. And desire is what sustains Ahab throughout the story, as he says: “for this 

hunt, my malady becomes my most desired health” (MD, 455). His malady is the unfulfillable 

desire, and his most desired health is exactly the maintenance of his malady—the unfulfillable 

desire rooted in his castration, since if the desire is fulfilled, the lack around which his 

subjectivity is built will disappear, and so will his self. 
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The castration of Ahab has been widely accepted, but the psychological mechanism 

underlying his castration needs further investigation. In spite of the agreement on Ahab’s 

castration, critical views differ as to the relationship between Ahab and the whale. Ahab is taken 

as either a father or a son, and the white whale as a father, a mother, or a condensation of both.64 

The claim for Ahab’s fatherly image is limited to the micro-social world on Pequod, and neglects 

the physical, or more precisely symbolic castration imposed on him, and the claim for the 

whale’s motherly image restricts the notion of “father” too narrowly to the biological one, or the 

“primal father” in Freudian psychoanalysis, disregarding the “symbolic father” as an agent of 

power.65 I would argue that the whale is neither a biological nor a symbolic father or mother, but 

a transcendent being that plays the role of “the name of the father” who castrates and annihilates 

individuals seeking for being a father, and that Ahab is a castrated son attempting to be a father, 

who is heroic or desperate enough to attempt to castrate the “father” himself.  

5.3.6. THE INFINITY OF IDENTIFICATION 

What underlies Ahab’s castration and his revenge on the castration is a visual process of 

identification and its frustration. As Lacanian theories of “primary identification” in the mirror 

image and “symbolic identification” after the resolution of Oedipal Complex argue, the father is 
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more a symbol of both an ideal ego attracting individual identification and a castrating father 

demanding personal “libidinal normalization”66 through threats of castration. But what makes 

Ahab a “mad hero” is his determination to castrate the castrating power. This is most explicitly 

claimed when he says: “The prophesy was that I should be dismembered; and—Aye! I lost this 

leg. I now prophesy that I will dismember my dismemberer” (MD, 159). His claim could be 

arguably rewritten into “The Symbolic Order determines that I should be castrated; and—Aye! I 

lost this phallus. I am now determined that I will castrate my castrator.” 

In Freudian Oedipal Complex, the anxiety of castration is caused by the father who 

competes with the son for the mother. The authority lies with the father and the moral rules like 

the incest taboo are established to curb the son’s impulse for integration with the mother. The 

Lacanian “the name of the father” represents “the principle by which the individual relates to the 

social order,” and determines the child’s “lineage and place in society,”67 especially the child’s 

relationship to the father, the authority and principles. Both of Freudian “primal father” and 

Lacanian “symbolic father” 68  threaten to castrate the son who, in the stage of the Oedipal 

Complex, desires for the integration with the mother, a privilege belongs to the father. When the 

son becomes aware of the impossibility of the integration with the mother after the resolution of 

Oedipal Complex, his desire for identification with the father arises in the formation of ego-ideal 
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and super-ego,69 the former of which satiates his unconscious desire or identification and the 

latter satisfies cultural demand for the conformity of social civilization—in Freud’s words, to 

“unite separate individuals into a community bound together by libidinal ties.”70  

The son, in order to obtain legitimate existence in a proper relationship with either the 

Melvillean or the Lacanian father, has to be symbolically castrated to fulfill the resolution of the 

Oedipal desire for identifying, even killing, the father. Every human being, as long as he is 

socialized and accepted in the social order, is necessarily symbolically castrated by morality and 

law, in that, as Lacan implies, even “the symbolic father is a castrated father given that the 

symbolic phallus is a missing phallus.”71 Even a fatherly man as heroic and rebellious as Ahab is 

castrated by a certain higher power. It is the castration and discipline that give rise to desire for 

identification, thus, paradoxically desire depends on castration.72 It is human desire to identify 

with the father and the frustration of the desire lays the foundation for human self in a 

psychological sense. Therefore, there is a juxtaposition of jubilance and hatred in the visual 

presence of the father to the son, just like the love-hatred we observe between Ahab and the 

whale. 
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Melville’s representation of Ahab’s identification with the “father” is both analogous 

with and distinguished from the Freudian and Lacanian theories. The analogy lies in the similar 

psychological mechanism that drives the identification: Ahab’s selfhood, in spite of his claim of 

standing independent from anything—God and human others—in the world, becomes empty 

without his “mirror image” or “Absolute Subject” in the white whale, which is why Ahab 

pursues the whale fanatically. The whale is the target for Ahab’s identification with either a 

narcissistic self or a “symbolic father,” who, in punishing Ahab’s attempts for identification by 

castrating him, bites off Ahab’s leg, a Melville’s version of phallus. The Melvillean and 

Lacanian “fathers” are similar in that both arouse desires of identification from the “sons,” and 

castrates the identifying “sons” at the same time.  

What distinguishes Ahab’s identification is the “father” Moby Dick, who is neither 

Ahab’s biological father nor a symbolic father in the ideological sense, but an illusory figure of 

paternal authority that does nothing but to constrain Ahab’s fanatic desire for being a “father” 

himself. Ahab identifies with the Over-Soul in the transcendent realm because he, as the father in 

his family and his ship, could not satiate his desire for identification due to his radical alienation 

from human others, and therefore could not make sense of his self. The Melvillean castrating 

father goes beyond both the “primal father” and the “symbolic father” in the familial and 

ideological structures. The Melvillean father, as a form of transcendental and spiritual power, 

does not exist in the ideological and linguistic symbolic order of social structures, but in a 

transcendental space in the vastness of ocean, analogous with Emersonian Universal Being or 

Over-Soul. Furthermore, Ahab’s father is distinguished from the divine God, owing to his 

repeated declarations that he is independent from not only human beings, but also God. Ahab’s 
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father not only castrates but also terminates the trespasser, incongruent with Emerson’s divine 

image of the cosmos.  

So, in addition to the paternal father in family, the ideological father in ideology, there is 

the Melvillean father in spirit—the Over-Soul embodied by Moby Dick, which, with its “rather 

vague, nameless horror” (MD, 176), seems like “the transcendentalist Oversoul turned almost 

comically evil,”73 the “demogorgon” of the benevolent Over-Soul,74 or the “inscrutable thing 

which Ahab hates.”75 

What is most important about the Melvillean father is its illusiveness and the infinity of 

the process of identification it initiates, as well as its necessary consequence of death and 

destruction. Compared with the danger of castration from the parental and the symbolic father, 

the castration from the Melvillean spiritual father lies more in the fact that it stimulates a process 

of identification without end because the spirit itself is illusive, intangible, and empty in a 

transcendent realm out of the reach of people living in an immanent human world. Ahab’s 

pursuit of identification and castration is such a tragic process.  

The whale in the novel presents two images. One is real and concrete, which Melville 

describes in detail the physical and bodily structure in a realist and naturalistic manner. The other 

is illusive and symbolic, which Melville employs to represent the transcendental spirit and 

problematize transcendentalist philosophy. The both realistic and idealistic approach to 
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describing the whale gives rise to ambiguity to the novel—“Moby Dick was really two novels in 

one.”76 It is true that the novel allows reading both as an adventurous story of a whaler and an 

allegorical story narrating human existence. However, the juxtaposition of both realism and 

idealism is understandable if we take transcendental notion of self into consideration: it is both 

mundane and extra-worldly, and both idealistic and realistic due to the “double-consciousness” 

structure of the self. 77  The whale, as the mirror image of Ahab, is also of “double-

consciousness.” 

 The illusiveness of the whale is most explicitly expressed in its overwhelming whiteness 

that “above all things appalled” Ishmael (MD, 176), on which Melville spends a whole chapter 

commenting. In addition to the both “sublime” and “appalling” feature of the whiteness 

indicating Ahab’s love-hatred complex with the whale commented by Terry Eagleton,78 another 

key implication of the whiteness is its indefiniteness, which explains its sublimity and 

appallingness: “Is it that by its indefiniteness it shadows forth the heartless voids and 

immensities of the universe, and thus stabs us from behind with the thought of annihilation when 

beholding the white depths of the Milky Way” (MD, 182)? Whiteness arouses “senses of 

indefiniteness,” “heartless voids,” and “immensity of the universe,” which, in terms of human 

sense of subjectivity, annihilates human senses of self in a concrete world.  

                                                 
76  Michael J. Davey, Herman Melville’s Moby Dick: A Routledge Study Guide and 

Sourcebook (New York: Routledge, 2013), 62. 

 
77 Manjulika Ghosh, “Understanding Transcendentalism as a Philosophy of the Self,” in 

Transcendentalism Overturned: From Absolute Power of Consciousness until the Forces of 

Cosmic Architectonics, ed. Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka (New York: Springer Science & Business 

Media, 2011), 445. 

 
78 Eagleton, “Fictions of the Real,” 81. 
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As mentioned earlier, the white whale is believed by critics to be the equivalence of the 

Emersonian Over-Soul. The indefiniteness and void of the white while, therefore, are arguably 

attributes of the Over-Soul. Melville’s wordings of “infiniteness” and “voids” recall Emerson’s 

“lucid fantasy of the ‘transparent eyeball’ through which the subject loses himself in the 

dynamism of ‘universal being’ and ‘infinite space.’”79 While Emerson experiences the divine, 

Melville’s protagonists undergo fear and death. The Over-Soul in Melville’s eyes, like Ahab’s 

love-hatred complex with the whale, are paradoxically attractive and vicious voids that devours 

human beings who endeavor to identify with it. “The heartless voids” describes the illusiveness 

of the spirit that human beings intend to chase after and identify with. The “immensity” 

corresponds with the voids, both of which are intangible and beyond the knowledge of human 

beings. “The sense of indefiniteness” comes into being because pursuing a void of spirit 

resembles chasing the bottom of a “black hole,” in which there is no end until the death of the 

pursuer.  

The tragedy for Ahab is his attempts to identify with the void and the emptiness of 

transcendentalist spirit like Over-Soul or Universal Being, represented by the whiteness of the 

whale. The senses of voids and indefiniteness of whiteness make the color of white the 

“nameless horror.” The white whale, with “a hump like a snow hill” (MD, 465), represents the 

most fatal whiteness, thus, the most fatal void in the novel. In this sense, the white whale is not a 

concrete physical existence, but a “black hole” that stands for “the heartless voids” for Melville. 

The void of the white whale is not passive but actively dynamic in attracting human desire of 

identification on the one hand and castrating the identifying human being on the other hand. The 

                                                 
79 Christopher Freeburg, Melville and the Idea of Blackness: Race and Imperialism in 
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void is more attractive to those alienated from human connections like Ahab and Ishmael, maybe 

especially so in the cultural circumstance of transcendentalism during the American Renaissance 

in Melville’s times. 

5.4. DESIRE FOR THE CONCRETE OTHER 

The disastrous end of Ahab along with his crew indicates that Melville in Moby Dick 

questions the self-other relationship in the nineteenth-century America, dominated by Puritanism 

and Emersonianism, both of which emphasize human-spirit or human-God relationship instead 

of human-human relationship. As discussed earlier, visual experiences through eyes and mirrors 

are presented by Melville to show his concern with the absence of the other and the solipsistic 

nature of visual encounters of Americans in his age. The furious eyes of Ahab staring at the 

illusive white whale is a typical image of Americans who is absorbed by transcendental other 

rather than a social human other. The monomaniacal and schizophrenic features of Ahab 

manifested through his unyielding pursuit of his narcissistic other in the whale suggest that the 

spiritual other one pursues at the cost of intersubjective relationship is actually nothing other than 

projections of his or her own images.  

Melville does not simply question the dominant visual subjectivity. He also expresses his 

own assumptions of ethical intersubjectivity. Melville in Moby Dick does not tackle specific 

ways to establish proper relationship with others, but he at least suggests that human others 

should be valued more than transcendental and spiritual ones. In terms of individual visual 

experience, he encourages people to shift their eyes from the sky and the ocean to the eyes of 

other human beings.  
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The monomaniacal and tough Ahab shows softness when he is aware that his end is 

doomed in his last chase of the whale. Ahab leans over the ocean and watches “how his shadow 

in the water sank and sank to his gaze, the more and the more that he strove to pierce the 

profundity” (MD, 462). The “godlike” Ahab looks at the sinking image of himself in the water 

and “drops a tear into the sea, nor did all the Pacific contain such wealth as that one wee drop” 

(MD, 462). The tear on his disappearing self-image suggests Ahab’s sadness about his own 

solitude, as well as his despair in unifying with his imaginary other.  

Looking at his shadow in the water, Ahab also comes to the realization that there is 

always and solely himself in his eyes, no matter he is looking into the water, or the white whale. 

There is no human in his visual world, in his own words, “the desolation of solitude it [Ahab’s 

life] has been; the masoned, walled town of a captain’s exclusiveness” (MD, 462). 

At the moment of weakness, Ahab becomes aware of the necessity of human relationship 

and the vital importance of looking into a human eye instead of non-human spiritual illusions. 

Aware of his approaching end, Ahab requests the most earth-bound Starbuck: “Close! Stand 

close to me, Starbuck; let me look into a human eye; it is better than to gaze into sea or sky; 

better than to gaze upon God. By the green land; by the bright hearthstone! This is the magic 

glass, man; I see my wife and my child in thine eye” (MD, 463). What is tragic in Ahab is that in 

spite of the fact that he realizes the importance of intersubjective relationship and the ethical 

demand to turn his eyes from sea or sky to a human eye, he still chases his illusive other in the 

white whale at the cost of his and his crew’s lives.  

When frustrated by tracking the whale, Ahab gets angry with both religious and scientific 

ways of looking for truth, which demand upward and aloft sights seeking for truth. To the sun, he 
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asks: “Thou high and mighty pilot! Thou tellest me truly where I am—but can’st thou cast the 

least hint where I shall be” (MD, 428)? He is equally furious about scientific ways of seeing. 

“Science! Curse thee, thou vain toy; and cursed be all the things that cast man’s eyes aloft to that 

heaven, whose live vividness but scorches him, as these old eyes are even now scorched with thy 

light, O sun! level by nature to this earth’s horizon are the glances of man’s eyes; not shot from 

the crown of his head, as if God had meant him to gaze on his firmament” (MD, 428). It is 

significant that Ahab claims that human eyes are supposed to be level by nature to the earth’s 

horizon rather than upward towards God. Ahab’s intention to look levelly is to cast a doubt on 

and to challenge the visual guidance from God and scientific principles and turn his eyes to the 

concrete world, in which there is the likelihood that the other may enter level eyesight. 

Cahir observes, “Melville’s first and final word is that spiritual solitude is the universal 

human condition.”80 This claim is only partly true because, in spite of the fact Ahab suffers from 

solitude throughout the novel, Ishmael is successful in breaking self-enclosure and established a 

new selfhood based on his intersubjective connections with others, especially Queequeg, the 

cannibal in the eyes of “civilized men.” 

The visual encounter between Ishmael and Queequeg is also suggestive about the 

differences between the barbarian Queequeg and the civilized Americans represented by Ahab. 

When they first met, “I stood looking at him a moment. For all his tatooings he was on the whole 

a clean, comely-looking cannibal...Better sleep with a sober cannibal than a drunken Christian” 

(MD, 41). In the chapter The Chapel, entering Whaleman’s Chapel, Ishmael is first impressed by 

the separation between individuals: “A muffled silence reigned...Each silent worshipper seemed 
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purposely sitting apart from the other, as if each silent grief were insular and incommunicable” 

(MD, 49). Immediately following Ishmael’s narration of the insularity of the “silent islands of 

men and women,” Ishmael noticed that “This savage [Queequeg] was the only person present 

who seemed to notice my entrance” (MD, 52). The reason why Queequeg engaged in visual 

encounter with Ishmael seems to be that he did not know Western languages and the scripts on 

the tablets in the chapel. Language as a media of civilization instills assumptions of self-other 

relationship, and the illiteracy of Queequeg prevented him from the assimilation of American 

culture. In Bloom’s words, “Queequeg is not a noble savage but the most civilized man aboard 

the Pequod: gracious, tradition-soaked, loving, spontaneous, responsible, and yet ultimately 

mysterious,” what’s more, he “unlike Ishmael, has no quarrel (however loving) with 

existence.” 81  His looking into Ishmael’s eyes is indicative of his idea of intersubjective 

relationship different from that held by other Americans who looked into nonhuman objects, 

avoided others’ sights, and stayed within their insularity. 

Ishmael’s peculiar visual encounters with Queequeg and their consequent friendship 

inspired him to reflect upon the nature of human subjectivity. Ishmael’s idea that “Nothing exists 

in itself” (MD, 66) reveals Melville’s belief of the intersubjective nature of human existence. 

Melville continues to elaborate his opinion through his visual experiences and understanding of 

subjectivity when he shared bed with Queequeg: 

We had been sitting in this crouching manner for some time, when all at once I thought I 

would open my eyes; for when between sheets, whether by day or by night, and whether 

asleep or awake, I have a way of always keeping my eyes shut, in order the more to 

concentrate the snugness of being in bed. Because no man can ever feel his own identity 

aright except his eyes be closed; as if darkness were indeed the proper element of our 

essences, though light be more congenial to our clayey part. (MD, 66) 

                                                 
81 Bloom, The Daemon Knows, 130. 
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That one has to keep his or her eyes closed in order to feel his identity and to sense his 

true essences implies both a claim for and an argument against solipsistic assumptions about 

human subjectivity. On the one hand, Ishmael claims that human beings have essential qualities, 

which reminds the reader of Cartesian Cogito and Emersonian soul, etc. that endow human 

beings their subjectivity. On the other hand, Ishmael argues that one’s visual encounters with the 

external world necessarily draw one out of his individual enclosure of subjective existence into 

an intersubjective relation with the visual other—human beings or nature. Ishmael says that he 

used to keep his eyes shut to feel his identity. However, living with Queequeg prompts him to 

arrive at a new sense of intersubjective understanding of human existence: nothing exists in itself, 

and so is a human being.  

Thus, stimulated by his fresh sense of intersubjectivity, Ishmael feels the impulse to open 

his eyes to visually encounter his other—the savage Queequeg. “Upon opening my eyes then, 

and coming out of my own pleasant and self-created darkness into the imposed of the 

unilluminated twelve-o’clock-at-night, I experienced a disagreeable revulsion” (MD, 66). The 

gloomy and disagreeable darkness preventing visual encounters was dispersed when the two 

unanimously agreed to strike a light. Then the two shared smoking, “illuminated by the flame of 

the new-lit lamp” (MD, 67).  

It is obvious that there is a transformation of Ishmael’s understanding of human existence 

from solipsistic subjectivity that requires darkness and closed eyes to intersubjectivity that 

requires illumination and open eyes. Melville’s idea of the intersubjective nature of human 

subjectivity embodied through his representation of Ishmael’s visual encounter with the savage 



 

244 

 

Queequeg is to encourage intersubjective relationship between individuals and to curb desires to 

identify with symbolic or transcendent ego-ideal. 

Ishmael’s sense of intersubjectivity is repeated throughout the whole story, because it is 

exactly his visual contact with the others on Pequod that enables him to retell the story to the 

reader. One particular occasion worth mentioning is narrated in the chapter of “A Squeeze of the 

Hand,” in which there is a detailed description of the visual encounters between sailors working 

together:  

Such an abounding, affectionate, friendly, loving feeling did this avocation beget; that at 

last I was continually squeezing their hands, and looking up into their eyes sentimentally; 

as much as to say—Oh! My dear fellow beings, why should we longer cherish any social 

acerbities, or know the slightest ill humor or envy! (MD, 362) 

 

Cesare Casarino interprets this description as Ishmael’s “loving injunction to his fellow 

sailors not only to ‘squeeze’ themselves ‘into each other’ but also to ‘squeeze’ themselves 

‘universally into the very milk and sperm of kindness’ stands here as the expression of an urgent 

desire for an absolutely unrepresentable and unidentifiable collective body.”82 

It is a desire to be connected rather than to be isolated that has been developed among the 

sailors. Ishmael’s sentimental and caring eye contacts with his workmates contrast sharply with 

Ahab’s eyes gazing at the sky and the sea. The facts that Ahab dies from his solipsistic pursuits 

of his narcissistic nonhuman other and that Ishmael survives as the only one who experienced 

intersubjective visual encounters may suggest Melville’s idea on the proper and ethical way of 

looking—to look horizontally at one’s human others rather than upwardly at the transcendental 

spirit, or God. 

                                                 
82 Cesare Casarino, Modernity at Sea: Melville, Marx, Conrad in Crisis (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2002), 172. 
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*** 

The above analysis of Melville’s challenge to “the great tradition of his age” 83  is 

conducted through investigating his assumptions of subjectivity manifested by his descriptions of 

visual encounters between subjects. Moby Dick is concerned with the problematic visual 

intersubjective relationship between human beings in the nineteenth-century America when 

solipsistic and monocular modes of visual intersubjectivity are dominant in American intellectual 

thoughts. Emerson’s transparent eyeball observes the universal principle circulating around him 

and both nature and other human beings become embodiments of the divine spirit. It is safe to 

imagine that in Emerson’s “monocular image of the poet/seer—the transparent eyeball imaged in 

Nature,”84 the other is reduced to an object of observation by the single eyeball and there is no 

likelihood for the eyes of the others to look back and communicate in an equal and 

intersubjective way. It follows that intersubjective visuality is reduced to subjective observation 

from a single subjective perspective. This problem is both presented and discussed by Melville 

through his psychologically problematic characters like Ahab and Pierre, whose eyes are focused 

on idealistic spirit or, when shifted from spirit to the other, only sees his own image, in a 

narcissistic and solipsistic way.  

It is justifiable to say that most of Melville’s protagonists are victims of the illusions of 

transcendental spirit that requires individual isolation rather than intersubjective communication 

and understanding, for which the godly Ahab and Pierre are typical examples. In a certain sense, 

the fatal lack of intersubjective relationship is due to the transcendentalist espousal of radical 
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self-reliance and the lack of attention to the relationship between human beings. Identifying 

oneself with transcendental spirit not only demolishes the corporal self, but also the social and 

intersubjective self, resulting in problematic understandings of self that is usually marked with 

pathological psychological symptoms, like obsessive narcissism, paranoia of the other, and 

fanatic identification with the other.  

Through narrating tragic figures of autonomous subjectivity, Melville intends to argue for 

the intersubjective nature of human beings, which questions and challenges the dominant 

ideology of individualism with Emersonian transcendentalism as its core theoretical support. 

Melville’s questioning of pursuit of transcendental spirit is suggested through his descriptions of 

various intersubjective visual encounters. One striking characteristic of Melville’s visual 

encounters is the absence of human others. Among the numerous representations of visual 

encounters in Melville’s works, a majority of them are visual encounters between a human being 

and nature, signs, or symbols of spirit or nature, such as the white whale in Moby Dick and the 

portrait of Pierre’s father in Pierre. A second characteristic of Melville’s representation of visual 

encounters is that there is always a strong sense of asymmetry between the gazer and gazee, the 

hegemonic gazer’s eyes reducing the gazee into mere reflections of the gazer’s consciousness. A 

third characteristic of Melville’s visual encounters is that his protagonists saw their own images 

in the objects of their gaze, or they see their self in others, who are mirrors reflecting the split 

self of the seer. A fourth characteristic of Melville’s visual encounters is that the protagonists 

who avoid humans contact and gaze at transcendental and spiritual targets are always reflectively 

aware of the danger of looking into spiritual objects and shutting human eyes away. There is a 

desire to engage in visual encounter with human beings in Melville’s novels, but somehow the 
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desire is not achievable and results in tragedies. Melville suggests that it is immoral to turn eyes 

away from human beings to other spiritual beings. The heroic Ahab is a hero only for himself, 

and he is dead because there are no human beings in his monocular eyes focusing on the whale, 

his target of revenge and his image of his narcissistic self. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

DUALISTIC VISION, DISCIPLINARY GAZE, AND ETHICS IN 

 

THE SCARLET LETTER 

 

 

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter and his other works, such as his short stories The 

Minister’s Black Veil and The Birth Mark, all demonstrate the writer’s concern with 

intersubjective visual perception, as well as their implications with regard to the visual 

constitution of human subjectivity, in both psychologically universalizable and culturally 

specific manners. Hawthorne’s questioning of the transcendentalist solipsism and his belief of 

the world-embeddedness of human subject make it possible for him to represent the subtlety of 

visual construction of subjectivity. Like Melville, Hawthorne, in his writings as “a sort of tragic 

counterstatement to the optimism of the Transcendentalists,”1 is engaged in a dialogue with the 

Emersonian thoughts concerning human visuality and subjectivity. To Hawthorne, Emerson’s 

idealist subject is “stretching his hand out of clod-land, in vain search for something real”2—in 

other words, “stretching his hand out of concrete worldly existence, in vain search for the 

Emersonian Universal Being and Over-Soul.” The transcendentalist notion of self does not give 

full consideration to the concrete existence of a man in specific temporal, spatial, and corporeal 

contexts.  

In contrast to Emersonian subjects who cast gaze into the transcendent realm for spirit 

and soul, Hawthornian subjects are more concerned with intersubjective involvement in concrete 

                                                 
1 Michael J. Colacurcio, The Province of Piety: Moral History in Hawthorne’s Early 

Tales (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 11. 
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social existence. For subjects embedded in the world, visual perception of the world and the 

other is of supreme importance in terms of the constitution of subjectivity and the self-other 

relationship. Hawthorne’s awareness of intersubjective nature of human beings makes it possible 

for him to represent the subtlety of intersubjective visual encounters. Hawthorne’s 

problematization of the Emersonian self is conducted through his writings in which shade, 

darkness, and ambiguity overwhelm the scientific and transcendentalist transparency, and in 

which his characters are both sensitive and opaque to others’ eyes.  

6.1. OTHERNESS AND DISTANCE 

6.1.1. THE OTHER’S EYES  

Unlike Melville, who questions transcendentalist assumptions of self primarily through 

representation and problematization of protagonists who are fanatically gazing into the 

transcendent realms for transcendent Being and Soul, Hawthorne’s characters are most 

sensitively aware of gazing and being gazed at by others in concrete social circumstances, even 

imaginary gaze from bypassed ancestors and figures of authority. For instance, the dead 

Pyncheon’s portrait gazes at his descendants from the wall in The House of Seven Gables: “the 

old Puritan’s portrait seems to have persisted in its shadowy gestures of disapproval … [Mr. 

Pyncheon] thought he beheld his grandfather frown.” 3 It is also true with the old portraits of 

forefathers in Governor Bellingham’s hall gazing at Hester and Pearl “with harsh and intolerant 

criticism at the pursuits and enjoyments of living men” (SL, 73). The Reverend Mr. Hooper in 

The Minister’s Black Veil covers his face with a veil, obstructing mutual visual encounters due to 

the unendurable shame and guilt aroused by the others’ looking into his face, etc.  

                                                 
3 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The House of the Seven Gables (Carlisle: Applewood Books, 

2001), 238. 
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 Not only Hawthorne’s characters, but also Hawthorne himself is likewise sensitively 

aware of being under others’, especially his Puritan ancestors’, gaze of disapproval. In his 

autobiographical prelude The Custom-House to The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne exhibits deep 

anxieties when real or imaginative eyes are gazing at him. The motherly image of the American 

eagle above the entrance of the custom house strikes the viewers, including Hawthorne, with “the 

fierceness of her beak and eye and the general truculency of her attitude” (SL, 6). His bypassed 

forefathers, whose figure “was present to my boyish imagination,” and “haunts me, and induces 

a sort of home-feeling with the past,” gaze disapprovingly at him because his career as a writer 

of story-books fails to meet their expectations (SL, 8-9).  

In real life, Hawthorne is remembered as one of excessive sensitivity and shyness. He 

was the “shyest grape” for Melville,4 and “an attractive but difficult acquaintance” to Emerson.5 

A comment from Henry James, Sr. depicts Hawthorne’s anxiety over other’s presence: he “had 

the look all the time, to one who didn’t know him, of a rogue who suddenly finds himself in the 

company of detectives.”6  In Clark Davis’s observation of a portrait of Hawthorne by John 

Adams Whipple, “there is no denying the mixture of fear and defiance, of genuine dislike 

(distaste?) blended with the desire to be somewhere else, to vanish from his own attempt to 

present himself.”7 

                                                 
4 Erik Hage, The Melville-Hawthorne Connection: A Study of the Literary Friendship 

(Jefferson: McFarland, 2013), 139. 

 
5 Davis, Hawthorne’s Shyness, 155-156. 

 
6 Leon Edel, Henry James: The Untried Years (New York: Lippincott, 1953), 23. 

 
7 Davis, Hawthorne’s Shyness, 3. 
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Hawthorne, even when reading or writing, is anxious over the imaginary eyes of the 

characters that other authors and himself created. He is even anxious over the eyes of the readers 

that he intends to address. Reflecting upon the writing of The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne realizes 

that: “The characters of the narrative … retained all the rigidity of dead corpses, and stared at me 

in the face with a fixed and ghastly grin of contemptuous defiance,” and “the almost torpid 

creatures of my own fancy twitted me with imbecility, and not without fair occasion” (SL, 27). 

As a reader of the historical documents, Hawthorne is conscious of the distance between the 

protagonists and himself that makes authentic reproduction of the story virtually impossible.  

What makes him aware of the difficulty is the imaginary eyes that gaze upon him. In the 

Custom-House he makes a claim about his attitude towards the writing of romance: “we may 

prate of the circumstances that lie around us, and even of ourself, but still keep the inmost Me 

behind its veil. To this extent and within these limits, an author, methinks, may be 

autobiographical, without violating either the reader’s right or his own” (SL, 5). His depiction of 

himself behind a veil appears also in the preface to Mosses from an Old Manse: “So far as I am a 

man of really individual attributes, I veil my face.”8 There is a distance between writer and 

reader that demands respect for Hawthorne, and it is his principle to respect rather than to violate 

the distance using the omnipotent perspective of a writer. This also explains his categorizing his 

works as romances and his subtitle of The Scarlet Letter as A Romance: he does not possess the 

omnipotent gaze into others’ being as writers of realist and naturalist novels, and he does not 

want to. 

                                                 
8 Nathaniel Hawthorne, Mosses from an Old Manse: And Other Stories (Auckland: The 

Floating Press, 2011), 32. 
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The prevalence of the anxiety of being gazed upon in the visual field in Hawthorne’s life 

and writings reveals several aspects of his writings of the relationship between visuality and 

subjectivity, as well as the intersubjective relationship between visual subjects.  

In the first place, Hawthorne’s imaginary visual encounters indicate his internalization of 

the forefathers’ gaze and his understandings of his subjectivity established on the others’ gaze. A 

common emotional response Hawthorne and his characters share under gaze is their sense of 

shame and guilt. His ancestor’s gloomy eyes make Hawthorne conscious of his “shames”—his 

disgraceful “femininity” as “a writer of story-books,” his lack of masculine paternal authority 

that the patriarchal ideology supposes him to have as a descendant of great fathers, as well as his 

“shame” of the forefathers due to their sin for persecuting witches. His well-known shyness in 

life, or even his own sense of self, may be rooted in his excessive sense of shame when he is 

aware of the other’s look, virtual or real, reminding the reader of the Sartrean idea that shame 

upon other’s gaze makes one live. 

In the second place, the anxiety of gaze from his characters and readers suggest 

Hawthorne’s awareness of the inaccessible otherness, or “the primordial opacity of being,”9 and 

the need for proper intersubjective distance. The eyes of his imaginary characters seem to render 

him guilty of his tarnished writing capacity, but, ultimately, his anxiety is rooted in his 

uneasiness in facing directly another due to his belief in the otherness or alterity of the other, and 

the impossibility of full access to the other’s essential being, hence, the necessity to keep proper 

distance between self and other.  

                                                 
9 Dolis, The Style of Hawthorne’s gaze, 45. 
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The explicit anxiety over others’ visual presence in Hawthorne is believed to be rooted in 

the “shyness” in his personality to which he was doomed.10 His shyness is in turn believed to be 

based on his philosophical assumptions of self-other relationship. As Davis maintains,  

Hawthorne’s fiction and the philosophical ground on which it rests share this shyness, a 

commitment to keeping a distance between reader and author, subject and object. The 

complete collapse of one self into another is seldom if ever permitted in Hawthorne’s 

writings, and when it does occur it is an unmistakable evil, an invasion and violation of 

selfhood.11  

 

Chillingworth could be the most notorious example who pries into Dimmesdale’s inner mind and 

violates the ethical codes of intersubjective distance and respect.  

Individuals in Hawthorne’s eyes are entities with impenetrable innerness—“the inmost 

Me behind the veil,” each requiring equal respect and dignity, and the best way to maintain the 

respect and dignity is to keep proper distance, not only in physical sense, but most importantly in 

ontological sense, or it is argued that in Hawthorne’s “philosophy of shyness,” there is “an 

ethical position informed by an acknowledgement of the singularity of others, and of the limits of 

knowing about others.”12 

In the third place, the Hawthornian gaze endows himself and his characters a sense of 

being-in-the-world temporally and spatially. The individual dignity maintained through proper 

self-other distance is, after all, ideal since as long as one is a being-in-the-world, he is exposed to 

others’ gaze. One may succeed in escaping from corporeal eyes; he cannot escape from 

                                                 
10 Samuel Chase Coale, The Entanglement of Nathaniel Hawthorne: Haunted Minds and 

Ambiguous Approaches (New York: Camden House, 2011), 57. 

 
11 Davis, Hawthorne’s Shyness, 40. 

 
12 Sinikka Grant, “Haunted heritage: History, memory, and violence in the drama of 

August Wilson and Suzan-Lori Parks” (PhD diss., State University of New York at Buffalo, 

2006), 148. 
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imaginary eyes he has internalized, which Hawthorne demonstrates most explicitly through his 

own experiences of reading and writing with imaginary eyes gazing upon him. 

In Moby Dick, Ishmael’s awareness of the visual presence of a human figure on his bed 

during his childhood traumatic experience arouses strong paranoia of the other, whereas the 

consciousnesses of being under others’ gaze of Hawthorne’s characters instills a sense of 

temporality and spatiality in their understandings of subjectivity. Ishmael seems to have no sense 

of the continuity between his self and that of his predecessors except for his stepmother’s 

harshness and his desire to escape from the social bounds. But Hawthorne and his characters are 

constantly aware of the gaze cast on them from their ancestors or other figures of authority, and 

what is important is that they take it as necessary in the constitution of their self, without 

inducing radical alienation or paranoia. The old forefathers’ gaze is an invisible power that 

locates Hawthorne and his characters in particular positions determined by cultural inheritance 

and ideology, and the characters’ and readers’ imaginary eyes, in a similar way, locate 

Hawthorne in a visual field that is constructed by gazes from a multitude of eyes. Hawthorne, as 

his shyness indicates, is a man more seen than seeing, and he is sensitively aware of that.  

The three characteristics of Hawthorne’s own subjectivity as observed above are sense of 

shame from gaze, sense of opacity of otherness, and the temporality and spatiality of self, which 

distinguishes Hawthorne’s notion of subjectivity from that of transcendentalism. The author’s 

shyness upon others’ eyes finds repetition in the protagonists of his literary creations. 

6.1.2. HAWTHORNE’S BLACK VEIL        

The Reverend Mr. Hooper in The Minister’s Black Veil is Hawthorne’s most well-known 

protagonists who averts others’ prying eyes by wearing a black veil and refuses to take off even 
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at his death. As J. Hillis Miller comments, “the story is an allegory of the reader’s own situation 

in reading it.”13 The writer, the reader, and other characters in the novel all fail to uncover the 

minister’s secret hidden behind the veil. The Reverend, according to his own words, puts on the 

veil due to his belief of the inaccessibility of personal sin— “secret sin, and those sad mysteries 

which we hide from our nearest and dearest, and would fain conceal from our own consciousness, 

even forgetting that the Omniscient can detect them.”14 And it is his belief that human beings are 

fooling themselves in thinking that they know each other. According to the minister, secret sin is 

hidden in everyone’s heart: “I look around me, and, lo! On every visage a Black Veil!”15 The sin 

is what the veil intends to conceal, and the hidden sin could be regarded as the core of Hooper’s 

self—his social identity as a minister is subverted by the secret sin and his essence lies in the sin 

rather than his social identity. However, the sin cannot be determined, thus the essence of the self 

is also open to interpretations. That is why people within and without the short story arrive at 

incompatible opinions about what he is. According to Samuel Chase Coale’s summary of critical 

views on both Mr. Hooper and the veil, 

[Mr. Hooper is regarded as] sinful, almost demonic, faithless, proud, sacrilegious, 

preoccupied with evil, a misguided religious zealot, a rigid Calvinist, an arch villain, a 

man afraid of women, a selfish soul fleeing from the darkness of sexuality, a character 

similar to Hawthorne in Hawthorne’s power over his readers, and a living parable who, 

by rejecting the love that Elizabeth offers him and maintaining his morbid self-possession 

beneath the veil, not only repeats the very sin he is costuming himself to portray but 

dooms himself to further isolation and despair. The veil on the other hand has suggested a 

symbol for mortal ignorance, a false signum diabolic, a demonic object to be overcome, a 

                                                 
13 Leland S. Person, The Cambridge Introduction to Nathaniel Hawthorne (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2007), 48. 

 
14 Nathaniel Hawthorne, “The Minister’s Black Veil,” in Hawthorne’s Short Stories, ed. 

Newton Arvin (New York: Vintage Books, 1946), 12. 

 
15 Hawthorne, “The Minister’s Black Veil,” 23. 
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symbol of the failure to communicate, and an object whose effects on the townspeople 

are such that its very presence vindicates Hooper’s behavior.16 

 

Critical views on the nature of Hooper and the veil are debatable in that what the veil 

covers remains void and open to infinite interpretations, just like a signifier, when isolated from 

other signifiers on the signifying chain, it fails to refer to any concrete signified. In this case, the 

veil functions somehow in the same way as the bar between signifier and signified in 

postmodernist linguistics. The bar, rather than connecting the two, actually separates them: the 

“truth” of Mr. Hooper is separated by the veil from the Hooper in the viewers’ eyes.  

Mr. Hooper, in spite of his belief in the unknowability of the other and his desperate 

efforts to keep himself away from other’s gaze, dislikes the idea of hiding from others’ eyes. The 

veil is not only a reminder of secret sin to others, but also to himself. Mr. Hooper is afraid of 

looking into mirrors: “In truth, his own antipathy to the veil was known to be so great, that he 

never willingly passed before a mirror, nor stooped to drink a still fountain, lest, in its peaceful 

bosom, he should be affrighted by himself.”17 The water as mirror that embodies and reflects the 

divine power in transcendentalist Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman is replaced by an image of 

water that reflects the repulsive truth to the Reverend, who is afraid of looking into the water 

mirror due to his belief that he would see his long-concealed sin, or his true selfhood, in the dark 

depth of the water. It is seemingly different from the water mirror in Melville’s Moby Dick in 

which Ishmael and Ahab see their narcissistic self-images and embodiments of transcendental 

                                                 
16 Samuel Chase Coale, Mesmerism and Hawthorne: Mediums of American Romance 

(Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 1998), 45-46. 

 
17 Hawthorne, “The Minister’s Black Veil,” 19. 
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spirit, but Hooper shows apparent antipathy. While Ahab and Ishmael see their narcissistic 

images of themselves, Hooper sees the repulsive dark and secret part of his self.  

Ambiguity emerges when Hawthorne’s reader looks at his protagonist: “from beneath the 

black veil, there rolled a cloud into the sunshine, an ambiguity of sin or sorrow, which enveloped 

the poor minister, so that love or sympathy could never reach him.”18 The secret sin hidden under 

the minister’s black veil is never revealed in the novel, and, consequently, the short novel, 

together with the mysterious minister, is undecidable in meaning. It is thus arguable that the 

story is an allegory of the opacity of the other in intersubjective relationships in which one gazes 

at another, only to find a visible or invisible veil. The separateness between the true face and the 

face as a spectacle in viewers’ eyes suggests the alterity of the other, and the necessity for proper 

distance, as well as a veil keeping others’ eyes away, indicating Hooper’s awareness of the 

violent power of the eye. 

Hawthorne’s minister looks at the author with a veil on his face, just as his characters 

seem to be gazing at him in The Custom House. The anxiety brought about by his characters’ 

gaze enables Hawthorne to be sensitively aware of the alterity of his characters and to write his 

characters from a proper distance.  

6.1.3. THE GAZE OF VIOLENCE  

The Reverend Mr. Hooper reminds the reader of Dimmesdale in The Scarlet Letter whose 

secret sin is interrogated and exposed thoroughly by Chillingworth, who, as one of the villains19 

in Hawthorne’s literary works, violates the integrity of Dimmesdale’s alterity by prying and 

                                                 
18 Hawthorne, “The Minister’s Black Veil,” 15. 
 
19  The other representative “villains” are “Aylmer, Rappaccine, Chillingworth, 

Westervelt, Hollingsworth, and even Holgrave.” See Dolis, The Style of Hawthorne’s gaze, 46. 
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peeping into the inner soul of the victim. In The Minister’s Black Veil, the minister’s dignity is 

maintained not only from other characters in the short novel, but also from the writer and the 

reader. The ethical distance Hawthorne urges his readers and characters to keep from each the 

other is achieved through his writings of ambiguity. However, in The Scarlet Letter, the sin 

concealed in Dimmesdale is cruelly investigated by the physician Chillingworth, who becomes 

“not a spectator only, but a chief actor, in the poor minister’s interior world” (SL, 96), and 

reveals Dimmesdale’s secret to the public. In Sacvan Bercovitch’s terms, “The Scarlet Letter is a 

story of concealment and revelation...where concealment is not a crime, but a sin.” 20 

Concealment as a sin could be added another sin: the revelation of the sin. Hawthorne suggests 

that revealing an other’s sin through prying into his or her heart is even more vicious a sin in that 

it violates and invades one’s enclosure of alterity and respect for distance.  

The sin of prying into one’s subjective enclosure and violating one’s dignity is further 

manifested through another Hawthorne’s short novel The Birthmark, in which Aylmer, the 

husband, resolves to remove a birth mark from his wife Georgiana’s face. What haunts Aylmer is 

not the physical existence of the birthmark itself, but what is hidden in the heart of his wife, 

symbolized by the birthmark. In a dream, “he had fancied himself with his servant Aminadab, 

attempting an operation for the removal of the birthmark; but the deeper went the knife, the 

deeper sank the hand, until at length its tiny grasp appeared to have caught hold of Georgiana’s 

heart; whence, however, her husband was inexorably resolved to cut or wrench it away.”21 

                                                 
20 Bercovitch, The Office of The Scarlet Letter, 46. 

 
21 Nathaniel Hawthorne, “The Birthmark,” in Hawthorne’s Short Stories, ed. Newton 

Arvin (New York: Vintage Books, 1946), 151. 
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 Aylmer, like Chillingworth in The Scarlet Letter, is also a devoted physician who 

believes in the omniscient power of scientific means of investigation in revealing hidden 

mysteries in both human beings and non-human beings. His medicine gets rid of the birthmark 

from his wife’s face, but with fatal cost—Georgiana’s life. The tragedy of Aylmer and Georgiana 

is typical of Hawthorne’s writings about visual intersubjectivity in which one endeavors to gaze 

into the soul of another and results in tragedies. On the one hand, Hawthorne’s novels seem to be 

about insuperable alienation in selfhood; on the other hand, the alienation is always violated by 

the prying gaze from another and the necessary intersubjective distance is invaded. 

6.2. VISUALITY AND PEARL 

Pearl is regarded by critics unanimously as “the most enigmatic girl in literature,”22 who 

has claimed a large variety of interpretations ranging from “a sin-child”, “an unholy result of 

Hester and Dimmesdale’s fall from grace”, “a living symbol of Hester’s adultery, ability, 

affection and angel” or “a symbol of natural liberty”, “a wildness of innocence, etc.”23 The 

multiplicity of the interpretations of Pearl results from Hawthorne’s deliberate ambiguity in 

presenting his characters.  

An effective method to understand Pearl is to investigate her visual experience, especially 

the intersubjective visual encounters between her and other protagonists in the novel, which 

reveals the fact that Pearl is an object of others’ gaze with prejudices. Due to Pearl’s isolation 

from social others except for her mother, she experiences unique visual encounters with her 

                                                 
22 Barbara Garlitz, “Pearl: 1850-1955,” PMLA 72, no. 4 (1957): 689. 

 
23 Cindy Lou Daniels, “Hawthorne's Pearl: Woman-Child of the Future,” ATQ 19, no. 3 

(2005): 221. 
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mother’s badge of shame and her own image in waters or mirrors. Hawthorne makes use of these 

special visual encounters to describe the formulation of Pearl’s identity and subjectivity. 

6.2.1. PEARL IN OTHERS’ GAZE 

It is true that throughout the novel, Pearl is presented through various images and 

metaphors of the eye and the mirror. Visual encountering with others is the basic means by 

which a reader can approach her unique subjectivity because another basic means of 

intersubjective communication—language— is blocked for her. As a girl “born outcast of the 

infantile world, an imp of evil, emblem and product of sin” (SL, 64), Pearl does not fully acquire 

the language that is saturated with disciplinary values and power for christened and socialized 

infants.  

Pearl acquired her language through her mother’s “nonsense-words” (SL, 65), which fail 

Hester’s efforts to implant cultural value: “Hester was ultimately compelled to stand aside, and 

permit the child to be swayed by her own impulses” (SL, 64). Pearl is ignorant to Puritan order 

and authority because she fails to internalize the disciplinary cultural codes carried by language. 

When Father Wilson asks who made her, she does not reply in accordance with Puritan codes 

which expect the answer to be her Heavenly Father. Pearl “finally announced that she had not 

been made at all, but had been plucked by her mother off the bush of wild roses, that grew by the 

prison-door” (SL, 77).  

Pearl’s personal language is peculiar and belongs to no one but herself. Even her mother 

Hester is not able to decipher Pearl’s quasi-language. When threatened by other Puritan children, 

“Pearl would grow positively terrible in her puny wrath...with shrill, incoherent exclamations 

that made her mother tremble, because they had so much the sound of a witch’s anathemas in 
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some unknown tongue” (SL, 65). When upset seeing her mother without the scarlet letter on her 

bosom during their secret meeting with Dimmesdale, Pearl “suddenly burst into a fit of passion, 

gesticulating violently...She accompanied this wild outbreak with piercing shrieks, which the 

woods reverberated on all sides” (SL, 142).  

Anne Marie McNamara thinks Pearl’s shrieks are communicating important message to 

Dimmesdale and Hester: “[Dimmesdale’s] unacknowledged daughter tells him in her wordless 

language that his acquiescence to Hester’s will to escape is a false answer to his problem and is 

distasteful to her.”24 It may be true, but the meaning of her wordless language is the result of the 

reader’s and listener’s interpretation. The scream and shriek themselves are meaningless, at least 

to those accommodated in the dominant system of discourses of Puritanism and social discipline. 

If they mean anything, it is the listener or the reader who finalize the signification, not Pearl 

herself. Pearl’s nonsense shrieks could still be real nonsense.  

A better understanding of Pearl’s language of exclamations and shrieks is that Hawthorne 

deliberately disables Pearl’s capacity of language to undermine the priority of language in 

intersubjective communication, and in the construction and representation of human subjectivity. 

When language fails to communicate the peculiar subjectivity of Pearl, the best choice for 

Hawthorne is to describe visual encounters, which are, however, necessarily misinformed due to 

the gazers’ prejudice and the gazee’s opacity.  

Pearl, together with the scarlet letter A, plunges into concentrated gazes when Hester gets 

out of the prison. Pearl represents Hester’s sin not only in the eyes of the authorities and the 

                                                 
24  Anne Marie McNamara, “The Character of Flame: The Function of Pearl in The 

Scarlet Letter,” in On Hawthorne: The Best from American Literature, eds. Edwin H. Cady and 

Louis J. Budd (Durham: Duke University Press, 1990), 70. 
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public, but also in the eyes of Hester herself. It is true that Pearl plays a critical role in her 

mother’s discipline and punishment by reminding her constantly the sin she has committed. 

When Hester looks at the baby, she sees a peculiar look that makes her repeatedly ask the child a 

question: “what are you, Pearl?” When the magistrate tries to take Pearl away from her, Hester 

cries, “She is my happiness! She is my torture, none the less! Pearl keeps me here in life! Pearl 

punishes me too! See ye not, she is the scarlet letter, only capable of being loved, and so 

endowed with a million-fold the power of retribution for my sin” (SL, 78). 

Hester’s claim that “She is the scarlet letter” may be understood in two ways. On the one 

hand, Pearl is truly the outcome of the “immoral” passion between Hester and Dimmesdale. 

Hester might conceal the scarlet letter but she could never conceal Pearl, the living symbol of her 

sin; on the other hand, in Hester’s eyes, Pearl “insidiously” exposes her mother’s shame on many 

occasions, and thus she could be an “agent of evil power.” As a baby, Pearl’s favorite toy is the 

scarlet letter on her mother’s bosom; she flings wild-flowers at her mother’s bosom; she makes a 

green letter and puts it on her own bosom; she gets furious when she notices her mother has cast 

away the scarlet letter in the forest meeting with Dimmesdale and forces her mother to put it 

back. What is most scary to Hester is that Pearl kept inquiring of the true meaning of the letter 

and the connection between the letter and Dimmesdale’s putting hand on his bosom.  

All these have been employed by Hester, as well as many critics, to define Pearl as an 

evil child who is either an offspring of sin or an agent for dominant ideology. Walter Herbert 

Jr.’s idea is representative: “she [Pearl] is an agent of Hester’s punishment, upholding the 

validity of the order that Hester violates. Pearl’s preoccupation with the scarlet letter, her 
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persistent allusions to it, and her eerily apt questions to Hester about Arthur fill out her character 

as an enforcer of the lawful order of society.”25  

However, a study of the visual encounters between Hester and Pearl reveals that the evil 

face of Pearl is what Hester projects onto the child—her own shame and sin. Hawthorne 

describes one eye contact between Hester and Pearl: 

Once, this freakish elfish cast came into the child’s eyes, while Hester was looking at her 

own image in them…she fancied that she beheld, not her own miniature portrait, but 

another face in the small black mirror of Pearl’s eye. It was a face, fiend-like, full of 

smiling malice, yet bearing the semblance of features that she had known full well… It 

was as if an evil spirit possessed the child, and had just then peeped forth in mockery. 

Many a time afterwards had Hester been tortured, though less vividly, by the same 

illusion. (SL, 67) 

 

What is the malicious face Hester sees in Pearl’s eyes? Is Pearl really possessed by an 

evil spirit or is she a demon herself? It is easy to argue against those critics who consider Pearl as 

a symbol of sin or a baby of a demon, because all the “evil” characteristics of the child are the 

illusions seen by the sinful eyes of adults in observing the child, whose nature is fundamentally 

opaque. In looking into Pearl’s eyes, Hester is not seeing, but actually seen, and she is conscious 

that she is being seen. What’s more, she is seen not by Pearl, but by the Puritan community, 

whose gaze Hester has internalized. The fiend-like face is, in accordance to the Puritan morality 

against adultery, her “essence” hidden in the darkness of her unconscious.  

What Hester sees may be attributed to the cultural superego, in the form of Puritan 

morality, which imposes the self-image of Hester on Pearl’s eyes as mirror. She is labeled as an 

immoral lawbreaker who transgresses the most sacred decree of all by practicing adultery. In 

spite of her physical struggle in the concrete world, she is psychologically and spiritually 

                                                 
25 Walter Herbert Jr., “Nathaniel Hawthorne, Una Hawthorne, and The Scarlet Letter: 

Interactive Selfhoods and the Cultural Construction of Gender,” PMLA 103, no. 3 (1988): 289. 
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submitted to patriarchal and Puritan morality, and accepts the scarlet letter and Pearl as symbols 

of her fallen soul.  

Pearl may be a wild child innocent from social involvement or an isolated visual sign that 

refers to nothing social due to her virtual separation from the society. But because she is a visual 

image that is juxtaposed with the scarlet letter, her meaning as a sign can only depend on the 

latter. If separated from the latter, Pearl becomes an empty sign that refer to nothing. Viewers of 

Pearl, including her mother, define what Pearl is based on the meaning of the letter. 

The same misreadings of Pearl repeat throughout the novel. Another misreading worth 

mentioning occurs when Hester looks into the polished mirror of the breast-plate in Governor 

Bellingham’s hall, “That look...made Hester Prynne feel as if it could not be the image of her 

own child, but an imp who was seeking to mold itself into Pearl’s shape” (SL, 73). Still, Pearl’s 

mirror image reflects more Hester’s unconscious acceptance of the Puritan society’s judgment of 

her sin than the true nature of Pearl. In addition to Hester, Chillingworth, Dimmesdale, Mr. 

Wilson, and actually all other protagonists in the novel, as well as readers of the novel, tend to 

define Pearl as a symbol of sin as soon as they see her, imposing essentialist identity on her, and 

reducing the child’s unknowable otherness to their own prejudices. 

6.2.2. MIRROR AND THE AMBIGUITY OF PEARL’S SUBJECTIVITY 

Malcolm Cowley thinks that mirrors are critical narrative instruments for Hawthorne: 

“Hawthorne adorns his imagined rooms and landscapes with mirrors of every description, not 

only looking glasses but burnished shields and breastplates, copper pots, fountains, lakes, pools, 
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anything that could reflect the human form.”26 His observation is true as far as The Scarlet Letter 

is concerned. Mirror images in the novel, including real mirror, mirror of eye apple, and mirror 

of water, are employed by Hawthorne as ways to achieve ambiguity, which in turn are ways to 

represent the opacity of human beings.  

At the brook-side where Pearl meets Hester with Dimmesdale at her side, “Just where she 

had paused the brook chanced to form a pool, so smooth and quiet that it reflected a perfect 

image of her little figure” (SL, 114). However, there is no complete correspondence between the 

real Pearl and the image of Pearl, since the image in water seems “nearly identical,” but “more 

refined and spiritualized than the reality” (SL, 141). The difference between Pearl and her mirror 

image renders Pearl illusive and split, arousing strong ambiguity on the nature of the girl. 

Hawthorne repeats this visual discrepancy four times in the chapter The Child at the Brook-Side, 

suggesting that Hawthorne is using the mirror image as a most important narrative strategy in his 

representation of the enigmatic girl. 

When the absolute correspondence between the viewer and the mirror image is broken, 

the reader, who is observing the viewer looking in the mirror, tends to believe that the mirror 

image is truer than the person looking at the mirror. An explanation for privileging the mirror 

image is that, as beliefs in mythical mirrors across cultures show, the mirror exposes what is 

hidden in the dark and secret corner of mind. Thus, to most readers, the shadowy and intangible 

image in the water seems even truer than the real Pearl, who appears to be just a shadow of the 

shadowy Pearl in water. 

                                                 
26 Malcolm Cowley, “Hawthorne in the looking glass,” The Sewanee Review 56, no. 4 

(1948): 545. 
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Hawthorne strengthens the ambiguity over Pearl through creating Pearls as a visual sign 

of ununified signifier and signified, with the water surface as a signifying bar dividing the 

signifier and the signified. In Hawthorne’s description, it is elusive to tell which is the signifier 

and which is the supposed signified between the real Pearl and the mirror image of Pearl. 

Contrary to conventional belief of the correspondence between a signifier and a signified, the 

two in Hawthorne’s picture are only loosely connected to each other with the direct signifying 

bond broken. Just as postmodernist linguistic theories about the relationship between signifier 

and signified suggest,27 the image Pearl and the real Pearl cannot be fully correspondent with 

each other.  

The discrepancy results in ambiguity, and fails to tell what Pearl really is. When the 

correspondence between the real and the image breaks, both of them become signifiers that refer 

to something outside of the two images. It seems that no finalized signified is available unless 

interpreters and viewers put them in the signifying chain with other signifiers that are arbitrarily 

finalized. Actually it is exactly what characters in the novel and readers outside of the novel are 

doing when they add another signifier—the scarlet letter, finalized as a badge of shame—to Pearl 

and her mirror image and concludes arbitrarily that Pearl is the letter in life. In this way they 

impose an essentialist definition as an agent of evil or authority on Pearl.  

                                                 
27 The unity of linguistic signs between the signifier and the signified in the Saussure’s 

structuralist linguistics is put into question by Lacan and deconstructionists: “whereas for 

Saussure the line distinguishing the signifier and the signified expresses at once the profound 

division and the strict solidarity of the two term, for Lacan the line constitutes a genuine 

barrier—an obstacle preventing the smooth crossing from one realm to the other.” See Dany 

Nobus, “Lacan’s Science of the Subject: Between Linguistics and Topology,” in The Cambridge 

Companion to Lacan, ed. Jean-Michel Rabaté (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 

53-54. 
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However, defining Pearl’s nature in this way is equally problematic, since the scarlet 

letter itself is an even more notoriously ambivalent signifier defying any finalized signified. 

Therefore, Pearl as a visual sign is analogous with a sign in language “as a free play, forever 

without closure.”28 

The inaccessibility and ambivalence of Pearl’s essence get further demonstrated by 

another dichotomy in visual encounter Hawthorne creates at the brook-side, in which the brook 

divides Pearl from Hester and Dimmesdale, especially from her scarlet letter.  

Critics have interpreted Pearl’s outrageous reaction upon seeing her mother without the 

scarlet letter as a persuasive demonstration of the evil nature of Pearl, but it is arguable that it has 

more to do with the crisis Pearl undergoes concerning her subjectivity: the loss of the object of 

her identification leaves her selfhood rootless and empty. It seems that not only others, but also 

Pearl has always identified herself with the letter and its carrier Hester, and thus she has to a 

certain extent become one with the letter, a living symbol of her mother’s sin. Her autonomous 

self has never been achieved and her self-consciousness remains blank, except for her 

subjectivity that is established through her identification with the scarlet letter.  

She has always been closely integrated with her mother, due to the lack of both primal 

and symbolic father, and identified with the letter since her infanthood, the most striking visual 

presence in the mother, until this moment at the brook-side where the brook divides them from 

each other, the scarlet letter cast away by her mother, and most importantly, Dimmesdale, both 

primal and symbolic father to Pearl, shows up and claims privilege for the mother, leaving 

Pearl’s selfhood under threat. 

                                                 
28 Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1980), 128. 
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 The integration between Pearl and her mother and the identification between Pearl and 

the scarlet letter are broken by the dividing brook, presenting a dichotomy between Pearl and the 

other that enables her to make sense of herself, a scene similar to the Lacanian child seeing an 

image in the mirror—essentially another—and identifies with it to establish subjectivity. With 

both the ambiguity of the correspondence between Pearl and her image divided by water surface 

and the ambiguity of the integration and identification between Pearl and her mother when they 

are divided by the mirror-like water surface and brook, “Hester felt herself, in some indistinct 

and tantalizing manner, estranged from Pearl; as if the child, in her lonely ramble through the 

forest, had strayed out of the sphere in which she and her mother dwelt together, and was now 

vainly seeking to return to it” (SL, 141). Dimmesdale also senses the illusiveness of the nature of 

Pearl: “this brook is the boundary between two worlds, and that thou canst never meet thy Pearl 

again”  (SL, 141).  

In spite of various interpretations of the nature of Pearl, Hawthorne does not state directly 

what Pearl is and he artistically creates a kind of emptiness or hole that attracts real or virtual 

gazes desiring for truth. But truth is apparently unavailable in that the author’s omniscient and 

omnipotent gaze in the novel is absent, and what is available is the uncertainty produced by 

individual gazes of limit and prejudice.  

The truth is also founded on the split mirror images, as well as the sliding chain of 

signifiers resulting in no definite signified. It demonstrates further Hawthorne’s assumption 

about the inaccessibility of one’s essence, and the constructedness of one’s essence, since 

without others’ gazes, Pearl possesses no selfhood at all. Hawthorne’s assumption concerning the 
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alterity of the other and the constructedness of subjectivity is thus represented through his artful 

description of visual perceptions. 

6.2.3. PEARL’S IMAGINARY AND SYMBOLIC SUBJECTIVITY 

 

As mentioned earlier, when we reflect upon the nature of Pearl, no definite answer is 

available except for the multitude of images produced by others’ gaze. It is true that Pearl is 

faced with difficulties in establishing her subjectivity, mainly due to, as discussed earlier, the 

lack of social involvement and the absence of the linguistic system that carries the Name of the 

Father, which is responsible for introducing an individual into the symbolic order.   

But it does not mean that Pearl is absolutely passive and void in terms of subjectivity. 

According to Hawthorne’s description of her visual experiences, especially those concerning her 

pursuits of her image in water mirrors, Pearl is in the process of forming her selfhood in the 

imaginary order, in which the visual other plays the fundamental role in the formulation of 

human subjectivity. And her entering into the symbolic order does not happen until the father 

Dimmesdale acknowledges his fatherhood and Pearl kisses her father to declare her being part of 

the symbolic order by her acceptance of the symbolic authority. 

In addition to suggesting the ambiguity of Pearl, her mirror images in the water also 

suggest the difficulties Pearl is faced with in establishing her subjectivity. Pearl appears to be a 

girl trapped in the imaginary stage due to her peculiar living condition: she is living in an 

enclosed family with the absence of the paternal father, meanwhile isolated from the society with 

the absence of the symbolic father. Hester’s attempts to play the role of the father in both the 

familial and the symbolic structures are frustrated and in vain, and she has no choice but to 

“stand aside, and permit the child to be swayed by her own impulses” (SL, 64). Hester feels like 
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she has evoked a spirit, but fails to get the “master-word” (SL, 65), which sounds like the “master 

signifier” in the Lacanian linguistic system that determines the references of other signifiers, 

suggesting the deficiency of language and the power of symbolic authority in the construction of 

Pearl’s subjectivity. There is no master-word in the world of Pearl, thus, she is not allowed the 

conditions for entering the symbolic order.  

Failure in entering the symbolic order traps Pearl in the imaginary stage, in which she 

makes sense of selfhood by identifying with the visual image of the other. The other can be one’s 

own image, as Lacanian theory of mirror stage suggests; it can also be another figure as an ego 

ideal. In the case of Pearl, the visual images for her to identify with are firstly her own mirror 

image, and secondly the scarlet letter on her mother’s bosom, which is nonhuman, but the most 

visible sign on her mother that Pearl is exposed to since her birth. It is arguable that Pearl may 

have identified with the letter since infanthood, so much so that she could not bear to see it 

absent from her mother’s bosom in the woods. 

When Hester met Chillingworth at the margin of the sea, Pearl is engaged in a game of 

communication and identification with her own images. “Here and there, she came to a full stop, 

and peeped curiously into a pool, left by the retiring tide as a mirror for Pearl to see her face in” 

(SL, 115). Hawthorne’s depiction of the visual encounter between Pearl and her own image 

suggests the visual means by which Pearl is trying to make sense of her selfhood: 

 Forth peeped at her, out of the pool, with dark, glistening curls around her head, and an 

elf-smile in her eyes, the image of a little maid, whom Pearl, having no other playmate, 

invited to take her hand and run a race with her. But the visionary little maid, on her part, 

beckoned likewise, as if to say— ‘This is a better place! Come thou into the pool!’ Pearl, 

stepping in, mid-leg deep, beheld her own white feet at the bottom; while, out of a still 

lower depth, came the gleam of a kind of fragmentary smile, floating to and fro in the 

agitated water. (SL, 115) 
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The image in the water is apparently viewed by Pearl as another, rather than herself. And 

the image’s invitation to play with the image suggests that Pearl is in need of a social other to 

achieve sense of self. Pearl’s life is atypical for children in her lack of social contact with other 

kids, and that is why her favorite game is to create humans with whatever she finds to engage 

with.  

That the image attracts Pearl to get into the water to merge with the image reminds the 

reader of narcissism and Lacan’s theory concerning the visual construction of subjectivity in the 

mirror stage, in which one needs an image to identify with, but the other is never totally 

identifiable. Pearl’s impulse to get into the pool suggests a moment in which Pearl achieves a 

selfhood established on the visual contact with the other—her own image in water, which is 

actually a form of intersubjective selfhood, or in other words, Pearl’s subjectivity lies in the 

visual existence of the other—her own image in this case.  

However, Pearl in Hawthorne’s depiction of narcissism differs from Narcissus in the 

Greek story who drowns himself, and Ahab who annihilates himself, seeking for unification with 

their narcissistic image.  Once Pearl steps into the shallow water, her image becomes fragmented 

and is no longer attractive to her. Hawthorne tells his readers “At first...she had flirted fancifully 

with her own image in a pool of water, beckoning the phantom forth, and—as it declined to 

venture—seeking a passage for herself into its sphere of impalpable earth and unattainable sky. 

Soon finding, however, that either she or the image was unreal, she turned elsewhere for better 

pastime” (SL, 121). The fragmentation of her water image that she intends to identify with 

suggests the illusiveness of establishing subjectivity relying only on the imaginary other.  
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Pearl does not develop a narcissistic love in her own image and gives up pursuing the 

water image. Thus, Hawthorne depicts an image in contrast to Melville’s Ahab, who does not 

give up identifying with his ego ideal until his death. Pearl, while living solitarily with her 

mother, risks being narcissistic, but somehow, which Hawthorne does not clarify, Pearl, or rather 

Hawthorne, is conscious of the danger in narcissistic pursuit, and gives up narcissistic pursuit to 

go after other means of establishing her subjectivity. 

In Pearl’s following her pastime, she plays with anything that interests her, as imaginary 

human beings rather than plants and animals. Most importantly, her sense of sympathy is 

cultivated when she breaks a little bird’s wing. “The elf-child sighed, and gave up her sports; 

because it grieved her to have done harm to a little being that was as wild as the sea-breeze, or as 

wild as Pearl herself” (SL, 121). The change from Pearl’s attempts of identification with her 

image in the water to her sympathy for the hurt bird marks a turning point in her understanding 

of self-other relationship. In other words, Pearl’s pursuit of narcissistic subjectivity has given 

way to an initial attempt to establish intersubjectivity between her and others, for whom the bird 

stands in Hawthorne’s narration. 

 This explains why Pearl insists on her mother’s wearing the letter and Dimmesdale’s 

public acknowledgement of the relationship between them. Hester and Dimmesdale’s decision to 

escape from the Puritan community is a result of Hester’s growing separation from others and 

stronger sense of self-autonomy and self-reliance. After years of discipline by the scarlet letter, 

“Hester had wandered, without rule or guidance, in a moral wilderness; ...The scarlet letter was 

her passport into regions where other women dared not tread” (SL, 136). That’s why Hawthorne 

says “the scarlet letter had not done its office” (SL, 114). It’s Pearl who did the office for the 
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scarlet letter because it is Pearl who made Hester give up her decision to write on the 

Blackman’s book and remain in human relationships. But the office Pearl does is not to force 

discipline on Hester as the scarlet letter does.  

It has always been a puzzle for critics why Pearl insists that her mother wear the letter 

and her father acknowledge her publicly. As mentioned earlier, some critics think it is because of 

her evilness; some believe that Pearl is an instrument for Hawthorne to convey his conservative 

ideology. Bercovitch’s idea is typical: “Pearl serves increasingly to underscore what is wrong 

with Hester’s radicalism, what remains ‘womanly’ about Hester despite her manlike ‘freedom of 

speculation,’ and what sort of politics Hester must adopt if she is to help effect the changes that 

history calls for.”29 However, these ideological ideas only reveal Pearl’s function in her mother’s 

yielding, but fail to account for the formation of Pearl’s consciousness of intersubjective 

relationship in human existence. Actually, as the preceding arguments shows, it is the visual 

encounter between Pearl and her own image that helps initially develop her understanding of 

intersubjectivity rather than Narcissistic subjectivity, which helps save Hester from radical 

isolation from the other.  

Pearl saves Hester from radicalization in two ways: on the one hand, her very existence 

urges her mother to stay in contact with human beings. As Hawthorne writes: “Had little Pearl 

never come to her from the spiritual world, it might have been far otherwise, then she might have 

come down to us in history, hand in hand with Ann Hutchinson, as the foundress of a religious 

sect” (SL, 113). On the other hand, Pearl develops, through visual encounters with images of 

others—mainly her own, understandings of the necessity of intersubjectivity as the true condition 
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of existence, and urges her parents to cultivate ethical intersubjective relationships with others, 

rather than pursuing radical autonomy and independence free from their temporal and spatial 

relations with others. That is why she forces Hester’s resumption of the scarlet letter in the forest 

and urges Dimmesdale to kiss her as acknowledgement of their relationship in front of the public. 

Dimmesdale’s kiss and acknowledgement make Pearl’s entry into the symbolic order of 

social system possible. Pearl has entered firstly into a familial structure in which the primal 

father Dimmesdale, with the phallus, symbolizes the authority that establishes the order a child is 

to abide by in the familial relationship; Pearl has entered secondly into a symbolic structure in 

which she accepts the symbolic authority, represented by his father, a real father and a “fatherly” 

priest. She is now a social being with her selfhood established on the intersubjective connections, 

with the successful resolution of her imaginary trap. 

Dimmesdale’s kiss and acknowledgement also finalize the signification of Pearl, of 

Hester, and fundamentally the scarlet letter. The openness of the letter allows Hester to challenge 

the authority’s definition, but simultaneously arouses stronger curiosities from the public, whose 

gaze has been an invisible prison to Hester, and to Pearl. Pearl, due to her pursuit of 

intersubjective social existence, decides that maintaining the elusiveness of the letter and hiding 

the secret will only prolong their social isolation and the visual imprisonment enforced by the 

letter A. Pearl helps finalize the signified of the sign as “Adultery,” which has undergone a 

transformation from a radical sin to a behavior that calls for public sympathy by Dimmesdale’s 

confession and Hester’s ethical behavior. The mystery surrounding the letter is no longer 

puzzling enough to arouse associations with evilness like fire in the hell. It now refers definitely 

to “Adultery,” which stimulates sympathy and love, rather than animosity and hatred. The visual 
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prison is shattered when the spectators cast sympathetic gaze, rather than disciplinary gaze on the 

prisoners. 

6.3. VISUALITY AND HESTER 

6.3.1. THE VISUAL PRISON AND THE IMAGETEXT “A” 

The scarlet letter “A” worn on the bosom of Hester Prynne is a source of ambiguity, for 

which a large variety of interpretations have been produced, ranging from “Adultery,” “Able,” 

“Affection,” to “Angel,” etc.30 Person takes the signification of the letter central to the novel: 

“The Scarlet Letter is a novel about letters and their meaning and effect.”31 Michael Pringle also 

argues that “the A clearly operates in more than one arena; the focal point of the novel, it is—

among other things—text and penalty, public brand and private albatross, obvious symbol and 

mystic rune, badge of shame and emblem of pride.”32 It is one example of “the obliquity of signs, 

which is believed to be a striking feature of Hawthorne’s works.”33 Hawthorne’s self-conscious 

use of dictions such as token, hieroglyphic, and emblem shows his awareness of the impossibility 

of defining the ultimate meaning for a sign. Similarly, it indicates his deliberate efforts to 

produce a text of ambiguity.  

                                                 
30 Robert E. Whelan, “Hester Prynne’s Little Pearl: Sacred and Profane Love,” in On 

Hawthorne: The Best from American Literature, eds. Edwin Harrison Cady and Louis J. Budd 
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The scarlet letter is first of all a visual instrument for managing citizenship in the 

patriarchal society, which, in order to achieve an effective surveillance of its community, has 

developed a system of moral disciplines solidifying its own interest while suppressing that of the 

subordinate and marginal groups. Exertion of power in visual ways is a practice of long history. 

Public execution of enemies or criminals and live broadcast of court trials are all typical 

examples of the visual methods of managing citizenship by ruling classes. The magistrates in 

Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter follow exactly this old tradition.  

Wearing the scarlet letter as a sign of fallen morality, Hester is exposed to the audience 

on the scaffold, which “was held, in the old time, to be as effectual an agent in the promotion of 

good citizenship, as ever was the guillotine among the terrorists of France” (SL, 41). The scaffold, 

on which transgressors get beheaded and outlaws get punished, in turn stares at everyone 

witnessing the execution and maintains the social, political and religious order desirable for the 

dominant power. The scaffold exerts the coercive power to a further extent in equipping itself in 

such a way to “confine the human head in its tight grasp, and thus hold it up to the public gaze. 

The very ideal of ignominy was embodied and made manifest in this contrivance of wood and 

iron” (SL, 41).  Hawthorne further maintains: “there can be no outrage, me thinks, against our 

common nature, —whatever be the delinquencies of the individual, —no outrage more flagrant 

than to forbid the culprit to hide his face for shame; as it was the essence of this punishment to 

do” (SL, 41). The underlying principles of the visual punishment may be the interaction between 

the seeing and the seen, the former imprisoning the latter with their power of visuality, while the 

latter reminding the former of the consequence of transgressing the law. The criminal gets 
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punished to be normalized; the audience gets warned to stick to normalization and the good 

citizenship is thus forged. 

In addition to the traditional discipline of corporal body via exposing Hester and her sin 

to the public, the magistrates’ punishment is also suggestive of soul-managing modern power by 

making Hester internalize disciplinary gaze from others—the agents of power. The scarlet letter 

becomes an indispensable part of Hester, making her the target of gaze wherever she goes. 

Sturken and Cartwright hold that “images are not only factors in interpersonal power 

relationships, such as the relation between those who look and those who are gazed upon, but are 

also elements in the functioning of institutional power. Images can both exert power and act as 

instruments of power.”34 The disciplinary institutions succeed in formulating a visual prison by 

means of the community’s eyes on the transgressor—a mobile prison to which Hester is 

sentenced to lifelong imprisonment, even a jail for her soul after her death. It is a way to turn 

every pair of eyes into a gaze of surveillance and Hester into a prisoner to every gaze:  

Thus the young and pure would be taught to look at her, with the scarlet letter flaming on 

her breast, —at her, the child of honorable parents, —at her, the mother of a babe, that 

would hereafter be a woman, —at her, who had once been innocent, —as the figure, the 

body, the reality of sin. And over her grave, the infamy that she must carry thither would 

be her only monument. (SL, 56) 

 

The scarlet letter “A” is simultaneously an image and a text, forming what W. J. T. 

Mitchell names an “imagetext,” 35  in which the image “A” and the text “A” coexist 

interdependently and interactively. The disciplinary power of the imagetext “A” is strengthened 

by both the scarlet color of the image and the open signification of the letter. The redness of the 
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image recalls evil power, while the openness of the letter arouses infinite imagination. The fire 

associated with the redness of the letter on Hester’s bosom makes Hester exposed to the 

community’s gaze anywhere and anytime, even in the darkness. “It was whispered, by those who 

peered after her, that the scarlet letter threw a lurid gleam along the dark passage-way of the 

interior” (SL, 50). And to some, “the symbol was not mere scarlet cloth, tinged in an earthly dye-

pot, but was red-hot with infernal fire, and could be seen glowing all night, whenever Hester 

Prynne walked abroad in the night-time” (SL, 62).  

In a similar way, the power of the letter “A” does not seem to lie in its clarified reference 

to “Adultery,” but in its very ambiguity, which attracts ever-lasting curious gazes from the public 

that ensure the continuity of the visual discipline. The magistrates are making full use of the 

cultural implications of the color “scarlet” and the letter “A,” and the great potential of 

signification by the interaction and cooperation between the two in a powerfully performative 

imagetext. 

The token of Hester’s shame is not only visible to the others, to her child Pearl, but most 

devastatingly to herself, so much so that she is kept reminded of her own sin by the image of the 

letter in the eyes of her daughter, in the mirrors wherever she finds, and in the depth of her soul. 

The institutional gaze from others is internalized, so much so that she unconsciously sees in 

mirrors and others’ eyes her scarlet letter because she is gazing at herself through the others’ 

eyes unyieldingly. This is a form of self-imposed punishment and discipline, and an ideal 

outcome of the visual prison, which manages not only her body, but also her soul.  

Gazing into the mirror, a person is experiencing a kind of “split that viewers experience 

in looking at images, as a result of being simultaneously the surveyor and the surveyed, in 
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looking at oneself through the implied gaze of others.”36 The split is exaggerated to an alarming 

extent when Hester looks into the mirror. When Hester and Pearl go to the dwelling of Governor 

Bellingham, she sees herself in the mirror of the gleaming armor. “Hester looked…and she saw 

that…the scarlet letter was represented in exaggerated and gigantic proportions, so as to be 

greatly the most prominent feature of her appearance” (SL, 73). The gigantic proportions of the 

letter in the mirror suggest the pounding effect the letter exerts upon the heart of Hester. Hester’s 

image as a beautiful woman shrinks behind the scorching scarlet letter, and her selfhood is now 

the equivalence of the single letter. As Person argues: “The Puritans’ punishment has temporarily 

obliterated Hester’s identity and given her a new one—an identity for them and thus for her. 

Hawthorne recognized that societies have such power.”37 That power is mainly executed through 

a citizen’s internalization of others’ disciplinary eyes: “From first to last, Hester Prynne had 

always this dreadful agony in feeling a human eye upon the token; the spot never grew callous; it 

seemed, on the contrary, to grow more sensitive with daily torture” (SL, 60). 

 Hawthorne introduces another form of invisible imagetext: the scarlet letter of 

Dimmesdale. Covered by Hester’s silence, Dimmesdale remains reverend and respected as the 

clergyman in the community. In spite of the fact that there is no worldly gaze at his guilt, he is 

gazed upon by the omniscient and omnipresent eyes of God and imaginary eyes of social others, 

which is even more devastating than the gaze from the public for Hester. That is why he 

frequently puts his hand over heart in pain and suffering. Whether there is a scarlet letter on 

Dimmesdale’s bosom is a mystery, which is another source of ambiguity in the novel. In the 
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scene of Dimmesdale’s confession on the scaffold, he tears his garment from his chest, but what 

is seen is muffled again. “It was revealed! But it was irreverent to describe that revelation” (SL, 

172). Although some spectators testify to witnessing a scarlet letter like Hester’s, others see 

nothing. Millicent Bell holds that “the sign, if it had really been there, might, anyhow, our 

narrator remarks, have been only the medical symptom of Dimmesdale’s psychic distress, an 

instance of psychosomatic symptomology.”38   

The internalization of others’ disciplinary eyes tortures Dimmesdale, who intentionally 

looks into mirrors to see the gnawing teeth of guilt and pain. In his secret closet, “viewing his 

own face in a looking-glass, by the most powerful light which he could throw upon it...his brain 

often reeled, and visions seemed to flit before him” (SL, 100). In his mirror, Dimmesdale sees a 

herd of diabolic shapes, a group of shining angels, his dead friends, his frowning father, his 

pitying mother, as well as Hester and Pearl. These spectral figures in the mirror are all engaged 

in a visual contact with Dimmesdale, piercing his cover and gazing at his sin steadily. In addition 

to these eyes in mirror, God’s omnipotent eye is an even more severe monitor of his hidden 

secret. When standing on the pillory alone at darkness, Dimmesdale “was overcome with a great 

horror of mind, as if the universe were gazing at a scarlet token on his naked breast, right over 

his heart” (SL, 102). The internalization of disciplines of Puritan establishment prevents 

Dimmesdale from escaping into either wilderness or alien places, since no matter where he goes, 

these eyes would always be on him. 

Dimmesdale’s determination to confess his sin to the public on the scaffold at the cost of 

his life, breaking his promise to run away with Hester and Pearl, suggests that the surveillance 
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and punishment exerted by the spiritual management of religion is more overwhelming than the 

visible badge of sin imposed by external law enforcement. More significantly, management of 

the soul is carried out by his self-surveillance. Dimmesdale’s end approaching, Hawthorne’s 

narrator says: “It [the scarlet letter] was on him...God’s eye beheld it! The angels were forever 

pointing at it! They knew it well, and fretted it continually with the touch of his burning finger...” 

(SL, 172). The visual prison forged by the eyes of God enfetters him, and as a devoted clergyman 

whose body and soul are submitted to the surveillance and management of the Puritan Divine 

eyes, his impulsive transgressive passion renders himself the victim of “pastoral power,” which 

is “a power of care. It looks after the flock, it looks after the individuals of the flock, it sees to it 

that the sheep does not suffer, it goes in search of those that have strayed off course, and it treats 

those that are injured.” 39  Dimmesdale is simultaneously the violator and the judge as a 

clergyman. He looks after his own soul that has strayed off course, and decides that death should 

be an ideal way out of his dilemma. 

6.3.2. THE REVERSAL OF GAZE  

The internal and external prison imposed on Hester by the gaze focused on the scarlet 

letter does not mean that she submits totally to the prison without any rebellion. Actually, it is 

exactly Hester—the “national heroine of our version of the Protestant will in America”40—with 

her self-fashioning efforts against the patriarchal gaze with the help of the visual force of the 

scarlet letter, endows the novel with a charm lasting to today. Her artistry of embroidery is her 
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means of struggle which is admired and appreciated among the folks. “To Hester Prynne it (the 

delicate toil of the needle) might have been a mode of expressing, and therefore soothing, the 

passion of her life” (SL, 59). She resists the disciplinary gaze by transfiguring the imagetext “A” 

through her artistry of embroidery.  

There is no language for her to claim for her stand and argue against the dominant Puritan 

discourse, because, isolated and subordinated, Hester’s verbal communication with others is cut 

off and the power of discourse is exclusively controlled by the magistrates. Visual expression is 

Hester’s only choice to stand and rebel. She endeavors to change the power relationship between 

the spectators and her badges of shame—the scarlet letter and Pearl. Sturken and Cartwright 

maintains in Practices of Looking that “the spectator was always perceived to have more power 

than the object of the gaze, but the contemporary landscape of images shows that this is not 

always the case.”41 In a similar way, the subversion of the spectator’s objectifying power also 

happens when Hester succeeds in changing the power relationship between Puritan spectators 

and the object of their gaze. Hester employs the scarlet letter as anti-surveillance means by which 

she subverts the original power relation and even to claim certain power over the community. 

The presence of the original signified of the sign “A” is supplemented or even substituted by the 

“dangerous supplement”42 created by Hester through changing the visual presence of the image.  

The scarlet letter “A,” as an “imagetext,” is composed of both the image “A” and the text 

“A.” The change of one will inevitably lead to the change of the other. Hester seems to be aware 

of this, and by transforming the image she successfully undermines or subverts the intended 
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meaning of the letter. Simultaneously, by changing the image of the letter, and necessarily 

changing the letter, Hester has produced a new imagetext that she manipulates to establish her 

identity in the Puritan society that was frowning on her. 

As an imagetext, the signification of the “A” depends not only on the juxtaposition of the 

image and the letter, but also on its historical and ideological materiality. Mitchell maintains in 

Picture Theory that “the image-text relation… is not a merely technical question, but a site of 

conflict, a nexus where political, institutional, and social antagonisms play themselves out in the 

materiality of representation.”43 The scarlet letter on Hester’s bosom is not a simple badge but a 

site of discourses where political, social and religious powers assemble and compete. What may 

be added is that images, in spite of the common belief of them as visual means of institutional 

power, can also be employed as instruments of efforts against institutional power, for which 

Hester’s rebellion by means of the image “A” is a case in point. The “A” is an imagetext 

saturated with competing powers of patriarchy and matriarchy, community and individual, 

religion and secularity. Each party tries to control the power of discourse and finalize the 

signified of the letter in an effort to make its voice the dominant one and to preserve or subvert 

the existing power relation. Hester is an artist of embroidery, and she artistically manipulates the 

scarlet letter to subvert the patriarchal, communal, and religious power, and to claim the feminist, 

individual, and secular freedom. 

When Hester appears from behind the door of the prison, “the point which drew all 

eyes…was that scarlet letter, so fantastically embroidered and illuminated upon her bosom. It 

had the effect of a spell, taking her out of ordinary relations with humanity, and inclosing her in a 
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sphere by herself” (SL, 39). Critics commonly agree on the “transgressive power of Hester’s 

embroidery,”44 due to the apparent discrepancy between the expected symbol of shame and the 

response from the audience. The letter, together with the baby at Hester’s bosom, make 

spectators associate her with the image of “Divine Maternity” (SL, 41). The power relationship 

between the spectator and the spectacle is, to a certain extent, reversed: the spectators fail to 

objectify the spectacle with their gaze, but rather get objectified by the spectacle which has been 

transformed into a possible sign of the divine. The reversal of power is partly successful because 

of, as discussed earlier, Hester’s internalization of the disciplinary gaze that cannot be uprooted 

by external forces, even by her own will. However, it is still true that the total objectification of 

Hester is broken. 

The imagetext “A” makes the radical metamorphosis possible due to its greater potential 

of signification because, in an imagetext, “the respective representational regimes of words and 

pictures are at once thoroughly entwined and mutually antagonized.” 45  The image of the 

imagetext “A” has been transformed by Hester’s embroidery and the text “A” seems to have 

been transformed simultaneously. By saying that the imagetext takes Hester out of ordinary 

relations with humanity into a sphere of herself, Hawthorne suggests that both the letter and 

Hester will not be interpreted through the established social and linguistic systems, because both 

of them, when enclosed in a sphere by themselves, have become isolated visual signs.  
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But, modern semiotics informs that the meaning of a sign is “the result of a division or 

‘articulation’ of signs,”46 or, to put it in other words, the signifier of a sign refers to a signified 

only through its difference from other signifiers, and when isolated, the signifier becomes 

meaningless, or open to limitless possibilities of meaning. The letter “A” is cut off its signifying 

relation with the other letters in “Adultery,” and Hester is thus divided from her imposed tag of 

“Adulterer.” They are further cut off from the linguistic system that is established on the 

dominant power. It is arguable that Hester subverts the originally disciplinary imagetext through 

intentional transformation of the image, which in turn changes the text, resulting in the 

elusiveness of the sign and thus the deconstruction of her sinfulness.  

The absence of the signified to the sign “A” poses a greater challenge to the established 

discourse system, and in a similar way, the elusiveness of Hester’s subjectivity and identity offer 

subversive confusions to the community. The loss of the signified undermines the authority of 

the magistrates and the power of discipline and punishment the scarlet letter is supposed to carry. 

It seems that the only way to ensure the discipline of the letter is to certify the signified as 

“Adultery,” and to certify the father of the baby on her bosom, and finally to “consolidate the 

free-play of signification into a single signified.47  The single signified will determine the single 

subjectivity of Hester and Pearl, to maintain the proficiency of disciplinary gaze. 

The child Pearl might be also an imagetext in that, as argued earlier, she is regarded as a 

living symbol of the sinful passion between Hester and Dimmesdale. She is viewed as a child of 
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demon not only by the patriarchal magistrates, but by her mother Hester to a certain extent. In 

spite of her suspicion upon the child’s nature, Hester refuses to accept the Puritan society’s 

definition of her child as a product and a symbol of her sin. Again, Hester strives to change the 

image of the child in order to change the intended meaning of the text concerning Pearl, in much 

the same manner as she transfigured the scarlet letter itself. The child is dressed fancifully just as 

the letter is embroidered fancifully. “The child’s attire…was distinguished by a fanciful, or, we 

might say, a fantastic ingenuity” (SL, 58). It is in contrast to Puritan education of children that 

despises luxury for simplicity. Through embroidery, the “A” brings Hester out of human 

relations into an enclosed self; in the same way, the fancifully dressed Pearl also declares 

independence from the communal connection. In such a manner, Pearl is transformed from the 

living symbol of her parents’ shame to the living symbol of the absence of signified or open 

interpretations. Again, the absence and openness themselves pose subversive challenge to the 

magistrates’ power by deconstructing the signification founded on patriarchal discourse system. 

The imagetext of Pearl, like the imagetext of the letter, produces a transgressive meaning 

subverting the intended one by the magistrates. 

The most significant change of the scarlet letter happens when Hester returns to Boston, 

the place of her sin and shame, and puts on the scarlet letter again all by her own will. She 

extends her hands to people in need and promotes people’s love, tolerance and forgiveness, so 

much so that when the community talks about the “woman with the letter.” They talk in awe and 

respect, and the letter develops into the symbol of “Angel.” Hawthorne writes, “in the lapse of 

the toilsome, thoughtful, and self-devoted years that make up Hester’s life, the scarlet letter 

ceased to be a stigma which attracted the world’s scorn and bitterness, and became a type of 
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something to be sorrowed over, and looked upon with awe, yet with reverence too” (SL, 177). 

Hester is successful in transforming the disciplinary imagetext of “A” into one symbolizing 

individuality and sympathy. The “A” undergoes the metamorphosis from discipline on Hester to 

ambiguity, and then to active performativity on the society by Hester. But what is certain is that 

the imagetext of the scarlet letter was employed by Hester once again, either as a war flag or as a 

truce signal.  

Modern feminists are enthusiastic about The Scarlet Letter in that Hester may be viewed 

as a practitioner of feminism in the Puritan patriarchal society. Although contradictions exist as 

to her final choice to return to Boston and put on her scarlet letter again, she is generally hailed 

as a heroine fighting alone for her individuality, independence, and freedom. As Walter Herbert 

maintains: “Hester is a vigorous and furious woman who resents the oppression and sees it as 

bearing on the whole womanhood.” 48  Hester’s rebellion is achieved mainly in visual ways 

through changing the power and ethical relationship in the gaze cast on her by her spectators.  

6.3.3. INTERSUBJECTIVE ETHICS AND HESTER’S RETURN 

Hester’s return is likewise open to interpretations: from the feminist perspective, it is an 

obedient and submissive stance to embrace the religious and moral codes of the Puritan 

community, or, from the perspective of Americanization, it is attributable to the writer’s 

conservative political and ethical attitudes, which are committed to accomplishing consensus 

among Americans to satisfy dominating ideological requirements, etc.  

Ideological interpretation of the novels is found short in that, in Davis’s words, “the tools 

with which ideological critics assign in praise or blame—ideological analysis inherited from 

                                                 
48 Walter, Jr. Herbert, “Nathaniel Hawthorne, Una Hawthorne, and The Scarlet Letter: 

Interactive Selfhoods and the Cultural Construction of Gender,” PMLA 103. 3 (1988): 288. 
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Marxism, cultural criticism in general—make little room for individual human choice.”49 In 

addition, ideological interpretation fails to explain the inconsistency of Hester’s initial rebellion 

and final submission. Furthermore, interpreting Hawthorne’s writings solely from the angle of 

political propaganda neglects his reflections upon universalizable existential problems and his 

ideas on facing the problems. It is arguable that Hester’s return is based on Hawthorne’s 

philosophical reflection upon human subjectivity and the self-other relationship for people as 

beings-in-the-world. 

Hawthorne’s reflection upon the universalizable existential problem is presented 

implicitly by the somewhat paradoxical process Hester and Pearl undergo in their efforts to 

establish and maintain their selfhood in the circumstances of social conformity and discipline. 

The paradox lies in the fact that the self depends on the other for its existence on the one hand, 

and gets annihilated by the other on the other hand, as the Sartrean self-other visual experience 

suggests. Hester’s social isolation maintains and undermines her selfhood at the same time, and 

in order to regain the undermined selfhood after autonomous isolation, Hester has to go back to 

the human world, which used to prison her by disciplinary gaze.  

The imagetext “A,” when isolated from signifying chain, is both void and open to infinite 

signification, which is effective and powerful in subverting the socially finalized signified 

“Adultery,” but the price is the void and the infinity itself, or the deconstruction of the signifying 

capacity of the letter itself as a sign. The same is true to Hester: her selfhood, when isolated from 

intersubjective relationship with the social others, subverts panopticon gaze, but gets threatened 

by void or infinity, both of which annihilate Hester’s selfhood in turn. It is also the case with 

                                                 
49 Davis, Hawthorne’s Shyness, 18. 
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Pearl. Dressed fancifully by her mother in the same way as Hester does to the letter “A” through 

embroidery, and isolated from the signifying chain of social discourses due to her incapacity of 

language, analogous with the “A,” Pearl’s selfhood is both void and infinite, and her selfhood 

remains elusive. Hester, in making Pearl a symbol of her sin and a subversive imagetext, 

“depersonalizes, dehumanizes Pearl,”50 mainly by disconnecting her from social beings. 

It is through descriptions of visual experiences of Hester and Pearl that the Hawthornian 

paradox of human existence is presented: on the one hand, the others’ gaze objectifies and 

alienates the self; on the other hand, the self depends on the presence of the other for its very 

existence, and escaping from others’ gaze renders one’s selfhood rootless. The both repulsive 

and attractive gaze from the other poses one of the fundamental dilemmas one confronts in 

existence. 

 How to deal with this dilemma is what Hawthorne is concerned with when he writes 

about Hester’s return from Europe to Boston. Hester’s return may not be regarded as her 

compromise with the dominant ideology or her acceptance of the patriarchal authority. Her 

return is the result of Hawthorne’s intersubjective ethics as a result of his philosophical 

consideration of the dilemma in the construction of individual subjectivity and the paradoxical 

dualism of self-other relationship. Hester stands for the Hawthornian intersubjective ethics in 

which the other is respected for his/her alterity on the one hand, and is taken as the target of 

one’s responsibility for its role as the precondition to the self on the other hand. 

The Hawthornian intersubjective ethics recalls Emmanuel Levinas’s philosophy of the 

other, and his discussion concerning the ethical issues in visual perception of the other in the 

                                                 
50  Charles Swann, Nathaniel Hawthorne: Tradition and Revolution (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1991), 83. 
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twentieth-century. According to Hagi Kenaan, “Levinas identifies at the core of the visual a site 

that is for him altogether exceptional: the scene of an extraordinary event that disrupts and 

unravels the fabric of what appears to the eye. This site is the human face or, more precisely, the 

face of the other person.” 51  Seeing a face is the most extraordinary event in one’s visual 

perception. It is the primary way to get access to the other’s essence. However, alterity, 

“belonging to the essence of the other,” is nonetheless “visible only from an I.”52 I, as a spectator, 

look at the other’s face for his/her essence, which, however, is not accessible through the face. 

That is why looking at a human face “requires a recognition of the self’s vulnerability, its 

inability to extend through the exterior world,” and in this recognition, “the ego is put into 

question under a prohibition that is fundamentally ethical.”53  

The ethics in seeing a human face is first to acknowledge that the self is vulnerable and to 

recognize the “responsibility” one holds towards the other when seeing a face, because, “In the 

face of the other, and only in the face of the other, the self becomes non-interchangeable, non-

substitutable, which is to say, it becomes inalienably itself.”54 In other words, seeing the face of 

the other makes the self possible, which is an argument for the intersubjective nature of human 

                                                 
51 Hagi Kenaan, The Ethics of Visuality: Levinas and the Contemporary Gaze (New York: 

I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2013), XX. 

 
52 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, trans. Alphonso 

Lingis (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1969), 121.  

 
53 Colin Davis, Levinas: An Introduction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996), 55. 

 
54 Richard A. Cohen, introduction to Face to Face with Levinas, ed. Richard A. Cohen 

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2012), 8. 
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self. This is an idea shared by Sartre who makes it clear that “my self-identity depends upon the 

other.”55  

However, Sartrean paranoia of the other stands in contrast to Levinasian ethics of the 

other. The Sartrean Ishmael and Ahab escapes to the ocean, while the Levinasian Hester returns 

to human connections. Levinas proposes an ethical way to deal with the dualistic self-other 

relationship, which apparently recalls Hawthorne’s writings of Hester’s return based on 

intersubjective ethics. In a certain sense, Hester practiced the Levinasian ethics hundreds of year 

ago. 

Levinas’s intersubjective ethics is characterized with the unknowability of the other’s 

essence and the self’s ethical responsibility for the other. Similarly, Hawthorne’s shyness, as 

mentioned earlier, lies in his belief of the opacity of being and the need for distance between 

individuals; the Reverend Hooper is a radical believer of the unknowability of the other’s 

essence; Chillingworth is a violator of the other’s alterity; Hester remains trapped in the dualistic 

self-other relationship until she is philosophically enlightened enough, with regard to the ethical 

responsibility of the other for the sake of both herself and the other, to give up struggling for 

autonomy and seek for a selfhood established on the ethical relationship with the other. 

When Hester returns to Boston, she resumes her badge of shame, which is a stance to 

accept the others’ gaze and the interpretations it brings about. It seems that she does not expect to 

subvert others’ disciplinary gaze anymore and has come to terms with it, or, she is no longer 

concerned with others’ gaze, but more with her own gaze upon others. Her concern with the 

others’ gaze is overwhelmed by her concern with her ethical responsibility for the other, 

                                                 
55 T. Storm Heter, Sartre’s Ethics of Engagement (London: A & C Black, 2009), 113. 
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regardless of the other’ responsibility for her, just as what Levinas claims about the 

“nonreciprocal nature”56 of one’s responsibility for the other when seeing the face.  

The non-reciprocity of self-other ethical responsibility is based on the necessary 

difference between social beings:  “responsibility comes from the other and emerges out of the 

difference that structures the human relation—a relation that does not presuppose that self and 

Other are the same…Levinas endeavors to posit this difference at the center of responsibility, 

and thus he emphasizes the uniqueness of the self’s responsibility and its nonreciprocal nature.”57 

Hester’s one-way ethical responsibility for the other is also arguably based on her belief of the 

difference in social relation: she does not expect others to be as responsible to her as she is to 

them, because the other is, after all, not herself and cannot hold the identical responsibility to her. 

Hester’s ethical concern for the others are markedly altruistic because what she does is to fulfill 

her responsibility to the other, which makes her own selfhood possible, or in Levinas’s idea, “the  

responsibility for the other is the very structure of subjectivity.”58 

Therefore, it is arguable that what Hawthorne is concerned with is rather a universal issue 

of ethical choice when self and other, or the interiority and the exteriority, are in tension and in 

need of compromise. The protagonists in the novel end up with achieving compromises between 

their selves and the others, as the result of an ethical consideration of the inseparable self-other 

relationship, rather than yielding to Puritan judgment; Hester and Pearl begin with social 

isolation and end up with intersubjective ethics; they begin with seeing the other as target of 

                                                 
56  Sharon Todd, Learning from the Other: Levinas, Psychoanalysis, and Ethical 

Possibilities in Education (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2012), 109. 

 
57 Todd, Learning from the Other, 109. 

 
58 Todd, Learning from the Other, 109. 
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Sartrean confrontation and ends up as target of Levinasian ethical responsibility. Hester initially 

sees the others as threatening alterity, but finally establishes ethical intersubjective relationship 

with the others, accepting it as a truth that the other is after all inaccessible, but fundamentally 

essential in establishing her own subjectivity. 

*** 

The Scarlet Letter is a novel on human subjectivity in the historical epoch of American 

Renaissance in which Puritanism, rationalism, idealism, Emersonian self-reliance, and modern 

panopticon power interact and cooperate in the constitutions of human subjectivity. Hawthorne 

draws the aloft-gazing Emersonian subject back into the visual field of gaze, where one’s 

selfhood is located in a specular relationship with the other, compared with the Emerson 

selfhood located in the transcendent soul.  

Hawthorne constructs various pairs of dualistic images, such as the duality between 

Hester and the public, Pearl and the public, Hester and Pearl, Dimmesdale and Chillingworth, etc. 

The two parties of dichotomies are closely connected, but with strong sense of distance, 

represented through the both desirable and repulsive eyes of the other. The connection lies in 

Hawthorne’s belief in human being-in-the-world, and the distance is based on his idea of the 

opacity of being. The simultaneous desire and repulsion of the other suggests Hawthorne’s 

philosophical consideration of the tension between intersubjective nature of human selfhood and 

pursuit of individualism and self-reliance.  

Images of the eye and the mirror are prevalently employed in Hawthorne’s representation 

of the construction of his protagonists’ subjectivity, and intersubjective relationships. 

Dimmesdale is gazed upon by God, the Absolute Subject; Chillingworth is prying with his 
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rationalist sight; Hester is under disciplinary surveillance, while defying and subverting the gaze; 

and Pearl is a void that is meaningless unless in others’ eyes. Dimmesdale and Chillingworth are 

a consistent pair of victim and violator in visual means. Hester and Pearl are interactive to each 

other and undergo a transformation from insular selfhood to intersubjective existence. And they 

are all exposed to a panopticon gaze, from God, from magistrates, or from the public. The gaze 

in The Scarlet Letter indicates strong dualistic tension in self-other relationship, which is 

arguably based on the tradition of dualism and individualism in the tradition of the American 

transcendentalism. Dualism and individualism contribute to Hawthorne’s awareness of the 

inaccessible alterity of the other, the necessity of interpersonal distance, and the violence of 

intruding into others’ enclosure.  

Through the specular relationships between Pearl and her mirror image, Hawthorne 

depicts Pearl’s imaginary selfhood; through that between Hester and her image, Hawthorne 

displays the schizophrenia in her consciousness caused by internalized disciplinary gaze. In spite 

of the fact that Hester stands up against the disciplinary gaze from the society, she identifies with 

the gaze in understanding herself and interpreting the other, especially Pearl. 

However, Hawthorne argues against radical self-reliance for sake of autonomy, and he 

designs Hester’s return and Pearl’s desire for familial and social recognition to present his notion 

of intersubjective ethics—to hold responsibility for the other, who renders her own subjectivity 

possible. In such a way, the conflicting and alienating intersubjective gaze in a dualistic structure 

is converted into a caring and sympathetic one as an attempt to relieve the dualistic tension. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

According to the above analysis, theoretically speaking, a human being is born into the a priori 

fields of ideology and visuality, which construct his/her subjectivity simultaneously, resulting in 

a constructed subject in contrast to the autonomous being in the rationalist and the romanticist 

tradition. The visual experience is psychologically and perceptually contributing to the 

constitution of one’s subjectivity in the “imaginary order.” The four novels in this study seem to 

privilege visuality over language, perceptio over ratio, in representing subjects trapped by the 

real or virtual specular other. Images of the eye and the mirror are prevalent in all the four novels, 

which are employed by the authors to represent the visual constitution of subjectivities in the 

novels. 

The visual construction of subjectivity in the novels, as discussed in previous chapters, is 

too complex to be reduced into monolithic modes, but it is still arguable that the four novels 

represent four dominant modes respectively: the symbolic mode, the imaginary mode, the 

transcendentalist mode, and the dualistic mode. 

In the symbolic mode of The Plum in the Golden Vase, Pan Jinlian, in a Confucian 

symbolic order, voyeurs, exhibits, and manipulates male gaze to construct for herself a “fatherly” 

identity in a whimsical pursuit of her ego ideal. She identifies with the patriarchal father Ximen 

Qing as an ideal image, but Ximen Qing himself in turn attempts to identify with his own more 

coherent and ideal image in the mirror, unsatisfied with his fulfillment of being a father in the 

concrete social existence. Both of them seem to somehow fulfill the desire for identification, 

only to meet with the fatal consequences of gruesome deaths. The Confucian visual subjects 



 

296 

 

ritualized by moral codes are questioned by Pan Jinlian and Ximen Qing driven by desires 

derived from the visual other. 

In the imaginary mode of The Story of the Stone, Jia Baoyu is trapped in the imaginary 

order, and the speculary relationship with others is the only way in which he establishes his 

subjectivity. He is lost in the mirror hall in which he sees himself from an infinite multitude of 

perspectives of others, disgusted by his own established self and eager to identify with the other, 

but when the others turn out to be empty and ephemeral, his self also diminishes. Daoist and 

Buddhist concepts of “emptiness” or “nothingness” provides an escape from the imaginary trap, 

but not completely. The ideal visual subjects in the Confucian symbolic order is challenged by 

Baoyu who has no access to the symbolic order and trapped in a world of imaginary 

identification. 

In the transcendent mode of Moby Dick, Ahab does not gaze upon a social other like the 

Chinese characters do. He gazes into the transcendent realm and finds his ideal object for 

identification in a symbol of metaphysical spirit to make sense of his existence. Ahab’s world is 

neither a social symbolic order, nor an imaginary order; his is a world of transcendentalist 

imaginary order: he identifies with the narcissistic image and the ego ideal he sees in the 

whale—a symbol of transcendent spirit. At the same time the whale, as the symbolic father in 

Ahab’s world, gets Ahab punished and disciplined, even destroyed when he refuses to give up 

his desire for identification. 

In the dualistic mode of The Scarlet Letter, Hester is looking and being looked at by 

others in a tense dualistic manner, and she in turn employs visual instruments like the letter and 

Pearl to fight against the visual prison she is put in. Despite her efforts for rebellion, she 
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internalizes or identifies with others’ gaze upon herself, resulting in distorted figures of herself 

and others. Hawthorne proposes intersubjective ethics as a way out for Hester and from Pearl’s 

dilemma. 

These characters are all anti-heroes or anti-heroines trapped by the imaginary other—

both real and virtual, both mirror image and concrete other, unwilling or unable to be normalized 

into “healthy” subjects that can be accommodated in the ideological systems in their specific 

times, or even when they are successful in entering the symbolic order, their unconscious desire, 

especially the desire for identification—“the sin in seeing,” usually overrides the moral and 

disciplinary codes imposed by the dominant ideology, and works as the decisive element 

constituting the subject.  

But cultural differences are also obvious. The first is that the American novels represents 

stronger anxiety over the visual presence of the other, likely due to the Western tradition of 

individualism and dualism. The Chinese characters, due to the Chinese traditional stress on 

human-relatedness and inter-changeability between yin and yang, tend to desire for, rather than 

escape from, the visual other, until their final enlightenment. But in terms of psychology, all 

novels are conscious of the paradoxical self-other relationship: on the one hand, the visual other 

is necessary for the self to make sense of his or her selfhood; on the other hand, the visual other 

threatens the self with its potential of being a dangerous supplement, a cause of paranoia, a 

source of schizophrenia, or a violator of interpersonal distance, etc. 

The second difference is that while the desire for identification is universal, the specific 

object for identification is culturally specific, depending on the varying self-other visual 

relationship determined by the specific dominant ideology. The human other is always the 
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primary object for the Chinese gaze, which is ritualized in the social and ideological dimension, 

but identifying, assimilating, and annihilating in the psychological dimension, as indicated by the 

complex visual experiences of Pan Jinlian, Ximen Qing, and Jia Baoyu. It may be based on the 

Chinese intellectual tradition of immanence, for which the ultimate goal is to seek for the Way to 

harmonize interpersonal relationship in a social context. Chinese philosophers attending to 

immanent human relationships resemble the literary figures, who are obsessed with concrete 

others around him, giving little consideration to the abstract ideas or forms.  

Human gaze in the era of American Renaissance is either drawn aloft to the transcendent 

realm or to the objectified other—the world and the human other. The American gaze may be 

based on the Western tradition of transcendence, which directs human eyes to the spiritual and 

transcendent other world in a dualistic manner. Western philosophers in pursuit of the 

transcendence resemble Ahab and Chillingworth, who, when looking at human beings, intend to 

see beyond them into a transcendental realm, or, to see through the corporeal surface for the 

abstract truth.  

The third difference is concerned with the different forms of tragedy and different 

proposals for resolution by the authors. The tragedy for the Chinese subjects lies in the 

dangerous complementary nature of the other to the self—the impulse to assimilate the other or 

to identify with the other annihilates or replaces the self, which the Confucian ethical codes of 

seeing intend to prevent, but as represented in the novels, the codes are always insufficient and 

the ethical subjects are actually trapped in visual identification with the other. The problem with 

the American visual subjects is the annihilation of the self by identifying with the illusory spirit, 

or the objectification of the other by the gazing subjects as spectators. 
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Finally, the different resolutions proposed by the authors reflect their particular responses 

to their respective traditions. To deal with the “sin of seeing”—the desire for identification, 

Chinese protagonists in the Plum in the Golden Vase long for an escape from the visual other 

through Buddhist and Daoist renunciation, while Cao Xueqin, the author of the Story of the Stone, 

seems aware of the necessity of the other for selfhood establishment and calls for intersubjective 

care as a way to nurture one’s self. Melville’s aloft-gazing American protagonists wish to turn 

their gaze from the transcendent realm into the human eye, while Hawthorne, revealing the 

ethical and ideological problems of looking into human eyes, posits an intersubjective ethics, 

similar to that espoused by Cao Xueqin. Both traditions represent the constitutive power of 

seeing and being seen, as well as the need for an intersubjective ethics to establish proper visual 

subjectivity. 

The four novels could be imagined as composing an entrapping cycle of human existence. 

If the protagonists in the four novels are actually the same one, the single protagonist may 

undergo such a cyclical journey in a synthesized story: he/she is firstly born as Jia Baoyu, or 

Pearl, who is a child trapped in the imaginary order, attempting to initiate the constitution of 

his/her subjectivity. Then he/she, at the price of being symbolically castrated, succeeds in 

entering the concrete symbolic order, to be Pan Jinlian or Hester. When he/she encounters the 

agent of the Name of the Father, such as Ximen Qing and the disciplinary gazers, his/her desire 

for identification with the father is stimulated by the unconscious wish for non-castration, and 

when he/she does become the agent somehow, he/she is further obsessed with his/her own mirror 

image as an ego ideal. The illusory mirror image finally leads to his/her Buddhist enlightenment 

and renunciation of the mundane world. After cutting off social connections and entering the 
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Gate of Emptiness, in order to make sense of his/her existence, he/she has no choice but to 

confront a transcendent other—a spirit or a faith, in much the same way as Ahab does, which is 

actually another effort for identifying with another that is even more illusory than the concrete 

other he/she finds in the social context. He/she will, as Ahab and the stone do, desire for human 

mutual gaze again when realizing the absurdity in pursuing a transcendent other, or the necessity 

of the other to make sense of the self. He/she will come back to the mundane world as Jia Baoyu, 

Pan Jinlian, Ximen Qing, Hester, and Ahab again, to start another cycle of pursuing and escaping 

from the visual other. 

It seems that the tragedy or the absurdity of existence is unavoidable as long as one 

intends to make sense of his/her self, which requires the presence of the other, but, the visual 

presence of the other, paradoxically alienates and annihilates the self. For this reason, Ming 

Dong Gu’s conception of visual subjectivity— “I see and I am seen, therefore I am”— could be 

juxtaposed with an antithesis: “I see and I am seen, therefore I am not.”  
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