


“No other book brings together so many disciplinary fields, object do‑
mains, and historical periods in a consistently reasoned analytical over‑
view that convincingly demonstrates the impossibility of any absolutistic 
generalization. Between universalism and relativism, both untenable and 
damaging, Alloa succeeds in synthesizing what cannot be isolated, without 
unduly lumping together so many different aspects of visual experience. 
‘Perspective,’ usually considered subjectivist, and ‘sharing,’ considered an 
appeal to community, are patiently led into a lively conversation, with 
philosophers and visual analysts, artists, and students bringing in their dif‑
ferent views. History and contemporaneity, also, are shown to be compat‑
ible, even in need of each other, so that conceptions that kept transforming 
throughout the centuries retain, not in stability but in movement, their rel‑
evance for the turbulent world of today. The itinerary through this amaz‑
ingly rich treasure of knowledge and insight constantly stays captivating, 
for us today, eager to understand what we see better.”

Mieke Bal, Co‑founder of the Amsterdam School for  
Cultural Analysis (ASCA)
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This book is a defense of perspectivism in the age of post‑truth. At the 
crossroads of science, art, and philosophy, it unearths a tradition that we 
must rediscover: the point of view is not only what divides, it is also what 
is shared.

Today, perspective is associated with individualism and personal 
viewpoints. But in an age of post‑truth, the only robust answer to relativism 
lies in fact in a reappraisal of perspectivism. In discussion with contemporary 
new realisms of various sorts, this book makes a case why perspectivism 
alone can avoid us falling back into epistemological naivetés. A journey 
into the history of optics, art, philosophy, and social psychology, this book 
unearths the forgotten tradition of perspectiva communis, which makes 
perspective the vector of a common horizon. This book argues that vision 
is never immediate. Rather, to see through is the key to understanding the 
perspectival operation. We never see by ourselves—all seeing must pass 
through something other than itself, through the mediation and the detour 
of an apparatus or the witness of a third party. Besides the theoretical 
framework for this new approach to perspective, this book presents a 
series of case studies ranging from innovative interpretations of classical 
authors and key moments in the history of art—from ancient painting, 
trompe l’oeil, and Brunelleschi’s experiment in Renaissance Florence—to 
the issue of perspective in the work of contemporary artists such as Robert 
Smithson.

The Share of Perspective will be of interest to scholars and advanced 
students working in aesthetics, phenomenology, art history, and the 
history of sciences.

Emmanuel Alloa is Professor of Philosophy and Chair for Aesthetics and 
Philosophy of Art at the University of Fribourg. His books in English in‑
clude Resistance of the Sensible World: An Introduction to Merleau‑Ponty 
(2017) and Looking Through Images: A Phenomenology of Visual Media 
(2021). He currently serves as President of the German Society of Aesthetics.

The Share of Perspective



The Philosophy of Fiction
Imagination and Cognition
Edited by Patrik Engisch and Julia Langkau

Imperfectionist Aesthetics in Art and Everyday Life
Edited by Peter Cheyne

Othello and the Problem of Knowledge
Reading Shakespeare through Wittgenstein
Richard Gaskin

A Somaesthetics of Performative Beauty
Tangoing Desire and Nostalgia
Falk Heinrich

The Revival of Beauty
Aesthetics, Experience and Philosophy
Catherine Wesselinoff

Abstraction in Science and Art
Philosophical Perspectives
Edited by Chiara Ambrosio and Julia Sánchez‑Dorado

Hitchcock as Philosopher of the Erotic
Richard Gilmore

The Share of Perspective
Emmanuel Alloa

For more information about this series, please visit: https://www.routledge.com/Routledge‑ 
Research‑in‑Aesthetics/book‑series/RRA

Routledge Research in Aesthetics

https://www.routledge.com/Routledge-Research-in-Aesthetics/book-series/RRA
https://www.routledge.com/Routledge-Research-in-Aesthetics/book-series/RRA


The Share of Perspective

Emmanuel Alloa

Translated by Nils F. Schott

NEW YORK AND LONDON 



First published 2025
by Routledge
605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

and by Routledge
4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2025 Emmanuel Alloa

The right of Emmanuel Alloa to be identified as author of this work has 
been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, 
Designs and Patents Act 1988.

With the exception of Conclusion, no part of this book may be 
reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, 
mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including 
photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval 
system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Conclusion of this book is available for free in PDF format as Open 
Access at www.taylorfrancis.com. It has been made available under 
a Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial-No Derivatives 
(CC BY-NC-ND) 4.0 International license.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks 
or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and 
explanation without intent to infringe.

ISBN: 978-1-032-73918-2 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-032-73919-9 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-003-46666-6 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003466666

The Open Access version of Conclusion was funded by University of Fribourg.

For Product Safety Concerns and Information please contact our EU representative:  
GPSR@taylorandfrancis.com
Taylor & Francis
Verlag GmbH, Kaufingerstraße 24, 80331 München, Germany

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003466666
mailto:GPSR@taylorandfrancis.com
www.taylorfrancis.com


List of Figures ix
Foreword xv
MARTIN JAY

Preface to the English edition xxv
Acknowledgments xxix

1 Shared perspectives 1

2 Dangerous media: Plato’s discovery  
of perspectival images 73

3 Florence, 1425: the mirror stage of painting 90

4 Robert Smithson, at lost sight 113

5 Can perspective be a symbolic form? Revisiting 
Panofsky with Cassirer 133

 Conclusion: in praise of the plural: for a new  
perspectivism 156

Bibliography 185
Index 199

Contents



https://taylorandfrancis.com


1.1 Perspectivizers. Etching by Abraham Bosse, 130 × 85 cm, 
in Girard Desargues, Manière universelle de M. Desargues 
pour pratiquer la perspective par petit pied, comme le 
géométral, Ensemble des places et proportions des fortes 
et faibles touches, teintes ou couleurs (Paris: des Hayes, 
1647–48), plate 2, opposite page 60 3

1.2 Hendrik Hondius, detail from figure VII on an 
unnumbered plate in Samuel Marolois, La Perspective 
contenant la theorie et la practique d’icelle (The Hague: 
Hondius, 1614) 7

1.3 The visual rays. Etching by Kaspar Rötel, in Robert Fludd, 
Utriusque cosmi maioris scilicet et minoris metaphysica, 
physica atque technica historia (Oppenheim: Galler, 
1617), vol. 1, tractatus 2, part 4, book 2: De radiis directis, 307 9

1.4 The laboratory of the alchemist. Figure 4 in Heinrich 
Khunrath, Amphitheatrum sapientiae aeternae (Hanau: 
Wilhelm Anton, 1609) 10

1.5 Anonymous (Piero della Francesca?), Ideal City, between 
1475 and 1480, oil and tempera on panel, 67.5 × 239.5 cm, 
Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino 13

1.6 (a) Section of the Teatro Olimpico, Vicenza, sketch by 
Ottavio Bertotti Scamozzi, 1776, plate 3 in volume 1 of Le 
fabbriche e i disegni di Andrea Palladio raccolti ed illustrati 
da Ottavio Bertotti Scamozzi: opera divisa in quattro tomi 
con tavole in rame rappresentanti le piante, i prospetti, e 
gli spaccati (Vicenza: Giovanni Rossi, 1796). (b) Cristoforo 
dall’Acqua, Prospetto Interno del Teatro Olimpico nella città 
di Vincenza (View of the Stage of the Teatro Olimpico at 
Vicenza), around 1750, engraving on paper, 45.2 × 64.2 cm, 
Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum, Washington, 
DC, inv. no. chndm_1960‑25‑1 14

Figures



x Figures

1.7 “Picture‑Box.” Engraving, in “An Instrument of Use to 
take the Draught, or Picture of any Thing. Communicated 
by Dr. Hook [sic] to the Royal Society Dec. 19, 1694” 
in William Derham, ed., Philosophical Experiments and 
Observations of the Late Eminent Dr. Robert Hooke ... 
and Other Virtuoso’s in His Time, 292–96 (London: 
Innys, 1726), 295 19

1.8 Rubin’s Vase 24
1.9 Sight. Etching by Kaspar Rötel, in Robert Fludd, Utriusque 

cosmi maioris scilicet et minoris metaphysica, physica atque 
technica historia (Oppenheim: Galler, 1617), vol. 1,  
tractatus 2, part 4, book 2: De radiis directis, 301 38

1.10 “Surroundings and environment of the bee.” Figure 23 in 
Jakob von Uexküll and Georg Kriszat, Streifzüge durch 
die Umwelten von Tieren und Menschen: Ein Bilderbuch 
unsichtbarer Welten (Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1956), 59 45

1.11 Alexandre Rodrigues Ferreira, Jurupixuna dressed in 
jaguar skin, face covered with elaborate ornamentation, 
from Viagem filosófica pelas capitanias do Grão Pará, 
Rio Negro, Mato Grosso e Cuibá, 1783–1792, Rio de 
Janeiro, Biblioteca Nacional, Collection Ferreira, box 1 
(anthropology), folio 4 48

1.12 Jurupixuna wearing animal masks. Watercolor by 
Joaquim José Codina, 1787, plate 22 in Memory of 
Amazonia: Alexandre Rodrigues Ferreira and the Viagem 
Philosophica in the captaincies of Grão‑Pará, Rio Negro, 
Mato Grosso and Cuyabá, 1783–92, exhibition catalog 
(Coimbra: Museu e Laboratório Antropológico da 
Universidade de Coimbra, 1994) 49

1.13 Plate 47 in Jean‑François Nicéron and Marin Mersenne, 
La perspective curieuse du reverend P. Niceron minime ... 
Avec l’optique et la catoptrique du R. P. Mersenne [etc.] 
(Paris: Langlois, 1652) 54

1.14 Necker cube, classic (left) and symmetrical (right) version 56
1.15 Perspectival view of an ideal city, engraving by Thomas 

de Leu,  in Jacques Perret, Des fortifications et artifices, 
architecture et perspective, Paris 1620. 57

1.16 James Stirling, Michael Wilford and Associates, 
Worm’s‑Eye Axonometric, Staatsgalerie Stuttgart,  
1977–1984, presentation drawing, ink, graphite, and color 
crayon on paper, 28.5 × 27 cm, inv. no. AP140.S2.SS1.
D52.P11.2. © James Stirling/Michael Wilford fonds, 
Collection Centre Canadien d’Architecture/Canadian 
Centre for Architecture, Montréal 58



Figures xi

1.17 Kim Sa‑hyeong, Yi Mu, and Yi Hoe, Gangnido (Historical 
Map of Countries and Cities), 1402, revised ca. 1470, silk 
painting, 150 × 163 cm, Kyōtō, Ryūkoku University Library 60

1.18 Parallel perspective in a detail from the Ch’ing‑ming 
Shanghe Tu (Along the River During the Ch’ing‑ming 
Festival), attributed to Zhang Zeduan, Song dynasty 
(ninth century CE); copy made by five court artists in 
1736, during the Ch’ing dynasty, ink and color on silk, 
35.6 × 1152.8 cm, Taipei, National Palace Museum 60

1.19 Nebamun’s garden, fragment of a tomb painting, 
Eighteenth Dynasty, 64 × 73 cm, London, British 
Museum, inv. no. EA37983 62

1.20 El Lissitzky, Rendering of the Abstract Cabinet at the 
Provinzialmuseum Hannover, 1926–27, gouache and 
collage on cardboard, 39.9 × 52.3 cm, Hannover, Sprengel 
Museum, inv. no. PHz 1914 63

1.21 Impossible objects 63
1.22 Josef Albers, To Monte Albán from the Graphic Tectonic 

series, 1942 lithograph, 33.8 × 26.4 cm. © 2018 The Josef 
and Anni Albers Foundation/Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
New York 65

2.1 Theater decoration, fresco in the villa of P. Fannius 
Synistor, Boscoreale, first century BCE 80

2.2 Glass fruit bowl, wall painting in the villa of Poppaea 
Sabina, Oplontis, first century BCE 81

2.3 Phidias (?), Athena Parthenos, set up in the cella of the 
Parthenon in Athens in 438 BCE. Reconstruction by  
Heinz Kähler 82

3.1 Moves exhibition, sketch and general view, in Hubert 
Damisch, L’amour m’expose: Le projet “Moves”  
(Paris: Klincksieck, 2007), 91 and 96 92

3.2 Plate 30 from Hans Vredeman de Vries and Hendrik 
Hondius, Perspective [etc.] (The Hague: Hondius, 1604) 94

3.3 Sight. Engraving by Frans Schooten from the fifth 
discourse of the Dioptrique (first published in 1637), 
in René Descartes, Discours de la méthode pour bien 
conduire sa raison [etc.] (Paris: Angot 1668), 93 96

3.4 Albrecht Dürer, draughtsman drawing a reclining woman, 
woodcut, 7.5 × 21 cm, in Underweysung der Messung 
(Nuremberg, 1538), in Das gesamte graphische Werk, ed. 
Wolfgang Hutt, 2 vols. (Munich: Rogner & Bernhard, 1970), 1460 96

3.5 Old Babylonian tablet, clay model of the liver used for 
divination, 14.6 cm wide, from Sippar (Iraq), London, 
British Museum, inv. no. 92668 97



xii Figures

3.6 Brunelleschi’s first experiment: instructions for using the 
tavoletta. In Hubert Damisch, L’Origine de la perspective 
(Paris: Flammarion, 1987), 115 and 142 102

3.7 Philippe Comar, From the point of view of the ‘tavoletta,’ 
1991, reproduced in his book La perspective en jeu: Les 
dessous de l’image (Paris: Gallimard, 1992), 33 104

3.8 Fra Carnevale (?), Ideal City, around 1445–84, oil and 
tempera on panel, 77.4 × 220 cm, Baltimore, The Walters 
Art Museum, inv. no. 37.677 106

4.1 Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty in Red Salt Water, 1970, view 
of the permanent installation, Great Salt Lake, Utah, in Gary 
Shapiro, Earthwards: Robert Smithson and Art after Babel 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 6. © Holt/
Smithson Foundation 114

4.2 Robert Smithson, Glue Pour, 1969, Performance, 
Vancouver, Canada, in Guglielmo Bargellesi‑Severi, ed., 
Robert Smithson: Slideworks (Milan: Frua, 1997).  
© Holt/Smithson Foundation 115

4.3 Paolo Uccello, perspectival study of a chalice, around 
1450, ink on paper, 34.9 × 24.3 cm, Florence, Gabinetto 
dei Disegni e delle Stampe delle Gallerie degli Uffizi, inv. 
no. 1758 A. See also Robert Smithson: The Collected 
Writings, ed. Jack Flam, 119–33 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press 1996), 359 117

4.4 Above, “From Edgar Allan Poe’s Eureka,” in Robert 
Smithson, “Quasi‑Infinities and the Waning of Space,” in 
Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings, ed. Jack Flam, 
34–37 (Berkeley: University of California Press 1996), 34,  
© Holt/Smithson Foundation/ADAGP, Paris, 2020 for 
Robert Smithson. Below, Perspectivizers. Etching by 
Abraham Bosse, 130 × 85 cm, in Girard Desargues, Manière 
universelle de M. Desargues pour pratiquer la perspective 
par petit pied, comme le géométral, Ensemble des places et 
proportions des fortes et faibles touches, teintes ou couleurs 
(Paris: des Hayes, 1647–48), plate 2, opposite page 60 118

4.5 Robert Smithson, Yucatán Mirror Displacement 1, 1969, 
chromogenic print from chromogenic slide, 61 × 61 cm, 
New York, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, inv.  
no. 99.5269 122

4.6 Robert Smithson, Mono Lake Non‑Site (Cinders Near 
Black Point), 1968, painted steel container, cinders and 
map photostat, La Jolla, CA, San Diego Museum of 
Contemporary Art, inv. no. 1981.10.1‑2 123



Figures xiii

4.7 Robert Smithson, Gyrostasis, 1968, painted steel, 
187 × 137.5 × 99.7 cm, Washington, Hirshhorn Museum  
and Sculpture Garden, inv. no. 72.270 124

4.8 “Plan of a simple box stereoscope without mirrors or 
lenses,” from James P. C. Southall, Introduction to 
Physiological Optics, 1961, Robert Smithson’s private 
copy with his comments, in Ann Reynolds, Learning  
from New Jersey and Elsewhere (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
2003), 60 127

4.9 Robert Smithson, Afterthought Enantiomorphic 
Chambers, 1965, photocollage, staples, color pencil 
on graph paper, 28 × 21.3 cm, Porto, Coll. Fundação de 
Serralves ‑ Museu de Arte Contemporânea, Porto, Portugal 128

4.10 Cover of the Acéphale 1, no. 1 (June 24, 1936), with an 
etching by André Masson 129

5.1 Curvilinear perspective. Fig. 22 in vol. 3 of Hermann von 
Helmholtz, Helmholtz’s Treatise on Physiological Optics, 
ed. J. P. C. Southall (Rochester, NY: Optical Society of 
America, 1925) 134

5.2 Pieter Jansz. Saenredam, The Mariakerk at Utrecht, 1638, 
oil on panel, 62.5 × 93.5 cm. Hamburg, Hamburger 
Kunsthalle, inv. no. HK‑412 140

5.3 Line (E. Alloa) 143
5.4 Masaccio, Holy Trinity, ca. 1426, fresco, 667 × 317 cm, 

Florence, Santa Maria Novella 147



https://taylorandfrancis.com


Foreword

Martin Jay

Ever since its transformation from a term in the discourse of visual geom‑
etry to a synonym for subjective opinion in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, “perspective” has been the source of diffuse and persistent anxi‑
ety. Take, for example, the ambivalent way it functions in that pioneering 
exercise in the sociology of knowledge, Karl Mannheim’s 1929 Ideology 
and Utopia.1 Reacting to what was then called “the crisis of historicism,” 
in which not only the objectivity of historical knowledge but also the 
universal validity of ethical values had been called into question,2 Man‑
nheim acknowledged that the search for timeless absolutes was fruitless. 
Against the Marxist distinction between science and ideology, he con‑
ceded that all opinions were ultimately ideological because all were partial 
and grounded in different life experiences. To avoid the negative connota‑
tion of “ideology” as “false consciousness,” however, Mannheim urged 
that we speak “instead of the ‘perspective’ of a thinker. By this term we 
mean the subject’s whole mode of conceiving things as determined by his 
[sic] historical and social setting.”3 Having qualitative rather than merely 
formal implications, perspective “signifies the manner in which one views 
an object, what one perceives in it, and how one construes it in his [sic] 
thinking.”4

Instead of vainly seeking universal truths and despairing when they elude 
us, it would be wiser to realize that “knowledge arising out of our experi‑
ence in actual life situations, although not absolute, is knowledge none the 
less.”5 Validity does not transcend genesis but is instead enabled by it. For 
it is possible, Mannheim contended, to totalize all of the different partial 
perspectives expressing different life situations into a complementary as‑
semblage that could do justice to the object in question. Or at least that 
might happen if we recognize that such perspectives can be identified with 
different social groups rather than with singular individuals trapped in sol‑
ipsistic isolation. What he called “relationism” was thus an antidote to the 
debilitating relativism that fueled the crisis of historicism and left modern 
men and women adrift in a world without cognitive or moral certitude.



Mannheim, however, could not easily assuage the anxiety that accom‑
panied the recognition of the grounded nature of the partial viewpoints 
that he claimed were ultimately reconcilable. For without the Marxist 
belief that a “universal class” with totalizing potential was latent in the 
proletariat, it was necessary to find a socially recognizable mechanism 
by which relationist complementarity could be realized. Looking around 
for an alternative, Mannheim hit on the expedient of what he called the 
“free‑floating” or “unattached” intelligentsia (freischwebende Intelligenz), 
which could somehow become “detached” from the partial perspectives 
of the groups out of which each member had emerged, each of which had 
access to only a portion of the truth. Working together, they could totalize 
the partial perspectives of specific social groups and resolve the conflicts 
engendered by “situationally determined” opinion. Objective knowledge 
could thus be generated once a common denominator underlying all of the 
disparate perspectives was found.

Mannheim’s solution did little, however, to dispel the anxieties raised 
by the relativist implications of perspectivism, and critics were quick to 
raise cogent objections. Why assume that all perspectives are inherently 
complementary rather than antagonistic? If they are grounded in differ‑
ent life experiences, don’t those antagonisms reflect the still unresolved 
conflict of interests—even, in Hegelian Marxist terms, contradictions— 
between different social groups, such as classes? If the reconciliation of 
perspectives were nonetheless possible, why assume the object whose par‑
tial aspects they fused into a whole was the fractured society of the present 
rather than a potentially mended society of the future, which Mannheim 
himself conceded was envisaged through utopian imagination rather than  
ideological—or perspectival—description? Why, furthermore, assign the 
role of universalizing class to unattached intellectuals who could harmo‑
nize the perspectives of the social groups out of which they had emerged, 
when in fact they themselves had institutional identities and particular in‑
terests, even after they transcended their original social origins, that belied 
their claims to float freely above the fray? Indeed, why assume that detach‑
ment and distance from one’s initial standpoint will combine with others 
to generate a totalizing, integrative perspective rather than a flattened out 
and more abstract one, lacking the ability to perceive granular differences?

Mannheim’s relationism and its limitations are not directly addressed 
by Emmanuel Alloa in The Share of Perspective. The closest he comes is 
in considering what he terms “irenic perspectivism” or “aspectism” and 
identifies with philosophers ranging from Leibniz with his optimistic faith 
in preestablished monadic harmony to Gadamer with his hope for the “fu‑
sion of horizons.” And yet in a way, Alloa has taken on the same challenge 
that motivated Ideology and Utopia’s attempt to mollify the anxiety and 
lift the melancholy unleashed by perspectivism’s undermining of trust in 
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our ability to achieve epistemological certainty, hermeneutic consensus, 
and ethical accord. Like Mannheim, he resists the equation, whose effects 
he traces in many literary representations of the issue, of perspectivism 
with compartmentalized isolation, its “reclusive” reduction to what he 
calls fragmented “shards” rather than complementary “shares.” He does 
so, however, not by embracing Mannheim’s sociological solution in which 
a privileged elite can provide a post facto “additive” remedy to the relativ‑
izing implications of individual points of view. Instead, he builds on the 
argument he made in his previous book, Looking Through Images, which 
drew on a phenomenological analysis to provide “a rehabilitation of images 
as irreplaceable agents of our everyday opening up of world.”6 By tarrying 
with the mediating role of appearances as more than transparent vehicles 
for the manifestations of objects in themselves—“saving the appearances” 
in the famous formulation attributed to Plato by the sixth‑century Neo‑
platonist Simplicius7—he endeavored to free images from the suspicion 
that they were imperfect, even distorting imitations or representations of 
the real. For as Hegel among others understood, it was only through the 
multiplicity of appearances that ontological reality manifests itself, thus 
the importance of a logos of phenomena or a phenomenology. When later 
philosophers like Theodor W. Adorno talked of “an emphatic concept of 
truth,” they drew on the Platonic notion of em‑phanein or “entering into 
appearance.”

Rather than moving then too hastily from the realm of visuality, where 
perspective was originally located, to its metaphoric function as a synonym 
for partial knowledge, The Share of Perspective provides a richly nuanced 
exploration of the connection between the two. As in the case of images in 
general, Alloa uses the tools of phenomenology, along with an extraordi‑
nary mastery of the history of philosophical, scientific, and art historical 
musings on vision, to enhance our appreciation of the ways in which our 
intercourse with the world is mediated by the inevitably perspectival way 
in which we encounter it. This means, among other things, situating the 
sense of sight in the living body with its two restless eyes and other sensual 
interfaces with external reality. It means taking into account the inter‑
subjective mediations of those interfaces, which can never entirely shed 
their refraction through specific genetic contexts. It means acknowledging 
the temporal dimension of perspectival sight, which precludes not only an 
impossible “view from nowhere,” to cite Thomas Nagel’s famous phrase, 
but also a no less dubious view from what might be called “nowhen.” 
It means putting pressure on the metaphor of a “standpoint” in which 
perspective is conceptualized as static and punctual rather than dynamic 
and ongoing and thus able to gaze forward into a probable future as well 
as bring formal order into the chaos of the past. And it means recogniz‑
ing the inevitable role that external objects in a perspectival field play to 



limit the sovereign imposition of a subject’s given “point of view” on the  
production of knowledge about the world, thus acknowledging the “real‑
ist” moment of perspectival cognition.

Alloa’s gamble is that any hope for a perspectiva communis or shared 
perspective, at least as an asymptotic telos, must draw on the lessons of 
actual visual experience rather than move quickly past them to purely epis‑
temological or sociological remedies. It must register the sensual reality of 
perspective, which is more than just a symbolic form. The major lesson is 
that our visual experience of the world is always already mediated rather 
than passes unimpeded through a transparent window separating a seeing 
eye from the object of its gaze. That eye is itself inevitably blind to the con‑
ditions of possibility which allow it to see, those occluded “origins” that 
Husserl identified not with beginnings ex nihilo but with prior institutions 
and practices. Even the apparent “democratization” of perspective through 
the substitution of different individual subjects successively occupying the 
same standpoint—like waiting patiently for a turn at a telescope looking 
at the moon—fails to register the full phenomenological implications of 
transperspectival visual experience prior to any successive occupation of 
the same point of view. Instead, it tacitly duplicates what Foucault made 
famous as the “transcendental‑empirical” doublet of bourgeois thought, 
in which an abstract universal macro‑subject is instantiated in a no less 
abstract micro one.

This “democratizing” solution to solipsistic perspectivism is thus in‑
adequate, but another approach, which Maurice Merleau‑Ponty called 
intersubjective co‑perception, promises to be more effective. It acknowl‑
edges the tangle of prior contexts or situations out of which the seemingly 
isolated subject emerges. These include a common affective environment.  
Although two or more bodies cannot simultaneously occupy the same 
place, the desire that motivates the attention of our seemingly singular 
gazes, as psychologists (and literary critics like René Girard) have pointed 
out, is often mimetically triangulated. Even Nietzsche, Alloa tells us, un‑
derstood the diffuse affective matrix of perception and rejected the per‑
spectivism of putatively incommensurable individuals that was to become 
a synonym for debilitating relativism.

In addition to the overlapping emotional valence of perspectival experi‑
ence, a dynamic rather than a static account of its development, according 
to Alloa, registers the possibility of a lateral movement in which “agonis‑
tic” rather than “antagonistic” viewpoints can find common ground.8 Or at 
least interweave to create a constructive pattern of “dia‑agonals” that cut  
across the parallel lines of static perspectivism. Here, pluralism and situat‑
edness are virtues for those who no longer vainly lament the impossibility 
of a singular God’s‑eye view—or more precisely, the unmediated intuition 
of a divinity that needs no corporeal sense to know reality. Because of the 
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ongoing temporality of visual experience, it acknowledges that there can 
never be a retrospective, all‑encompassing view like the one enjoyed by 
Minerva’s famous owl. There is no sweet spot in the succession of per‑
spectival views and no privileged focal point that best captures objective 
truth. Fashioning a perspectiva communis, an “enlarged consciousness” 
in Hannah Arendt’s sense, is thus always a task before us, even if one that 
can never be completely accomplished. Only when we recognize both the 
power of co‑perception and its limits will the futile, unattainable quest for 
absolute certainty cease being a source of melancholic despair.

Alloa’s stress on the inevitable mediation of visual experience also serves 
to alleviate a second, if perhaps less prevalent anxiety about perspective, 
which ironically reverses the relativist fears of the first. Once it emerged 
as the hegemonic scopic regime of the modern era, some critics came to 
fear, pictorial perspectivism was naturalized in a way that excluded or at 
least marginalized all other possibilities. The “geometrization” or “ration‑
alization” of space in a perspectival visual field, emblematized by what 
Alloa calls the “primal scene” of Brunelleschi’s experiment and codified 
by Alberti in the fifteenth century, was mistaken for the discovery of space 
as it was inherently organized. There was no longer a difference between 
divine and human space, as there had been in previous religious paint‑
ing. The restless movement of two embodied eyes was stilled in favor of 
a singular, motionless, unblinking gaze frozen in time and located in ab‑
stract, isotopic space rather than idiosyncratic, concrete place. The trick 
of rendering three dimensions on a two‑dimensional canvas or perspectiva 
artificialis was conflated with perspectiva naturalis, which could not be 
corrected, pace Ernst Panofsky, by rendering both as curvilinear rather 
than rectilinear. What in Looking Through Images Alloa called “the pic‑
torialization of vision” and identified with Kepler and Descartes meant the 
subordination of vision as experienced phenomenologically to a system of  
conventional signs.9

The problematic implications of a totalizing perspectival vision extended 
beyond the history of artistic representation. Heidegger, for example, fa‑
mously claimed that “the fundamental event of modernity is the conquest 
of the world as picture,”10 in which the scientific worldview placed the hu‑
man subject in a position of mastery over the objects placed in a geometri‑
cally structured perspectival field enclosed by a frame. Turning Nietzsche 
against himself, he worried that the modern subject’s privileged standpoint 
in that field was complicit with the hypertrophy of his will to power. With 
the medium dematerialized and rendered fully transparent, there was noth‑
ing to stop the subject from controlling the objects splayed before him, 
turning them into a “standing reserve” for his projects of domination. A 
similar concern, Alloa reminds us, was expressed by Ernst Cassirer, who 
is often cast as Heidegger’s adversary because of their famous “Davos 



debate” in 1929. In his work on Renaissance philosophy, Cassirer also un‑
derstood that “the transition from an aggregate space to a systematic space 
is based on a homogenization and thus a functionalization of space.”11 
In an inspired reading of Robert Smithson’s site‑specific installations, Al‑
loa further shows that this anxiety could still motivate the efforts of late 
twentieth‑century artists to resist it through their work.

If, however, we realize from the outset that the hegemonic scopic regime 
based on geometrization is itself an artificial construct, we can more easily 
appreciate alternatives that were already manifest, for example, in anamor‑
phic interruptions of the dominant perspectival order and which have  
often informed non‑Western art. Modern technologies like the cinema pro‑
vide added experiential confirmation of such possibilities. As we’ve known 
since the 1920s and Dziga Vertov’s explorations of the Kino‑eye, the audi‑
ence in a movie theatre, unlike one watching a live dramatic performance, 
can all share visual experiences that defy the coercive power of rationalized 
Albertian space. Instead of occupying a common subject position at the 
vantage point of a geometrically organized field of orthogonal lines that 
converge in a mirroring vanishing point, it experiences a co‑perception 
that can move swiftly from one visual order to another. Perspectivism, in 
other words, does not necessarily entail a naturalization of the hegemonic 
scopic regime established by early Renaissance painting but can accom‑
modate a decentered gaze that breaks the rules of what was once claimed 
to be the only “legitimate construction.”12

Although the contrasting anxieties generated by perspectivism—its fos‑
tering of solipsistic relativism and its dubious naturalization of a single 
spatial order—may be alleviated by a phenomenologically thick descrip‑
tion of actual visual experience, there is one issue that nonetheless remains 
open. “Every perspective is always a perspective of something,” Alloa ini‑
tially tells us, “it is a point of view on an object, it is about the object.” 
He later nuances this claim to read: “perspectivity is not a question of 
multiple points of view on an object, it is a way to bring about the object 
to which we refer.”13 In whichever formulation, however, the focus is on 
a subject knowing an object, either given or constituted, which suggests 
that the doubt raised by perspectivism is essentially epistemological.14 Un‑
derstood as enriched through dynamic co‑perception rather than reflecting 
only a static and isolated standpoint, Alloa shows that the knowledge of 
the world that comes to us through situated sight, while never absolute, 
does allow us to work toward a shared perspectiva communis.

If we return in conclusion to the crisis that drove Karl Mannheim to con‑
coct relationism as an antidote to the incommensurability of ideologies, it 
will be recalled that the anxiety it sought to assuage involved not only un‑
certain knowledge but also meaning and values. Alloa’s phenomenological 
strategy, which assures us that our visual experience of the world is always 
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already shared, may appear at first glance more persuasive when we talk 
epistemologically about the perception of objects than when we address 
the clash of hermeneutic or ethical “views,” where there are no objects to 
be seen. It may seem questionable, in other words, to fall back on Hannah 
Arendt’s claim, which Alloa approvingly cites, that “under the conditions 
of a common world, reality is not guaranteed primarily by the ‘common 
nature’ of all men who constitute it, but rather by the fact that, differences 
of position and the resulting variety of perspectives notwithstanding, eve‑
rybody is always concerned with the same object.”15 For it is not obvious 
that questions of meaning and value can be addressed through analogies 
with subjects perceiving identical objects through sensual experience.

Alloa is, of course, aware that the rhetoric of perspectivalism has also 
been adopted for non‑epistemological purposes. “The notion that every 
act of interpretation is a profoundly perspectival,” he tells us, “is taken 
up throughout the history of modern hermeneutics, notably by Wilhelm 
Dilthey, Paul Ricœur, or Hans‑Georg Gadamer who, in his definition of 
hermeneutics, considers the task of the interpreter to place himself in ‘the 
perspective within which [the author] has formed his views.’”16 Alloa ac‑
knowledges that even students of its role in the history of painting have 
expanded its reach beyond the canvas. Discussing Hubert Damisch, he 
notes that the art historian “highlights a signifying dimension that goes 
beyond the framework of painting alone: he demonstrates the perspecti‑
val aspect of all signification, including language.”17 When, for example, 
substitutable grammatical shifters, like “I,” “you,” or “he,” are used, their 
meaning is context‑dependent in the same way that an apparently abstract 
visual point of view is informed by the corporeal and cultural milieu in 
which it is situated.

If Alloa’s phenomenological analysis of the importance of actual visual 
experience as shared co‑perception is to have purchase beyond solely episte‑
mological questions, where the same objects are viewed from different per‑
spectives, the force of Damisch’s claim has to be taken seriously. For it helps 
us challenge the categorical distinction between epistemological questions 
on the one hand, and hermeneutic and ethical ones on the other. That is, if 
we accept the premise that perception is always mediated by triangulated 
desire and situated in genetic cultural contexts that are prior to the isolated 
standpoint of a singular subject, then the hard and fast opposition between 
knowable facts and subjective values seems less secure. Despite all the com‑
plex issues raised by Gottlob Frege’s famous distinction between Sinn and 
Bedeutung (“meaning” and “reference”), it is hard not to conclude after 
reading Alloa’s subtle exploration of the corporeal/cultural nexus out of 
which perspectives emerge that the two are inextricably intertwined.

More than a technique of pictorial rationalization or a mere symbolic 
form, perspective is inherent in the way we live our lives, embodied and 
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active, intersubjectively situated, immersed in affective environments, and 
encountering a world outside of our interior selves. More than a source 
of anxiety or melancholy, it also inspires hope, Alloa shows us, to escape 
from the prison‑house of our isolated subjectivity. Although, pace Arendt, 
we may not always be concerned with knowing the same object, we are 
grappling, from whatever perspective, with the same perennial questions 
and judging the value of the myriad answers that vie for attention in the 
shared world that we have inherited and must somehow pass on, improved 
or not, to posterity.
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