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i“No other book brings together so many disciplinary fields, object domains, and historical periods in a consistently reasoned analytical overview 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 different views. History and contemporaneity, also, are shown to be compatible, even in need of each other, so that conceptions that kept transforming throughout the centuries retain, not in stability but in movement, their relevance for the turbulent world of today. The itinerary through this amazingly 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)ii
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The Share of Perspective

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 include 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.
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Foreword

Martin Jay

Ever since its transformation from a term in the discourse of visual geometry to a synonym for subjective opinion in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, “perspective” has been the source of diffuse and persistent anxiety. 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 Mannheim acknowledged that the search for timeless absolutes was fruitless. Against the Marxist distinction between science and ideology, he conceded that all opinions were ultimately ideological because all were partial and grounded in different life experiences. To avoid the negative connotation 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 experience 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 assemblage 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 solipsistic 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.

xviMannheim, however, could not easily assuage the anxiety that accompanied 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 different 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 partial 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 harmonize the perspectives of the social groups out of which they had emerged, when in fact they themselves had institutional identities and particular interests, even after they transcended their original social origins, that belied their claims to float freely above the fray? Indeed, why assume that detachment 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 “fusion 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 xviiour 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 relativizing 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 Neoplatonist 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 extraordinary 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 intersubjective 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 recognizing the inevitable role that external objects in a perspectival field play to xviiilimit the sovereign imposition of a subject’s given “point of view” on the production of knowledge about the world, thus acknowledging the “realist” 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 epistemological 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 conditions 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 inadequate, but another approach, which Maurice Merleau-Ponty called intersubjective co-perception, promises to be more effective. It acknowledges 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, understood the diffuse affective matrix of perception and rejected the perspectivism of putatively incommensurable individuals that was to become a synonym for debilitating relativism.

In addition to the overlapping emotional valence of perspectival experience, a dynamic rather than a static account of its development, according to Alloa, registers the possibility of a lateral movement in which “agonistic” 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 situatedness 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 xixongoing 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 perspectival 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 “rationalization” 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 painting. The restless movement of two embodied eyes was stilled in favor of a singular, motionless, unblinking gaze frozen in time and located in abstract, 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 pictorialization 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, famously claimed that “the fundamental event of modernity is the conquest of the world as picture,”10 in which the scientific worldview placed the human subject in a position of mastery over the objects placed in a geometrically 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 nothing 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 xxdebate” in 1929. In his work on Renaissance philosophy, Cassirer also understood 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, Alloa 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 anamorphic interruptions of the dominant perspectival order and which have often informed non-Western art. Modern technologies like the cinema provide added experiential confirmation of such possibilities. As we’ve known since the 1920s and Dziga Vertov’s explorations of the Kino-eye, the audience 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 accommodate 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 fostering of solipsistic relativism and its dubious naturalization of a single spatial order—may be alleviated by a phenomenologically thick description of actual visual experience, there is one issue that nonetheless remains open. “Every perspective is always a perspective of something,” Alloa initially 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 Understood 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 concoct relationism as an antidote to the incommensurability of ideologies, it will be recalled that the anxiety it sought to assuage involved not only uncertain knowledge but also meaning and values. Alloa’s phenomenological strategy, which assures us that our visual experience of the world is always xxialready 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, everybody 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 acknowledges 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 perspectival 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 epistemological questions, where the same objects are viewed from different perspectives, 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 complex 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 xxiiactive, 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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xxv
Preface to the English edition

Books have a life of their own and largely escape their author’s overall intent. In this case, the initial idea was to follow the common thread of a largely forgotten tradition in the history of ideas: the tradition of the perspectiva communis. The opportunity, during a fellowship in Florence, to study Quattrocento linear perspective in more detail—and, in particular, the striking perspectival experiment carried out by Brunelleschi in front of the Duomo of Santa Maria del Fiore—made me want to delve deeper into techniques of perspectival representation. This captivating journey through ancient Greek science, medieval Arabic optics, and Renaissance art made me realize how it was artists and practitioners who—long before philosophers—had understood the importance of perspective. But I also realized that this later philosophical take on perspectivism, from Descartes and Leibniz through Nietzsche, explained why in modernity, its fate had been so intimately tied to individualism. Rather than being an outdated paradigm of early science, it turned out, the intricate developments of the premodern tradition of perspectiva communis shed light on current epistemological, aesthetic, and social concerns.

What I could not have anticipated when I started writing this book was how its rather scholarly questions would suddenly intersect with very timely concerns about “post-truth,” “alternative facts,” and relativism in the broader sense. What can perspectivism mean in an age where the plurality of viewpoints is used as excuse for parochialism and the refusal of confrontation? All of a sudden, the simple fact of working on perspective could be suspected of promoting the relativism and subjectivism associated with a “post-truth age.” The close engagement with the rich history of perspectivism, however, had already corroborated my conviction that the issue is not perspectivism per se but what kind of perspectivism is at stake. Studying the share of perspective, that is, the importance of perspectival situatedness in how the world appears to us, supported my belief that perspectivism is not a relativism but rather the xxvicondition of a more consistent understanding of objectivity and of what it means to refer to a shared world.

What had initially been a rather modest endeavor to retrace some historical situations in which philosophy, art, and science met around the question of how to depict the world was unexpectedly dragged into a much larger debate. As a result, this study became an attempt to offer new theoretical paths out of the current deadlock between methodological relativism and the “new realisms” that seek to directly get at the “things themselves.” Readers short on time and mostly interested in these outcomes may want to move directly to the concluding section of the book, which outlines some of what perspectivism has to teach us on these matters today. To be sure, the lesson of perspectivism is first and foremost a lesson in epistemological humility. As embodied beings, we must take our own viewpoint into account: there is no view from nowhere. Every take on things is partial and provisional. A closer look at the diversity of perspectival practices in art, architecture, cartography, or urbanism leads us to admit how much of our perception and thinking is determined by media techniques that draw lines, divide space, and sketch directions. These cultural devices shape the horizon for things to appear. The space of meaning is already oriented. 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—this is what the “perspicacity” of perspective calls to mind.

Books, as I said, have a life of their own. And in some cases, they even lead parallel lives. One of the privileges of seeing this book, which I wrote in French, translated rather quickly into various other languages is that it allows me to explore whether and how its theoretical assumptions hold up in other linguistic mindsets. Translating the French concept of partage, itself inspired by Jacques Rancière’s partage du sensible, proved particularly challenging. One of the serendipitous moments in this process involved the discovery of the etymology of the English word “share”: the Old English word scearu meant the concrete practice of shearing and cutting, that is, of dividing and partitioning. Beyond any overly harmonizing impression that might arise from insisting on “sharing viewpoints,” this etymology reminds us that the locus of sharing is also one where differences take shape and oppositions can surface. The “share of perspective” thus names both the role perspective plays in shaping our experiences and the specific operation through which it cuts across an as yet indistinct domain, dividing its parts and distributing the respective positions. Commonality, in other words, must not be mistaken for unity.

Books have a life of their own, there can be no more doubt about this. Yet The Share of Perspective could not exist without several people who xxviimade it come into existence: Andrew Weckenmann at Routledge, who wanted to see this book out in English and welcomed it in this series, as well as Rosaleah Stammler, who followed the process throughout. Most importantly, it is once again Nils F. Schott who deserves credit for his admirable translation. The flaws and errors that might remain are entirely to be blamed on the author.

Emmanuel Alloa, New Haven, Fall 2023xxviii
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1 Shared perspectives
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Subjectivity is the mist at the entrance to the world that the world never dissipates.

Merleau-Ponty




Like perspectives, which rightly gazed upon

Show nothing but confusion, eyed awry

Distinguish form.

Shakespeare, Richard II*




A matter of perspective

“That’s a question of perspective.” “It depends on your point of view.” We’re all familiar with such expressions. They acknowledge that depending on where we stand, things take on a different aspect and that situations look different as a function of the point of view we adopt. But who hasn’t, at some point, lost patience with, even been angered by, the repetition ad nauseam of this argument that all too often, rather than spark debate, puts an end to it? If everything really depends on one’s point of view, doesn’t this in fact imply that these points of view can never be overcome? Affirming that each of us possesses his or her truth and that we must stop judging then amounts to confirming the end of all discussion: why bother to talk if no understanding can be reached anyway? Yet hiding behind such a pluralistic facade is a veritable intellectual terrorism: in the name of tolerating the other, we are told to put an end to all exchange. All too often, the ideal of unconditional respect for alternative opinions de facto endorses mutual indifference and a withdrawal into one’s own bubble.

Under these conditions, unsurprisingly, perspectivism is getting bad press these days. Stressing the importance of points of view seems to commit us to shutting ourselves off in sectarian attitudes, to ensconcing ourselves in shrines of singlemindedness. Never have we been farther away from the ideal of the Enlighteners who, to promote a more open and free 2society, made it a point of honor to defend opinions at odds with their own, in a situation in which the argument of diversity serves to protect islands of prejudice between which nothing circulates any more. There’s no accounting for taste or for color, yet, increasingly, any controversy about facts and values, too, is never far from being suspected of seeking to impose some normalizing ideology, a pensée unique that brooks no dissent (Figure 1.1). The perspectivist argument has, as it were, been insidiously hijacked by forces that couldn’t care less about the Enlightenment’s emancipatory ideals and evoke the argument of tolerance to bolster what amounts to regressive particularism. Whereas in 1968, the “right to difference” was a rallying cry for those who laid claim to alternative forms of life, and counternarratives were meant to question the conformist ideas of a conservative society, today, difference has become a killer argument to legitimize the status quo.


[image: An etching by Abraham Bosse shows three figures and their viewing perspectives through a single eye. The figures stand on the stairs, then sit on a platform and stand on the ground to view the ground.]
Figure 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. Return to text.⏎

While the notion of an alternative (or of alternativity) has long been invoked when it comes to imagining an altogether different way of organizing communal life, alternatives today are being cast in many forms that signal a profound doubt about the very possibility of such a common horizon. The last few years have witnessed the flourishing of a rich semantics of “alternative facts” and “alternative truth” propagated by so-called conspiracy theories (which in fact hardly meet even the most minimal requirements of a theory). The gesture is always the same: it points at a “truth out there” that is alleged not to be available to the mainstream. Skepticism and doubt, once a virtue of critical thinking, have now changed sides: climate change denial, disbelief in evolutionary biology, vaccine skepticism, or doubts about electoral processes have become the trademark of a conspiracist attitude for which distrust in any prevailing opinion is a point of pride.

For all these reasons, perspectivism today seems further removed than ever from a notion of commonality. Linking a fact or a value to a perspective from the outset appears to bring it back to a “particular opinion.” Whether such particularism is that of an individual or that of a group, the “point of view” remains associated with a partial approach that rejects all generalization, and the idea of perspective refers us to a reclusive conception of reality that sees each of us as the prisoner of his or her representations. Perspectivism is therefore reproached with pushing us toward moral and cultural relativism or is even directly charged with fostering subjectivism, with turning the world into one great hall of mirrors in which all we are able to recognize is our individual reflections distorted by the prism of our own determinations. Perspective, in a word, is said to constitute a vector of individualism and each subject to be the prisoner of its own projections, a little bit like in this extraordinary etching by Abraham Bosse. Although the artist certainly did not intend this meaning for his technical 34drawing, which demonstrates the laws of figuration in perspective, it is very hard for us today not to see in it an illustration of a universe populated by individuals, each of whom projects ahead of themselves a private array of perspectives that will never intersect with those of the others, a kind of congregation of solipsists that nothing and no one will ever disturb.

The hypothesis this book examines runs counter to this new apparent consensus. Instead, it asks why, at a certain moment in history, the idea of a perspectiva communis, of a shared perspective, made headway. Although the very term “perspective” has taken on different meanings—be it a mental attitude that determines the way in which we consider things, a manner of figuring objects (perspective as pictorial technique, as in linear perspective, for instance), or quite simply a synonym of optical science (perspectiva translates the ancient Greeks’ optikē)—there is one element that remains unchanged in all these uses: the fact that vision is never immediate. What gives itself to see never gives itself in its entirety but rather in a certain profile through which we apprehend what we see. Through which—that is the key to understanding the perspectival operation. Going back to the meaning of perspective as per-spicere, “to see by means of” or, precisely, “to see through,” it is through their aspects (ad-spicere) that we seize things, aspects that from the outset put into perspective. 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 testimony of a third party.

What role has the variable of perspective played (and continues to play) in the constitution of a shared intersubjective space? And how is it indispensable if there are to be common signifiers for us to refer to? In popular wisdom, it’s for the trees that we can’t see the forest. But in reality, we never see a forest in its entirety, we will only ever see some trees, and the forest is never given in any other way than through this partial appearance. My hypothesis will be that this partial perspective is not so much a deformation as it is a condition of access to reality. Far from relativizing reality, perspective realizes it. On this basis, I will try to answer the following questions: To what extent is perspective shared? Who can share in it? In what respects is it a vector of gathering but also of division and separation? How does it create a common field of reference where it is possible to point toward identifiable objects and to gesture toward projects to come? How does perspective thus crystallize aims? But also: to what extent do these aims in turn depend on a perspectival regime that deploys them? How does perspective provide relief to make angles appear? How does it share out and how does it contrast? How does it parcel out and how does it separate? In short, how are the sensible and its experience borne by a perspectival structure that distributes and rearranges possibilities?

5To name the system of evidences that regulates the visible and the sayable, the system that fixes both a common condition and its segmentations, Jacques Rancière has coined the felicitous phrase of the partage du sensible, the “distribution of the sensible.” Rancière insists on the arrangements made within the perceptual world that correspond to the distribution of social positions and parties, a sifting into what is visible and what is not, of what can be heard and what cannot, of what is noise and what is speech.1 This book takes up a number of the questions Rancière has opened up even as it explores them in a somewhat different way, one summarized by what I’d like to call the share of perspective. It starts from the conviction that the operations of distributing, attributing, including, and excluding that which can appear within a certain signifying horizon cannot unfold without taking perspective into account, which for its part cannot be grasped as a simple operation. Rehabilitating the role of perspective in the constitution of a world that can be lived as common involves acknowledging its work of “sharing.” The term’s root, the Old English word scearu, refers to the concrete practice of shearing sheep, and also of shaving the head for a tonsure; at the same time, it names the result of such action: the leftover portion, the residual part. More generally, “share” designates the partition of a stretch of land, the internal organization of military troops, or the distribution of looted goods. Shares, then, are cuts across an as yet indistinct domain; they cut through matter and order it, they give it a recognizable shape. As such, shares separate sides, establish parts, and construe oppositions, which they put into specific relationships in space that are also relationships of meaning.

Against the backdrop of this conception of the share, this book aims at rehabilitating the share of perspective as a constitutive element of what we could call a world of sense with its divisive procedures of identification as well as its practices of mutualization.
OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml
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