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[…] II Pleasure in looking / fascination with the human form 

 

A/THE CINEMA OFFERS A NUMBER OF POSSIBLE PLEASURES.  

One is scopophilia. There are circumstances in which looking itself is a 

source of pleasure, just as, in the reverse formation, there is pleasure in being 

looked at. Originally, in his Three Essays on Sexuality, Freud isolated scopophilia as 

one of the component instincts of sexuality which exist as drives quite 

independently of the erotogenic zones. At this point he associated scopophilia with 

taking other people as objects, subjecting them to a controlling and curious gaze. 

[…] 

At first glance, the cinema would seem to be remote from the undercover 

world of the surreptitious observation of an unknowing and unwilling victim. What 

is seen [on] the screen is so manifestly shown. But the mass of mainstream film, 

and the conventions within which it has consciously evolved, portray a 

hermetically sealed world which unwinds magically, indifferent to the presence of 

the audience, producing for them a sense of separation and playing on their 

voyeuristic phantasy. Moreover, the extreme contrast between the darkness in the 

auditorium (which also isolates the spectators from one another) and the brilliance 

of the shifting patterns of light and shade on the screen helps to promote the 

illusion of voyeuristic separation. Although the film is really being shown, is there 

to be seen, conditions of screening and narrative conventions give the spectator an 

illusion of looking in on a private world. […] 

 

B. The cinema satisfies a primordial wish for pleasurable looking, but it also goes 

further, developing scopophilia in its narcissistic aspect. The conventions of 

mainstream film focus attention on the human form. […]Here, curiosity and the 
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wish to look intermingle with a fascination with likeness and recognition: the 

human face, the human body, the relationship between the human form and its 

surroundings, the visible presence of the person in the world. Jacques Lacan has 

described how the moment when a child recognizes its own image in the mirror is 

crucial for the constitution of the ego. […] 

Important for this article is the fact that it is an image that constitutes the 

matrix of the imagery, of recognition/mis-recognition and identification, and 

hence of the first articulation of the ‘I’, of subjectivity. […]Quite apart from the 

extraneous similarities between screen and mirror (the framing of the human form 

in its surroundings, for instance), the cinema has structures of fascination strong 

enough to allow temporary loss of ego while simultaneously reinforcing the ego. 

The sense of forgetting the world as the ego has subsequently come to perceive it 

(I forgot who I am and where I was) is nostalgically reminiscent of that presubjective 

moment of image recognition. At the same time the cinema has 

distinguished itself in the production of ego ideals as expressed in particular in the 

star system, the stars centring both screen presence and screen story as they act 

out a complex process of likeness and difference (the glamorous impersonates the 

ordinary). 

Sections II A and B have set out two contradictory aspects of the pleasurable 

structures of looking in the conventional cinematic situation. The first, scopophilic, 

arises 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 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 ego libido. This 

dichotomy was crucial for Freud. Although he saw the two as interacting and 

overlaying each other, the tension between instinctual drives and self-preservation 

continues to be a dramatic polarization in terms of pleasure. Both are formative 
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structures, mechanisms not meaning. In themselves they have no signification, they 

have to be attached to an idealization. Both pursue aims in indifference to 

perceptual reality, creating the imagized, eroticized concept of the world that 

forms the perception of the subject and makes a mockery of empirical objectivity. 

[…] 

 

III Woman as image, man as bearer of the look 

 

A. In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split 

between active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its 

phantasy on to the female figure which is styled accordingly. In their traditional 

exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their 

appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to 

connote to-be-looked-at-ness. Women displayed as sexual object is the leitmotif of 

erotic spectacle; […]she holds the look, plays to and signifies male desire. 

Mainstream film neatly combined spectacle and narrative. […]The presence of 

woman is an indispensable element of spectacle in normal narrative film, yet her 

visual presence tends to work against the development of a story line, to freeze the 

flow of action in moments of erotic contemplation. This alien presence then has to be 

integrated into cohesion with the narrative. As Budd Boetticher has put it: 

 

What counts is what the heroine provides, or rather what she represents. She 

is the one, or rather the love or fear she inspires in the hero, or else the 

concern he feels for her, who makes him act the way he does. In herself the 

woman has not the slightest importance. 

 

[…]Traditionally, the woman displayed has functioned on two levels; as erotic object 

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

within the auditorium, with a shifting tension between the looks on either side of the 

screen. For instance, the device of the show-girl allows the two looks to be unified 
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technically without any apparent break in the diegesis. A woman performs within 

the 

narrative, the gaze of the spectator and that of the male characters in the film are 

neatly combined without breaking narrative verisimilitude. For a moment the sexual 

impact of the performing woman takes the film into a no-man’s-land outside its own 

time and space. […]Similarly, conventional close-ups of legs (Dietrich, for instance) 

or a face (Garbo) integrate into the narrative a different mode of eroticism. One part 

of a fragmented body destroys the Renaissance space, the illusion of depth 

demanded 

by the narrative, it gives flatness, the quality of a cut-out or icon rather than 

verisimilitude to the screen. 

 

B. An active/passive heterosexual division of labour has similarly controlled 

narrative 

structure. According to the principles of the ruling ideology and the psychical 

structures that back it up, the male figure cannot bear the burden of sexual 

objectification. Man is reluctant to gaze at his exhibitionist like. Hence the split 

between spectacle and narrative supports the man’s role as the active one of 

forwarding the story, making things happen. The man controls the film phantasy and 

also emerges as the representative of power in a further sense: as the bearer of the 

 

look of the spectator, transferring it behind the screen to neutralize the extradiegetic 

tendencies represented by woman as spectacle. This is made possible through the 

processes set in motion by structuring the film around a main controlling figure with 

whom the spectator can identify. As the spectator identifies with the main male1 

protagonist, he projects his look on to that of his like, his screen surrogate, so that 

the power of the male protagonist as he controls events coincides with the active 

power of the erotic look, both giving a satisfying sense of omnipotence. A male 

movie star’s glamorous characteristics are thus not those of the erotic object of the 

gaze, but those of the more perfect, more complete, more powerful ideal ego 
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conceived in the original moment of recognition in front of the mirror. The character 

in the story can make things happen and control events better than the subject/ 

spectator, just as the image in the mirror was more in control of motor coordination. 

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

identification process) demands a three-dimensional space corresponding to that of 

the mirror-recognition in which the alienated subject internalized his own 

representation of this imaginary existence. He is a figure in a landscape. Here the 

function of film is to reproduce as accurately as possible the so-called natural 

conditions of human perception. Camera technology (as exemplified by deep focus 

in 

particular) and camera movements (determined by the action of the protagonist), 

combined with invisible editing (determined by realism) all tend to blur the limits of 

screen space. The male protagonist is free to command the stage, a stage of spatial 

illusion in which he articulates the look and creates the action. 

 

C.1 Sections III. A and B have set out a tension between a mode of representation of 

woman in film and conventions surrounding the diegesis. Each is associated with a 

look: that of the spectator in direct scopophilic contact with the female form 

displayed for his enjoyment (connoting male phantasy) and that of the spectator 

fascinated with the image of his like set in an illusion of natural space, and through 

him gaining control and possession of the woman within the diegesis. […] 

But in psychoanalytic terms, the female figure poses a deeper problem. She also 

connotes something that the look continually circles around but disavows: her lack of 

a penis, implying a threat of castration and hence unpleasure. […]The male 

unconscious has two avenues of escape from this castration anxiety: preoccupation 

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

her mystery), counterbalanced by the devaluation, punishment or saving of the 

guilty 

object (an avenue typified by the concerns of the film noir); or else complete 

disavowal of castration by the substitution of a fetish object or turning the 
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represented figure itself into a fetish so that it becomes reassuring rather than 

dangerous (hence over-valuation, the cult of the female star). This second avenue, 

fetishistic scopophilia, builds up the physical beauty of the object, transforming it 

into something satisfying in itself. The first avenue, voyeurism, on the contrary, has 

associations with sadism: pleasure lies in ascertaining guilt (immediately associated 

with castration), asserting control and subjecting the guilty person through 

punishment or forgiveness. This sadistic side fits in well with narrative. Sadism 

demands a story. […]Fetishistic scopophilia, on the other hand, can exist outside 

linear time as the erotic instinct is focused on the look alone. […] 

 

Summary 

The psychoanalytic background that has been discussed in this article is relevant 

to the pleasure and unpleasure offered by traditional narrative film. The 

scopophilic instinct (pleasure in looking at another person as an erotic object), 

and, in contradistinction, ego libido (forming identification processes) act as 

formations, mechanisms, which this cinema has played on. The image of woman 

as (passive) raw material for the (active) gaze of man takes the argument a step 

further into the structure of representation, adding a further layer demanded by 

the ideology of the patriarchal order as it is worked out in its favourite cinematic 

form—illusionistic narrative film. The argument returns again to the 

psychoanalytic background in that woman as representation signifies castration, 

inducing voyeuristic or fetishistic mechanisms to circumvent her threat. None of 

these interacting layers is intrinsic to film, but it is only in the film form that 

they can reach a perfect and beautiful contradiction, thanks to the possibility in 

the cinema of shifting the emphasis of the look. It is the place of the look that 

defines cinema, the possibility of varying it and exposing it. This is what makes 

cinema quite different in its voyeuristic potential from, say, striptease, theatre, 

shows, etc. Going far beyond highlighting a woman’s to-be-looked-at-ness, 

cinema builds the way she is to be looked at into the spectacle itself. Playing on 

the tension between film as controlling the dimension of time (editing, 

narrative) and film as controlling the dimension of space (changes in distance, 
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editing), cinematic codes create a gaze, a world, and an object, thereby 

producing an illusion cut to the measure of desire. It is these cinematic codes 

and their relationship to formative external structures that must be broken down 

before mainstream film and the pleasure it provides can be challenged. […] 

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

monolithic accumulation of traditional film conventions (already undertaken by 

radical film-makers) is to free the look of the camera into its materiality in time 

and space and the look of the audience into dialectics, passionate detachment. 

There is no doubt that this destroys the satisfaction, pleasure and privilege of the 

‘invisible guest’, and highlights how film has depended on voyeuristic active/ 

passive mechanisms. Women, whose image has continually been stolen and used 

for this end, cannot view the decline of the traditional film form with anything 

much more than sentimental regret.2 

 

Notes 

1 There are films with a woman as main protagonist, of course. To analyse this 

phenomenon seriously here would take me too far afield. Cook and Johnston, 1974, 

show in a striking case how the strength of this female protagonist is more apparent 

than real. 

2 This article is a reworked version of a paper given in the French Department of the 

University of Wisconsin, Madison, in the Spring of 1973. 


