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expression of the 
artist's desire

mechanism for eliciting 
the desires of the 
beholder



subjectivizing of images -
• as primitive or childish in 

their traditional forms (the 
worship of material objects; 
the treating of inanimate 
objects like dolls as if they 
were alive) 

• as pathological symptoms in 
their modern manifestations 
(fetishism, either of 
commodities or of neurotic 
perversion). 



investigation into the desire of the abject 
or downcast other

• "What does the 
black man want?" 

• "What do women 
want?" 



It is hard to imagine how pictures might do the same, 
or how any inquiry of this sort could be more than a 
kind of disingenuous or (at best) unconscious 
ventriloquism, as if Edgar Bergen were to ask Charlie 
McCarthy, "What do puppets want?" 



I'm encouraged in this by the precedents of Marx and Freud,
who both felt a modern science of the social and the 
psychological had to deal with the issue of fetishism and 
animism, the subjectivity of objects, the personhood of things….
…Marx and Freud are better treated as guides to the
understanding of this symptom, and perhaps to some
transformation of it into less pathological, damaging forms.



No modern, rational, secular person thinks that
pictures are to be treated like persons, but we 

always
seem to be willing to make exceptions for special 

cases. 



… can say that "image is everything" and be understood as
speaking not only about images, but for images, as 

someone
who is himself seen as "nothing but an image." 



Catherine MacKinnon 
that pornography is 
not just a 
representation of 
violence toward and 
degradation of 
women, but an act of 
violent degradation…



…the unlettered masses are manipulated by the 
images of visual media and popular culture; that 
people of color are subject to graphic stereotypes 
and racist visual discrimination…



Pictures are a popular political antagonist 
because one can take a tough stand on them 

and yet, at the end of the day, everything 
remains pretty much the same



Fanon:"corporeal malediction"


"abomination" and "adoration."



What is it that women most 
desire?

• The right answer turns out to be "maistrye," a 
complex Middle English term that 
equivocates between "mastery" by right or 
consent, and the power that goes with 
superior strength or cunning.



What is the moral for 
pictures? 

• But above all they would want a kind of 
mastery over the beholder

• the Medusa effect

• The power they want is manifested as lack, 
not as possession








