
Through the Eyes of Another
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A painter should begin every canvas with a wash of black... because all things in
nature are dark except where exposed by the light.

- Leonardo da Vinci
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Let there be light.
- God, The Holy Bible

Considering vision as the most powerful stimulus on Earth, the way the world
functions today is the same way it functioned ten million years ago, 100 million
years ago and 537 million years ago, after the Cambrian explosion. Similarly, the
world was without vision 544 million years ago just as it was 600 million years ago.
In the interval of life’s history of these two parts, a light switch was turned on. For
the second half it remained on, although during the first half it was always off.

- Andrew Parker, In the Blink of an Eye: How Vision Sparked the Big Bang of Evolution
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385 million years ago, on a particularly clear morning without a wisp of wind to till the seafloor, a
hungry gill-bearing animal spotted a tiny eel across half a meter. The animal was confused as to how
the eel looked smaller than usual— it slowly flapped its pectoral fins towards the eel. The eel grew
bigger and bigger — it seemed oblivious to the predator’s advance—, and it did not see the animal
until it was within a few centimeters from it. When it did notice, it was too late— the animal had
already clasped it between its extended jaw. We now know that eyes are, and would have been
mostly useless underwater, as the constant current, floating debris and darkness prevent them from
seeing further than a couple tens of centimeters anyway, save perhaps for a very sunny day such as
this. The world of our fishy ancestor were restricted to this visual dome for most of the time: the
greatest rapture characterized by an unfortunate eel that happened to pass right in front of its face
and thus destined to become a snack that would slightly increase the possibility for our ancestor to
pass on its genes —and did it happily fertilize its mate’s eggs that very morning!—, and the greatest
demise, an equally ancient, shark-like animal that just happened to pass in front of it but all too
suddenly, to whom death must have felt as though it emerged from nowhere within a fraction of a
second.



And then everything changed.
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The universe splits into parallel universes whenever a change occurs, and change occurs for every
conceivable division of time. One such offshoot came about 385 million years ago when a replication
error sprung in one of the chromosomes of the gelatinous egg bundle hidden between the seagrass.
It coded for a different configuration of the protein opsin. Descendants who carried this gene later
evolved to equip a large dome-like eye on the center of their head, and were able to see the world
from all directions. Thanks to their superior singular-depth vision they were quite capable of
surviving, generations after generations, and their descendents built a civilization quite akin to, yet
in some ways drastically different, to ours. Let us refer to them using their first-person pronoun:
“Eye”.

Of course, the other universe in which such a change never occurred, also went on with its path
through innumerable changes that it experienced afterwards, this universe being the one that we
know of.
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As our gilled ancestors came closer to the shore, eyes now had, in both literal and figurative sense,
more clarity. Occasionally they even broke the surface of the water, to meet much crisper fields of
vision in the air. It appears that before the first ancestors set foot on the land, their eyes tripled in
size and migrated from the opposite sides of the head to the top of the head. The converged
binocular vision provided a sense of depth, enabling them to see meters away. This meant that they
could now anticipate what would or ought to happen seconds away. To fight, or to fly? Our
ancestors now faced the need to plan their everyday activities. Had they carried the mutated gene
they would not have had to sacrifice the width of their vision in the process of deepening it.
However, they did not, and so, not knowing what else to do, they chugged on forward.
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On the other hand, forwardness did not particularly concern the Eyes anymore than backwardness
or sidewardness did. Or rather, it may be more accurate to say that such concepts did not pertain.
As much as they saw what was ahead of them (the word “ahead” only applies to the extent that the
Eyes, as proficient as they are in walking in other directions, and as often as they do so, they still
mostly walk forward so that they can reach out and lean into things more readily— but what is
important to note here is that they, unlike us, have a choice in which direction they can go), they saw
what was behind and next to them at all times. We often talk about forwardness as though it is, or
ought to be the only way to go, but such was not the case for the Eyes. No Eye could do something



and leave it behind without seeing its consequences. Looking forward, they simultaneously looked
into every other direction as well. If one wanted to see, one needed to see everything.
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Hence, the Eyes also lacked concepts of “left” or “right”. As do the Guugu Yimithirr people in our
universe, the Eyes referred to cardinal directions if necessary. This meant that each Eye carried a
compass in their mind’s eye at all times. The frame of their reference: the planet. On our planet,
vision is fundamentally a social experience. In the three mountains paradigm that studies one of the
most fundamental concepts in developmental psychology, children sit in front of a diorama and are
asked to describe what they see. Then, they are asked to describe what the person on the other side
of the diorama would see. Only beginning from the age of four, they realize that the other person
may see something other than they themselves do. One can imagine that the children of the Eye
acquire theory of mind much sooner. Researchers find that the ability to imagine oneself in
another’s shoes is quite literal, that is, people whose spatial awareness is high also tend to be highly
attuned to others’ perspectives and emotions. What becomes of egocentrism when the ego is
replaced by an Eye?
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Linguists observe that language affects how we locate ourselves in time. For example, Chinese,
traditionally written from top to bottom, denotes time in this manner as well: “last week” is literally
“upper week”, “next week” is “lower week”, and the same goes for months. When linguists asked
people to point where they would locate the past and the future spatially in relation to where they
stand, native speakers of Chinese pointed up and down, while English speakers pointed behind and
in front of themselves for the past and the future respectively. In ancient Greek and some native
American cultures the opposite was the case, where people conceived the past as what they could
see, lying in front of them, and the future as what that could not yet be seen, behind them. To them,
the future was a plethora of uncertainties. Now for the Eyes, it was acceptable to write in any
direction, including from bottom to top, and ever since the invention of the typewriter it became
fashionable to write in a spiral from east to west, for the ease and speed of reading (for to read from
only a quarter of the field of vision is as inefficient for them as it is for us to try to read a text with
every word beginning a new line). This format more or less stuck, especially after individuals were
equipped with personal computer monitors that too, formed concave cylinders around the users.
Now, you may wonder if the Eyes are able to read from all faces simultaneously, that is, in a
non-unidirectional way. This is possible to a small extent, just as it is possible for us to scan several
words from different lines located within our focal point simultaneously. But for fuller
comprehension, the Eyes, just like us, read and wrote in a singular sequence. This also reflected the
limits of spoken language that they shared with us. Similarly, like us, they were not great at
multitasking. It appears that for one to escape the limits of a singular mind, more than just a
broadening of the visual spectrum is needed. Nevertheless, the world as they saw was always
multidirectional, or multifaceted by definition, and even if they were restricted to being
unidirectional when it came to language, there was an overwhelming cyclical sense in the linear



narrative. Following a spiral of text, an Eye reader would eventually come back to the point of view
that they started with. Consequently, philosophers of the Eyes did not determine their thoughts in
opposition to the preceding ones; it was rather intuitive for them that nothing was
post-another-thing in the strictest sense of the word. One could not imagine growth without decay,
venture without return. When Orpheus turned to see Eurydice, being the love of the past that
escapes one’s fingers and never returns, she parted with him eternally and by doing so deprived him
of a future. If Orpheus was an Eye, he would not have had to look behind— he would have simply
known that Eurydice was following him. For the Eyes, the future and the past were always present.
At the core of it all, the self was the convergence of all that have happened and all that will happen.
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All animals have to be adapted to the existence of eyes not only in terms of their
[the animals’] colour, but also in their shape and behaviour —all factors affecting an
animal’s appearance on a retina. When this retina belongs to a predator, the image
formed on it becomes a matter of life and death for the potential prey…

- Andrew Parker, In the Blink of an Eye: How Vision Sparked the Big Bang of Evolution

The evil eye is the fascinum, it is that which has the effect of arresting movement
and, literally, of killing life. ... This anti-life, anti-movement function of the terminal
point is the fascinum, and it is precisely one of the dimensions in which the power
of the gaze is exercised directly.

- Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis
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Although for us the two eyes met each other on our faces, side eyes are still quite common in our
distant cousins today. Side vision has the advantage of detecting potential predators coming from all
directions, but it compromises the sense of depth. Front vision compromises such directional
omniscience, but by providing depth it enables the animal to spot prey from far away. In other
words, side vision evolved for the prey, while front vision evolved for those that preyed. It is then
undeniable that while the life of the former consists of one general maxim — to determine the
identity of whatever that appears within one’s shallow field of vision and respond to it as quickly as
possible —, the life of the latter demands strategizing of much greater complexity. It is then no
wonder that animals that are at the top of the hierarchy — whether at the top of the food chain or at
the top of their respective social hierarchy — are often found to be even more distressed (regardless
of, or perhaps contrary to the relative wealth of resources at their disposal) than those at the
bottom of the hierarchy. I cannot help but ask: Can we imagine the self as something other than prey
or predator? Can we see another as something other than one’s prey or predator? Can we see the
other beyond what we see of them? This ancient universe in which the mutation on gene OPN1LW
never occurred, freezes whatever it sets its gaze onto, like snake charmer to cobra, like Medusa to



her visitor. And like the mythical Jörmungandr, it sinks its teeth unto itself — can the serpent ever let
go of its tail?
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Something needs to emanate a smell to be smelled, make a sound to be heard, to be grasped or
consumed in order to be touched or tasted. But life after vision introduced the idea of existence
simply acknowledged as such. For the Eyes, this was especially so — the constant experience of
existing first and foremost as objects that can see and be seen, imposed curious effects on the
psyche of the Eyes. For instance, “backstabbing” was not a thing. As for ourselves, it was our lack of
directional omniscience that drove us further to socialize with others. If a cheetah was approaching
one of us from behind while they focusedly trimmed the rabbit fat, others around them would alert
them. As much as one may abhor the glance of others, they must trust others as though they are
one’s eyes, even if such trust always entails the possibility of betrayal. For the Eyes, trust was not a
necessity for them to bond— the reason being that they did not fear most of the things that they
could see, including each other. Consequently, the Eyes did not “turn their back against” nor
“confront” or “face up” to their problems. But it was also the case that a “back hug” meant nothing
more than hugging someone in a peculiar way so that they could not reach out to reciprocate it.
Truly, there were not that many sources of surprise for an Eye! For us it is difficult to imagine
human interactions without some type of animosity or friendship that is strengthened through the
very presence of external hostility. Relationships that are not defined upon the fuzzy warmth of
staying inside while a snowstorm rages on outside, instead consisting of truth and predictability,
may sound, at best, calculative. And one may not be wrong to assume that— one will never know.
What we do know, however, is that love and beauty as we know them, are human kinds of love and
beauty, and that we know none other than them. We are also tempted to think that since for the
Eyes the Panopticon was a certainty that they were being watched by everyone, they must live
suffocatingly self-conscious lives. Interestingly, the population suffering from mental illnesses such
as neuroticism, obsessive compulsive disorder, social anxiety and general anxiety disorders is low
among the Eyes, lower than among Homo sapiens sapiens. Perhaps this had to do with the fact that
their lack of fear included the fear of being judged. The constant experience of the self as an object
situated within, surrounded by context more than a subject that projects, diminished much of their
subjective feelings, self-consciousness being one among many. In many ways they embodied a
well-known saying of one of their philosophers, “Eye see, therefore Eye am”.
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Humans are bound to a fate in which when they see something, they necessarily do not see other
things. As much as the Eyes had more advantage than us in this regard, the very sensibility to
perceive from all directions made the fact that even they could not occupy multiple spatiotemporal
positions at once all the more apparent to them. This was a poignant reminder of their
non-omnipresence and non-omniscience. Moreover, a day consisted of only a several hours for the
Eyes, as they could not stay in the sun for long before they dizzied from all the heat that focused at
the center of the dome on their head. An Eye consequently did not —could not— pull an all-nighter



under a burning incandescent light to make an assignment before the deadline. Only pitch black
enveloped their cities at night. Some of the Eyes covered their eyes with thin muslin or colored
flexiglass to stay in light longer, yet by doing so they necessarily compromised the clarity of their
vision. Being tucked under the bed sheet at 8pm, an Eye child pleaded: “Can I stay awake longer?”
The desire to spend more time being awake, alive, was another commonality between the two
species. Once the child opened their window in the middle of the night, and witnessed the splendor
of the cool shimmers scattered across the dark expanse. How much more they could do if they were
up longer! Thought the child. What more they would have done, and whether that would have been a
good thing, remains a question for all of us. Having access to so much more, yet being more limited
than us in other aspects, the Eyes longed to merge with the world that they saw— to them, nothing
was more sacred than the world itself. The Eyes sought to move more, see more, listen more, smell
more, touch more, taste more… enraptured by every face of the world, they gave in to its embrace.
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Mary is a brilliant scientist who is, for whatever reason, forced to investigate the
world from a black and white room via a black and white television monitor. She
specializes in the neurophysiology of vision and acquires, let us suppose, all the
physical information there is to obtain about what goes on when we see ripe
tomatoes, or the sky, and use terms like "red", "blue", and so on. She discovers, for
example, just which wavelength combinations from the sky stimulate the retina, and
exactly how this produces via the central nervous system the contraction of the
vocal cords and expulsion of air from the lungs that results in the uttering of the
sentence "The sky is blue". ... What will happen when Mary is released from her
black and white room or is given a color television monitor? Will she learn anything
or not?

- Frank Jackson, Epiphenomenal Qualia

I have been watching the Eyes for as long as I can remember. I still have much more to learn about
them—  this fascinating species, so strange and yet in some ways so familiar to us... The more I
observe, the more I find myself tearing to their songs and laughing at their comedy, and this is partly
because I am driven by the wish to understand how it is like to be one of them. Yet, I may never see
through the eyes of another, without being them and having their experiences first-handedly. What
do you think? By learning everything about them, will I become one of them? Do I want to become
an Eye? I have told you only a portion of what I have learned about the Eyes so far. If you stay
around, I can tell you more. And we can try to figure this out together.


