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Seeing is Believing, but sometimes "Seeing" doesn't mean Seeing


	The idiom "seeing is believing," first recorded in 1639, is one of the first old sayings that comes to mind in dealing with Henry James' The Turn of the Screw. Its meaning is simple: if you see something, it's real and you can believe (in) it(s factuality). Written in 1897, The Turn of the Screw was first released to the world at a time when "seeing is believing" was trusted more widely than it is today; modern medicine and the nascent field of cognitive science have shown that sight is often far from trustworthy, and that at its best it is a representation of—not an answer key to—the world. A more useful interpretation of "seeing is believing" is that in order to believe something, you must have concrete evidence for it, something the governess in The Turn of the Screw never really has. She is blind and, while well-intentioned, as "I hear tell, the road to Hell is paved with good intentions," evil.
	The following passage, extracted from page 11 of the text, demonstrates the governess's blindness quite well with its ironic diction: 

	"See him, Miss, first. Then believe it!" I felt forthwith a new impatience to see him; it was the beginning of a curiosity that, all the next hours, was to deepen almost to pain. Mrs. Grose was aware, I could judge, of what she had produced in me, and she followed it up with assurance. "You might as well believe it of the little lady. Bless her," she added the next moment—"look at her!"
	I turned and saw that Flora, whom, ten minutes before, I had established in the schoolroom with a sheet of white paper, a pencil and a copy of nice "round O's," now presented herself to view at the open door. She expressed in her little way an extraordinary detachment from disagreeable duties, looking at me, however, with a great childish light that seemed to offer it as a mere result of the affection she had conceived for my person which had rendered necessary that she should follow me. I needed nothing more than this to feel the full force of Mrs. Grose's comparison, and, catching my pupil in my arms, covered her with kisses in which there was a sob of atonement. (Henry James, The Turn of the Screw, page 11)

	Within a 197-word segment of the text, we find six sight words ("see" twice, "look," "saw," "view," "looking"): sight is the most-represented idea in this passage after pronouns and articles. There are four words relating to feelings and beliefs ("believe" twice, "felt," "feel"), second in representation after sight. It is important to note that none of these instances of feeling or belief follow from sight: both instances of "believe" are dares with no sensory grounds, and the instances of feeling are evoked by words, not by experiences. This disconnect between seeing and believing indicates immediately that there is a step missing in the governess's scientific method. Her convictions do not stem from what she sees; they must be imagined. The presence of sight and feeling as themes in this passage raise questions of narrator unreliability (a common factor in ghost stories) with their disconnect, but more importantly they—especially sight—establish the governess as blind. 
	A classic literary device explained to us in our reading of Gertrude Stein's "Melanctha" is that of ironic diction. By repeating a word (in "Melanctha," words like "sure" and "certain"), the author eventually twists it to mean its opposite (in "Melanctha," then, "maybe" or "uncertain"). One of the most famous exemplars of this technique is the Sophocles play "Oedipus Rex,"1 which tells the story of a man who, thinking himself capable of seeing and understanding the world, brings blight upon the city of Thebes by being blind to his unwitting crimes of patricide and incest. By repeatedly hammering out sight words, Sophocles portrays Oedipus as a blind man. James does something similar in this passage with the governess. The stress on sight implicates the governess's blindness. This is true in the greater context of the story as well: much as Oedipus spends a great deal of time "looking" for the cause of Thebes's problems, the governess obsessively searches for answers and solutions to the ghost problem. 
	Both "Oedipus Rex" and The Turn of the Screw are pollution narratives. The protagonists notice a blight (famine and disease for Oedipus, ghosts for the governess), set out to fix things, meet some resistance or barrier, and finally realize that they themselves are the cause of the blight (Oedipus for his crimes, the governess for being an off-the-wall lunatic with a hyperactive imagination). Both stories end with the realization that Pogo states in his classic line, "we have met the enemy, and he is us."2 In trying to do good (in the case of Oedpius, saving Thebes from first the Sphinx and later famine and disease; in that of the governess, saving the children from ghosts), the protagonists' blindness causes them to err and leads to tragedy. Oedipus's mistakes end with the death of his mother-wife and his loss of sight; the governess's with the deaths of her charge. The selected passage shows the beginning of this downward trend, being the first instance of liberal application of sight words. Here the governess has her first doubts, performs her first inquiry, and comes to her first blind conclusion. This passage alone is a miniature pollution story in and of itself: the governess identifies a taint on her charges, identifies herself as the cause of the taint (specifically, for imagining them to be tainted), and then atones. That this pattern is present so early in the narrative, and that it is repeated as the governess doubts, accuses, and recants multiple times throughout, is telling. That there is no "sob of atonement" at the end of the tale is even more telling.
	More insight into the character of the governess can be gleaned from Plato's Socratic dialogue "The Hippias Minor."3 In it, Socrates shows Hippias both that the more capable a man is in a given pursuit, the better that man is and that the more capable a man is, the more easily he can deceive. Examples given range from the runner who chooses to run slowly to the geometer who provides false answers to mathematical questions. Socrates demonstrates that he who is capable of lying is a better man than he who is incapable of lying. The runner who chooses to run slowly is better than the runner who cannot run quickly. The geometer who chooses to provide false answers is better than the geometer who cannot solve the questions correctly. The man who chooses to lie is better than the man who does not know the truth and lies unintentionally. The governess in The Turn of the Screw, though she spouts absurdities regarding ghosts, is not choosing to lie in her account—it seems genuine enough. Add to her unreliability that at every turn (of the screw?) there is more she does not know or does not understand, beginning with her ignorance regarding the character of Miles in my selected passage, and you have a person that doesn't know much of anything for sure and whom Plato would disparage (knowledge is justice). Like Achilles, whom Socrates discredits for being temperamental and ignorant, the governess is incapable of seeing the truth. This blindness, again, is that which is illuminated in the selected passage with its deluge of sight words.
	Believing is the other half of "seeing is believing," and the governess does an unconvincing job in this department as well. Looking alone at the selected passage, she feels "curiosity" become both "pain" and "impatience" in the same heartbeat and seconds later is crying tears of "atonement" on the heels of "affection." The author employs hyperbole here, greatly exaggerating the emotional responses of the governess. These reactions are immature, those of a grade school child, or of a comic book character. The quick swings from pole to pole are too abrupt even for a woman with bipolar disorder; they are better suited to a temperamental liar (in the fashion of Plato's Achilles) who can't make up her mind as to with which story to stick.
	The nameless governess of Bly is blind to the truth throughout The Turn of the Screw, this blindness emphasized periodically with the ironic use of sight words such as "see" and "look." Her blindness leads her down a dangerous path not unlike that which Oedipus treads in Sophocles' classical tragedy, and in the end it is revealed that she in her blindness has become the tale's villain. Her blindness encompasses both things and concepts, the visible and the invisible, her surroundings and her own psyche. From an early Platonic viewpoint, she is evil for her lack of knowledge; ignoring that, she is evil because she fails to atone for her pollution at the end of the story. Her only katharsis, if one may call it that, comes with the murder that ends the tale.

























End Notes
	1. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oedipus_rex Though Prof. Hejinian was the one who first mentioned this play in class, I feel obligated to provide some sort of informational link as it is not on the syllabus. Plot summary in this essay has been according to the tale as I remember reading it multiple times in high school.
	2. http://www.igopogo.com/final_authority.htm Pogo is a comic that at times dealt with pollution qua pollution, apparently. I don't know much about the work itself but the quote used is often repeated by the professor for an environmental studies class which I am taking.
	3. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hippias_Minor This link has more information on the dialogue in question, though in classic Wikipedia fashion it is incorrect; Socrates attempts to prove that Oddyseus is a better man than Achilles for he is wily and lies intentionally while Achilles is too stupid to lie intentionally.
