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SEEING NEAR AND SEEING FAR?

Using what we know about the reasons for myopia and the history of the Mongoloid peoples
who colonized eastern Asig, it is worth sketching out a ‘conjectural history' of what may have
happened. Obvioudly this will need to be investigated further by experts and its plausibility
assessed. In the absence of direct Satistica evidence of myopia rates in the medieva and early
modern periods in eastern Asiawe shal dways have to indulge in guesswork.

Chinaand Japan are populated by Mongoloid peopleswho originated in northern Asia. These
peoples have also expanded into the Americas, the Pacific and South East Asia. One of ther
most distinctive features is the well-known 'Mongolian Ey€'. There are wide variations in this
eye, but severa characteristics are always or often present. It is aways brown or amost black;
there are no blue-eyed 'true’ Mongoliansas far as | know. Secondly, there is the characteristic
eye-fold near the nose, which often covers off one part of the lens. Although not aways the
case, from casua observation the actud size of the eye-bdl seems rdatively large. Also,
although not always the case, other parts of the cornea are covered over, both at the top and the
bottom, by eye-lids, so that only a part of the eyeis normally visible. No doubt, if we go deeper
into the subject we will find other characteristics. For example, | bedieve that | have read
somewhere that the Mongolian eye hasits cones and rods arranged in a different pattern. The
retinamay have a different micro-constitution which might mean a different susceptibility to high
and low light levels. As | recall, this means that with such an eye, seeing in low light is more
difficult.

If we consider the early environment where the Mongolian peoples developed &fter they
migrated from Africa (check with MIASU), thisal makes sense. Whether in the circum-polar
regions with the white glare of snow, or on the vast open spaces of the steppes of northern
Chinaand Russig, two thingsin particular were required in the eyes of these nomadic pastoraist
peoples. One wasthe ability to see vast distances, in detail, to survive; they had to be able to
judge changesin weather, grazing, the position of therr herds and their prey, and the approach
of predators, human or otherwise. The acute long-distance sight of the Mongolian herdsmen is
legendary, as famous as that of many of the hunter-gatherers in Audrdia or Africa. 2 The
narrowing of the aperture of the eye helpsin thislong-sight and gives depth of vision, just as in

! Thistitleis also thetitle of abook by Ludovici.

2 A typicd anecdote where African natives could distinguish clearly the nature of a speck
on the horizon which awestern observer could not make out even with binocularsis reported by
John Browning.Browning, Our Eyes 108
Professor Caroline Humphrey, who has for many years worked in Mongolia, has confirmed the
amazing eye-sight of the pastora peoplesthere today.
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a camera. Secondly, the enormous glare, combined with the danger of damage from the fine
particles of dust and sand in the Mongolian heartlands, all must be dedt with. Night vison was
less important, close work less essential. Thus it would seem that enormoudly powerful eyes,
almost like miniature telephoto lenses or telescopes, were developed for seeing long distances in
bright light. We would expect to find that the actual ratios of the different parts of the eye were
affected by this so that the light and the images could best be captured.

This adaptation to a world where much of the time was spent out in the open, scanning for
distant objects, was made more effective through the diet. Pastoralists, like many of their
hunter-gatherer predecessors with excdlent long vision, and most famoudy the Mongols, live
off adiet with astrong component of meat and milk. Aswe have seen, meat and milk are two of
the main sources of Vitamin A. Vitamin A is the main dietary contributor to good eye-sight, the
source of retinol. So for thousands of years an effective adaptation took place. Long-sighted
peoplesin aworld of meat and milk.

Over time these Mongoloid peoples expanded, right down into the Pecific, northern Indiaand
as far as Turkey. They covered two thirds of the Eur-Asian continent and its adjacent aresas,
including Japan. In many of these areas, for example in Tibet, and northern Nepa where |
work, their eyes werefitted to the same job and they continued as pastoraists. So in the Gurung
village of Thak, where | have worked as an anthropologist for thirty years, | have not noted any
particular eye problems, except the usual ones of cataracts and presbyopia.

The situation in China and Japan, however, developed in a different way. Firstly, over the
centuries, the diet changed. Therich protein and vitamin A diet gaveway to a carbohydrate diet
based on grains. In particular, in the central region of the Chineserice belt asit developed during
the Sung period (C8-C13), the peoples gave up much of ther meat and milk. Even the
vegetables, as Rasmussen and others have noticed, became leached and lacked flavour and may
have been short of vitamin A. The extreme example, as | have studied it, is Japan, where Bud-
dhism combined with shortage of good rice land led to a mestless, milkless, eggless, diet? Eye
problems we know wererife[seethe bitsl used and did not use for Savage Wars XX X] and
not al were to do with hygiene.

Added to this, and inter-acting with it in a complex way, was a second factor, a change in
occupations. Instead of riding the wideranges or hunting animals, the Mongoloid peoples in
China and Japan became sedentary. Many of them became craftsmen, working on intricate
materials . Others became settled agriculturaists. A small but growing section of the elite became
scholars. Whereas the Gurung peoples of centrd Nepa with whom | work were, until the last
generation, apre-literate civilization with no written language, both China and Japan are famous
for their early development of an amazingly sophisticated and complex writing system. In effect,

3 See Savage Wars, XXX
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when combined with that Confucian emphasis on education as a way of alocating status which
has briefly been described above, this means that a peoples who had traditionaly used their eyes
for seeing many miles, were now concentrating their attention on tiny marks on paper or other
surfaces afew inches from their nose, which they tried to copy, learn and read. Nor were they
just doing thisfrom timeto time, or in relation to a few marks, or having to concentrate part of
their minds. The intensity of Chinese and Japanese education is legendary and has been
described above.

Thisstrain on the eyeswas exacerbated in the past by other factors. The absence of glass
windows in China and Japan meant that the reading, writing and memorizing was done in
rooms with very poor light, often coming through smal or paper-covered windows.
Furthermore, the process was made more demanding by the well known fact that eye and brain
work together, and the Chinese language put an enormous strain on both. In terms of visua
pattern recognition, an individua who wished to become successful needed to be able to
recognize, both visually and intellectually, up to about eight thousand 'kanji' characters. These
each had tiny, but significant, differences. as one child learning English asked, 'at what angle do
| write the letter 'a? So thetiny strokes not only haveto be read, but mastered in writing, and
stored in the mind. And with black ink quickly absorbed from the brush into the paper, mistakes
cannot be corrected. There are no rubbers. It isnot difficult to imagine the strain.

So we takeeyes dready weakened by a dramatic withdrawal of vitamin A, and which have
been well adapted to the wide spaces and intense light, and subject themto a new regime. We
Segt the pupils for long hoursin badly-lit rooms, studying, memorizing, copying tiny strokes of
abrush on paper. What isthe result? Well, aswe saw earlier, it is myopiarates which end up at
between 70-80% in the genera Japanese population, and in some specidized groups, such as
lawyersin Singapore, at 98%. That Eskimo (Inuit) children can move from 2 to 45% myopia in
one generation, solely, it seems, on the basis of amove from ora to school education (and up to
65% in two generations) suggests what may have happened. The dramatic change among the
Inuitis perhaps partly accounted for by the same factor as described here, the particularly well
adapted long-sight of the Mongolian eye among them, atuned to digant sight in a bright
landscape. How much greater the effect in Chinaand Japan has been when it is compounded by
much longer hours of schooling, the minute Chinese characters, the absence of glass windows
for lighting and, for many centuries, the effective withdrawal of theretinol supply in meat and
milk, it isdifficult to estimate.

One of the interesting facts about dl thisisthat if | am right, namely that the underlying causes
of myopia are a certain eye shape, a certain educationa and linguistic system, a certain diet, a
certain absence of glass windows, none of these factorsis recent. What is new is that a number
of these factors now affects the whole population, all of whom are now compulsorily educated.
In the past it probably only serioudly affected a smaler proportion, though the number of
children who at least started on the educationa ladder in these Confucian influenced civilizations
was probably much higher than in comparable periods in the West.
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So it does not seem unreasonable to argue that from at least the fourteenth century, if not
earlier, the tendency was towards increased myopia. The settling down of the Mongols &fter the
conquests of Genghis and Kubla Khan, and their further absorption into a bureaucratic
civilization, combined with theintengfication of ricecultivation, which occurred in both China
and Jgpan as population built up caused this. It has continued in heavily urban,
Chinese-speaking countries such as Taiwan and Singapore. Obviously further research will be
needed to show more precisely how the Mongolian eyeisdistorted by 'near-work' and diet, but
this may have been the rough shape of what happened.

* * %

The second way to approach a period when records are meagre is through looking at possible
effects, and hence working back to possible causes. This aso has a wider interest, since
ultimately it isthe consequences of differencesin vison that we are concerned with. Again we
may use Rasmussen's idess as a gtarting point. Although he only concentrated on one or two
possible effects, they are certainly audacious and intriguing.

[This section should probably go a little later under consequences) One of his mgor
suggestions concerns the nature of Chinese art. He wrote that 'The theory that Chinese painters,
who were nearly aways literati poets and philosophers, and therefore men whose eyesight may
be considered wesak, painted the spirit rather than the material, would not atogether account for
the invariably minute, dmost photographic foreground detail, and the misty back-ground of their
pictures. We are then told that early Chinese artists, from roughly 300 to 1300 A.D. 'pictured
near objects in detail and their distance asamore or less complete blur'. If we try to explain this
by aluding to some idea of 'spiritua impressionism'’ it ‘does not explain why they were ableor
wanted to "memorise’ and depict so many of the nearest objects in such materia detail. Nor
doesit explain why their spiritualistic conceptions are confined dmost invariably to background
and not to foreground subjects. It aso does not explain why in some paintings the features of a
person situation at a distance beyond the discrimination of perfect visual powers should in a
Chinese painting often be painted in minute detail. Such details were memorized from a close
observation and not from actual view at the distance.’ (p.56)

Rasmussen then explains that the way in which painting was done in Chinawas very different
to that in the post-Renaissance west, and that this exacerbated the effects of eye-sight. Chinese
landscape painters did not paint on the spot. 'They smply wandered about or sat in meditation
and then went back to their studioswithout a sketch or any sort of rough drawing to paint their
pictures’ Rasmussen had also noted that 'they compose their pictures with the silk
scrolls...stretched out on a flat table. They did not compose with their fabric in the vertica
position as common with Western painters.’ The result might again be that 'with the foreground
objectsin such great detail, and this foreground at the bottom of the scroll nearest to ther eyes,
that whether they relied upon actua vision or upon "memory vision” they were sill handicapped
by short-sightedness.’ Rasmussen wisdly comments that 'this in no way implies that the
Chinese would have developed a totdly different system of painting even if they had not been
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limited by eyesight'. But he citesan articlein a journa of 1936 which suggests that amost half
theartists in an American study were myopic & thiswould have a consderable effect on ther
art. (pp.56-7)

There does seem to be something intriguing here in the relation between painting and myopia.
It is a theme partly picked up by Trevor-Roper. He suggests that 'the paintings, of the myope
deserve more detailed inspection... Most striking is the influence on visua imagery, for the
myope (unless he wears glasses constantly) necessarily tendsto avoid describing details that are
outside hislimited focal range.* One aspect is the distance from which the paintings of a myope
should be seen. He writes that the 'the myopia... of an artist will have a direct influence on the
optimum distance for viewing hiswork. Artists who record on therectanglesa relatively small
view, normaly use a smple geometrica perspective, the lawsof which remain approximately
accurate only for such a "narrow-angled” span.> The mechanism involved is explained as
follows. 'However, most artists, to agreater or lesser extent, subconsciousy use a ‘cylindrical
gnomic projection’ (such as the conventional Mercator's map of the world) to transpose their
view on to a two-dimensiond canvas from the surface of theimaginary sphere encircling their
heads, on which it seems to be disposed. But the wider the 'angle’ of their view, the more
necessary it isto observe the rendering from the same point as that from which it was seen by
the original artist who painted it..."® Trevor-Roper even notes the fact that Chinese artists tend to
have most of their detall 'crowded into the lower left triangle. But he does not, unlike
Rasmussen, link thisto myopia, but rather to ‘gravity'. He notes that 'the reverse is often true of
Western art'’

It ishelpful to counter-balance thiswith the observations of a Chinese specialist. Mark Elvin
observes that 'Arguments from art are precarious. Use of water-based medium on absorbent
paper or silk requires theimages be conceptuaized before execution. Reworking, easy in oils
(though much less in tempera), is all but impossible. Horizonta placement of the paper is also
required to stop water running.' He further observes that 'preference, on the whole, for amobile
implied vantage-point for the observer, rather than the uniquely anchored point implied by grict
perspective, was probably cultural. (The viewer is an "immortal” who can tread the clouds.’® [I
have other evidence on thiswhich | shall add later.]

It is tempting to go beyond thisto other art forms. For example, in Japan, one wonders
whether any of the strange conventions of drama - noh and kabuki - were rdated to this. There
are the strange sounds and gestures of Kabuki, the absence of the importance of facid
expressions, the huge costumes, particularly using the red end of the spectrum, the facts that (as
can be seenin traditional prints) the audience tend not to look at the stage and often face away

4 T-Roper, Blunted, 31

5 T-Roper, Blunted, 43

6 T-Roper, Blunted, 44

7 T-Roper, Blunted, 123

8 Mark Elvin, person communication.
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from it, even the way in which there is a projecting foot-way which takes the actor out into the
audience, so they can see him more closely may be important. They all suggest an audience
which found it difficult to see what was going onin adimly lit hall a some distance.

The red and gold kabuki costumes suggests that widespread myopia may aso have affected
the discrimination of colour. Whereas a typica European will see the blue end of the spectrum
most clearly, it seemslikely that Chinese, Japanese and Koreans see the red end of the spectrum
more clearly. As Trevor-Roper noted 'it is a curious coincidence that colours from the red end of
the spectrum should play so large a part in the paintings of Chinese and Japanese, which are
predominantly myopic (the Japanese have only recently adopted a specific word for blue).? To
this could be added that the primary coloursin these three countries, apart from black and white,
are brown-red, yellow-red, and blue-green. That two should be from the red end of the
spectrum and the other from the region closest to that end is interesting. Likewise the fact that
many costumes, for example in kabuki thestre, are red and yellow, is notable. Asking young
Japanese friends to pick out coloured clothes from a crowd, they picked out redsand yellows,
rather than the, to me, brighter blues and greens. The famous red, rather than yellow, sun on the
Japanese flag is also often mentioned. The link with myopia is explained by Trevor-Roper as
follows. 'The bluerays of light arerefracted morethan the red, and so are brought to a focus
dightly infront of the normal retina, and the red rays correspondingly just behind it; hence the
myope, with his abnormally long eye, will seered objectsin better definition...°

It would also be interesting to look more closdly at literature. [Here one might add in the
Rasmussen materiad from above]. Certainly in the west the contrast in the images used by a
myopic poet such as Keats, and a poet such as Shelley, are illuminating. Those of Keats are
based much more on the other senses of smell and sound, or much morefanciful, while Shelley
dedls with distant prospectst Or again, Tennyson's imagery, including some of his most
famouslines such as 'the long light shakes across the lakes' or thereply of XXX when asked
by thedying Arthur as to what he saw, to which XXX replies in terms of the sounds 'the
lapping of lake water' etc. It might well be possible to examine the very rich literature of Japan
and Chinawith thisin mind.

This could be broadened beyond art and literature. Mann and Pirie suggest that we 'think
about the effect on the possessor of what is called long sight." The effects on ‘certain patterns of
our civilisation, for example, our seating arrangements in cinemas and theatres, the size and
position of public notices such as signposts, the use of the blackboard in schools and others of
our common arrangements, which presuppose cler sight for things more than six yards

away."2 If weturn thison its head, and wonder what a civilization with very high myopia rates

9 Trevor Roper, Blunted, 42; the Tibeto-Burman peoples with whom | work as an
anthropologist, the Gurungs, aso only have aword which means blue-green (pingya).

10 T-Roper, Blunted, 42

11 T-Roper, Blunted, 31

12 Mann and Pirie, 147
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might exhibit, a number of curious features of Japanese civilization takeon a new meaning in a
world where 'A short-sighted person can often recognize afriend acrossthe road, but it isby his
clothes and gait rather than by hisfeatures."3

So one is led to wonder about the famous ceremonious bowing which is more easly
observed than the minutiae of facial expression, the generally impassive expressions, the giving
of namecards to indicate identity, the emphasis on whole body communication (hara) rather
than facia gestures or speech. What onewould haveto do is to walk round Japan with specia
glasses which created myopia - and then seen how many things were visble & how human art
and gestures and use of noise had made them more so. Is this a landscape created for the
visudly-chdlenged?

Oneintriguing areais the non-development in China, where gunpowder was invented, of
far-sght weapons. Of course there are other reasons for this, but it may well also be partly
related to the fact that the Mandarin class, at least, would not have found them easy to use. Here
it isworth quoting Mark Elvin (persona communication), to the effect that 'The tempora trends
might possibly be seenin a deterioration of Manchu and Mongol eyesight as their lifestyles
became snified in the Qing period. Activitiesthat would have been affected are shooting with
bow, and later the musket, and hunting and following, gpat from traps. Among Chinese,
looking at the stars could have been affected.’ It may thusbe more than a coincidence that the
famous Zen art of archery required the archer to learn to fire the arrow without having to look at
the distant target.

Another effect might be the famous skillsin 'micro work' which have long impressed western
observers about Japan. Theintricate traditional crafts of lacquer, inro making, bonsai (miniature
plant) growing, theintricacies of theteaceremony. Hereit is worth quoting Mann and RFirie
(p-150) to the effect that 'Shortsighted people therefore seem to be cut out by nature for a life of
close work, and they practicadly all choose it for themselves. They are the ivory carvers, the
illuminators of manuscripts, the miniature painters and the students of the past, just as the
long-sighted ones are the hunters, sailors, and men of action.” That this may have a direct
continuity into the famous Japanese skills in certain branches of modern manufacturing, many of
which have the suffix ‘'micro’ (micro-engineering, micro-electronics, micro-computing), does
not seem implausible.

One also wonders about the shape and nature of Japanese homes and their furnishings, so
beautifully described for example for the nineteenth century by Edward Morse4 The rooms
weretiny, as werethe houses, and the absence of furniture and their smplicity would make

13 Mann and Pirie, 149

1 Morse, Japanese Homes
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them ided for a people who found focusing on objects even at the far end of a large room
difficult, and who might find moving around in crowded furniture trying.

Another well known feature of Japan isthe emphasis on the other sense organs. The sense of
amdl is particularly well developed in Japan. Not only are the revolting smells of foreigners
often commented on, but there has been a huge development of the art of discriminating scents.
Numerous books exist on the subject and the palate of different scents and incense was vast.
The famous tenth century novel by Lady Murasaki, the Genji, is full of competitions to detect
subtle variationsin scent, and the approach of the Prince is often detected before he arrives by
his scent.

Likewise thereisavery heavy emphasis on sound. Tiny sounds are noted and used, the sound
of water dropping, thetinkling of bells, the sound of a frog jumping into a pool, various taps
and clicks during the tea ceremony. A Japanese friend suggested to me that the Japanese had a
better sense of hearing because their eye-sight was poor. It would be interesting to test this.

Again, one notices the love of whole masses at adight distance, rather than small things which
might not be seen. Thus the whole treeof cherry blossom, a cloud of pink and white, a full
moon, the shape of Mount Fuji which is so distinctive and obvious. This is rather poignantly
caught as follows. 'If a child is born short-sighted it will makeno complaint. thisis often not
realised, but isobvious if we stop to think.... a smal short-sighted child given glasses for the
first time and sent for awalk showsthe state of mind. She said "Look! Do you know that a tree
is made of leaves?"15 (Mann & Pirie, 159)

As we shdll see (have seen), there is a notable absent of 'prospects, of viewing points, of
sight-seeing spots, in traditiona Japan. Thiswas noted by Screech, who put down the absence
to political pressures against spying, but this can hardly explain it. Much morelikely that many
people would not have climbed the crags or towers which filled western countries since they
could not see fromthem - until theintroduction of eye-glasses from the west in the eighteenth
century when, suddenly, going up in balloons and looking out over the countryside became a
craze.

Thelast area, [which may be put elsewhere] is more controversia, but worth considering.
Thisis the effects of myopia on persondity. This is difficult ground, but here are a few
suggestions. Mannand Pirie in 1946 suggested that a myopic child is 'intensely interested in
books and in al fine detail and very bored with games.... Such children win scholarships and
may be correspondingly unpopular... they drift into jobs entailing close work, they get
round-shouldered and peer at their work. They get wrinkles at the corners of their eyes because
they are always screwing up their lidsto try to makea sort of "pinhol€" camera to help themto

15 Mann and Pirie, 159
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see distant objects better, and this gives them afeeling of strain.'6

The theme of the effects of myopia was expounded three years later by Gesdll and others as
follows. 'Myopes frequently show a precocious interest in books as early as 18 months or 2
years of age.... The pronounced myope shows an overconcentration on near-sector activities,
which in turn may eventuate in precocious reading and verbalization, and in a marked topica
card-index type of memory. He shows overcentraity and overidentificaiton. He overholds and
has difficulty in making transitions. He is also reported to have a low appetite. He is overaware
of colour, and usesit prodigioudy for distant vision cues, and for making fine digtinctions in
hue and shades. Introjective trends are uppermost. He gathers all the experience into himself,
and he is in consequences better oriented within himself, but not so fecildy oriented to his
physical and socia milieu. He is very demanding of people.' 7 This, which | may not use,
chimes in rather well with some of the psycho-andyticd literature on Japanese persondity by
Takeo Doi et al. (seerefs)

The theme has been explored by Trevor-Roper in a section cdled 'The Myopic Personality'
and in a short appendix to his book, which takes thetheme of an eye-specidist's remark '‘But
you don't understand, we myopes are different people." He refers to 'the studious and rather
withdrawn myope', and quotes a long and fascinating passage from a Dr. Riceas follows. 'A
near-sighted child cannot do well on the playground because he cannot see. He will not like to
hunt because he cannot see the game or the sights of his gun. He will not like to tramp because
distant objects are poorly seen and, for that reason, not appreciated. He will not like races or
aviation or travel or sports of any sort. As a rulethese persons do not like the thegtre, or the
motion picture... The child who knows that he cannot excel over hisfellows in games getsa big
satisfaction out of the conquest of the mind that he can command... He pleases histeacher but he
loses his friends.... Such a child as we have described is not dependent on others for
entertainment and is liable to grow rather contemptuous of the ahilities of others. He does not
adapt himself to the surroundings and is not willing to make compromises.'8

A number of the themes above overlap with earlier consequences. How far does thishelp us to
understand traditional Japan or China one wonders? It certainly makes one keep a look out for
signs.

The possible major divergence in ways of seeing.

In thiskind of discussion, it is extremely important to avoid any overtone of mordizing or

18Mann and Pirie, 160

17 Gellell & co., pp.285-6.
18 Quoted in T-Roper, Blunted, 21-2
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superiority. Even thetitle of achapter dong thelines of Trevor-Roper's The World Through
Blunted Sight would be inappropriate. It is truethat myopia is now regarded as a disability
and many consider it amisfortune. In fact, it has many advantages and has been behind much of
the creative work in both East and West. A person with myopia probably inhabits a more
intense, intimate, meaningful, kind of world. Myopes seethe world at a different angle, in an
unusual perspective, which is perhaps why myopes are ‘more numerous in art schools, where
they generdly prefer to paint with their myopia uncorrected or undercorrected.?

Many of the greatest poets have been myopic. Milton, Pope, Goethe, Keats, Tennyson,
W.B.Yeats. 22 Among writers, James Joyce, Emile Durkheim and Edward Lear were myopic.
Notable myopic musicians included J.S.Bach, Beethoven, Schubert and Wagner. Gregor
Mendd theinventor of modern geneticsis another myope. We aretold that 'among redly gifted
mathematicians, myopes are four times as common'.2:

Perhaps more surprisingly, many of the greatest painters, for example Jan Van Eyck, Durer
and possibly Vermeer, were myopic. Myopia was particularly prevalent among nineteenth
century impressionists, for example Cezanne, Degas, Pissaro. We aretold that ‘a survey of the
128 masters and pupils at the Ecole des Beaux-Artsin Paris found 48 per cent to be myopes and
27 per cent hypermetropes, whereas in the population at large it is the hypermetropes who are
about three times as numerous as the myopes.2

Thus Trevor-Roper concludes that'Myopes are indeed rather an dite; they have a rdatively
high 1Q, they preponderate in the higher educationa and income levels and in the higher Indian
castes...' They aso have the compensation, as we have seen, that there is far less problem of
reading in older age without glasses. Furthermore, 'many short-sighted (myopic) people can
read for hours without glasses and without discomfort, sincein doing so they use less muscular
effort than the "normal."'24

It is thus essentia to avoid the pejorative overtones reminiscent of what one used to find in
school play-grounds, where the children with glasses for myopia were picked on as swots etc.
Thisisdangerous ground and it would be very unfortunate if it wastaken that one was arguing
that the half of the world's population who use Chinese characters (not to mention orthodox
Jews and other heavily myopic sub-groups) was somehow inferior to the long-sighted peoples
of the western world.

19 Trevor-Roper, article, last page.

20 For evidence of the myopia of al the following, see Trevor-Roper, Blunted Sight,
esp.36-44. Durkheim is my own addition, on the basis of portraits, his writing and his grict
Jewish up-bringing.

21 T-Roper, Blunted, 23

22 T-Roper, Blunted, 42

23 T-Roper, Article, p.XX

24 Mann and Pirie, 149

10
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On the other hand, it is not wise just to ignore the possible differences for fear of being
thought politicaly incorrect, racialist, Orientalist, determinist or whatever. Instead we can see
that there is a possible added twist to the story of the development of glass instrumentsin east
and west.

At the over-smplified level work on vision suggests two different trgectories at the two ends
of Eur-Asia Just as in many other areas, from toilet systems (water closet: night soil) to
agriculture (industry: industrious), so inrelation to visual knowledge, the divergence, until very
recently, may have been growing larger. Thisdifference was not, as | had previoudy thought,
merdly that western Eur-Asia developed more precise vison through glass and its associated
developmentsin science and the Renaissance but thiswas absent in China and Japan. In other
words, it is not just that European vision improved dramaticaly and left other vison 'naked' as
it were. That might be a true categorisation of what happened in relation to hunter gatherers in
Austraia, triba peoples in Southern Africa or the Americas, or even peasants in India and
Nepal. But inrelation to thereally high-level civilizations of Eur-Aga (apart from Islam, which
is another story), in other words China and Japan, thenit is more than just a matter of these
civilizations just remaining gtatic while the west developed instruments of more precise vison
made of glass. There was a movement over the centuries in China and Japan, but in a different
direction. This movement was towards a world with an attention to microscopic detail, the
dominance of senses other than the eye, combined with less accurate long sight.

If one wantsto push the thesisto its extreme, one could suggest that thisagain helps to bring
out what is peculiar about the west. Western glass technology extended the dready reasonable
eyeswith telescopesand microscopes, and corrected the effect of old age with spectacles. The
Chinese and Japanese turned their eyesinto virtua microscopes, having earlier had eyeswhich
were virtud telescopes. But thiswas at some cost to themsalves and helps explain some odd
off-shootsin their civilization, just as glass doesin the West.

In the west between the thirteenth and eighteenth centuries the growth of glass tools led to
those increases in reliable knowledge documented in earlier chapters, the possibility of seeing
further, deeper, more precisdly. In Indiaand the Idamic civilizations, there wasfindly stasis. In
Chinaand Japan eye-sight, or at least the ability to see far off, may actually have deteriorated.
Reliable knowledge of certain kinds may have levelled off or even decreased. Theworld became
flatter and closer, the authority retained from the past when the world seemed clearer was
increased, curiosity to discover new things was diminished, the written word and memory of
past achievements was stressed. In the west, seeing is believing, in the east, hearing and reading
is believing. Smelling and hearing and remembering are privileged in the east, experimenting
and touching and seeing in the west. This was re-enforced by language, a veil of complex
writing in the East, whereas the West increasingly became an oral and visual culture. Both have
their charms and their advantages, but in the grim world of practical politics it was the western
solution, to extend the human eye with glass instruments, which won the competitive battle.
Now all the world has spectacles, glass mirrors, microscopes and telescopes. And we have
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forgotten the thousand years of history when things were very different.

12



