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Introduction
Within the Hebrew Bible, the eye as one of about 250 body parts mentioned occupies a prominent 
position. This is also the case in the book of Job, and its significance for the plot and message may 
therefore be crucial.

The hypothesis here is that the eyes in the book of Job have a transpersonal–psychological meaning; 
in fact, the eye constitutes the background metanarrative for the foreground plot. Where verses are 
referred to without mentioning the biblical book in this study, the book of Job is intended.

Firstly, this study will be briefly contextualised in current developments in Western culture. 
Secondly, it will focus on depth psychological perspectives on seeing. Thirdly, an overview of the 
visual in the book of Job will be presented before an investigation into its links with other body 
parts in the book. Finally, drawing all of this together, it hopes to make visible certain previously 
overlooked transpersonal–psychological dimensions of the eye in the book of Job.

The traditional rootedness of monotheistic book religions in the Hebrew aniconic stance emphasises 
an obedient ear to the voice and name of the f/Father.1 This culture is now again shifting to the 
visual, which is, ironically, also accused of dominance. This is especially because of the reifying 
male gaze as façade for a totalitarian view, all scopic regimes and the commercial exploitation of the 
visual. Scientific discourse has, for instance, been criticised by Fabian (1984) for its visualism. Visual 
culture is therefore approached in Visual Studies and, in a narrower way, in Image Studies as a 
broadening of Art Studies by means of a variety of academic disciplines, often in an interdisciplinary 
way (cf. Jay 2002:passim). Visual culture studies have become increasingly important in religious 
studies through the work of David Morgan, Sally Promey, Jeffrey F. Hamburger and S. Brent Plate.

Jay (1993:211–213) notes that French postmodern philosophers and artists have critiqued the 
dominance of the eye in Western culture as ocularcentrist and raised suspicion over the ‘visual 
turn’ in the United States. The allegedly neutral eye’s distance from the object seen does not make 
it more objective, as it always remains a desiring2 eye.

This postmodern challenge to the dominance of the eye can then be extended to its hegemonic or 
at least dominant status in the book of Job as well. This is the case in 3:9, 10, 16, 20; 7:7; 19:26, 27; 

1.See, for example, Lacan 1981:25, but also his emphasis in the mirror stage (1966:99) on misunderstanding (méconnaissance) and self-
alienation, and his view of the voice as ‘seeing’ (1973:46).

2.The eye is not just a neutral observer but desiring the objects that it sees, according to both Freud (1942:68–69) and Lacan (2004:49).

The current context of a turn to the visual and the transpersonal–psychological potential of the 
book of Job forms the background of this study, which aimed at focusing a psychological lens 
on the topic of eyes in the book of Job. This approach has the potential of seeing beyond both 
the literal and the figurative sense of eyes in the book of Job, gaining a vision of a transcendental 
reality, either in or after this life. In this way, the bodily suffering experienced by the protagonist 
could be illuminated as a model for every recipient. By relating the eye to other body parts 
mentioned in the book, a texture of meanings has been woven with a complicated and 
intriguing subtext for the narrative of the eye in the life of Job. This wealth of value attached to 
the eye in the book subverts the traditionally negative attitude to the visual in monotheistic 
religions and resuscitates the eye to the status of even a transcendental level.

Keywords: Job; eyes; transpersonal–psychological; visual; looking; seeing; light; darkness; 
aniconism.
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21:20; 36:25 and especially 42:5 with the next verse, 42:6, 
subtly emphasising it even further, although Schellenberg 
(2016:117) reminds one that 42:5 is meant purely 
metaphorically, that only the storm can be seen and that the 
aural experience of God brings certainty. Pelham (2012:77, 
205) argues that God does not insist on being seen, but rather 
that creation be seen. That 4:12, 12:11, 13:17 and 33:16 are 
positive evaluations of hearing is not completely convincing, 
as these references to hearing are not weighed against seeing. 
Yet, the fact that seeing is chosen as a metaphor and explicitly 
preferred over hearing implies an association between the 
visual and insight in the Job texts. This preference is further 
reinforced by the complaint that God’s face is hidden in 
13:24; 33:26 and 35:14, although God’s silence is also 
bemoaned by Job in 19:7 and 30:20, for instance.

As Seow (2011:84) has pointed out, the ‘homographic’ 
wordplays prove that the book of Job was also meant as 
visual poetry, to be seen, and not only to be heard.

Depth psychological perspective 
on eyes
Two prominent psychoanalytical thinkers, Freud and Lacan, 
are relevant here, as they both took the meaning of the eyes 
and of seeing seriously. The eyes as erogenous zone in the 
sense of desiring the object seen (Freud 1942:69) constitute 
the human developmental advance from touch (Freud 
1942:55), taste and smell, represented by the skin, mouth and 
nose, respectively, where contact is direct, to bridge distance 
between the subject and the object (List 2013:108). In that 
sense, the eyes not only remind one of painful separation but 
also initiate symbolisation in the space where inner and outer 
realities meet and overlap. 

As organs of sensation-seeking curiosity (‘Schaulust’, Freud 
1996:99–100) and exhibitionism, the eyes express partial drives 
(Freud 1942:68–69), as these drives serve as sexual appetiser 
(‘Vorlust’) because of the distance between the subject and the 
object, whereas ‘Endlust’ (Freud 1942:109–115) requires 
contact, in this sense regressing to the senses developed before 
(vide supra). This double function of the eyes, because of their 
very strong demands, elicits the defence of the ego-drive 
interfering with consciousness. The ego represses the 
forbidden object through blinding the subject. For children, it 
is a terrible anxiety to have one’s eyes damaged, and for many 
adults, this anxiety has remained as worse than an injury to 
any other organ. Dreams, fantasies and myths have shown 
that the fear of becoming blind is often a substitute and 
displacement for castration anxiety.

Ironically, dreams are seldom experienced other than visually 
(Hillman 1979:186). Even for Oedipus, it was a concession for 
the punishment of castration (Freud 2005b:243–244). This 
psychoanalytic discovery of castration anxiety because of the 
Oedipal conflict is significant for the book of Job, as no father, 
but only the mother of Job is mentioned. It seems that Job 
represses his father by not mentioning him.

The eye can also symbolise genitals (Freud 2008:364), 
although here he limits it to female genitals. An example 
from the Hebrew Bible is the symbolic castration of Samson 
when Delilah cut his hair in Judges 16:19 followed by his 
blinding in verse 21, suggesting that the two are somehow 
connected here. Samson, whose name significantly means 
‘Man of the Sun’ (i.e. a symbol of consciousness according 
to  psychoanalytic thinking), loses his sight and perhaps 
also  insight. According to Neumann (1949:172), patriarchal 
castration has two forms: an inferior form is where the vital 
functions are represented by the penis and a superior form 
where the mental functions are represented by the eyes. The 
first was symbolically executed by Delilah when she cut his 
hair, and the second by her compatriots. Likewise in 1 Samuel 
 ,Nahash, the same word used for the serpent] שָׁחָנ ,11:2
a  possible phallic suggestion, in Gn  3:1], the Ammonite 
demands ‘sacrificing’ an eye as price, seal or proof of sincerity 
to enter into a contract, just as circumcision symbolised the 
covenant.

To move from Freud’s psychoanalytic understanding of the 
eyes to that of Lacan (1966:93–95), humans are as infants 
completely under the influence of the sense of sight when 
they form a unified image of their bodies during the mirror 
stage, for which Lacan has become so well known. This 
mirror image as double assists them to develop a precarious 
sensual imaginary and narcissistic functioning ego. 
Narcissism stems from this mirror stage when falling in 
love with the idealised image is contrasted to the muddled 
imperfection of the infant’s own body. This imaginary 
constellation gradually withdraws from the symbolic order. 
The imaginary is the body. The body as a single unit is 
initially introduced as an image during the mirror stage. 
This image is the intermediary for the body to participate 
in  the economy of jouissance [enjoyment]. Yet, the body 
conditions all images.  In the illusion of self-omnipotence 
persisting in its narcissism, the infant is incapable of forming 
and appreciating relationships with others as different 
people.

When the traumatic realisation develops that the image is 
not reality, this narcissism slips from the child’s grip – the 
loss of which opens its eyes, so to speak, to difference  
and the other (Dolto 1984:28). As such, this double  
but contradictory experience of recognition reminds one  
of the roles of the mirror or of the mask in Renaissance  
art: symbolising prudence and falsehood, respectively.  
The eyes therefore become very important during the 
mirror stage, but remain always conditioned and 
structured by the symbolic order, that is, culture (Widmer 
2006:27–28).

The eyes are especially important in paranoia, where  
they are projected onto objects that become personified 
(Widmer 2006:126). This reversal is clear when 13:20 and 
13:24 are considered: in the first instance, Job claims to 
hide his face, but in the latter it is actually God’s face that 
is hidden.

http://www.hts.org.za
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An overview of the visual in the 
book of Job
The eye
 is mentioned 46 times (Jenni & Vetter 1984:260) and so [eye] ןיִעַ
virtually predominates as body part in a narrative where 
facing the eyes of the Other seems to be the life-threatening or 
existential challenge.3 This dominance of ַןיִע [eye] in the book 
of Job agrees with its frequency in the Hebrew Bible where it 
is as body part also in third position (Baumann 2003:246).

Yet, by reading the text, one hears about the eyes, but one 
never sees them. So one has to imagine them, make a mental 
image of them and visualise them. Yet, one remains, in fact, 
blind to them. A book religion tends to block out the body.

Some additional statistics can draw the contours of the eye’s 
possible meanings in the book of Job. Most important may be 
whose eyes are mentioned and by whom: 

•	 31 times by Job, where 12 instances are about his own (so 
less about himself than those of others: 3:10, 7:7, 13:1, 
16:20, 17:2, 17:7, 19:27, 29:11, 29:15, 31:1, 31:7, 42:5), 5 times 
about God’s (7:8, 10:4, 14:3, 16:9, 24:23) and 14 times about 
those of others (7:8, 10:18, 17:5, 19:15, 21:8, 21:20, 24:15 
[twice], 27:19, 28:7, 28:10, 28:21, 31:16, 40:24)

•	 4 times by Eliphaz: his own (4:16), those of Job (15:12), 
God (15:15) and the humble (22:29)

•	 3 times by Zophar: those of God (quoting Job: 11:4), the 
wicked (11:20) and others (20:9)

•	 2 times by Bildad: those of Job (18:3) and God (25:5)
•	 2 times by Elihu: in both those of God (34:21, 36:7)
•	 2 times by God: in both cases those of animals: the vulture 

(39:29) and the leviathan (41:10)
•	 2 times by the narrator: once about the eyes of Job’s three 

friends (2:12) and in another about those of Job (32:1).

Job’s eyes are mentioned 14 and God’s 11 times, resulting in 
more than half of all instances. The rest are scattered amongst 
the 6 or 7 times about the evil person, 5 or 6 times about those 
of some unnamed people,4 4 times about animal eyes, once 
those of Job’s friends, once those of a widow, once those of a 
miner, once Eliphaz’ own (unique amongst the four advisers), 
once those of the humble and once those of a household.

That means all interlocutors, except Job’s wife, refer to the 
eyes. Furthermore, Job’s and God’s eyes are mentioned more 
often than those of others and also that Job dominates the 
references to his own eyes and those of God. In his mind, 
something is therefore going on between his own eyes and 
those of God. 

Sometimes (11:4; 18:3; 19:15; 25:5; 32:1, but in 40:24 it is meant 
in a more concrete way) ןיִַע [eye] is used with the prepositional 

3.The roots, הנפ [face] and די [hand] occur 70 and 53 times, respectively, but are often 
used with prepositions to render them as either directional or instrumental 
indicators where the direct meaning of the body part becomes hidden.

4.This uncertainty is because of the different possible interpretations of the relevant 
verses.

prefix, ב, indicating the metonymical meaning of judgement 
and perhaps even of an evil eye, and once with ל in 21:8, but 
not in 31:1 where the preposition is simply locational, 
although Driver and Gray (1977:262) claim that an imposition 
of a superior party in such a covenant is suggested by ל- [for]. 
The singular is used 14 and the dual form 32 times.

The minority of cases, where ןיִַע [eye] is mentioned in the 
Hebrew Bible, are limited to the vision function, many of 
these referring to a defect (Stendebach 1982:33). Such a 
reference to bodily vision is also the case in the first mention 
of eyes in the book of Job, and then by the narrator, concerning 
those of Job’s three friends in 2:12, where their sight fails 
them: וּהֻריִּכִה אֹלְו [they did not recognised him], even when 
they know that the man they see must be him (cf. Pelham 
2012:57). Incidentally, in the end Job discovers that he 
likewise has not recognised the ‘body’ of God incarnated in 
creation and sees God for the first time.

This lack of recognition of God is so different from 29:11 
where Job’s appearance made the eye that saw him testifying 
to his exceptional quality. Seow (2011:71), however, interprets 
 as Job’s own eye, confirming his (and [when] the eye) ןיִַעְו
(narcissistic?) righteousness when things went well. Just as 
Job’s spiritual myopia in 9:11, Eliphaz cannot make out what 
appears before him in 4:16 either. Added to that can be 11:20 
 and (and [my eye] is dimmed ,הַּכֵּתַו) 17:7 ,(הָנֶלְכִּת) 17:5 ,(הָניֶלְכִּת)
 where the verb in all but one instances means (הֶּלַכֲא) 31:16
‘fail’ (being causative in the last instance), as it does in many 
of these instances. When the internal foetus is opposed to the 
external world of suffering, then the eyes are polarised over 
against the womb but paralleled to the latter’s so-called 
doors in 3:10, somewhat echoed in 10:18. That the eye as 
concrete reference occurs only in the minority of cases means 
that it otherwise has a strong symbolic significance. In 16:20 
(and perhaps in 17:2, 7), יִניֵע [my eye] is associated with 
crying, suggesting a fountain and therefore the other meaning 
of the word, ןיִַע, and in 22:29 the humble lower their eyes as a 
sign of their attitude. The eyes therefore often express 
weakness and vulnerability, also emotionally. 

The eyes’ direct experience equalises people through common 
sense in 13:1 (Jones 2013:847). Even when the eye simply sees, 
its observation is temporary as its objects are transitional, if 20:9 
is generalised. Being seen here means being alive.

In 29:15, Job claims to have been eyes for the blind, just as he 
used to be the feet for the lame. From head to toe, he has 
served as compensation for broken bodies. His eyes could 
here be like witnesses (Stendebach 1982:34) but now are 
healthy organs. On the contrary, he wonders if he might not 
have caused the widow’s eyes to have failed her in 31:16. 

In 39:29, the vulture’s eyes are idealised, but perhaps also 
suggesting an evil eye. 

Likewise the behemoth’s eyes seem to be too strong to be 
captured in 40:24, and in 41:10, the eyes of the leviathan are 

http://www.hts.org.za
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compared to the early morning sun, just as in 3:9. In Egyptian 
hieroglyphics, a crocodile’s reddish eyes, seen before its body 
became visible, were similarly interpreted as suggesting 
dawn (cf. Ross 2010:208–209). Here close to the end, God 
turns the words of Job’s opening speech in Chapter 3 around 
and this includes the eyes that Job denigrated. 

Yet, this idealisation of the eyes of animals has its limits as the 
falcon in 28:7 cannot see into the darkness of a mine. By 
casting light on the hidden, the human miner can see all 
precious things in 28:10, where לכְָו [and every] intensifies and 
absolutises the penetrating power of the miner’s eye. Jones 
(2009:58) notices the possible pun which וֹניֵע [his eye, or: his 
fountain] in the second colon of the couplet can have when it 
is paralleled with םיִרֹאְי [channels] in the first colon, which, in 
turn, puns on רוֹא [light] in 28:11. This suggests that the eye is 
related to sources of water required for survival. In 28:7, the 
birds suffer from nearsightedness because, despite their 
height, they do not see wisdom, and in 28:8, the beasts seem 
to be farsighted, according to Jones (2009:92). Yet, compared 
to the transpersonal insights of Wisdom, human eyes are 
simply not strong enough, according to 28:12. God sees 
beyond it all according to 28:24, although it is not because ‘of 
God’s superior eyesight’, but because wisdom is not an object 
to be seen (Newsom 2003:303).

In 16:16, יַּפַעְפַע [eyelashes; pupils,5 according to Stendebach 
1982:33] is closely connected to the eye, but form a contrast to 
it by overshadowing the light. However, in 3:9 and 41:10 (as 
if framing the book), the anthropomorphic use of ףעפע as 
eyelids of the dawn probably refers to sunrays, metaphorically 
depicted as wings, according to Tur-Sinai (1967:59). Seow 
(2011:76n55) regards ףעפע as the eye in totality as image of a 
celestial body. Jacobsen and Nielsen (1992:201–2n20) translate 
it as ‘eyelashes’, suggesting the streaks of light at dawn. 

The dawn is therefore the eye peeping over the horizon, 
which, however, does not receive but produce the light. 

One need not interpret the eyelashes of dawn in 3:9 and 41:10 
as personification, as the ‘speculative thought’ at the time 
understood nature as ‘personal other’, according to Laato 
(2008:57–58).

Supreme remain the eyes of God whose inspecting and testing 
look can be dangerous, even when Job accuses God of 
pretending to be merely human by looking for information: in 
10:4, the rhetorical question suggests that God’s eyes are 
different from those of humans. Here they are probably linked 
to תָּעְפָוֹה  [You shine] in the previous verse where it connotes 
anger. Jones (2013:853) regards God’s eyes as the most brutal 
amongst God’s weapons. God can, by implication, also have 
closed eyes and opens them in judgement, according to 14:3, 
and in 16:9 God may be the adversary whose evil eye afflicts 
the victim as with sharpened teeth. The omniscient eyes of 
God even beyond human death are confirmed in 34:21.

5.Noegel (2007:559n7) also argues for this translation because of the Ugaritic cognate, 
‘p’p (eyes, pupils, eyeball). This translation also makes more sense in all the biblical 
instances: Jeremiah 9:17; Psalm 11:4, 132:4; Proverbs 4:25, 6:4, 6:25, and 30:13.

Seeing and looking
Eyes are not mentioned but implied in, for instance, 3:9, 4:8, 
7:8, 10:15, 11:11, 20:17, 31:4, 31:26, 33:21, 33:28, 34:26, 37:24 
and 42:5 where the verb, האר [see], is used. Derived from this 
verb is the adjective, ּהֵאְרו [seeing], in 10:15, the nouns, יִאְר 
[mirror], in 37:18 and יִאֲר [sight, appearance] in 33:21 and הֶאְרַמ 
[sight, appearance, vision] in 41:2. In 4:13, 7:14, 8:17 15:17, 
19:26, 20:8, 23:9, 24:1, 24:7, 27:12, 33:15, 34:32 and 36:25, the 
verb, הזח [see, perceive], is used. Derived from this verb is ןוֹיָּזִח 
[vision] in 4:13 (Eliphaz), 7:14 (Job), 20:8 (Zophar about the 
wicked), 33:15 (Elihu about God speaking). In 7:19 and 14:6, 
the verb, העש [gaze], is used, and in 6:19, 28:24, 35:5, 36:25 and 
39:29, the verb טבנ [look] is used. The verb ןיב (vide infra; 
discern, understand, know, observe, perceive [sensory]) has a 
more fluid meaning, often linking it to insight and is found 
in  6:24, 9:11, 11:11, 14:21, 15:9, 18:2, 23:5, 23:8, 23:15, 26:14, 
28:23, 30:12, 31:1, 32:8, 32:9, 32:12, 36:29, 37:14, 38:18, 38:20 
and 42:3.6 This plurality of verbs with different connotations 
and nuances used for visual observation suggests it as a 
pervasive background theme in the book. 

It is with the invisibility of God that Job is struggling. In 23: 
8–9, three verbs (ָזַחאָ ,ןיִבא and הֶאְרֶא; vide supra) of seeing are 
used to emphasise this: וֹל ןיִבאָ-אֹלְו רוֹחאְָו ונֶּניֵאְו ְךֹלֱהֶא םֶדֶק ןֵה [Behold, 
I go forward, but he is not there, and backward, but I cannot 
perceive him]; הֶאְרֶא אֹלְו ןיִמָי ףֹטְעַי זַחאָ-אֹלְו וֹתֹׂשֲעַּב לואֹמְׂש [On the left 
hand, when he does work, but I cannot behold him, he turns 
himself to the right hand, but I cannot see him]. This 
invisibility of God makes him also blind to the meaning of his 
suffering, although his earlier prosperity never seems to have 
made him blind to God (cf. 1:5). He does not go to a sanctuary 
or temple to ‘see’ God, as is often the case in the Hebrew Bible 
(cf. also Ps 17:15), lift his eyes to heaven as in Psalm 121:1 or 
fail by seeing a false image of God in icons, prohibited by 
Exodus 20:4–5 and Deuteronomy 5:8–9.

Finally, one wonders whether the name of the last of Job’s 
three beautiful daughters, ְךוּפַּה ןֶרֶק  [‘Horn-of-Eyeshadow’], in 
42:14 (cf. 2 Ki 9:30) is coincidental when the eye plays such a 
significant role in this book. 

Clines (2011:1238) also recognises this daughter as representing 
sight, when her sisters represent hearing and taste or smell.

Light versus darkness polarities
Visual polarities play an important role in the book, beginning 
with Job’s first speech in Chapter 3. Just the root, ְךשח  [dark], 
occurs 26 times, sometimes even clustered with לֶפֹא (thick 
darkness), which is found 6 times and תֶוָמְלַצ [shadow of 
death] in 11 instances, adding additional shades to this idea 
and suggesting its importance. In 28:3, humans believe they 
put an end to darkness in mining, here compared to a 
powerful breakthrough of water (cf. Van Wolde 2003:29), 
reminding of the birth process. In 38:19, however, God asks 
rhetorically exactly if humans know where darkness and 
light have their place.

6.In 13:1 it means ‘listen’, and in 6:30, taste, however.

http://www.hts.org.za
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These instances of darkness can be contrasted to רוֹא [light], 
found 32 times, sometimes together with its opposite, such as 
in 38:19 where these two extremities may be used as a 
merism. One can add here also references to the shining sun 
and bright moon, as in 31:26 (cf. 29:3 and 41:10) – although 
this is undermined in the eyes of God in 25:5 – and the 
adjective, רָקָי [splendid, bright], in 31:26, all adding to this 
sense of light. 

The word, הָלְיַ֫ל [night], occurs 17 times over against םוֹי [day] 
mentioned in 63 instances, although some of these are often 
negatively connoted and not referring to light, reinforces this 
tension. 

The link of the eyes with other 
body parts in the book of Job
The skin
Both the eyes and the skin, another important body part in 
the book of Job, are visible to the external world and are 
organs of contact and conflict. The eye is an orifice in the skin 
like a window (which can symbolise the eye [Freud 2005a:61]) 
in a wall, making this access to the o/Other even stronger. 
Both these body parts are also problematised, even when the 
skin is less often mentioned explicitly. In 19:26–27, Job is 
willing to lose his skin in order that he can see God, even 
when his eyes are not explicitly mentioned. Losing his body 
and other boundaries, his eyes will be opened to God. Before 
the skin, the womb used to be some kind of ‘skin’.

The womb
Just as the eye is etymologically associated with a fountain or 
spring in the word, ַןיִע [cf. Jeremiah 8:23], so a womb is perhaps 
also suggested in ִםיָ-יכֵבְנ [springs of the sea] in 38:16 and even 
when ִיכֵבְנ replaces ִיכִבְּמ [from weeping, i.e. lest they trickle] as 
a textual emendation in 28:11 (cf. Dt 33:18; Pr 5:16, 18).

The opening eye(lid)s of dawn in 3:9 and 41:10 (as if framing 
the book), which, however, not only receive but also produce 
the light, may poetically be seen as a kind of birth from the 
dark womb of the night.

The eyes are juxtaposed to the womb in 3:10, just as in 10:18, 
where the eyes are, however, those of others. Eyes are in any 
event closely linked to birth, as if sight is born from the 
darkness of the perhaps even idealised womb. Leaving the 
womb opened Job’s eyes to affliction in the world. That is 
why Job wants to see God either beyond it or by regressing to 
the womb, which is equalised with a romanticised death. 

Both the psychic significance of the womb and the skin has to 
do with exclusion and separation, an obviously Oedipal 
issue where the father’s interference interrupts the close 
bonding, which the infant used to have with only its mother. 
The eyes bridge this distance, even across the separation 
rendering God invisible, who has somehow excluded Job 
from contact (cf. 13:24).

The ‘womb-mine’ in 28:3, a death from which precious things 
are ‘born’, can be penetrated by human eyes that can pierce 
its לֶפֹא [thick darkness] in 28:3 (cf. also 28:10, 11). In this way, 
they seem different from the eyes that are confronted with 
harsh reality outside the womb, according to 3:10.

Libidinal seeing, or the desiring eye, is archaic with sadistic 
and incorporative qualities (vide infra). This corresponds with 
Klein’s (1984:94, 96) recognition of a phantasy of wanting to 
enter the womb in an oral-destructive way, followed by 
anxiety of a similar revenge, also the anxiety of one’s own 
destructive impulses against the womb and of the revenge of 
being devoured or early death of mother. There might be an 
inner conflict of wanting to see into the maternal body but 
without sadism (Fenichel 1998:393–394). Peeping into and 
penetrating the womb with the eye is a phantasy of those 
who are fascinated and curious about the dark recesses of 
their origin and might be beyond Job’s urge to see God. This 
possibility is strengthened by Hamman (2000:269–271), 
pointing out that Job regressed to dependency expressed by 
the oral symbolism in his phantasies.

The mother’s breasts
The proximity of the eyes to the breast (cf. also Schellenberg 
2016:117) is somewhat veiled in 3:10–12 where the two body 
parts (יָניֵעֵמ [from my eyes] in 3:10 and ּםיִַדָּׁש-הַמו [and why the 
breasts] in 3:12) are not in juxtaposition but separated by 
verse 11. In 24:9, דֹּׁשִמ [from the breast] might help to explain 
why this body part is only mentioned twice7 in the book. 
In  both cases, the breast is negatively contextualised. It is 
important to raise the question why the breast is seemingly 
neglected in a text where the womb is so important, despite 
the sidelining of women, with the exception of the 42:13–15.

More than half a century ago, psychoanalysis discovered the 
close unconscious link between these two body parts in the 
mind of the infant. Almansi (1960), building on research 
conducted during the fifties, shows that the two percepts 
fuse, but that the mother’s breast screens the face that is 
the  first to be noticed. These findings stem from clinical 
case  studies (s. 44–58), art (Almansi 1960:58–60), linguistic 
curiosities (Almansi 1960:60–61) and archaeological 
discoveries (Almansi 1960:61–65).

Apart from the eyes that correlate with the nipples and 
dominate the Gestalt of the face, the other facial details 
remain relatively irrelevant. The mutual identification and 
ultimate equation of the eyes and the breasts boil down 
to  condensation (Almansi 1960:65, 66), so that the one can 
function as a metaphor for the other: the one reminds of 
the other.

The eyes are more strongly cathected, that is, invested with 
psychic energy, than the breasts. The overwhelming nature 
of the eyes probably derives from the infant’s experience of 
the maternal eyes as omnipresent and therefore omniscient. 

7.When יִנֺוֲע [my bosom] in 31:33 is taken as gender-neutral.
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They could function as mirrors to the observer and serve as 
self-confirmation as well.

It is originally during the oral phase when the maternal eyes 
are, in fact, more than mirrors: when looking coincides with 
being looked at and so ‘embodies both an identification and 
a projection’, a kind of imitative magic (Almansi 1960:68). 
The eyes and the mouth are then also unconsciously linked 
so that the eyes incorporate and ‘devour’ the beloved 
(Almansi 1960:69; vide infra).

The genitals
In Freud’s Traumdeutung (2008:401), the eyes can also have a 
symbolic penis meaning; but in many cases, the eyes also 
have oral sadism (vide infra) cooperating with it, so a double 
role. Abraham (2017:18) asserts the bisexual including the 
vaginal and therefore feminine nature of eyes (cf. also 
Fenichel 1998:383).

When the eye is psychoanalytically related to the male genital 
and the threat of castration (vide supra), Job’s ‘blindness’ to 
God (vide supra) might suggest precisely this subtext. Even 
when not explicitly stated in 28:21 where humanity is said to 
be blind to wisdom and in 29:15 where the stem, רֵּוִע [blind], 
appears the only time in the book, the theme runs throughout 
the whole narrative.

The mouth
Otto Fenichel (1998:382) links sight to the oral universe, 
both  penetrating and sucking, especially when there is a 
symbolic equation (Segal 1957:393–395) between looking and 
devouring. Through magical thinking, a glance can become a 
sadistic, phallic weapon with which it enchants its sacrifice 
through staring it into defence paralysis, so that it cannot 
move before being devoured.

Looking as erasure of the boundary between self and not-
self, and so identification with the other, has several meanings 
in the unconscious: devouring, imitation and making the 
other to imitate. This might be the reason why Job has been 
unable to see God: looking at God is forbidden, as it involves 
identification. Such imitation involves the stolen glory 
of  God  and as partial drive it can lead to fixation. That 
Job  cannot ‘see’ God might then be because of him not 
recognising God. 

In primitive object relation, before love and hate, the object 
is  psychically ‘incorporated’, thus a feminine orientation 
(Fenichel 1998:387). The eyes and ears are therefore 
phantasised as object-incorporating sexual organs. Ocular 
introjection linked to the oral as first relation to the object 
world is through identification. 

That the mouth occupies the fourth place of frequency in the 
book of Job might therefore not be coincidental, compared to 
its frequency in the Hebrew Bible where it is in seventh 
position (Baumann 2003:246). In fact, there is a strong 

concentration on the oral which includes הֶּפ [mouth, 36 times 
of which a third is in the mouth of Job], הָפָׂש [lip, 12 times], 
  ,[saliva, twice] רק ,[palate, 7 times] ךֵח ,[tongue, 9 times] ןוֹשָׁל
 ,jaw, cheek] יִחְל ,[bit, set of teeth, once] ןֶסֶר ,[tooth, 7 times] ןֵׁש
twice] and תוְֹעלַּתְמ [jaw, once]. In total, this constitutes 77 
explicit references to the oral area. This is to be expected  
in a book where oral-sadistic arguments feature strongly in 
debates constituting most of the content.

Just as with the eye, the mouth or a part of it is explicitly 
referred to by all interlocutors excluding Job’s wife and by 
the narrator. As with the eye, most of it concerns Job (31 of 
which 18 times in the mouth of Job himself) and Job also 
mentions it the most: 33 times. 

By projecting his anxiety of seeing God, Job might be avoiding 
the devouring eyes of God.

Transpersonal–psychological 
dimension of the eyes in the 
book of Job
Transpersonal psychology, focusing on the spiritual and 
transcendent aspects of human experience, may be relevant 
for Job’s urge to see God. One of the main exponents of this 
school of modern psychology, Ken(neths) Wilber (1979:3, 
passim), spoke of the three eyes of the soul, being sensory, 
mental and transcendental or those of flesh, reason and 
contemplation, as possible routes to knowledge, not to be 
confounded with each other.

Job is usually not seen as a prophet or seer. Yet, his ultimate 
striving or even prediction is precisely to penetrate visually 
into the transcendent according to 19:26, 278 and 
acknowledged by Elihu in 35:14 which is eventually fulfilled 
in 42:5,9 a theme picked up from Chapter 28 (Peels 2008:195). 
That the last-mentioned verse only suggests the proximity or 
immediacy of God which Job experiences, as Peels (2008:196) 
and LaCocque (2007:92), respectively, claim, is not necessarily 
true. Neither is Lasine’s (1988:44) assertion that it is not God 
but the cosmos through God’s eyes that Job sees, valid. Van 
Wolde (1994:232) mentions a third possibility, accepted by 
Van Hecke (2011:397; cf. also Van der Lugt 2014:626): that Job 
is now seeing through God’s eyes. Even this is a leap from 
what the text states: that Job sees God with his (own) eyes.

It is questionable if the word, יַניֵעְו [and my eye] in 19:27  
(and יִניֵע [my eye] in 42:5), fits a metaphorical reading so that 
understanding rather than literal seeing is meant (cf. Loader 
1992:346). It seems as if the mention of the physical organ 
insists on a literal interpretation, especially when LeCocque’s 
translation of ּיִרָׂשְּבִמו in 19:26 is accepted as ‘and in my flesh’, 
that is, before death (2007:92; Van der Lugt 1995:227n9),  
and not ‘without my flesh’, that is, after death, as Spronk 
(1986:312–313) understands it under the influence of 17:16.

8.Verses which Gradl (2001:189) regards as amongst the best known in the book of 
Job and even in the Hebrew Bible.

9.Cf. Exodus 33:20–23, Numbers 12:8, Isaiah 6:1, Amos 9:1, Ezekiel 1; 11, etc.
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When the former meaning is accepted here, it does not 
exclude Job’s belief about an existence after this life, but just 
that it is not mentioned or meant here, as Ross (2010:107) also 
sees it. This is how Pope (1973:147) interprets it when he 
accepts the emendation, ירשבמ [refleshed by him], by Dahood, 
as the puʽal-participle form of the verb, רשב [enflesh], with the 
suffix as dative of agency, and as an adumbration of Paul’s 
views in 1 Corinthians 15. The former meaning would, 
however, seem to mean, firstly, that Job’s skin is, significantly, 
his body part blocking him from seeing God, and, secondly, 
that he will see God apparently from his flesh, that is, not 
(only?) from his eyes as the next verse contradictorily states. 
One therefore wonders if Job’s total bodily experience of God 
is here intended.

Ross (2010:105) also agrees with the usual meaning of מ- as 
‘from’ here and confirms seeing God as the privilege of the 
righteous, according to 33:26 (cf. also Ps 11:7). 

Ross’ view that הֶזֱחֶא [I will see] in 19:26 is to be distinguished 
from the usual verb for seeing in Hebrew, האר, in that the 
former refers to something more intellectual or to ‘visions  
of divine origin’ is immediately undermined by his own 
referral to 33:26 where the verb, אְרַּיַו [and he sees], is, in fact, 
used with a similar meaning. In addition, the two verbs are 
used in a parallelism in 19:26–27, suggesting that they are 
synonyms here.

Furthermore, האר is also used in the key verse, 42:5, an echo 
of Isaiah 6:5: יָניֵע וּאָר--תוֹאָבְצ הָוהְי ְךֶלֶּמַה-תֶא יִּכ [for mine eyes have 
seen the King, the LORD of hosts]. The experience of God in 
the last Chapters 38–42 is, according to Ross, one of seeing 
with the ear, just as in Exodus 20:18 where the people םֶתיִאְר 
[have seen] that God have spoken to Moses (cf. here also Ps 
 Gray (2010:276) interprets .([… taste and see] וּאְרוּ וּמֲעַט...:34:9
 in 19:26b as a confrontational facing of God, which Job so הֶזֱחֶא
desires. He also notes the repetition of the root, הזח [see], in 
19:26b and 19:27a as exceptional to Job and understands it  
as intensification to suggest ‘vision beyond the superficial’.  
It is not clear how he relates this stem as a homonym to הֶזָח 
(breast) in Exodus 29:26, 27, Leviticus 7:30 (twice), 31, 34, 
8:29, 9:20, 21, 10:14, 15, Numbers 6:20, 18:18 and 19:19, thus 
only occurring in the Priestly source, and then only of 
sacrificial animals as wave-offering. He mentions this in the 
context of Job favoured wordplay, and one wonders if there 
should be any link between this looking and the breast (vide 
supra), although here it concerns that of animals. This could 
still have some hidden, unconscious reference to the human 
maternal breast. 

Ross then refers to Kochan (1997) to assert that seeing in the 
Hebrew Bible and later is associated with idolatry.

Ross’ (2010:106) comment on יִּל [for myself] in 19:27 as also 
possibly meaning ‘on my side’, suggesting God’s support, is 
not convincing. This verse continues by mentioning Job’s 
kidneys as being consumed (יִקֵחְּב יַתֹיְלִכ וּלָּכ), which Ross relates 
to the tone of a yearning lover, which – quite important – 
characterises the nature of what and in which way Job would 

be seeing. This would be a relational, not an objective, 
distanced seeing.

Yet, seeing God is also problematic as God is, in the first 
place, not to be seen, according to Exodus 33:20, and secondly, 
usually regarded as invisible, perhaps because nowhere in 
the Hebrew Bible is God said to have flesh.

Incidentally, flesh is here in 19:26 also related to seeing, that 
is, some kind of ‘eye’, as it is in 10:4 but then in an opposite 
way as the rhetorical question suggests that God’s eyes are 
not of flesh, and see deeper and farther (Clines 1989:245–246). 
There seems to be an opposition between the eye and the 
flesh and the skin, just as is the case with the opposition 
between the womb and the eyes (vide supra) in 3:1 and the 
heart and the eyes in 31:7.

It is, however, the ears and the eyes which are explicitly 
related. In 13:1 and 29:11 hearing and seeing have the same 
status, although in the former case his ‘ear’ sounds like going 
further than the seeing of his ‘eye’ in that it has processed his 
experiences. Clines’ (2006:988) distinction between the 
beneficiaries and others who praised Job for his favours in 
the latter case does not stem from the text. It was not suffering 
as such which opens the eyes of Job to the transcendent, but, 
ironically, hearing God’s voice. This reminds one of Socrates’ 
invitation: ‘Speak, that I may see you’.

LaCocque (2007:92), unlike his previous publication (1996:83), 
emphasises that 42:5 uses only the singular and so adds a 
dazzling effect to the theophany. The change in Job is, 
however, from ignorance, not guilt, to personal recognition10 
and (in)sight (cf. Guillaume 2008:494). Incidentally, the last-
mentioned verse is regarded by Tur-Sinai (1967:201) as an 
indication of the source of the book.

Fyall (2002:178) deals with two questions here: in what sense 
is Job seeing, and what is the object of him doing so? This last 
referral to seeing in the text is according to him about a vision 
of the difference between God and the adversary (Fyall 
2002:47) and more than the purely physical seeing spoken of 
in 19:26–27.

The etymological link between the visual and wisdom in the 
Indo-Germanic languages is paralleled by the eye as symbol 
for knowledge and insight in Biblical Hebrew as well, for 
example, in Genesis 3:6, 7, where wisdom and shame are 
connected to the eye. In Isaiah 44:18, eyes are linked to the 
heart in the sense of consciousness, different from 1 Samuel 
16:7 where the two are opposed, as the implied ideal is in Job 
31:7, even when it said that they are cooperating. This 
apparent negativity towards or avoidance of the eyes is 
perhaps exemplified in the book of Job where God never 
speaks about Job’s eyes but neither about God’s own eyes! Is 
God blind (to him) or are the eyes of Job just so transparent 
that God can see right into his heart? Yet, in 7:8, Job is aware 
of God’s eyes. When it is about Job’s eyes, it concerns his 

10.See also in 7:7, 7:8a; 10:18, 13:1, 19:27, 20:9, 28:10 and 42:5 as more examples of 
this possibility.
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clean conscience or at least his self-righteousness in 32:1, 
although all living eyes are blind to wisdom according to 
28:21. The superego as conscience or inner observers and 
judge is therefore related to the eyes, as is also the case in 
31:1, but here the eyes are the judged id: one can infer that 
Job  is watching his own eyes lest they be seduced, as the 
possibility mentioned in 15:12. 

Incidentally, Balentine (2006:477–478) points out that תיִרְּב 
[covenant] in 32:1 is a heavily laden concept in the Hebrew 
Bible, but that it only occurs 3 times in the book of Job, and 
then always with natural phenomena, where one could risk 
understanding as natural impulses. The covenant could, 
therefore, have the same function as the ego, mediating 
between two ‘unequal’ pairs of eyes.

As socially judged and humbled eyes in 22:29, they are also 
seen, recognised and ‘raised’ by God. It is this judgemental 
eye that the adulterer wants to escape in 24:15 where his own 
eye is also on the lookout for that condemning eye and waits 
for ףֶׁשֶנ [(the) twilight]. Eyes are therefore constantly watching 
each other. In 18:3, even Job’s own eyes look down in 
judgement on others as well. 

The eyes also access different states of consciousness as 
in  4:16 where Eliphaz had a probably deceptive vision, 
something which Stendebach (1982:40) interprets as 
psychosomatic.

In 27:19, a reference to death could be implied as a formerly 
rich man discovers the loss of his wealth or of himself not 
being there anymore (וּנֶּניֵאְו). The second of these two 
possibilities offered by Rashi (Ibn ’Adoniyah & Goshen-
Gottstein 1972) would, however, raise questions because the 
deceased man can still open his eyes and so must be ‘there’ 
with some kind of body, even in another reality. This would 
seem to contradict 14:7–22, where human death is portrayed 
as the end, although hope for release from it is also expressed.

The word, ִבַּכְׁשי [he lies down], in 27:19 would seem to suggest 
death (cf. Habel 1985:387), although in 3:13 it simply refers to 
sleep. The euphemistic way of using this word blurs the 
difference between sleep and death, so that this state of  
(un)consciousness would still allow the eyes to see. In this 
way, the death longed for is at the same time also denied. 
Therefore, Freud (1940:288) regards death as an abstraction 
with negative content and without an unconscious correlative.

The opening of the doors of the perhaps ideal womb ejects 
Job and opens his eyes like windows to the harsh realism of 
the external world. This might have been unconscious all 
along but with the breakdown of ego-boundary defences in 
crises Job’s unconscious, repressed anxieties surface into 
consciousness. When his so-called three comforters, who 
turn out to be his accusers, are, in fact, his projected shadows 
of guilt, which he, in an almost paranoid way, regards as his 
enemies, his recourse is to see differently. These shadows 
block and separate Job from the divine vision to apply the 
insight of Jung in his answer to the theologian Victor White 

(Edinger 1992:85; cf. Canfield 2006:622). Alternatively, as 
Blake (1995:passim) portrays it, Job’s dark unconscious is 
projected as the negative side of God. That means that Job 
insists on seeing God from the depth of his unconscious, 
exactly what Hillman (e.g. 1979:128) argues for, when he 
reinterpreted and critiqued the Jungian tradition in a 
postmodern, deconstructive style, arguing for a perspective 
from below. His view is therefore also the opposite of Lasine’s 
insistence that a bird’s, instead of a worm’s, eye view is 
propagated in the book of Job.

Job’s apparent death wish is an illusion as he regards it as 
sleep according to 3:13 and so defends himself against the 
reality of death (cf. Roy 1991:151).

Conclusion
This study has started off from a brief overview of the 
current context in which the book of Job is read in the western 
world. This has then been narrowed down to highlight 
psychoanalytical views about the eye. Against this 
background, the book of Job has been scanned for its explicit 
and implicit references to the eye: firstly as body part, 
secondly in its action as looking and seeing, and thirdly as 
distinguishing between light and darkness. This was 
followed by linking the mentions of the eye to other body 
parts, especially the skin and the womb, to deepen and 
broaden the meaning of the eye into a transpersonal realm 
where God is ultimately the desired object of experience.

Job first mentions his eyes in 3:10 when they see לָמָע [trouble] 
as first and probably only object after birth. This has been 
Job’s sole source of suffering, even when it is a summary of 
all his problems. That is caused by leaving the womb, not by 
being conceived, and so his possible longing back to the 
womb, where he could have stayed for ever as in a grave, 
may be related to his longing to see God in 19:26–27, where it 
is mentioned 3 times, eventually fulfilled in 42:5. If his 
longing is for the womb, then it means that he simultaneously 
longs for the time when his eyes were still closed to the 
external world, in the darkness, where he might see God.
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