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This thesis is an investigation of the method of phenomenology. Phenomenology is defined and the role of
phenomenological description explored. The experience of the method of phenomenology is then explored,
followed by a consideration of the role of language in phenomenological description, demonstrating its ability to
disturb existing perceptual practices. The thesis concludes by noting the critical capacity and political function of
the

descriptive

method of phenomenology.
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Introduction
My academic work prior to my time at Guelph was in the social sciences: a BA in political
science and South Asian studies, and an MSc in interdisciplinary social science (with a focus on
post-Independence Indian society). These programmes required that I engage a range of
theoretical frameworks and methodologies on the South Asian region. Apart from the courses I
took in more 'traditional' departments (including music and anthropology), I also took such
interdisciplinary courses on the 'environment' and on 'development' (the latter which has become
more 'traditional' in recent years). The sheer diversity (socially, culturally, linguistically, etc.)
within the region allowed me to explore multiple attempts at theorisation and various
perspectives on the organisation of social life. In my mind, every attempt at capturing the
experience of the people under study failed in some significant way, and I couldn't put my finger
on what exactly these frameworks were missing: 'cultural nuance' or 'historical imprints'
(whatever that might mean)? My exposure to critical theory (Marxism and critical feminism, in
particular) helped shift my focus to explore the social contexts out of which these theoretical
frameworks and methods emerged. I began to directly interrogate the primary assumptions of
the dominant terms into which experience was translated. I struggled to find the experiential
ground upon which many of the dominant categories were constructed. What made category 'x'
relevant and category 'y' irrelevant? Who decided that 'x' and 'y' were 'categories' in the first
place? And how? Surely these frameworks had their utility, but what I couldn't quite understand
was how the actual, lived experience of those rubrics under which experience was being
classified ever featured in the categories themselves. All too often, it seemed, the subjects would
have their experience defined and determined (officially) for them; experience itself was silenced
by the dominant discourse of some particular field of study.
In 1988, Gayatri Spivak had asked a question motivated by similar concerns, 'Can the
Subaltern Speak?' As important a question as it was (and still is), my work in both my BA and
MSc led me to feel that--in a certain sense--no one could speak, that institutions (be they medical
or academic or governmental, etc.) were doing much of the talking and so seeking to answer
questions that perhaps only they had. An anecdote shared by social and cultural anthropologist
David Gellner at a seminar at Oxford is relevant: having just arrived in Nepal to begin his
fieldwork as a doctoral student--"pencils sharpened", I remembering him saying, "t-chart neatly
drawn"--he recalled asking his first question to a Nepalese woman:
"Are you a Hindu? Or a Buddhist?"
"Yes", she responded.
There was no space on his 't-chart' for her yes. He realised, he said, that the categories
with which he had arrived on the subcontinent--i.e., the terms in which he had (learned) to look-were perhaps incompatible with the way his subjects interpreted themselves. My coming to
philosophy was motivated by a question that seemed unanswerable: which method is most suited
to apprehending the truth of real, lived experience as it is experienced? In particular--because I
was looking to directly challenge the theoretical frameworks I had inherited--I wanted primary
concepts that could be employed in the interpretation of experience.

1

During my time at Guelph, I've come to appreciate the method of phenomenology as that
most suited to this task. By turning to experience itself--and letting it 'show itself', so to speak-the experience itself is liberated from the concepts imposed thereupon. What I liked in particular
was that this method isn't intended to voice any specific kind of experience--of objects, Others,
disability, memory, manhood, disability, emotion, speaking Mandarin, reason, love, time, or
even Indians (or Bengalurians or Tamilians), emotion, etc.--but rather demands that I
consistently give a voice to experience as it is experienced (and so never 'fixing' anything
absolutely), and be open to working with new categories. And so the method allowed me to do
more than give a voice to village-dwellers on the subcontinent. It opened me up to seeing (or reseeing or un-seeing) every variety of experiencing in a transformative way, allowing me to rethink and re-configure the concepts I've employed to interpret experience.
My objective in writing this thesis is to explain what phenomenology is, and to show
what is distinctive about it as a 'method'.
In my first chapter, I will define phenomenology. Phenomenology means to give an
account of what appears (however it appears) in 'lived experience'. The main objective of this
first section is therefore to provide an orientation to (that which is described using the phrase)
'lived experience'. The aim of phenomenology is simply to describe 'lived experience'. The
objective of phenomenological description is to lead others to the lived experience being
described. Because the objective of phenomenological description is not to identify
metaphysical or eternal truths--or to claim anything about the 'reality' of any experiencing--I will
discuss how we might understand the meaning of such categories as 'truth' and 'evidence' in the
context of the phenomenological method and the evaluation of phenomenological description. In
this first chapter, I will put the reader in a position to begin doing phenomenology.
In his Experimental Phenomenology, Don Ihde writes, "Without doing phenomenology, it
may be practically impossible to understand phenomenology. (...) ...without entering into the
doing, the basic thrust and import of phenomenology is likely to be misunderstood at the least or
missed at most".1 The active participation required to 'understand' phenomenology has the
function of--as Joel Smith says in his recent (2016) introduction, Experiencing Phenomenology-"[bringing] into view something with which we are at once deeply intimate but at the same time,
of which were are typically neglectful: our own experience". In my second chapter, I will
discuss doing phenomenology. Specifically, I will show how the phenomenological method is
better understood as an 'experience' rather than as a technical procedure. Because the experience
of doing phenomenology itself is our guide, it can be described in multiple ways: Dermot Moran,
in his Introduction to Phenomenology, calls it a "practice";2 Simmons & Benson call it a
"trajectory" in The New Phenomenology;3 Mark Vagle--in his Crafting Phenomenological
Research--calls it an "encounter".4 The fact that an experience can be described in multiple ways
in phenomenology is especially important; I will conclude the chapter with a more careful
consideration of the role of language in phenomenological description, showing its ability to
disturb existing perceptual practices.
1.

3-4.
4.
3.
7.
4.
xiii.
2.

5.

In Joan Stambaugh's translation, 56.
In Stambaugh's translation, 28-9.
7.
This appears in The Dictionary of Untranslatables (Barbara
2 Cassin, ed.), in the entry, "Phenomenon", 777. The
6.

In my third and final chapter, I will discuss how this simple method of description
emerges as a powerful critical tool serving a political function. In a discussion of a long essay by
Jacques Derrida, entitled 'White Mythology', I will show how phenomenology is able to
challenge concepts that shape our lived experience. More specifically, I will show how Derrida's
article inspires a phenomenological exploration of the lived experience of the 'normal' or of what
is 'proper'. In other words, phenomenology is not simply about getting someone to empathisewith, but rather shows directly how our 'traditional' or 'inherited' methods of interpreting
experience can in fact do violence to lived experiencing itself.
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Chapter 1: Defining Phenomenology
Most basically, phenomenology--from the Greek phenomena + logos--means something like an
account (logos) of appearances (phenomena). The term logos is derived from the Greek legein,
which means 'to assemble', 'to gather'. Semantically, in the 200+ ancient Greek compound nouns
ending in -logos, the term refers either to (1) this notion of 'gathering up' and/or 'assembly', or (2)
'word' or 'speech', forming words such s 'conversation' or 'dialogue/discourse'. In either case, the
root (leg, from legein) can convey both meanings, often producing a sort of "semantic unity" in
(a wide range of) terms, as in 'gathering up and saying'. Martin Heidegger emphasises this
semantic unity in his discussion of logos in Being and Time:5 logos is gathering up and then
letting something be 'seen/apprehended/understood/experienced'--i.e., it becomes available for
seeing--by being vocalized or recorded: logos means "to make manifest 'what is being talked
about' in speech... Logos lets something be seen..., namely what is being talked about. (...) Only
because the function of logos... lies in letting something be seen by indicating it can logos have
the structure of synthesis...", as in "to let something be seen as something."6
The Greek phainomenon is derived from phainesthai, which means "to show, shine,
appear, becomes visible, show itself as".7 Phenomenology is concerned with taking account of
precisely this, the phenomenon as it shows itself--i.e., in whatever its mode of appearing,
however it shows itself. Phenomenology is concerned with neither the 'what' (any kind of status
of the thing 'itself' as it is in reality), nor the 'why' (the reason(s) something is the way it is) of a
phenomenon.8 This is, in fact, the most significant commitment of the phenomenologist: to the
phenomenon itself. Discourse, then, is intended to reveal (i.e., render visible) the thing that
shows itself (in whatever way it does so), precisely--it could be said--by conforming to the the
phenomenon itself, by letting the phenomenon itself dictate what is said thereabout.9
In phenomenology, what counts specifically as a phenomenon is anything that appears in
experience.10 By experience, phenomenologists mean something quite precise. The German
word most commonly used here is Erlebnis, meaning "lived experience". Natalie Depraz
describes this as a state (my word) "where the subject forgets himself in a state of unreflective
fullness".11 Husserl famously used the phrase "natural attitude" to describe our everyday lived
experience, our 'embeddedness' in the apodeicticity of quotidian life--i.e., the way the world
simply is-there. In the first book of his Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to A
Phenomenological Philosophy (hereafter Ideas I), Edmund Husserl writes:

5.

In Joan Stambaugh's translation, 56.
In Stambaugh's translation, 28-9.
7.
This appears in The Dictionary of Untranslatables (Barbara Cassin, ed.), in the entry, "Phenomenon", 777. The
emphasis is my own.
8.
As we shall see later, it does not presume there is some other "what" beyond the appearance of which it is the
appearance. We will also see later that phenomenology does not seek nor presume a "causal" why of phenomena
outside of phenomena themselves.
9.
We will see later on what this might look like.
10.
For reasons we will see, it may be more accurate to say that a phenomenon is anything that appears as experience
(itself). For now, however, this definition will suffice.
11.
This definition appears in Depraz's entry in The Dictionary of Untranslatables, "Erleben/Erlebnis" , 279.
6.
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I am conscious of a world endlessly spread out in space, endlessly becoming and
having endlessly become in time. I am conscious of it: that signifies, above all,
that intuitively I find it immediately, that I experience it. By my seeing,
touching, hearing, and so forth, and in different modes of sensuous perception,
corporeal physical things with some spatial distribution or other are simply there
for me, "on hand" in the literal or the figurative sense, whether or not I am
particularly heedful of them and busied with them in my considering, thinking,
feeling, or willing. Animate beings too--human beings, let us say--are
immediately there for me: I look up; I see them; I hear their approach; I grasp
their hands; talking with them I understand immediately what they objective and
think, what feelings stir within them, what they wish or will. They are also
present as actualities in my field of intuition even when I do not heed them. But
it is not necessary that they, and likewise that other objects, be found directly in
my field of perception. Along with the ones now perceived, other actual objects
are there for me as determinate, as more or less well known, without being
themselves perceived or, indeed present in any other mode of intuition.12
This 'lived' experience, in other words, is simply how I live through the 'real', the world as it is
for me, the world within which I find myself and within which I have individual experiences.
This 'real' is had passively, in the sense that I do not dictate its basic terms, I cannot transform it
at will or 'turn it off' (in the way I could do so in an exercise in imagination). An individual
experience may be actively carried out, but its basis is this passive having of an 'outside' that I
have not constructed. And it is this category--lived experience--in which phenomenology is
interested. Phenomenology wants to give an account of lived experience. It wants to give an
account of the "unreflective fullness" of a given experience by assembling something--a series of
words, usually, but not necessarily--that reveals or discloses this fullness and, most importantly,
through this account allows it to be experienced (by another).

Ia. Lived Experiencing
In this section, I will orient the reader to 'lived experience' and offer the reader the tools so that
they may be able to see what it means to 'see' phenomenologically. Without this direct
experience of that to which 'lived experience' refers, much of what is said herein will make
little/no sense. Second, I will distinguish 'lived experience' from 'reflective awareness'. As I said
in the introduction, this is not a philosophical-historical or formal-theoretical discussion of the
concepts of phenomenology--in this case, of 'lived experience'. Rather, what I intend is more of
a heuristic discussion--in this part, an attempt to show what the phrase 'lived experience'
describes in the context of doing phenomenology.
We can (attempt to) define more clearly this notion of 'lived' experience by distinguishing
it from accounts of experience that emerge from 'reflective' awareness. The task of reflective
awareness is to thematise, organise, conceptualise, theorise, etc.--i.e., to stabilise and so provide
conceptual or theoretical clarity to the flow of our immediate experience. The task of
12.

In Fred Kersten's translation, 51.
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phenomenology is to reanimate through description the lived experience that is prior to
reflection.
We can thus also call 'lived experience' prereflective or prepredicative experience. This
is experience before we have reflected upon it, before we have thematised and/or reported it, and
long before we have conceptualised or theorised it.13 This is the most immediate way in which
thing are 'given'. Phenomenologists use the word 'given' to describe the most basic character of
experience: appearing is happening, and this appearing (i.e., experience, or, simply, awareness)
is not subject to my will. It is thus, they say, 'given'.
We could define--initially, at least--lived experience as something like the how of
experiencing, or 'how' the 'what' appears, how I experience or am struck by the thought, emotion,
memory, thing, other, situation: how I 'have' the thing most im-mediately.14 The German term
for 'lived experience', Erlebnis, contains leben, which means 'to live'. The verb erleben means to
'live through something', a definition in which we could locate both an aspect of activity (a
being-active: live through something) and one of passivity (a being-passive: live through
something): lived experience is living through the [something] given. Lived experience, in
others words, is the uninterrupted stream of appearing.15
This lived experience is, in yet other words, how things mean; in phenomenology, there
is no difference between the two following definitions of experience: 'how something is given'
and 'how something is meaningfully given'. The 'how' of appearing reveals--we could say--what
phenomenologists describe as the 'structure' of meaning, or simply the 'structure' of appearing.
What appears--what is manifest--is phenomenologically meaningful. Phenomenological
meaning is not constructed by reflective study but rather discovered by tracing lived experience.
What a particular expression or symbol 'means' (officially or formally) to a particular group (i.e.,
how said group views or understands the expression or symbol and so how or where it 'fits' into a
larger system of meaning)--or how that particular expression or symbol came to hold the
significance it had--is not phenomenological meaning. How the sound or word or phrase or
symbol appears or is experienced (i.e., how it means)--in some situation--is what a
phenomenologist would refer to as meaning.
In order to both make my comments on lived experience a little more concrete, and to
distinguish it from 'reflective awareness', I will use an example from Jean-Paul Sartre's Being
and Nothingness:

13.

Awareness is perhaps a better term than is 'experience', given the latter's complicated history in philosophy. It
can easily be understood as sensory experience or even something like a subject's organized, thematized (reflective)
view of his/her own situation. Neither of these are the 'lived experience' of phenomenology. See Martin Jay's "The
Lifeworld and Lived Experience".
14.
See Wilhelm Dilthey's 'Goethe and the Poetic Imagination', in Poetry & Experience, 223; Hans-Georg Gadamer's
Truth & Method, 53; Maurice Merleau-Ponty's Phenomenology of Perception, xvi-xvii. In Max van Manen's
Phenomenology of Practice (225), he also emphasises 'immediacy': lived experience "...is what presents itself
directly and immediately" as if unmediated by thought/language/image, etc., as apodeictic. It is "...a kind of
immediate awareness that is not (yet) aware of itself" (ibid.)
15.
Gadamer's extensive discussion of 'Erlebnis' in Truth & Method is instructive (53-61).
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Let us imagine that moved by jealousy, curiosity, or vice I have just glued my
ear to the door and looked through a keyhole. (...) behind that door a spectacle is
presented as 'to be seen,' a conversation as 'to be heard'. The door, the keyhole
are at once both instruments and obstacles; they are presented as 'to be handled
with care'; the keyhole is given as 'to be looked through close by and a little to
one side', etc. (...) But all of a sudden I hear footsteps in the hall. Someone is
looking at me!16
Sartre's description is of the lived experience of looking through a keyhole and then being caught
doing so. A keyhole is small, and so one can imagine the pains through which one would have
to put oneself to see the spectacle in its spatial entirety (as if it were on a stage). Voices are
likely muffled. There are moments when nothing can be seen, and so he might 'glue' his ear to
the door to get something, anything. Sensing movement behind the door--or due simply to
impatience, or both--he returns his eye to the hole. His awareness is fully 'thrown' through the
keyhole, behind the door. He has, it could be said, "forgotten himself in a state of unreflective
fullness"... until he hears the footsteps behind him. He turns around. He's been caught, and in
that very instant feels his awareness in his very own flesh.
If we asked Sartre (or the character he describes) to tell us what happened, his report
would be some (likely longer) variation of "I got caught looking through a keyhole"--which is
pretty much what happened. This reporting is formulated reflectively, or looking back unto the
event in order to provide details relevant to the question, "What happened?" From the position of
reflective awareness--a position which we may describe as 'objective' or even 'third person'-Sartre looked through the keyhole, tried to see or hear what was going on behind the door, and
was caught. None of this is false; in the example, Sartre did each of those things. This reporting,
however, requires adopting quite a different stance on the experience when compared to the
attitude he actually had while he was looking through the keyhole. When he was at the keyhole,
he was fully absorbed in what was appearing, and not at all reflecting self-consciously on the fact
that he was experiencing. Phenomenological description must remain at this level of experience.
Sartre's description is itself an example of such a phenomenological description, because it aims
precisely to portray the situation as it was lived and not as it subsequently appeared in the
activity of explicit self-reflection. In other words, it aimed at reanimating the experience as it
was experienced.
At this stage, we can be clearer about what we mean by 'appearances' in phenomenology,
a term that can be misleading. Sartre's feeling-objectified (i.e., his being given himself in being
caught) is not an 'appearance' in the way that, say, a ghost appears. In other words, we could say
that it is not an 'object' of appearance. If there is 'appearing', the appearance of 'feelingobjectified' appears in the body, affectively. It is, rather, experienced.
We can notice, further, that the 'I' appears differently in lived experience than it does in
reflective experience: in the lived experience of peering through the keyhole, Sartre's 'self', in a
word, disappears. In any similar such experience--of being engaged in something, such as
peering or even typing--we typically are not explicitly aware of ourselves. In the words I used
above, our awareness is 'thrown' elsewhere--through the keyhole, on the computer screen (while
16.

347-9.
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typing). My 'self' resurfaces when I report that 'I was looking through the keyhole' or that 'I was
typing my thesis'. In other words, it is only in reflective awareness that both 'I' and whatever
'what' I was doing become objects of reflection. In a reflective stance, to the question 'what are
you doing', I would respond "I am writing", but in the act of writing itself--our attention thrown
unto the screen--the lived experience itself could perhaps be better described by something like
"I am writing." In other words--as Don Ihde writes in his Experimental Phenomenology--"the
phenomenological 'I' takes on its significance through its encounter with things, persons, and
every type of otherness it may meet".17 In this particular example, then, we can see how 'I' am
'given'. The 'I' of lived experience is, as Sartre writes in Being and Nothingness, the "prereflective cogito which is the condition of the Cartesian cogito".18
Sartre's notion of the 'pre-reflective cogito' describes the implicit awareness we have of
ourselves while explicitly being aware of some object or situation. Sartre shows that awareness
itself is not an object, per se, but is more of a happening. In our everyday, lived experience, we
are always aware of something; the specific 'thing' may change, but awareness of something--i.e.,
being wrapped up in something that is beyond oneself--does not. As Sartre writes in Being and
Nothingness, "...every positional consciousness of an object is at the same time a non-positional
consciousness of itself".19 Our basic being-aware is always there, implicitly, in our every
explicit awareness-of. This implicit, most fundamental being-aware is described by what Sartre
calls the 'pre-reflective cogito', and this implicit being-aware is the basis for my being able to
explicitly refer to an "I".
Just as the 'I' of lived experience differs from the 'I' of reflective experience, so too does
the object of lived experience have a different form than the object of reflective experience does.
First and foremost, the object of lived experience is experienced as a 'call'; the lived experience
of each 'doing' was experienced as a sort of 'call', a provocation to--first--search with his eyes
and ears (by the to-be-heard behind the door) and--second--to turn around (by the footsteps--the
to-be-located--behind his body). A simple example making the same point is carefully noticing
how one's attention shifts while walking casually through, say, the University Centre: my eyes
move as if 'called' by the faces or directed by some thought or exhibition; in this lived experience
it is often almost as though I could not resist looking, as if I could not resist 'answering' the 'call'.
The lived experience of my paying attention reveals that attention does not function as a
spotlight does, where some internal 'me' (a disengaged 'consciousness') decides first to look and
then so turns the head, but rather that the situation in which I find myself calls me to behave in a
particular way.20 In a somewhat strange turn of phrase, we might even be tempted to say
something like the 'how' of my experiencing is 'constituted' by the thing.21 This experience is
17.

31.
13.
19.
13.
20.
Merleau-Ponty makes this point quite well in the third chapter of the introduction to his Phenomenology of
Perception (28-51).
21.
There are many phenomenologists (each with slightly varying views) whose work we could discuss that would
fall under this rubric. More recently, see Jean-Louis Chretien's The Call and the Response and Gunter Figal's
Objectivity: The Hermeneutical and Philosophy. Peter-Paul Verbeek (following Bruno Latour), gives objects
particular primacy in his What Things Do (99-104, 113-9). In a recent article on Husserl (entitled 'Edmund
Husserl'), Dermot Moran, in his Introduction to Phenomenology, argues that this orientation can be found in
Husserl's notion of 'motivation' (32).
18.
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adequately contained by Jean-Louis Chretien in his The Call and the Response, who writes,
"This call does not actualize some prior potentiality... it is not because I have the ability to hear
or because of some virtual listening capacity on my part that I am called. Rather, I listen and
have the ability to listen because I am called".22 In other words, the experience is not one of
neutrality--faculties in hand--waiting for a thing 'out there' to call me to behave, but rather that
the behaving or hearing or seeing 'occurs' or 'takes place' in response to the call itself.23
Experientially, the appearance is neither 'caused' by an independently existing object nor
'constructed' by an independently existing subject; instead, the experience is, as it were, selfgiven, and it is only in and as this happening of experience that there is an object or a subject.
The 'constitution' of the experience is not to be located anywhere, neither in subject nor object;
experiencing 'happens' of its own accord. The following claim by Michel Henry, in his
phenomenological description of 'seeing' in his Material Phenomenology, is particularly
powerful in showing what this self-givenness might look like: "There always acts within it a
power other than its own, a power in which it is auto-affected so that it feels its seeing and feels
itself seeing. In this way, we should not say that 'we see'... but, like Descartes, 'we feel our
seeing'".24 The following description by Jean-Luc Marion in his Being Given further clarifies the
dynamic form of this self-givenness:
If appearing implies showing itself, as showing itself implies giving itself, both
imply a self of the phenomenon. Such a self, supposing it could be reached,
would in no way be equivalent to the in itself of the object or the thing... The self
of the phenomenon is marked by its determination as event. It comes, does its
thing, and leaves on its own; showing itself, it also shows the self that takes (or
removes) the initiative of giving itself. The event, I can wait for it (though most

22.

19.
This is quite different from the view typically attributed to Husserl, which is something like meaning is
constituted in the consciousness of (or by) the transcendental subject. Constitution here--according to Walter Hopp
in his article, 'Perception'--describes "the processes in virtue of which objects make their appearance" (151).
According to Sebastian Luft--in his article 'Husserl's Method of Reduction'--the term constitution describes "the
manner in which the world gives itself, which is the flip side of the experience of the world" (250). Dermot Moran
in Introducing Phenomenology claims that Husserl's notion of constitution "expresses the manner in which objects
of consciousness come to have the kinds of 'sense and being' that they do, the manner in which subjectivity carries
out its function of giving sense. Husserl's notion of constitution should perhaps be though as a kind of setting out or
'positing'... as a giving of sense, 'sense-bestowing'..." (164-5). In short, it could be said that Husserl's
phenomenology--especially the later Husserl--had placed significant emphasis on the subject. On this subject also
see in Eugen Fink's article, 'The Phenomenological Philosophy of Edmund Husserl and Contemporary Criticism',
130-1; in Dermot Moran's Introduction to Phenomenology, 164-75; in David Detmer's Phenomenology Explained,
150-2. The basic idea here is that 'I' am a function of the thing that experience (or 'consciousness') is. Furthermore,
whatever meaning things have for me (and for whatever reason), there is a certain 'mineness' to the experience. On
this topic, see 67-71 of Macquarrie & Robinson's translation of Heidegger's Being and Time. The 'call' and
'response' structure reflects something of my selfhood and/or my 'history' and/or my 'preferences' or 'habits' or
simply the way I 'have' or my 'being-in' the world. Phenomenologies that followed Husserl attempted to
demonstrate--in different ways--that close attention to lived experience showed that a such a subject was less
'constituting' than Husserl had described; in short, we see something like a gradual eroding of the subject. Stephen
Crowell, in his article 'The Cartesianism of Phenomenology', has argued that phenomenology should not do away
completely with Cartesianism.
24.
81.
23.
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often it surprises me), I can remember it (or forget it), but I cannot make it,
produce it, or provoke it.
To 'see' this perspective requires orienting oneself toward one's own experience in such a way as
to avoid establishing a 'pole' in one's noticing (subject or object) or some concept to which what
gives itself must be adequate. (I will return to this later.) This perspective also motivates the
adoption of a different kind of vocabulary when discussing lived experience, one that--as Mark
Vagle describes it in Crafting Phenomenological Research--perhaps "privileges how things
connect rather than what things are".25
I will conclude this section with two short examples in order to further differentiate lived
experience from reflective accounts thereof. Specifically, I want to show how phenomenological
description is able to capture the certain dynamism of a lived experience; more specifically, both
examples are able to capture the "living sense" of the experience itself.26 I will begin with a
description of experience provided by Kirsten Jacobson in her article 'Agoraphobia and
Hypochondria as Disorders of Dwelling':
If I realize that I am late in meeting a friend [at a coffee shop, it becomes]
oppressively far from me. (...) I walk impatiently along streets that seem to
multiply before me. But, then, in a flash, something brings the coffee shop
suddenly near to me: I have seen my friend... and she has seen me even though I
am still a block or more away... [and yet] I feel, all at once, that I have already
arrived. I experience my body thrust out through space so tangibly that if
someone blocks my sight while my friend and I are waving to one another, I feel
jarred and quickly move to regain our eye contact.27
A reflective account of this first example would be some version of "I was late to see my friend".
The description of the lived experience is more complex, however. Notice in particular how
within this experience the very sense of space changes. Now, actual space did not move. The
sidewalk was not actually 'multiplying' and when she saw her friend she was not actually any
closer to her. Our concern is not with explaining whence the experience emerges--whether from
the self-conscious, interpreting subject (i.e. the subject as understanding her situation as 'being
late'), the putatively causal object (i.e., the lateness as appearing over and above all else, a
provocation to move), or neither--but in describing the lived experience as lived. Reflectively,
we are able to make analytical comments about actual space--for example, the distance traversed
by the woman running late. We are also able to say "she was late meeting her friend so she
walked faster", a reporting that reflects her experience in an entirely different way than the
experience was had. This particular sentence gives us the impression that she 'began' (1) not late;
(2) realized she was late (or was going to be late); (3) made the judgement that walking faster
would reduce her lateness; and then (4) adjusted the tempo at which lifted and set down each
foot (i.e., walked faster). The lived experience, however, likely involved no consideration of the
tempo of lifting and setting down her feet, a consideration that likely would have distracted her
from arriving at her destination. A sense of 'lateness'--we could say--overcame her, and she
25.

118.
See van Manen's Phenomenology of Practice, 39.
27.
33.
26.

10

responded with whatever she could that would allow her to meet this practical demand (this
'call'): her body and--what we could call--its habits.
Here, now, is a second description of lived experience, this one from Sartre in Being and
Nothingness.
I am in a public park. Not far away there is a lawn and along the edge of that
lawn there are benches. A man passes by those benches. (...) Perceiving him as
a man... is to register an organisation without distance of the things in my
universe around that privileged object. To be sure, the lawn remains two yards
twenty inches away from him, but it is also as a lawn bound to him in relation
which at once both transcends distance and contains it. (...) The distance
[between the two] is unfolded starting from the man whom I see.... We are
dealing with a relation that is without parts, given at one stroke, inside of which
there unfolds a spatiality which is not my spatiality; for instead of a grouping
toward me of the objects, there is now an orientation which flees from me.28
I include this second example to show that although the man is not moving (as was the woman in
our previous example), there remains a dynamism to this experience that is captured in the
example. The man that comes over the hill and passes by the benches 'causes' the park to
become more open, more public. There is the sense, experientially, that the park folds itself
toward the man entering the once-private space and, as Sartre remarks, flees from him. The park
falls into a sort of anonymity, and now unfolded, now restructured, is experienced anew.
For this reason we can say that phenomenology is the study of the 'how' of appearing.
What we notice in phenomenological description is that no object of experience is ever given in
splendid isolation; instead, they are always given as something (in some situation). In a simple
example, the book on my table stands out as something that makes me sick (because I have had
to refer to it so many times), or as an obstacle (because I'm cleaning my tabletop), or perhaps as
urgently needed (because it contains the quote by Heidegger that will let me finish this
paragraph), or perhaps as something that makes me proud (because I have written a contribution
in it), or perhaps even as part of something larger that makes me proud or that I see as an
obstacle (a book, one among many, on a shelf of books that I own, or need to move to my new
house), and so on, all depending on the specific situation. These are descriptions of my lived
experiencing of the book. In my most immediate experiencing of the book--the book is had as
one or more things, even though, reflectively, we may indicate simply that it is a book.29 As
another example, the sound of my ringing phone when my doctor calls with the results of my
biopsy will 'appear' very differently than the ringing of the same phone when a friend calls
confirming that he has box seats to the Leafs game. The ringing as a physical phenomenon is no
different; but the ringing as an independent physical phenomenon is accessed only after the fact-i.e., reflectively. One might also consider, say, the 9th note of Beethoven's Für Elise, which
derives its 'meaning' from having 'retained' the previous 8 notes; any individual note (any of
28.
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which we may discuss reflectively) is had as part of a musical piece, perhaps not even
distinguished (like the book in the shelf) in experience. As a final example, I may discover that
the thing on the floor was, indeed, a rope (an experience [of discovery] which is itself
phenomenologically interesting), but it was given (apodeictically, im-mediately) as a snake (in
my lived experience).
This way of describing lived experience--"I experienced x as y"--is useful in helping to
open one up to 'seeing' the difference between lived and reflective experience. This way of
describing lived experience, however, can also shed light on the limitations introduced by
language in our attempt to accurately describe experience as lived. In this case, reliance on the
'as' in thinking about phenomenology may lead us to assume a difference between the thing
'itself' and 'how' it is given--i.e., the 'how' of its givenness. Using the example of the ringing
phone in the previous paragraph, we might be inclined to say "the ring 'itself' did not change in
the previous example, imagining that there is a fixed and independent reality that lies behind the
different 'ways' it is given." The language suggests that there are seemingly 'neutral' or 'objective'
things that then appear as something. This language--"x appears as y"--also suggests that the
appearing appears to a haver of experience: if lived experience is a neutrality appearing as
something, the particular appearing-as would similarly seem to be an appearing-as to someone.
My experience of, say, the classroom, is not your experience of the classroom. And so each
experience of the classroom--i.e., each person to whom the classroom appears as whatever it
does--is had by something like a subject. Finally, we might understand from the language
involved in this kind of description that the appearing things appears statically, as 'x' or an 'x',
and not as a livedness (a word I use to emphasise the processual nature of lived experience). The
experiencing of the ringing phone is likely not experienced as a static moment in time. This is
not to say that all lived experience involves 'movement' of some kind, but rather lived experience
is something like a living-through. The character Sartre describes sat on the bench and did not
get up or 'do' anything, but his experience nonetheless did not stay still. Just the same, even after
being caught peering through the keyhole, the other character's living sense of his 'being-caught'
lingered.
And so to avoid the kind of thinking that this kind of language can encourage, we might
employ slightly different vocabulary to express or describe the lived experience itself by
emphasising givenness itself or something like a self-givenness. This description does not
indicate (a) a steady background--a neutrality out of which something appears as it does; (b) a
stable haver of experience, one who actively organises or collects or chooses from amongst the
stuff of the neutral background; (c) a statically meaningful thing. The stance whence this latter
description is offered captures a more fluid picture of experience--one in which the thing that
shows itself could be described as more of a happening than as a thing--that does not have a
stable pole ('subject' or 'object' or 'the world', etc.) and so cannot--in principle--found a dualism.
This kind of description encourages a different kind of thinking, better described by the phrase
'there is only givenness'. This is not a claim about the metaphysical existence of anything-suggesting that everything be reduced 'ultimately' to the same, to 'giveneness' or to
'appearing'/'appearances'--but simply a description of lived experience. Furthermore, this
description is better able to convey the phenomenological fact that nothing 'itself' ever appears in
lived experience. The difference between appearance and reality--a difference given in reflective
awareness--is derivative of a more 'primitive' encounter with the world (where 'there is only
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givenness'). Finally, this description allows us to redefine our project slightly, for we need no
longer insist that phenomenology is an account of the 'how' of appearing. If we describe the
given as it is given, we would simply be describing 'what' appears. In this view, the thing we
earlier treated as 'background'--i.e., the world 'out there', the background there-for-everyone--can
be viewed as a sort of abstraction. This background-foreground structure certainly remains a
phenomenological reality, but in experience what is given (as it is given) is all foreground--it is
all part of a single experiencing within which I can reflectively locate a foreground or a
background. This is the same as saying something like nothing is ever 'itself' purely given--one
never hears a pure noise, and so on. And so we can see how one might arrive at this
phenomenological 'what' by way of the 'how'.
It is important for the phenomenologist to be sensitive to the way(s) in which the terms
given by reflective awareness intrude on our phenomenological descriptions. What is important
to notice here is that neither of these ways of describing lived experience--'x as y' or 'there is
only givenness'--are 'wrong'. In fact, in examining one's own experience (because this is how
one 'does' phenomenology), one could argue that the 'as' language is better able to describe the
project of phenomenology, and that it does not encourage the kind of thinking that I have
suggested it might. The words are simply descriptions that point to living sense--in this case of
the language employed to explain phenomenology, and the thinking about experience that said
language might encourage. Most importantly, however, both ways of explaining our project are
intended to describe one thing: lived experience. This fact is of extreme importance, and will be
my theme in the following section.

Ib. Leading/Guiding
Phenomenological description is perhaps best described as having an agogical function, as
Herbert Spiegelberg had suggested in his 1975 text Doing Phenomenology (a title I have
pilfered).30 "Agogy" means 'to lead' or 'to guide', and is the root of the word pedagogy (which
means "leading the child [paidos]" or "education"). Phenomenological description is meant to-as I said above--reanimate living sense. The objective is to use words to point to a lived
experience that the reader must then experience him or herself. The words, in other words, must
bring experiences to life, and this bringing to life has the effect of producing in the reader a sort
of lucid or striking, im-mediate and unreflective recognition, the feeling of seeing 'into' (in-sight)
some experience, of bringing it close. Its aim is to 'show' prereflective livedness, to provoke or
evoke it, to kindle or waken--and not to contain; to catch and release, not to capture. The
objective is vocative one, meant to invoke an experience or provoke it into appearing.
Alternatively, we could consider the objective to be an exhortative one, urging the reader to 'see'
or have a particular experience. Much a like a magic spell, the incantation does its work and
then disappears; we do not need the words any longer because it is done: the ghost, the effect,
has (hopefully) made its appearance.
The aim of phenomenological description is always to reanimate the living sense--i.e., the
thing that itself, in a sense, cannot be said, only pointed to--of some experience. The use of
30.
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examples31 in this objective is paramount, precisely because the example is able to give voice to
a livedness--the singularity--that is not straightforwardly nameable or describable32--that is, to
make the latter knowable. Phenomenological examples point to or indicate an experience in its
livedness (i.e., its singularity). Consider the examples given above. Instead of offering these
examples, I could have simply named each experience: hurrying, sitting, getting caught, and so
on. Simply naming a livedness would, in a sense, destroy it.33 I would no longer be pointing to a
living-through, but would rather be fixing it, letting the phrase stand in for it, reducing it--and, as
Emmanuel Levinas says in his Totality and Infinity--"[neutralizing] it... in order to comprehend
or grasp it. It is hence not a relation with the other as such but the reduction of the other to the
same".34 In other words, as van Manen argues, the phenomenological example "makes a new
relation possible, especially the relation between the Idea and the Phenomenon";35 in Giorgio
Agamben's words--from his lecture 'What is a Paradigm?'--the "...relationship takes place
between the single phenomenon and its intelligibility. The [example] is a singularity considered
in the medium of its knowability... the relation that an example and an object have in common is
the exhibition of this knowability". In the context of doing phenomenology, then, examples are
employed in order to make knowable (by pointing to or indicating, not 'saying') a particular
living-through in its singularity.36 The example--the collection of words--holds in abeyance (or
suspends, as if in mid-air), so to speak, a livedness, and lets it be seen by another.
As an example of a phenomenological use of vocative language, I will consider
Heidegger's phenomenological description of what he names 'wonder'. Heidegger--in Basic
Questions of Philosophy: Selected 'Problems' of 'Logic'--uses the word 'wonder' to describe the
state or emotion [Stimmung] that Heidegger says calls us--compels us, he says--to do
phenomenology.37 He distinguishes the experience indicated by term 'wonder', from experiences
indicated by 'amazement', 'marvelling', 'admiration', 'astonishment' and 'awe'. Heidegger is not
trying to define wonder, but using this term to point to a livedness--Cornelius Verhoeven called
wonder an experience "on the way to and groping for..."--that the reader can then find in their
own experience.38 Heidegger is not trying to brand a word onto an experience or point out some
31.

See van Manen's Phenomenology of Practice, 257-60.
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metaphysical essence, but is rather using the word to describe--and here I borrow from Anthony
Steinbock in his book Phenomenology & Mysticism--"moments of a primordial experience".39 I
may read Heidegger's description of wonder and recognize in it the experience I know but had
never really named, or had named something else--say, awe. It is not, then, that the moments
'held together' under the term 'wonder', collectively, are wonder. In other words, it is not that the
moments that give themselves--or express themselves or even impress themselves--as the thing
called 'wonder', are wonder. The moments themselves are part of the uninterrupted stream of
awareness of lived experience that have been 'lifted out' and identified--or has
given/expressed/impressed themselves--as 'moments'. But even this is a description! I am not, in
other words, attempting to define 'moment', but rather pointing out a livedness. The point of
phenomenological description is not to disclose or reveal a metaphysical 'isness' or substance but
rather to do something like 'hold together' a livedness, and then grasp for words, finding
whatever will work, whatever will capture the experience, whatever words, even tonality, hand
gestures, et cetera.40 The lived experience of trying to capture lived experience is almost
something like letting the experience 'say' itself--letting expression itself speak. The difficulty
lies precisely in leaving the livedness be, in letting the livedness 'live', so to speak, even as we
attempt to apprehend it.
My point is that phenomenology requires one to actively and continuously remind oneself
that the word or phrase is playing this 'invoking' function, and is not a direct or univocal
representation of a fixed thing. In other words, one must live the words as invoking always a
livedness or a living-through. When we become habituated to familiar uses of words, we tend to
forget this, and can actually imagine our words to be transparently giving us things. In the
habitual use of a word to stand in for a livedness, we may first let the words stand in for the thing
and then let them become the thing by not living them as invocations. Such words or phrases, as
Heidegger said, get "passed along"--used, and then used up.41 Similarly, Jacques Derrida--in his
article 'White Mythology'--likened words or concepts to which one has become habituated to
coins whose value-inscriptions had been 'ground down' (i.e., used up, detached from its specific
situation). As a result, the 'value' of these coins (i.e., significance as referring to a livedness)
became 'absolute' in the sense that it was referring to nothing--a coin without inscription--and so,
in a sense, could mean anything.
Phenomenology cannot do its work once words/concepts stand in for the thing itself, let
alone if they (are treated as having) become the thing. One may find a word or concept that
describes a livedness so very well that it becomes a part of one's core vocabulary. With use,
however, it is possible that the word/concept loses its potency (in invoking a livedness) and--in
phenomenological descriptions of such pathic experiences, never an attempt to define these experiences. Another
excellent example of a similarly extended description is Heidegger's discussion of boredom in a posthumously
published collection of 1929-30 lectures, entitled The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics. Heidegger's
discussion of fear and anxiety (in Sections 30 and 40 of his Being & Time) is also instructive.
39.
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its employment--feels empty and forced, even. Or, perhaps its detachment (from experience)
becomes invisible, and one begins living it as a kind of 'truth', disabling one from seeing the
livednesses in other descriptions. This is likely why, following Husserl, Merleau-Ponty calls the
phenomenologist a "perpetual beginner", one who must always return to lived experience.42
They must always be in touch with experience itself, ready and willing to part with their words
or concepts or thinking if the latter no longer embrace a livedness, a--and here I borrow from
Heidegger--thinging, not a thing.43
As an example, we can consider the simple characterization of how one might be said to
perceive something, say 'logically', or 'rationally' or 'emotionally', et cetera. In phenomenology,
these terms are descriptions of experiencings, and are not (1) titles that describe what the
experience is, or (2) indicative of some of the 'only' possible domains of experience, domains
from which we must choose because a given experience must be one of these things (either
rational or emotional). These words are merely the 'tools' we have to describe (an) experience.
An experience can be described as emotional, but this linguistic convention may create a sort of
metaphysical equivalence, in which case the experience is treated as being (itself) 'emotional',
and anyone should be able to see it as being so. To be sure, the experience of this emotionality
is apodeictic; there is something 'in' the experience itself that--for the experiencer--just is
'emotional', and it would make little/no sense to describe it in any other way. And so, for the
experiencer, there is a certain 'emotional' essence to this experience, an essence that she/he can
readily recognise in other experiences and so call those other experiences emotional, too. But
this essence is not understood in phenomenology as a metaphysical or objective or substance-ial
one, but as a description is better captured by Kevin Hart's phrase--in the Introduction to his
Marion reader--"immanent essence".44 It is "immanent essence" in the sense that the direct,
apodeictic experiencing of the thing--in some specific situation--the thing shows itself as, say,
(apodeictically) 'emotional', and--in the experiencing--it would make little/no sense to call it
something else. Indeed, these terms, we could say, respond to experiential motivations.
However, phenomenology does not want to brand the term to the thing, or, if it does 'brand' it to
a thing, it does so as a possible description of an experiencing that is not contained by the term.
Later we will see how assigning some transcendent metaphysical or substance-ial essentiality to
a relationship between a word or concept and an experiencing has the potential to do violence to
another's experience.45
But mine are mere words. The phenomenologist must him/herself perform
phenomenologies of her/his own phenomenologising, in order to see precisely how one's own
words/concepts function; no one can do this for them. Are these words/concepts referring to a
livedness? Are they attempting to capture a thing or embrace a thinging? The phenomenologist
42.
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must at each turn begin at the beginning, so to speak, lest their descriptions become lifeless and
flat or far too injected with reflection or theory (and so more intellectually satisfying than
phenomenologically so). There is a difference between being basically satisfied with a
description ("it works") and being completely taken with one ("yes, that's the one!"). When one's
core vocabulary no longer does the latter, it may be a sign that one has been led astray from lived
experience itself. And one must always live with the awareness that even one's core vocabulary
exists only to be seen through, lest one be unable to see the livedness contained in other
descriptions.
Something similar could be said about reading phenomenological descriptions. In a
sense, this is more challenging because it forces you to be open to terms being used in ways in
which you are not accustomed to seeing, which entails examining your own relationships with
certain terms (and maybe loosening the grip that your understanding has on certain words and/or
relationships between words). The concept, remember, is not what we are trying to understand.
The effectiveness of a phenomenological text (including the one you are reading) depends
largely on the reader's willingness to spend the time to 'access' (experientially) the livednesses to
which the author is referring, and not just critically evaluate/examine the words/concepts
themselves.
This is why phenomenologists have historically employed various means--apart from
propositional discourse--of communicating lived experiences: example or anecdote, expressive
imagery or narrative, poetry, poetising, et cetera. This is particularly evident in the works of
Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty, and also the works of Gaston Bachelard, Maurice
Blanchot, Michel Henry, Alphonso Lingis, Jean-Luc Nancy, Giorgio Agamben, Jean-Luc
Marion and, most recently, in the work of Jennifer Gosetti-Ferencei (see her The Ecstatic
Quotidian).46 Phenomenologists have also borrowed from novels, poetry, mythical and religious
texts. This is all done in an attempt to evoke or revoke [as in 'call back'] or re-call a lived
experience, to make accessible a certain pathos--one not readily given to the logic of
propositional discourse (or of summary or paraphrase in general). What is most important is not
the method; it is not the case that I must use an anecdote or example in order to 'do'
phenomenology. The means by which I reanimate some experience is secondary. I let the
experience itself be my guide; in a somewhat strange turn of phrase, I let the experience itself tell
me how to describe it, and in so doing--as van Manen argues--"what is required is the full
measure/complexity of the language of prose and the poetic, the cognitive and the pathic.
Especially in the works of contemporary phenomenologist, reflective reflections on the eidetic,
inceptual, and enigmatic nuances of our experiences go far beyond the pure prose of traditional
argumentative and concept-driven qualitative discourses".47
Max van Manen calls phenomenology 'hermeneutic' because phenomenological
description "must aim for discursive language and sensitive interpretive devices that make
phenomenological analysis, explication, and description possible and intelligible".48 The terms
46.
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we have at our disposal are inheritances, and are capable of doing violence to our own lived
reality. As inheritances, they are historical, traditional. The problem, however, is when they are
disconnected from lived experience, when they are treated as (objective) 'reality'--as the way
things are and as final--and so not understood as historically (and so politically and culturally)
'constituted'. This disconnection is also a violence, and the phenomenologist--who must
perpetually remind him/herself to return to experience, who must perpetually forget--functions as
an important agent of change insofar as their only loyalty is to lived experience itself. I'll return
to this point in Chapter 2.
Phenomenology, most basically, gives voice to a livedness, a givenness as given. First,
this means that it gives voice to an unfolding, a process, a fluidity, an everchanging--and so it is
never 'complete'. Second, this means that the phenomenologist treats all phenomena as given
and not as reflective of an objective reality and/or some 'hierarchy' therein (in which some things
are more 'real' and others less so). In short, it gives voice not to what is more real and less real,
correct and incorrect, normal and abnormal, good and bad, etc., but what is given as more or less
real, correct or incorrect, normal or abnormal, good or bad, et cetera. Finally, this means that
phenomenology is inherently critical, precisely because of its loyalty to lived experience. In
other words, it questions our existing ways of seeing, reminding "us that these constructions
themselves are always in danger of becoming imperatives, rationalities, epistemologies, and
ontologies that need to be bracketed, deconstructed, and substituted with more reflective
portrayals".49

Ic. Truth & Evidence
In his Parmenides, Heidegger distinguishes between two conceptions of 'truth', aletheia and
veritas. Truth as veritas is the way most of us (most of the time) think of "truth." Truth as
veritas resembles conceptions of truth understood as some kind of matching up of words,
concepts, or principles, and fixed realities that they comprehend; it involves the application of
some law or standard or principle to some object or situation, in order to judge whether the latter
is faithful to the former. Being in possession of both the law, standard or principle and the object
itself means being in possession of some generally fixed notion of both. Truth as veritas requires
living these words or concepts as possessing determinate and fixed essences. This conception of
truth as a kind of matching up of (timeless) essences allows one to pronounce on something with
some finality, and so, in a sense, allows one to rectify or to settle, to 'do' a kind of justice.50 This
amounts to something like the application of a method to the product of reflective awareness
(i.e., after experience has been interpretively fixed). The types of claims that meet this standard-what we might readily describe as being "correct"--do not succeed in apprehending actual lived
experiencing.
49.
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Truth as veritas, for Heidegger, is, on the other hand, derivative of the more primordial
process of experiencing.51 Aletheia is the ancient Greek term for truth that etymologically means
something like un-concealment or disclosure or revealing or opening [privative prefix a +
lanthanein (to conceal); Heidegger translates it as 'un-hiddenness', Unverborgenheit] . For
Heidegger, the presupposed foundation of truth as veritas is this more basic 'disclosedness'
(Heidegger's word, Erschlossenheit) of being. This basic 'disclosedness'--the self-showing or
self-givenness of experiencing--is the foundation of the reflective categories we employ in order
to declare something true or false. Heidegger's basic point is that the 'movement' of this basic
disclosedness (or givenness) is something more original, so to speak, than the formation and
application of staticprinciples used to pronounce on truth or falsehood. By 'movement' I simply
mean that what is (meaningfully) given is given as a happening and so in its revealing itself it
simultaneously withdraws--a thinging, not a thing. In other words, meaning, in van Manen's
words--unlike our everyday conception of 'truth'--is not an "all-or-nothing affair".52
We can describe this relationship--between aletheia and veritas--in another way: aletheia
is the 'interior' of veritas, rather than one being opposed to the other. 'True' and 'false' (and the
'fact' of their being opposed) rather describe moments of lived experience that rely on some
matching up of other such descriptions, all participating in the movement of experiencing itself,
in the 'flesh' of experience itself. In yet other words, it is the basic happening or play of beingdisclosed-ness that allows one to see things that stand still (i.e., the facts, principles or
objectivities of truth conceived as veritas).53 I prefer the terms 'happening' or 'play' to the terms
'process' or 'unfolding', simply because the latter two words suggest a kind of technical layingout or procedure that follows a pattern that has some definable beginning and end.54
In our three examples above--the man getting caught peering through the keyhole, the
woman late to meet her friend, the man sitting on the bench in the park--we learn something
about the nature of 'embodiment', of 'space', and of 'experiencing' as they 'reveal themselves'.
However, 'embodiment', 'space', and/or 'experiencing' as such are never given, but are rather only
ever given situationally and as an unfolding.55 It is in this basic movement or play of
experiencing that 'embodiment', 'space', and/or 'experiencing' (as concepts) can make an
appearance. The experience Sartre describes of being caught looking through the keyhole
reveals that even the experiencing of being objectified contains movement or play: 'being caught'
lingers for some moments; the experience continues to unfold, the impact recedes, et cetera.56
51.

David Detmer, in his Phenomenology Explained, says that Husserl makes the same point: the objective 'x' is
derivative of our many lived experiencings of 'x' (148).
52.
Phenomenology of Practice, 343.
53.
On the notion of 'truth' in both Husserl and Heidegger, see Thane Naberhaus's article 'Truth'.
54.
In fact, I probably prefer the word 'dance' to all of them. Perhaps what is most interesting, however, is how the
word we choose actually impacts how the experiencing is reanimated.
55.
The term 'unfolding' works here because I am referring to a specific experiencing for which I have established a
beginning and (general) end.
56.
A 'contemporary' equivalent of this example is being in one's car singing (enthusiastically) along to some music,
only to look over and notice that the person next to you has been looking at you sing/dance. The initial finding of
them looking at you isn't 'finished' once you've realized that they've been looking. This account (Sartre's, not my
'contemporary' example) has featured prominently in subsequent phenomenologies of race--i.e., "what is the
experience of being a raced body?"--that aim to give a voice to precisely this experience, a livedness foreign to the
truth of reflective awareness. For recent volumes on the topic, see George Yancy's Look, a White! Philosophical
Essays on Whiteness, and Emily Lee's edited volume, Living Alterities: Phenomenology, Embodiment, and Race.
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The play of this basic disclosedness of experiencing cannot be captured with the kind of final
determination provided by reflective awareness.
'Evidence' in phenomenology is precisely what is experienced as it is experienced.
Husserl uses the term 'intuition' to describe this direct experiencing in his "principles of all
principles" in Ideas I: "that every originary presentive intuition is a legitimising source of
cognition, that everything originarily (so to speak in its "personal" actuality) offered to us in
"intuition" is to be accepted simply as what it is presented as being, but also only within the
limits in which is presented there".57 What counts as evidence in phenomenology is, in Roberto
Walton's words, "the experience of the actual 'possession' of something itself", given "in the
mode of the 'in-itself'...in person, or in the 'flesh'".58 This is a "precognitive certainty that cannot
be measured by cognitive evidence".59 Phenomenological description treats experiencings and
not objects as the most basic 'evidence'. Husserl, in his Cartesian Meditations, writes that
evidence is "in an extremely broad sense, an 'experiencing', of something that is and is thus".60 It
is this evidence that serves as the basis of any 'knowledge'--conceptual, propositional, inductive,
etc.--required by truth as veritas. The 'content' of our most immediate having of experience
serves as the only legitimate source of phenomenological 'knowledge'.61
Phenomenological 'knowledge', then, consists of conclusions about experiencing based
on descriptions (as in something like 'all experiencing has a foreground-background structure').
The descriptions themselves are simply of lived experiencing and seek to reanimate the living
sense of said experience. This type of knowledge concerns the experience of some phenomenon.
It could be said that phenomenological knowledge concerns the form of some experience. What
is meant by 'form' is also a (phenomenological) description of something like the shape of some
livedness as it is lived (and not an objective, metaphysical structure that organises sensation or
anything like that).
The relationship between 'evidence' and 'truth' in phenomenology is something like the
former is a sign or indication of the latter. While this has some similarity to our common
understanding of the relationship between the two, 'evidence' and 'truth' themselves are quite
different in phenomenology. Evidence is simply what is given as it is given, and this is a sign, or
is indicative, of phenomenological truth, that is, the 'structure' of a particular experiencing
(space, emotion, illness, gender, drinking wine, etc.). What is given, in other words, is the 'how'
of some livedness, but never the thing in its entirety, and so never with any sort of 'finality'.
Phenomenological description is more about establishing an openness to engage with experience
than it is about dis-covering objective realities--more about beginnings than endings. Doing
phenomenology, most basically, requires eliciting an experience and then 'tracing' it, so to speak,
both in the sense of 'marking out the course of' or 'following' something, and copying or drawing
(an outline of) something.
57.

44.
'Evidence', 136.
59.
Walton's 'Evidence', 143.
60.
12.
61.
Regarding the notion of 'intuition' in phenomenology, see Detmer's Phenomenology Explained, 127 and 139,
Shaun Gallagher's Phenomenology, 24; Moran's Introduction to Phenomenology, 10; Martin Schwab & David
Woodruff Smith's article, 'Metaphysics & Ontology', 376.
58.
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Id. Evaluating Phenomenological Description
Now that we have determined what phenomenology shows the nature of 'truth' and 'evidence'
ultimately to be, we are in a position to determine how the truth of a phenomenological
description is to be assessed. How well does the description resonate with the living sense of
some experience? A good description will resonate with the living sense of an experience in
such a way that the reader will be able to recognize her or his experience in that description;
indeed, it will "spark" that experience in the reader. Further, this description will draw the
reader's attention to something in that experience that she or he had not formerly noticed. What
is important to recognise is that there are no independent criteria for the specific construction of
the description. Phenomenological description does not require anything specific: a specific
verb tense (as in 'only present continuous', etc.) or specific narrative style (only prose, no poetry,
or only prose and poetry, no fiction, etc.), tone (as in it must be idiomatic, prolix, poetic, etc.), et
cetera.62 The description itself is guided by--written by, in a sense--the experiencing itself.
Though I have limited my discussion to that which can be presented in writing, one can also
consider how art can be used to reanimate some experiencing. How about employing various
modalities while giving a talk? According to van Manen, in a 2008 reading of "Love Junkies" by
Alphonso Lingis at the University of Alberta, he used "...video images, a soundtrack" and "was
clothed in rags covered with white chalk and white face paint. In the lecture Lingis evoked an
image of love, sensual and violate closeness, between two sadly outcast figures".63 It was not the
case that Lingis was required to wear makeup, dress up and/or use a backing track, but these
helped him in reanimating an experience. The lecture began in darkness and silence; he walked
up and down the aisles "...reading his lecture from a handful of pages, each of which he tosses
over his shoulder, one page after the other as he finishes with them".64

62

Although there are no requirements in terms of the construction of the description, the particular words matter
entirely, as the 'effect' (in this case, 'affect' may be more suitable) varies based on the specific words and word order.
van Manen (in Phenomenology of Practice) follows Burms and de Dijn (in their article 'De Rationaliteit en haar
Grenzen: Kritiek en Deconstructie') in arguing that meaning in a phenomenological description is 'strongly
embedded/incarnated'. In texts in which meaning is strongly embedded/incarnated, "the relational tension between
words and passages is compressed and tightly woven and... the meaning would be disturbed if the words were
interfered with" (45, also see 46). This means that changing the words or word order may not indicate as precisely
the livedness we intended.
63.
Phenomenology of Practice, 168.
64.
Phenomenology of Practice, 168.

21

Chapter 2: Experiencing Phenomenology
In this second chapter, I will discuss what I will call the 'behavioural' dimension of doing
phenomenology. Phenomenology requires participation; one cannot simply look on
indifferently, but must participate in the activity of describing (whether in making one's own
descriptions or in being led by the descriptions of others). In this light, the language of
phenomenological description does not aim for factual correctness in picking out features of
experiences--there is no 'correct' way to describe some experiencing--but rather aims to invoke
an experience, and so to call the reader to (a) turn her or his attention to her or his own
experience and; (b) notice therein something new (and transformatively new).65 In so doing,
phenomenology employs language in a way that is different again from the usual use of
designation to pick out already established facts. I will discuss more specifically the 'method' of
phenomenology, not in order to further explain its function, but rather to discuss the experiencing
of doing it or, perhaps better, living it. Finally, I will discuss the different ways in which
language is lived in (a) everyday experience, and in (b) phenomenological description.
Many of the insights of the preceding chapter could only be gained through a kind of
participation. While it is entirely possible to appreciate intellectually the arguments presented in
this chapter, the novelty--the phenomenological insights--of what I will be discussing in this
chapter will only be seen through active participation, for it is only through active participation
that one can actually do phenomenology (and so fully appreciate what one reads about it).

IIa. Noticing Initial Resistance
In our first chapter, I showed that phenomenology requires a stance toward one's experience that
is not our 'natural' or 'common sense' stance. The process of adopting the stance required by
phenomenology has been described by one or more of the phrases 'reduction' or 'epoché' or
'reduction proper'. I will use 'reduction'.
Generally speaking, the phenomenological 'reduction' describes a process of reorienting
oneself toward one's experience. More specifically, this describes something like 'stepping out'
of our 'natural attitude' towards the world, which amounts to something like 'leaving aside' our
natural way of interpreting our experience and, instead, tending to experiencing itself. Our
natural way of interpreting our experience is predicated on certain understandings that
underwrite the way(s) in which we experience or 'live' the 'world' (and reflectively describe it).
One of the ways in which we can see our own 'understandings' is in noticing our immediate
reaction to a phenomenological description. Take, for instance, the experience of being
objectified in Sartre's description of being caught peering through the keyhole. Do we find
ourselves reaching for or offering some explanation? 'That's just basic evolutionary psychology!',
we might say, or 'that's just basic neurological whatever!' The 'explanation'--as regards
65.

To be sure, one can certainly learn lessons from the practice of description that remain true but are no longer new
or transformative when repeated. The beginner will typically notice plenty that is transformatively new, and new
literature in the field is typically able to--at least--add depth to existing descriptions.
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phenomenology--assists us in representing the experience as something static. To be sure, there
may be sufficient evidence to prove that a particular experience was caused by a particular
something, but this does nothing to add to our account of the lived experience itself.
Understanding the wiring and firing of synapses in my brain may be of assistance in terms of
diagnostics or prognostics--that is, something done in the service of fixing something--but this is
not the function of phenomenology. Whatever our theoretical loyalties, phenomenology asks
that we actively (and continually) abandon them and stay with experience as experienced.
Phenomenology does not found theories or theoretical systems that describe experiences. In fact,
this is what phenomenology attempts to avoid: systems that replace the need to contact directly
experience itself. The 'reduction' requires that one avoid or suspend one's automatic reliance on
(or search for) explanation from any existing framework (especially those that we have come to
favour, because these are likely most influencing our interpretation of experience, and so most
likely interfering with direct contact therewith). This disavowal of explanatory frameworks is
what is meant in calling phenomenology a method without presuppositions.66

IIb. Noticing the Movement of Experiencing
Phenomenology cannot be called a method in any traditional sense of the term. While it may be
employed in the service of, or in order to test, other theories, phenomenology itself is not
committed to any particular theory or set of theories. And precisely because phenomenology is
aimed at describing--in principle--an infinite number of experiences, it cannot begin with the
kind of commitments found in traditional methodologies.
Take our example above of the woman late in meeting her friend. Presumably, she
wanted initially to describe her lived experience of space in being late. In phenomenology,
completing this task is not a matter of employing some procedure that help us access lived
experience, but rather of abandoning concepts in order to do so. It is not a matter of seeing or
comparing my lived experience to the content of some existing theory of space, but rather of
letting description conform to the experiencing of space itself. This means, most importantly,
that the 'method' not be fixed, which is one of the reasons we choose to not call it a method at all.
In short, no particular procedure will necessarily produce access to lived experience, because
technical procedures do not comprehend the particularities of situations or, rather, they ignore
them (by subsuming them).

66.

Regarding the notion of the 'presuppositionless' starting point, see in David Detmer's Phenomenology Explained,
114-115; in Moran's Introduction to Phenomenology, 126-127; Joel Smith's Experiencing Phenomenology, 24-26.
Iso Kern's article, 'The Three Ways to the Transcendental Phenomenological Reduction in the Philosophy of
Edmund Husserl', discusses three different ways to understand the reduction. Also see Shaun Gallagher's
Phenomenology, 60. Don Ihde, in his Experimental Phenomenology, calls the epoché and the reduction-proper
hermeneutic rules "since they provide the shape or focus of the inquiry. Hermeneutic in its broadest sense means
interpretation, and rules give shape to an interpretation" (17). Ihde's explanation of the reduction is quite simple (1822). Sebastian Luft's article, 'Husserl's Method of Reduction' discussion of Ernst Tugendhat's 1971 interpretation
suggests that the most general interpretation of the reduction would be something like accepting the "correlation of
consciousness and world as the minimal common denominator of any definition of phenomenology" (252). This is a
good basic description of the basic stance of phenomenology: awareness is always already situated.
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For this reason, results are not necessarily repeatable in doing phenomenology. I may
read a phenomenological description that is successful at reanimating the lived sense of some
phenomenon, but it is not necessarily the case that my own phenomenology of the same
phenomenon will produce the same result. A phenomenology of, say, falling asleep, could
produce multiple different descriptions, all of which I might be able to recognize. 'Seeing' the
truth of any one of these descriptions is not the result of a 'method', but is rather the result of
participating in the description of the lived experience of some phenomenon.
The process of following the directives of a phenomenologist, therefore, is not one of
learning a set of rules. This 'process' does not follow a linear development of applying rules that
will then produce insights. The insight--the moment of seeing--is not guaranteed by any
technical rule or tactic; in fact, the insight is not guaranteed at all. Instead, the process of being
able to see phenomenologically is best described by something like assuming a different stance
toward one's experience--or, in other words, adopting what we could call a phenomenological
'attitude'. And even this is not quite right.
In any discussion of phenomenological method, it is important to remember that the
process of adopting the phenomenological attitude and of seeing phenomenologically is itself a
livedness, and so attempting to 'codify' it in some technical or repeatable procedure would
necessarily fail to capture the process as process. In this light, we might even say that the
process is really just a set of movements that one makes in order to find one's place vis-a-vis the
phenomenon. There is even, as Heidegger writes in Being and Time, "a sense of a prohibition"
in these tendencies, "the avoidance of characterizing anything without [demonstrating it
directly]".67 This is the experience of continuously and rigourously avoiding the impressions of
any explanatory framework in order to contact and then remain in contact with the livedness
itself: indeed, it is not the case that once contact is made it maintains itself. In this sense, then,
the gestures directed at something like 'finding one's place vis-a-vis the phenomenon' cannot be
'defined', but must respond to the experience being explored itself. A technical set of procedures
or some kind of methodological framework would really miss the point. Surely I could attempt
to employ the directives of a particular phenomenologist and so see/experience what they 'saw'.
This would allow me to--in a sense--continue the projects of these phenomenologists. I could
continue to see (with their eyes, so to speak) things they never looked at or did/could not see.
This would amount to something like building upon an existing kind of contact with experience.
That said, any general 'method'--as we've said--would never provide something like a final word.

IIc. Experiencing Phenomenology: The 'Reduction'
The phenomenological 'method' is thus better described as kind of a stance toward experience
than a 'method'. What is really being described in discussing phenomenological 'method' is the
living sense of adopting a stance that allows us to see the living sense of some experiencing: a
phenomenology of doing phenomenology, if you will. Such is the objective of this section: to
discuss the lived dimension of--i.e., the texture of the active participation involved in--engaging
in phenomenological description. Specifically, I will discuss various kinds of intellectual
67

In Stambaugh’s translation, 59.

24

gestures that one might be inclined to make in the process of doing phenomenology, and explain
why these gestures may be unhelpful in one's project to describe experience.
Edmund Husserl had named the method of phenomenology the 'reduction', one that is
discussed as containing two 'moves', namely, the 'epoché' and the 'reduction proper'.68 The intent
of these moves--collectively--is to reanimate the living sense of some experiencing. So, it is not
the case that one does 'move 1' and then 'move 2', and then one is doing or has done
phenomenology. Rather, this description (of the two 'moves') is a retroactive and reflective one.
Further, the term 'reduction' is somewhat misleading, as it suggests a 'reducing'--i.e., a
diminution--of some kind. Instead, this term comes from the Latin reducere: re- ['back, again'] +
ducere ['bring, lead'], meaning 'bring back'. The reduction, then, is not an attempt to slim down
or abstract or even to find some kind of common denominator, but is rather intended to restore or
reanimate--bring back--some livedness.69
The first of these 'moves' is called the epoché, which in Greek (Sceptic) philosophy is a
"suspension (of judgment)"; etymologically, it means something like 'a holding on to' or 'a
stopping at' or 'cessation'. As Dermot Moran tells us in his Introduction to Phenomenology,
"Husserl characterised the practice of the epoché in many different ways: 'abstention'...
'dislocation' from, or 'unplugging' or 'exclusion' of the positing of the world and our normal
unquestioning faith in the reality of what we expense. He speaks of 'withholding', 'disregarding',
'abandoning', 'parenthesising'... 'putting out of action'..., and 'putting out of play'... all
judgements... But the essential feature is always to affect an alteration or 'change of attitude'...".70
The epoché experience describes the experience of putting aside anything that does not allow me
to see the 'how' of some experiencing. This stance is certainly not an 'easy' stance to adopt, but
the difficulty is more in combatting (what has become) 'common sense' or our 'preunderstandings' rather than trying to understand technical vocabularies or procedures. In other
words, the difficulty is more in stepping out of our most natural way of dealing with things (i.e.,
the way of dealing with things in our everyday lived experience)--what Husserl called the
"natural attitude"--so that we can look at precisely the texture or quality of dealing with them.
To be sure, it's not possible to completely ignore these pre-understandings (and so to
arrive at a view from everywhere/nowhere). In fact, by paying close attention to lived
experience, phenomenological description brings precisely these 'layers' of situatedness to light
(in untheorised form no less). As more layers of situatedness are 'seen', the epoché (as an
68.

This 'official' title was given in Husserl's Ideas I (see esp. Section 61). I could not find an introductory text to
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experience, not as a concept) does not remain the same, and neither does experiencing itself: as
more layers are 'identified'--i.e., as more experiencings are 'named'--there may be more to
'bracket' (if one holds to any one 'concept' and uses said concept to interpret the remainder of the
experiencing). Alternatively, in the uncovering of these layers--especially in moments that are
transformatively new--one notices that the lived experiencing begins to say itself differently.
Nonetheless, these identified layers of situatedness are themselves descriptions of phenomena:
'preunderstandings', 'corporeality', 'patriarchy', 'culture', 'race', 'class', 'the social-historical', et
cetera. As names, they certainly respond to experiential motivations, but remaining tied to the
phenomena themselves remains paramount.71
At the same time, however, one must be wary of the risk that one comes to view one's
phenomenological inquiry as something like the 'most basic' or the 'origin' of other kinds of
experiences--rather than simply as 'part' or as an 'aspect' of the (single) fabric of lived experience.
Exploring the lived experience of, say, spatiality (by varying the situations within which one
experiences spatiality) allows one to 'see' something essential about the experience of spatiality
that was hitherto unnoticed or taken for granted. Space as such does not exist; there is not
experience of space as such; instead, there are various different ways in which we experience the
world spatially. Space as such is an abstraction; it is a reality we posit as existing absolutely and
independently of our experience, based upon our concrete experiences which are themselves
always perspectival and varied in how they construe space.72 The same can be said about
something like 'embodiment' or 'race'. These topics are complex and topics deserving of more
treatment than as examples, but my point is simply to warn against the living of any one category
as a sort of metaphysical point of departure, which may lead one to conduct other
phenomenologies (however unwittingly) through space/embodiment/race, precisely because one
has come to privilege space/embodiment/race as foundational. In each case, we should not
presume that we begin with some reality 'as such' and then we develop perspectives upon it; on
the contrary, what we begin with--and all we ever have--are various perspectives, and the
putative "absolute" realities of space/embodiment/race, and so on, are all projections from our
actual experiences.

71.

In The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, Heidegger writes "...phenomenological method grows and changes
due to the progress made precisely with its help into the subjects under investigation. [It] is never a technique. As
soon as it becomes one it has fallen away from its own proper nature" (21). Anthony Steinbock in Phenomenology
and Mysticism notes: "...Husserl did not propound one single intellectual activity accomplished once and for all
under the rubric of the reduction but practiced a philosophical activity, sometimes with more clarity, sometimes with
more obscurity, that he took up over and over and over again according tot he circumstances and intellectual
bearing" (4-5). See Sebastian Luft's article, 'Husserl's Method of Reduction', for a concise discussion of Husserl's
different "paths into the reduction" (especially 247-250). See David Cerbone's article, 'Methods in Phenomenology
after Husserl' for Heidegger's appropriation of Husserl's 'method' (278-282).
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Ontology', 377-378.
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In the same vein, part of this process of the epoché is abandoning any presumed
hierarchies within experiences, be they about more or less 'fundamental' aspects of the
experience (as in "it's obvious that in listening to music the experience of 'hearing' or 'sound' is
most fundamental"), or even about particular qualitative judgements about the content of said
experience (as in ''it's obvious that Schubert's second symphony is more 'meaningful' than
anything by Drake or Kenny Chesney").73 Again, one's experience of god is not necessarily
'richer' than one's experience of a tree. The point of the epoché is to abandon any assumptions
whatsoever that do not allow one to trace a livedness (as) directly (as possible). And this
abandoning is a doing, not something one should simply acknowledge intellectually. It requires
active participation.
Finally, the experience of the epoché can be described as something like sustaining a
state of 'wonder' or 'openness'. Once one has decided to explore the experience of a tree or of
hate or of god or of being a 'man', one does something like 'open' oneself up to the 'how' of
experiences of trees or hate or god or manhood. In the 'opening', one recalls an experience and
explores the texture of the 'how' of this experiencing, adding to the richness of one's description
with each recalling. One remains 'open' (in a state of wonder) about how some particular
experience is had and--at least in the case of the very rich phenomenological descriptions-returns time and again to such experiencings, varying the circumstances of the experiencing in
order to do something like 'isolate' it. I may wonder about my experience of my gender (another
immensely complex topic) at a nightclub, or at a school, or in the retail store, La Vie en Rose, or
as a TA teaching the course 'Women and Society', or while with my father, with my niece, my
female boss, my male boss, watching the Netflix original series, 'Orange is the New Black',
watching the same with my partner, at a gay bar, and so on. The resulting description is, of
course, not a commentary on the 'essential reality' of my gender or of gender itself, but simply a
reflection of particular havings that may or may not change as one (or if one) continues to trace
the experience itself.74 To be sure, the 'objective' of one's returning to the experience is not to
add to the description I already have but to describe the livedness itself. One would likely be
doing both, but the lived approach would resemble the latter, not the former.
In the epoché, we step out of our everyday relationship with something. In the 'reduction
proper'--the second 'move' of the reduction--we allow the thing to show itself in its happening.
There are, of course, many ways to describe this experience. We could say that in this 'move' we
are shown the texture or quality of the experiencing. Alternatively, we could say that here we
are able to 'contact' the livedness itself in order to 'see' something like its meaning; the
experience is something like seeing 'into' (the depths of) a phenomenon. It would perhaps be
more accurate to describe the experience as a 'seeing-into' (an experience) unto a kind of 'world'
contained in the phenomenon itself.
Consider any of the examples above--the man getting caught peering through the
keyhole, the woman late to meet her friend, the man sitting on the bench in the park. A good
73.
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description of what reveals itself is something like the movement of experience. In these
examples, we can see how this movement of experience has no origin or telos--i.e., it does not
come 'from' somewhere or something (the subject in each example was certainly not
'causing/doing' it), nor is it leading to anything in particular. We can also see now how the term
'structure' seems appropriate, since in the experiencing some specific thing will show itself that is
unique about the thing being experience. At the same time, we can also see how the term
'structure' is inappropriate, insofar as our understanding of the term is of a fixed, organized
arrangement that 'does' a particular thing. What lies 'beneath' or 'within' everyday experience is
hardly fixed, but the terms we use to represent the prereflective movement are necessarily so.
By now we can see why anything like a 'complete' reduction would be impossible. In his
Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty makes this point quite nicely:
The most important lesson of the reduction is the impossibility of a complete
reduction. (...) since... we are in and toward the world, and since even our
reflections take place in the temporal flow that they are attempting to capture
(since they are sich einströmen [flowing], as Husserl says), there is no thought
that encompasses all of our thought.75
Such a thing--a complete reduction--would amount to being given the unmoving, in-itself
(eternal) essence of a particular thing. Nonetheless, there is something like an 'essence' involved
in our different experiences, in that we do regularly recognize deeper 'types' or 'structures' that
define the parameters of our experience. We need to remember, though, that these defining
parameters--space, embodiment, race, remembering, etc.--are not metaphysical essences to
which we have independent access. On the contrary, these names are themselves descriptions of
what we find given in experience, and, further, an honest description of these 'essences' shows
them to be more complex and dynamic than our 'metaphysical' presumptions allow us to
recognize.
The practice of living this relationship between a word and thing--that is, of beginning to
detach the name from the experiencing--is certainly not easy. The experience of this process is
something like 'lifting off' the word or phrase that we have used to describe the phenomenon, or
'detaching' the word from the thing, letting the thing breathe, almost. Then, we attempt to live
the category as a description of a lived process, and not as a 'static' reality. The affect of this
process is a kind of liberation of the phenomena, and the living sense of this experience is quite
similar to the effects of the practice known as 'mindfulness'.76 There is, in short, an unfamiliar
sense of being fully where one is, a 'place' so pregnant with givenness that silence may seem to
be the only appropriate response.
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lxxvii-lxxviii.
For a discussion of 'mindfulness' in the context of phenomenology, see Evan Thompson's book, Waking,
Dreaming, Being: Self and Consciousness in Neuroscience, Meditation, and Philosophy. For Thompson,
mindfulness is witnessing/watching "whatever sensory or mental events occur within the field of our awareness. We
can also watch how we identify with some of them as 'Me' or appropriate some of them as 'Mine'" (xxxii).
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IId. Disturbing Existing Perceptual Practices
Silence, unfortunately, is not particularly useful in a quest to describe a particular experiencing.
The phenomenologist is often confronted with the challenge of finding the words to capture the
'how' of their experiencing. It is common in phenomenology to see how the terms we have
inherited (and into which we commonly translate our experiencing) prove to be inadequate to
capture accurately the form of our experiencing, never appearing in the way that our reflective
awareness might suggest. The experience of doing phenomenology has the affect of loosening
the grip that our existing terms have on our interpretation of experiencing. The 'portion' of my
experience that I previously called space could be 'made larger' or, indeed, found to include
something of the 'portion' of experience that I have called 'time' or 'remembering' or 'thought'.
We could attempt to alter the way we live the relationship between a word and a thing in
another way: we could attempt something like a reversal in the foreground-background
perception of some experiencing, in order to loosen the proverbial grip of one's habitual
perceptual practices. This has the effect of 'lifting off' or removing names from experiences, and
inverting tops and bottoms in hierarchies--in this case, foreground and background. The idea is-again--to remove one's own already-prejudicial involvedness as best as possible. An example,
discussed by Don Ihde his Experimental Phenomenology, is from a teaching given to the
anthropologist Carlos Castaneda:
The old wizard advises Carlos to go out and look at a tree, and instead of seeing
it in the usual way (the natural attitude), he instructs him to look at the shadows,
so that eventually, it is the shadows that he sees as primary. The wizard is trying
to get Carlos to reverse the dominant and foreground and the recessive and
background, so that the ordinary tree/shadow appearance becomes a shadow/tree
appearance, a shocking reversal.77
It is possible to see this example as really only a reversal of 'tree' and 'shadow', and so not any
kind of rescuing of the experiencing from the names. While I believe that this 'reversal' is not as
effective as the practice of 'lifting off' names from experiences I mentioned above, I believe that
it certainly has the effect of restructuring hierarchies in such a way so as to allow for different
perceptual possibilities. A commitment to the application of this method would have the effect
of revealing implicit commitments within one's own awareness: I would have to first identify the
foreground and background of a livedness in order to attempt to reverse them.
In a certain sense, however, this is really only a kind preparation for a reduction. After
all, phenomenology is, strictly speaking, not after 'possibilities', but rather descriptions of lived
experience. The effect of loosening one's grip on one's existing commitments is not intended
solely to rethink relationships between individual entities (between 'tree' and 'shadow', for
instance), but rather to produce something like an 'experiential' spaciousness--a stoppage in the
habitual way of seeing/being that opens up space--in which an experience can provide itself. In
the case of this particular exercise, it might, for example, give us insight into the experience of
the Impressionist painters, as Idhe notes:
77
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...one thing the Impressionists did was to look at light instead of at objects.
Claude Monet's series of cathedral paintings, made at different times of the day,
illustrate this point... each painting revealing a different possibility of lighting.
This shift... was so radical in its time that the first viewers were said to be unable
to identify the objects in the paintings.78
Or, more radically, consider the 'normal' perceiving of traditional Japanese art:
In this art some object--a sparrow with a few blades of grass or a single cherry
branch with blossoms--stands out against a blank or pastel background.
Our traditional way of viewing would say that the subject matter--what
stands out and is dominant and in the foreground--is the sparrow or the
blossoming branch. The background is merely empty or blank. This is entirely
different from Western tradition in which the background is filled in. Yet the
emptiness and openness of a Japanese painting is the subject matter of the
painting, the sparrow or the branch being set there to make the openness stand
out. In this, there is a radical reversal: the foreground is not dominant, the
background is not recessive...
It is not accidental that a similar understanding of the heavens pervades
Japanese culture. In the early cosmologies of the West, the sky was the dome of
the heavens, and seen as solid, its colour was the colour of the dome. In the
East, the sky is open and the colour recedes infinitely within the openness.79
The objective of a phenomenology is to give voice to a particular experiencing. Ihde's
discussion of Japanese art is intended to disturb one's sense of 'normal' perceiving in order to
create a space in which something else, something more, might appear. To be sure, the reduction
is not lived as an orientation actively looking for something else, but is rather lived as more of a
receptivity. The activity is in maintaining the receptivity,80 and then in 'listening' to the
experience so that it can say itself.
We can certainly question whether this knowledge puts us in a position to experience the
Japanese artwork in the way that someone of "the East" or of "Japanese culture" (both Ihde's
phrases) would. I do not think that the point is to ensure that one has relived something in
exactly the way it was originally experienced. Such a requirement is a demand of truth-asveritas, and demands some kind of comparison between finalised objects (i.e., an objectified
experiential processes) that phenomenology could never produce. When I say that the point is
not to produce 'the exact experience', I am referring not to an experience lifted out of the flow,
relived, and then described, but rather to the moment of happening in its absolute singularity, in
the moment--in all its fullness--that will never again return. This kind of experience is far
'thicker' than that given in something as clean as 'my experience of x'. Even if we change this to
the 'the experience of x', whatever 'x' is remains something lifted out and sanitised of the flesh of
the experience itself.
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Experimental Phenomenology, 92.
Experimental Phenomenology, 93.
80.
This is not something I've dwelt upon but is important. The reduction is not something that is ever really
'finished'. It is an attitude/stance that must be maintained and so is itself a process.
79
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The point is to produce an account of lived experiencing capable of being experienced by
another: not the 'exact' experience, but the general shape of some experiencing. For example, we
can see from the first of Sartre's examples above something of being objectified or even 'caught'.
In the case of attempting to reorient our seeing in order to 're-see' the Japanese painting, we
become aware of our own (non-Japanese) commitments when viewing the artwork,
commitments that we may very well have never considered to be 'commitments' at all.
And so in this sense we could say that phenomenology disturbs current patterns of
recognition. If one attempts to approach, say, 'race', phenomenologically, one would begin with
one's understanding/concepts of what 'race' is--i.e., that allow one to pick it out when it is seen.
A phenomenology of one's experience of 'race', on the contrary, would turn to those experiences
identified as race-related, and it would discover the experiential reality of 'race'. I might now
live the term 'racism' as simply describing certain experiences, those containing violent actions,
epithets, overt suppression, et cetera. In these experiences one has an experience of oneself as
ab-normal, as essentially different, as against a 'non-raced' backdrop, that one recognizes as
racism,81 knowing that the same experience could be described under various rubrics. I might be
able to see how categories--once learned--can come to define our seeing, how I've begun to see
'racism' everywhere. Of course, this is not to say that I see it even if it's not 'really' there. We
are not looking for a 'really there' or, we are looking for a 'really there' in direct experience.
'Racism' may be how we come to recognise or 'fix' certain livednesses. Phenomenology will
never give me to complete view of 'race' (whatever that means); mine will always be of a specific
time/place and, therewithin, orientation. But phenomenology does not claim to provide anything
like a complete view; rather, it asks only that I keep in touch with the experience thereof, and this
entails leaving behind--just temporarily--the ways in which I've come to interpret experience.
Seeing lived experience through these concepts has the effect of encouraging one to live them as
essential realities in and of themselves (and not as descriptions of livednesses). And it is this
type of thinking that leads one to attempt to reconstruct lived reality by something like 'adding
up' say, 'racism' and 'sexism' and 'ablism' and 'classism' and other such categories--in order, for
instance, to study 'intersectional' oppression--with the disclaimer that 'we only ever separate
these categories for the purposes of analysis', even though we live them as being separate from
the very beginning. In this way, a phenomenology of the experience of, say, 'race', may orient
me anew to my own 'area of specialization', say 'race theory'. As familiar as I may be with the
various theories or and/or orientations towards 'racism', I may now see my own area in new light,
in a 'truer' light (in the sense that my new understanding puts me in touch with the actual lived
experience of race). I will also be in a better position to evaluate the universal concepts I've
already employed/assumed in my project.
Phenomenology attempts to dis-cover the livedness--the 'intersection'--as it is lived. To
be sure, I am not at all suggesting that there are not merits to studying race and gender (and
disability and class) as separate things. A phenomenological approach to these things would ask
that we be open to not living of any of these as some metaphysical essence, precisely because of
what direct contact with experience itself may reveal. These categories do indeed have the
power of opening one up to realms of one's experience previously unseen,82 but they also have
81. Of course, 'racism' also applies to realities that we may call social and describe with statistics.
82.
Anthony Steinbock notes in his Phenomenology and Mysticism writes: "The way through psychology, the way
through the lifeworld, the way through anthropology, the Cartesian way, the way through the empirical sciences, the
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the potential of becoming stale and leading to and/or containing misinterpretations of lived
experience.

way through regional ontologies, and so forth, are just so many ways of attempting to liberate the phenomena and to
mitigate the intrusion of the self on the phenomenal" (5).
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Chapter 3: The Critical Function of Phenomenology
In this final section, I will discuss a long essay by Derrida, entitled 'White Mythology'. Derrida's
argument is useful because it directs us to think deeply about (and challenge) the naturalness of
relationships between our existing names and the things we think they 'contain'--i.e., between the
'propriety' of the applicability of certain descriptors and the things being described. In short, he
directs us to think phenomenologically about the act of representing something.83 Particularly,
Derrida's essay directs us to think about what we live as 'proper' representation. In so doing, we
are able to see how, as Heidegger claims, the phenomenological method "grows and changes due
to the progress made precisely with its help into the subjects under investigation".84
In a sense, our topic in this final chapter is similar to that in the concluding section of our
last chapter: how we live the relationship between names and the things those names describe. I
have already discussed how phenomenology employs language to reanimate a lived
experiencing. This amounted to something like letting the experience say itself, thus sometimes
inaugurating new forms of expression. Then, I discussed how the actual experiencing of
phenomenology can help us to liberate experiencings from the terms we typically employ to
contain them. In this final section, I will be addressing the everyday way in which we live the
relationship between terms and experiences. After some orienting remarks (required for
understanding Derrida's arguments), I will show that phenomenology, in returning to the lived
experiencing itself, challenges this everyday living of these terms.

IIIa: Language & Expression, Recognition & Participation
I always already find myself in some situation; situations always already mean, attention is
always already being paid, I am always already preoccupied. In other words, I have always
already recognised my situation as a determinate "x", and my comportment in this situation is
solicited by this most basic recognition; the basic way I am in a situation reflects the way in
which I recognise the situation, the sense I have of it. I do not begin as neutral (unsituated),
83.

I do not intend here to claim that Derrida is a phenomenologist. Most introductions to phenomenology contain
significant sections--if not entire chapters--dedicated to Derrida. Interestingly, the beginning of each chapter
dedicated to Derrida contains something of a justification for Derrida's inclusion. Derrida began his philosophical
career as a student of Husserlian phenomenology. He published his master's thesis on Husserl, and his first book
was a translation of Husserl's Origin of Geometry. Five years later, he published a book on Husserl--Voice &
Phenomena--which Bjorn Thorsteinsson (in his article, 'Jacques Derrida') called "the culmination" of "Derrida's
engagement with Husserl" (113). What makes Derrida relevant here is not the fact that "one will indubitably
become aware of the parallels between Derrida's line of thinking an that of variously there main characters in the
history of phenomenology, chiefly Martin Heidegger, Emmanuel Levinas and Maurice Merleau-Ponty" (114). It is
also not because--as Moran writes in Introduction to Phenomenology-- "Derrida's path beyond philosophy is
essentially a route which went through phenomenology" (436); after all, according to Michael Lewis and Tanja
Staehler in Phenomenology: An Introduction, "many of.. [the] obscurities [of Derrida's] unjustly maligned [work]
can be clarified by exploring Derrida's early writings on Husserl" (211). I rather include Derrida here because of the
ways that Derrida's work has shown precisely how the 'method' of Phenomenology evolves and changes in response
to insights made through phenomenology.
84.
Heidegger, Basic Problems of Phenomenology, 21.
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remain neutral in the process of understanding, and then express if I choose to; it is not the case
that recognition 'happens' and then I 'express' only if I choose to express. This would be the
story of a neutral (still, silent) 'I' who takes in information, processes it, and then spits out
(expresses) some explicit response, thus 'entering' the world of expression from some other
place. Expression, on the contrary, is inscribed in understanding, and so is not optional. In other
words, recognition is always already a participation.85
To become a speaking subject--to become a subject--requires that one be inaugurated
into--attuned to--a system of meaning.86 The terms I use to understand a situation and the modes
of expression that I use to respond thereto are not mine; I did not invent them. I have learned
them, received them or, most accurately, I have assimilated them, made them my own.
I find myself as already a participant in the customs of a people, in situations that already
operate according to some logic. And my introduction into this system--to the norms of a
community, to a 'socio-cultural' world, to universals--occurs only by way of singular instances,
particular situations that 'ground' or 'anchor' the universal (the concept, the tradition, value, law,
religious doctrine, principle, etc.) in some physicality (situation, gesture, sound, image, etc.).
The individual situation embodies or 'enworlds' the universal; even though the universal is, by
definition, not reductive to any here or any this, this 'not-here', 'not this' is manifested in the
situation, in the 'this' or the 'here'.87 These singular instances--these 'practical' engagements-inspire or produce an understanding. These introductions initiate us into a particular having of
some norm, and so give us to the modes of expression that we come to privilege in our dealings
with situations that call us to recognise this norm. And so this process of initiation, it seems,
occurs as a kind of synthesis and mimicry, a sort of attunement that is an assimilation.88
85.

The way I recognise a situation already orients me therein. This orientation/comportment/posturing takes the
form of a gesturing--physical, emotional, intellectual, or however else one chooses to describe it. To be sure, this
gesturing could very well include what we may intuitively consider to be a nongesture: as an example, in being
'shocked' I am 'frozen' or 'do nothing'. The idea of a 'neutral' response is interesting: I still see the neutral response
as something that must be (1) seen as 'neutral' (and this requires that I understand it [the response] and my situation
in a particular way); (2) seen as a possible response. Surely, the options I have for response may change as my
understanding changes (as time passes, or something like 'the more I think about it'), but at each point what is being
expressed is precisely how I have the situation, how I read the situation (what is the case), and how I'm already
committed to some future objective (what should be the case). In short, I am making a stronger claim than 'pure
neutrality (a 'logical' neutrality) is an impossibility'. Derrida makes several comments about the relationship
between recognition and expression in his Of Grammatology (69-71, 78-9, 89, 92-3, 154-5, 157-9).
86.
This inscribed system of meaning is what Derrida calls 'writing' (which precedes my 'speech' simply because I
could not speak without already having been a member of a group from which I learned language).
87.
I do not herein address Derrida's notion of 'différance', though it would be relevant to say something here
thereabout. Very (very) basically: what appears--this meaningful situation, this here and now--relies on an
elsewhere, a not-here, a not-now. For a 'thing' to appear (some situation, some thing) requires that it not exhaust my
experience, that it not be the only thing there is. That which gives us to this difference--this in-between, this
inappearance--is a kind of presence that appears as an absence, as that at which we could never see at work if we
looked directly (see Derrida's Memoirs of the Blind, 53). Derrida begins with 2 (and not 1, not pure-self reference),
not--as he says in his article, 'Différance', an "absolute point of departure" (6), but--as he says in his Of
Grammatology--an "absolute expatriation" (39): for there to be meaning, there must be discontinuity, difference. In
Of Grammatology, "Différance is articulation" (66). It is both (and simultaneously so) what gives us to meaning
(i.e., makes meaning possible) and what makes meaning (as fully self-present, as wholly and completely there to
behold/grasp) impossible.
88.
I encountered many these ideas in studying Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit. For a discussion of these ideas in
the context of identity (in the way I am discussing them), see John Russon's book, Human Experience: Philosophy,
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This process of being inaugurated into a system of meaning occurs through other people;
it is through others that I learn how to be (a subject). And it is through the basic way in which I
am--the basic way I have learned to be 'a person'--that I attune myself to and assimilate
(understand) inscribed meanings or modes of expression (universals). It is in the actions of
others--in their expression, their understanding, in their iterations that invoke universals--that
they establish and confirm the legitimacy of the most basic customs. These most basic customs,
then, act as norms around which I orient my own understanding-expression (i.e., my behaviour
or performance). And so others inhabit my expression; what Heidegger calls "the they"--that is,
the anonymous atmosphere of social presumption--is present from the very beginning.89 Norms-familial, cultural, religious, linguistic, artistic, etc.--are inscribed in my expression. My actions
do not begin as 'pure' actions that then enter into a world of meaning from some other place.
Others dwell both in the situation that calls, and in my response. In this way, we could say that
the 'they' is already in me, that the text keeps watch over my discourse,90 that my prose--my
expression, my writing--is, indeed, "the prose of the world".91
Self-conscious selfhood is established by way of these public meanings.92 To notice
one's perceptual practices--the reading and the writing, the understanding and expression--is to
notice that self from which one lives. It is to notice how one finds (reads) oneself in some
situation, and to notice how one writes--composes--oneself therein. These terms are public terms
that I have made my own. Whatever I read and write--my habits, my rituals, etc.--that are, to me,
'normal', are indications both of my status as a participant in a system of customs, and an
affirmation of these customs.93 These most basic, common terms of reference serve as the
ground of more complex forms of individual life. It is this basic agreement that, in short, gives
me an identity in a community, that makes me 'a person'.
And so whatever decisions I make--whatever I decide to have, do, or be--are decisions
grounded on a most basic participation in a community. There can be no 'me'--no Balraj-without a social-historical context, without institutionalised (expressed) meanings, without
universals understood by way of sensibles.94 The experience of 'composing' myself, then, occurs
by way of attunement to (and assimilation of) public institutions (socio-cultural customs), a
process that always already contains the other. It is, in short, by way of the other that I am able
to see myself. It is by way of the they, the they of which I am a part, the 'we', that I can see
myself, that I can be a self. This is--and here I borrow a phrase by Hegel in his Phenomenology
of Spirit--the "'I' that is 'We'",95 the subject that is, indeed, a function of writing.
Neurosis, and the Elements of Everyday Life. Also see Russon's article, 'On Human Identity. The Intersubjective
Path from Body to Mind'.
89.
Heidegger discusses "the They" in Section 27 of his Being and Time.
90.
See Derrida's article, 'Différance', 4.
91.
This phrase appeared in Volume 1 of Hegel's Aesthetics (150), and was the title of an unpublished manuscript (of
which some 170 pages survive) by Merleau-Ponty.
92.
For a more specific discussion, see Russon's article, 'The Ritual Basis of Self-Identity' in his Reading Hegel's
Phenomenology.
93.
Even instances of "resistance", for them to be called such, are understood/defined in terms of a norm.
94.
Derrida addresses this relationship--that between universals and singulars--in multiple places. In this essay,
'Différance', he remarks: "Being has never had a 'meaning', has never been thought or said as such, except by
dissimulating itself in beings" (22). In Of Grammatology, see 22-23.
95.
In the Miller translation of Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit (110, M177).
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Because the meaning system in which I am a participant precedes my naming--and also
gives to me possible names, and the impulse to name the thing in the very first place--there is not
a one-to-one equivalence between the names I use and the metaphysical, essential reality of the
thing I am naming. My contention is that in our everyday lived experience, the names by which
I have learned to recognise 'things' in my world are lived as being the thing itself and not simply
as describing it. More specifically, the relationship is lived as proper or natural, as being the
'correct' name for the situation--in fact, alternatives never even show up--what else would I call
it? And in our everyday experience, even if one intends to give a 'new' name--a neologism-which is intended as a rejection or negation of some other name, the neologism remains in
relation with the rejected name; in other words, the rejected name has had its hand in the
'creation' of the 'new' name, and so the latter's meaning does not belong absolutely to it. In other
words, the meaning of some thing is derived not from it itself, but rather by its relationship with
other terms, a product of--something we could describe as--"differences without positive
terms".96

IIIb: Linguistic-Metaphorical
Derrida's essay is subtitled 'Metaphor in the Text of Philosophy'. Derrida is interested in
problematizing the distinction between what is considered 'metaphorical' and that which is
considered 'literal', not in order to claim something like 'everything is just metaphor', but rather
to reveal that names are not preceded by a metaphysical equivalence waiting to be named, but
rather that they--the 'literal' and the 'metaphorical'--are both there from the beginning; the
relationship between the thing and the term is better described as a linguistic or even
metaphorical one than one of metaphysical equivalence. In short, he wants to problematise the
idea of there being a 'first' in this opposition, that the names we have for things are simply
naming a stable, eternal thing--undefined by context. This basic distinction between literal and
metaphorical is unsustainable once we have given up the notion of access to an independent
reality to which our words apply. In other words, all language is a selective, interpretive
appropriation of the experience, that is, there is no literal language. It is also true that we can set
up a system and call it 'literal' when we play by the rules, so to speak, but that is not really literal-it is just accepted and customary. In that latter case, we could still make a kind of literalmetaphorical distinction within the terms of that language system, but that system itself would
already be interpretive, and so there would be nothing in it that is truly literal.
The claim I want to make is that the phenomenological stance requires that we live this
point, that we move beyond an intellectual appreciation of this logic. What is treated as 'literal'
and as 'metaphor' (and their opposition) are both there from the beginning because they both
96.

Derrida uses this phrase in his essay, 'Différance' (11) in his discussion of Saussure's linguistics. Merleau-Ponty's
explanation of this quotation, in his essay, 'Indirect Language and the Voices of Silence' is useful: "the terms of
language are engendered only by the differences which appear among them" (241). Another way we might say this
(in a Deleuzean register) is as Todd May does in his article, 'Philosophies of Difference': "relations without positive
terms" (105). Derrida writes in 'Différance', "Now this principle of difference, as the condition for signification,
affects the totality of the sign, that is the sign as both signified and signifier" (10).
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describe moments of lived experiencing and are not outside of or prior to it. Derrida's definition
of 'writing' describes what I've called 'lived experiencing'. He writes in his Of Grammatology:
...one says "language" for action, movement, thought, reflection, consciousness,
unconsciousness, experience, affectivity, etc. Now we tend to say "writing" for
all that and more: to designate not only the physical gestures of literal
pictographic or ideographic inscription, but also the totality of what makes it
possible; and also, beyond the signifying face, the signified face itself. And thus
we say "writing" for all that gives rise to an inscription in general, whether it is
literal or not and even if what it distributes in space is alien to the order of the
voice: cinematography, choreography, of course, but also pictorial, musical,
sculptural "writing". ... All this to describe not only the system of notation
secondarily connected with these activities but the essence and the content of
these activities themselves.97
I like this definition because the range of 'expression' he includes in his definition is useful in
helping to expand our own definitions of what counts as expression. My equating 'writing' with
'lived experiencing' is also intended to indicate the primacy of engagement (with the 'world') in
lived experiencing, that there is no truly unsituated or 'neutral' experiencing, only that which we
may reflectively label as neutral.
In phenomenology, the name describes a thing but does not contain it. As such, the
relationship between the name and thing can be described as a metaphorical one (rather than,
again, one of metaphysical equivalence). The objective in phenomenology is to live the
relationship between a name and a thing as something like a metaphorical one rather than one a
literal one--the latter which better describes our everyday living of this relationship. The aim in
phenomenology is not to describe experiencing in order to uncover a kind of 'literal' truth that
can be found independent of lived experiencing. Derrida writes in his conclusion to 'White
Mythology': "Metaphor, therefore, is determined by philosophy as a provisional loss of meaning,
an economy of the proper without irreparable damage, a certainly inevitable detour, but also a
history with its sights set on, and within the horizon of, the circular reappropriation of the literal
proper meaning".98 The employment of language in phenomenological description is meant to
invoke an experiencing, not contain some timeless 'literal' truth (as veritas) or metaphysical
essence or substance, which--in David West's words--describes "something which depends on
nothing else for its existence".99 The result of phenomenological description is precisely a
description of something that could be described differently and is lived as such. The result is
not the uncovering of universals that hail from outside of experiencing. Derrida claims that
Aristotle thought metaphor a comparison useful for uncovering universals: Aristotle writes in the
Topics, "...it is by means of an induction of individuals in cases that are alike that we claim to
bring the universal in evidence",100 and so a legitimate--however roundabout--means of
knowledge.101
97. 9, emphasis added.
98.
270.
99.
This appears in West's Continental Philosophy: An Introduction. 106.
100.
Topics 1.18, 108b. In McKeon's Basic Works, 205.
101.
Also see 238 (of 'White Mythology'). Derrida (on 214 of the same essay, and in a [parenthetical] discussion of
the Sun of Plato's Republic on 242) gives examples of how metaphor is employed so that it can disappear and so
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To be sure, phenomenological description is intended to reveal or point to something (as
is metaphor in the way Derrida describes its use in philosophy), but that which is being
uncovered in phenomenology is a 'happening', or--and here I hearken back to Steinbock's
Phenomenology & Mysticism--"moments of a primordial experience".102 In phenomenology, the
construction of the description is guided by the experiencing, and not a universal, objective
(static) truth, or an "already-there of a meaning"103 or a "prephilosophical resource"104 that is
"prior to the sign and outside it"105--i.e., prior to the system of meaning and outside it. We could
also call this 'already-there' a category that is believed to transcend our meaning system, a kind
of 'transcendental'106 reality that one intends to contain in some term or category. The word or
image or concept used to indicate the condition that is lived as pre-existing or transcending the
meaning system is rather already a player in the text, already has a history, a context. In short, as
Derrida writes in 'Différance', "the text [i.e., meaning system] keeps watch over my
discourse".107 In his essay, 'Signature, Event, Context', he expands:
...a written sign carries with it a force of breaking with its context, that is, the set
of presences which organise the moment of its inscription. This force of
breaking is not an accidental predicate, but the very structure of the written text.
If the issue is one of the so-called "real" context, what I have just proposed is too
obvious. Are part of this alleged real context a certain "present" of inscription,
the presence of the scriptor in what he has written, the entire environment and
horizon of his experience, and above all the intention, the meaning which at a
given moment would animate his inscription.108
What Derrida identifies as the "already-there" is something that has been placed there, liberated
from its initial situation and placed 'outside' of the meaning system. This "already-there" is thus
dehistoricised but and lived (in our everyday experiencing) as being ahistorical. It is
decontextualized and lived as being without context. The observer does not do anything to the
concept in representing it because one simply cannot do anything to this transcendental "alreadythere". Whatever we use to represent this "already-there" is itself repeatable. As a word or
phrase, Derrida writes in Spurs: Nietzsche's Styles, "it is structurally liberated from any living
meaning", and so "it is always possible that it means nothing at all or that it has no decidable
meaning".109 The situation--the living, breathing, singular context--will define for us how we
should understand what something means.

reveal something more essential: "the origin and then erasure of the metaphor, transition from the proper sensory
meaning to the proper spiritual meaning by means of the detour of figures" (226).
102.
169.
103.
'White Mythology', 257.
104.
'White Mythology', 229.
105.
'Différance', 16.
106.
My use of the terms 'transcends' and 'transcendental' here do not connect with the way the term is discussed in
phenomenology. I merely mean something that is 'outside' of--in this case--a system of meaning.
107.
4.
108.
317.
109.
131, 133. Derrida's point is more the latter than the former, so not that we can say anything about anything, but
rather that no saying is final, no interpretation finalises/fixes meaning.

38

Even though for Derrida, "there is nothing outside context",110 the determination thereof
"is never certain or saturated",111 precisely because context itself is not outside the text--not
outside of itself--and so can never be seen in its entirety 'from the outside', so to speak. It is, in
other words, 'context' is never fully present.112 To know the 'full' context would require knowing
exactly how/where to look: in principle, one would have to already be in possession of some
knowledge about what counts as relevant in determining some specific context or of what types
of things would count as 'context' in general. These commitments already reflect an orientation.
Furthermore, this process--of determining context--is itself also is a situated one: why am I trying
to determine context or, what is context of my attempting to determine context? Of course, for
Derrida, there is no 'what counts' that is itself independent of context, no--what we can call-'transcendental what counts'.
According to Derrida, the philosophical study of metaphor is 'impossible' precisely
because we may never get an 'outside' view of it; the meaningful experiencing of what we may
reflectively call 'metaphor' never appears in splendid isolation.113 This is his point in the first
section of 'White Mythology':
...it is impossible to dominate philosophical metaphorics as such, from the
exterior, by using a concept of metaphor which remains a philosophical product.
(...) [and] for the same reason philosophy is incapable of dominating its general
tropology and metaphorics. (...) The constitution of the fundamental oppositions
of the metaphoriology (physis/tekhne, physis/nomos, sensible/intelligible;
space/time, signifier/signified, etc.) has occurred by means of the history of a
metaphorical language. (...) By definition, thus, there is no properly
philosophical category to qualify a certain number of tropes that have
conditioned the so-called 'fundamental,' 'structuring,' 'original' philosophical
oppositions: they are so many 'metaphors that would constitute the rubrics of
such a tropology, the words 'turn' or 'trope' or 'metaphor' being no exception to
the rule.114
In our meaningful experiencing, no one thing--be it an orange, love, or a Nestorian--can ever
appear in splendid isolation. The identification of certain experiences with certain names can
lead to the latter standing in for the former. In this--repeated, ossified--'standing in for', a
standard is established for what counts as the thing. The furniture with the flat top and one or
more legs being described by the term 'table' is lived as 'table'. There is, in short, a sort of
standard that is established in reflective terms to which lived experiencing comes to be
interpreted. What inheres in the repetition and ossification of this standard is the establishing of
conception of 'truth'--the standard(s) according to which I am compelled to recognise an
110.

Limited Inc., 136.
'Signature, Event, Context', 310.
112.
Derrida equates 'writing' with 'context' in Limited, Inc., 136.
113.
See 'White Mythology', 219.
114.
228-229. Derrida says in the same essay (232): "The philosophical text belongs to a system of interpretation
joining together metaphora, mimesis, logos, physis, phone, semainein, onoma." In this second section of this essay,
he discusses the concepts that would implicated in the definition of metaphor and concludes: "everything, in the
theory of metaphor, that is coordinate to this system of distinctions or at least to its principle, seems to belong to the
great immobile chain of Aristotelian ontology" (236).
111.
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experiencing. Following Derrida, I want to argue that these standards do not come from some
other place (outside of meaningful experiencing), but rather emerge in the fabric of lived
experiencing itself.

IIIc. Reasoning by the Rules
In a successful metaphor, a reader is able to 'see' a likeness.115 This likeness is not something
'already there' outside of writing or context but something inscribed therein, something that
emerges out of existing rules or dominant paradigms and hierarchies that constitute my looking,
that stabilise the flow of meanings, that normalise. Of course, one's recognition of, say,
metaphor, does not require a thematic grasp or explicit knowledge of what a 'metaphor' is. As I
said earlier, the way we live 'metaphor' is not outside of or prior to lived experiencing. And so
while we might describe meaningful experiencing of metaphor as being 'outside' a system of
signifiers, we could not describe meaningful experiencing of metaphor as being 'outside' of
experiencing itself. The 'likeness' that is seen is between a thing and word, and the 'truth' of this
likeness is a social accomplishment, rather than a 'matching up' between our words/phrases and a
truth that sits absolutely outside of experiencing. Nietzsche's description of 'truth' is apt:
What then is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonymics,
anthropomorphisms: in short, a sum of human relations which became poetically
and rhetorically intensified, metamorphosed, adorned, and after long usage,
seem to a nation fixed, canonic and binding; truths are illusions of which one has
forgotten that they are illusions; worn-out metaphors which have become
powerless to affect the senses.116
We can compare this to our discussion of truth-as-veritas, likening it to the 'illusion' of which
Nietzsche speaks, "powerless to affect the senses". They are illusions not because they are 'not
real', but rather because they are derivative of a lived reality. Reflective accounts of
experiencing do little to reanimate the lived truth--the living sense--of the experiencing itself.
To experience a 'likeness' is not, therefore, to be in possession of a truth outside of
experiencing itself, but is closer to something like being attuned to a mobile army of metaphors,
metonymics, anthropomorphisms that define what counts as likeness. There are--it could be
said--rules that dictate how relationships are to be seen, how metaphor is to be judged, how
context is to be read. This is not to say that the terms we use are 'incorrect' in describing a word,
but is to say that their operation is dependent on other terms and on history. On this point,
Derrida says in Limited Inc.:
What is called 'objectivity,' scientific for instance (in which I firmly believe, in a
given situation), imposes itself only within a context which is extremely vast,
115.

In 'White Mythology', Derrida writes, "Homoiosis [likeness] is... that without which the metaphorical operation
is impossible: 'To produce a good metaphor is to see a likeness' (1459a7-8). The condition for metaphor (for good
and true metaphor) is the condition for truth" (237, emphasis added).
116. 'White Mythology', 217.
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old, powerfully established, stabilized or rooted in a network of conventions (for
instance, those of language) and yet which still remains a context. And the
emergence of the value of objectivity (and hence of so many others) also
belongs to a context. We can call 'context' the entire 'real-history-of-the-world,' if
you like, in which this value of objectivity and, even more broadly, that of truth
(etc.) have taken on meaning and imposed themselves. That does not in the
slightest discredit them. In the name of what, of which other 'truth,' moreover,
would it?117
A metaphor is guided by an underlying 'idea'--which serves as part of the context of the
construction of said metaphor. If I say 'to see is to see from somewhere', I am attempting to
connect 'perception' with 'spatial position', the two domains that are already classed as (being)
different. If the two ideas were identical (or similar enough), the metaphor would be
unnecessary--it would say nothing. It would be like saying 'to see is to be in possession of
vision'. "These taxonomical principles... are governed by the concept of metaphor and by its
system (for example, the oppositions of the place of origin, the etymon, and the proper, to all
their others)...".118 The two domains themselves contain meanings that make them amenable to
such a comparison; the judgement is possible on the basis of knowing what each term 'means':
'orientation' and 'perception'. This also requires the judgement that the phrase 'to see'
participates in 'perception', and that the word 'from' in the phrase 'to see from somewhere' allows
this second phrase to participate in 'orientation'. To know what is capable of 'participating in' a
something is to be in possession of what is proper to 'participation' and, most importantly, of
what constitutes what is 'proper'. And what of 'context'? What 'counts' in the determination of
context? Or, in other words, what is 'proper' to context?119

IIId. Secret Narrative
In our everyday lived experience, there are social, cultural rules that determine how context itself
is determined. The determination of context does not come from somewhere outside of the
fabric of lived experiencing. There are, in other words, inherited rules for determining how one
ought to look. Recall Ihde's discussion of Japanese art: what is lived as the natural point of focus
for me--i.e., where my eyes are drawn initially: around the bird--is not the normal point of focus
for the Japanese. We can imagine how these rules determine (or at least influence) the questions
that we ask and/or the ways in which we analyse and/or what we judge to be 'good'. I am
reminded of an anecdote shared by social and cultural anthropologist David Gellner at a seminar
at Oxford: having just arrived in Nepal to begin his fieldwork--"pencils sharpened", I recall him
saying, "t-chart neatly drawn"--he recalled asking his first question. He asked the Nepalese
woman: "Are you a Hindu? Or a Buddhist?" She responded, "yes" (a response for which he had
no room on his 't-chart'). He realised, he said, that the categories with which he had arrived on
the subcontinent--i.e., the terms in which he had (learned) to look--were perhaps incompatible
117.

136, emphasis added.
'White Mythology', 220.
119.
Again, I do not intend to argue that one is required to have a thematic grasp of 'propriety' or 'participation', etc.,
but rather simply that our grasp is a meaningful one.
118.
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with the way they interpreted themselves. These terms--these rules--bear on our everyday
experience (our experiencing and our determining context, categories between which we can
only reflectively draw a clear distinction).
The 'naturalness' of interpreting some lived experiencing in way 'x' is governed by what
we might describe as a distribution of the 'proper' or of propriety--i.e., in any given situation,
what is proper 'context', what is the 'proper' way of looking, and so what is 'proper' to context,
proper to looking. The way we live these terms in our everyday experiencing is what
phenomenology wants to unsettle. What phenomenology shows us is the distribution of this
propriety by showing us how we live 'propriety'--in our everyday experience--as belonging to a
thing (in a metaphysically essential way), rather than as belonging to a history (or to a mobile
army of metaphors). It shows us that the limits of the 'proper' are interpretive rules that are
culturally enforced, whether by priests, scholars, or just by the weight of public norms. What is
not proper--what does not fit--is seen as deviant, defiant, contaminated, unnatural. Derrida
writes:
Where has it ever been seen that there is the same relation between the sun and
its rays as between sowing and seeds? If this analogy imposes itself--and it
does--then it is that within language the analogy itself is due to a long and hardly
visible chain whose first link is quite difficult to exhibit, and not only for
Aristotle. Rather than a metaphor, do we not have here an 'enigma,' a secret
narrative, composed of several metaphors, a powerful asyndeton or dissimulated
conjunction, whose essential characteristic is 'to describe a fact in an impossible
combination of words' (Poetics, 1458a26-27)?120
The property of the proper is not as 'natural' as thought or, if it is natural, its naturalness cannot
be found outside of the fabric of lived experiencing. This is, instead, given to the sun and its
rays, the seeds and its sowing; what is considered 'proper' to each is given by those with the
power to give. In 'White Mythology':
Nature gives itself in metaphor. Which is why, moreover, the metaphoric
capacity is a natural gift. In this sense, it is given to everyone (Rhetoric III, II).
But, following a framework we regularly come across, nature gives (itself) more
to some than to others. More to men than to beasts, more to philosophers than to
other men. Since the invention of metaphors is an innate, natural, congenital
gift, it will also be a characteristic of genius. The notion of nature makes this
contradiction tolerable. In nature each has his nature. Some have more nature
than others, more genius, more generosity, more seed.121
What is thought natural, then--a kind of transcendental 'propriety', one that transcends our
experiencing thereof--emerges as a kind of theft. The property of 'proper' is hijacked by the
philosopher of metaphysics, the interpreter of dreams122 and the astrologer, the priest and the
historian, by the genius (in different times and in different places) who has captured the 'outside'120.

'White Mythology', 243. Emphasis added.
244.
122.
See quote from 'White Mythology' in the section, 'The Interpretation of Dreams', 246.
121.
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-and with it the origin and the essence, the secret, of propriety--and has distributed it, has given
to things their worth. For 'what counts' belongs to them, and 'who counts' depends to them also:
the citizen, not the slave--the civilised; the man and not the woman (but the white man, not the
black one). The virtuous, the good, but neither the lame nor the mad. The core, not the
periphery, the north, not the south. All of this (in different degrees at different times and in
different places) according to rules (in whatever incarnation) derived from whatever Source.
This property of the 'proper' is written--inscribed--by he who can write, he whose voice counts
because (it is said that) it should.

IIIe. Conclusion
The lived relationship between words and experiencings is, in this light, reflective of a kind of
attunement to a cultural and historical norm rather than a 'natural' relationship between essential
kinds. These terms, 'cultural' and 'historical' are, to be sure, descriptions that I have inherited-terms in which I see--that I am using to describe various kinds of groups. As I have said, an
intellectual appreciation of this point is not particularly useful in our project of doing
phenomenology. Rather, our objective is to trace our experience of our employing terms--i.e., of
our representing some phenomenon--in order to see one of any number of kinds of privilegings
of certain categories and terms over others (as more fundamental, as more 'true'/'good'/'correct',
etc.).
At the beginning of this thesis, we defined logos as 'gathering up and letting be seen or
experienced'. The Derridean kind of taking account of lived experience places emphasis on
precisely this 'gathering up'. My point in this section is not that 'gathering up is never a pure
gathering'--this much is recognized by phenomenology; a pure vantage point or the 'view from
nowhere' is not possible. My point in this section is that the way in which we live these terms in
our everyday experiencing suggests a 'natural' or 'proper' or 'metaphysically essential'
relationship between terms and things.
I said at the outset of this chapter that Derrida directs us to think phenomenologically
about the act of representing something. As I have said, phenomenology has the effect of
loosening the grip that some of these words have on our experiencings, thus allowing us to see
something new, and likely to be motivated to re-present said experiencinge in some new way.
In phenomenological description, we describe said experiencing in whatever way the
experiencing motivates us to do so.123 In this light, we can see how phenomenology recognises a
function of language124 that does not simply--we could say--'react' to (and with) inherited
123.

I should reiterate that 'representing stuff in new ways' is not the objective of phenomenology, and so one should
not 'do' phenomenology with this intention. For 'motivation' in Husserl, see Dermot Moran's article, 'Edmund
Husserl', 32. In Merleau-Ponty's Phenomenology of Perception, see 47-51. Merleau-Ponty describes motivation in
the following way: "One phenomenon triggers another, not through some objective causality, such as the one linking
together the events of nature, but rather through the sense it offers--there is a sort of operative reason, or a raison
d'être that orients the flow of phenomena without being explicitly posited in any of them" (51, emphasis added).
124.
Merleau-Ponty, in his Phenomenology of Perception, calls this "authentic speech" (200, 202-3, 183n6). In
phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty writes, "speech is not the 'sign' of thought, if by this we understand a phenomenon
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meanings, but instead 'precedes' these inheritances. I have already made this point, but we can
now say this in the language of Derrida's essay: if 'literality' (which we can compare with
Heidegger's conception of truth as veritas) is what is made possible by writing (i.e., experiencing
itself or truth-as-alethia), then writing itself cannot count as an instance of literality, and so
cannot rightfully be evaluated/explained in terms of our inherited concepts.
I am not saying that our inherited terms are 'wrong' and/or 'bad' by virtue of being
inherited. In fact, these terms--say, "emotional" or "familial"--respond to experiential
motivations; they provide the 'tools' with which we answer to ways in which we are 'called' in
experience, offering a kind of response/resolution. In short, we talk about "emotion" or
"families" because there is something in our experiencing that these names capture. I am
therefore also not suggesting a 'one-way' relationship between language and meaning, as if
language creates (absolutely) meaning. Instead, what I am arguing is that our everyday living of
these names (and relationships between names)125 as natural/necessary names is problematic for
phenomenology precisely because they may paper over the experiencing as lived, no longer
naming a certain experience or no longer representing said experiencing universally. The most
important point I want to make is that these names--and these relationships between names--are
themselves not outside of experiential motivation. And so the project of phenomenology--of
giving voice, of perpetually revisiting the experiencing to let it say itself--this critical project, is
never (and can never be) complete.

that announces another as smoke announces fire. Speech and thought would only admit of this external relation if
they were both thematically [reflectively] given; in fact, they are enveloped in each other; sense is caught in speech,
and speech is the external existence of sense" (187). As an example, in lived experiencing, "The gesture does not
make me think of anger, it is the anger itself" (190). First-order speech aims letting the experiencing itself express
itself. It is not a reflective attempt to 'capture' an experiencing, but is rather closer to something like a letting-speak.
The experience is something like fulfilling "a certain lack that seeks to be fulfilled" (189)--once one has 'seen into'
the texture of the lived experiencing itself.
125.
Including but not limited to (lived) hierarchies, unknown dimensions of which phenomenology looks to uncover.
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