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Introduction

The relationship between visibility and transcendence in a thematically broad field, 
embracing more than five centuries and a plurality of methods drawn from theol-
ogy, philosophy, and history and theory of art, is reconsidered here.

The book is divided into five sub-topics: In the first and more fundamental part, 
“The phenomenology of in-visibility”, questions underlying the other four themes 
are broached, defined or narrowed down. Here the modes of appearing/revealing or 
hiding of phenomena are reflected. In the second section of the book dealing with 
“Language as a mode of revealing and hiding” the specific role of verbal expres-
sion in a very broad sense is at the core: What is the fundamental understanding 
and use of language, when speaking of the indescribable? The third section on 
“Human existence between visibility and invisibility” focuses on the features and 
norms of theological anthropology. The ambiguity of anthropological categories 
such as faith, rationality, imagination, memory and emotion play a prominent role 
here. The fourth section concerning “The manifestation of a ‘beyond’ in the arts” 
investigates transcendence in the arts. What are the theological discourses behind 
the religious customs of different artistic media (i.e. images, music, liturgical inven-
tory, architecture)? Finally, contributions on the idea of ‘vicarious representation’ 
can be found in the fifth section, “Visible community and invisible transcendence”. 

This œuvre is the result of an interdisciplinary research project entitled In-visi-
bilis. Visibility and Transcendence in Religion, Art and Ethics, funded by The Dan-
ish Council for Independent Research and The Carlsberg Foundation. The pro-
ject was carried out by a core group of eight scholars at the Faculty of Theology 
of the University of Copenhagen, in cooperation with a broad group of interna-
tional researchers. 

The aim of the project was to study theological and philosophical thoughts on 
the relation between what can be seen and what cannot be not seen in religion, 
art and ethics from the time of the Reformation until the present day. The focus 
was on the dialectic reflection upon visibility and invisibility found in reforma-
tory theology, and the observation of its influence on texts and religious practice 
throughout history. The importance of the themes in the five sections, as described 
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Introduction10

above, was central: Phenomenology, anthropology, language, art/architecture and 
church. The project aimed at establishing a historically based answer to contem-
porary interests in seeing and being seen, disregarding and hiding. The project 
was designed as a comment on ongoing research within literature, language phi-
losophy and phenomenology, and a contribution to theological research into the 
relationship between faith and reason, faith and love, iconoclasm and representa-
tion, church and society.
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Arne Grøn

Phenomenology of In-visibility

1.	 Between ‘invisibles’

“Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and reverence, 
the more often and more steadily one reflects on them: the starry heavens above 
me and the moral law within me. I do not need to search for them and merely 
conjecture them as though they were veiled in obscurity or in the transcendent 
region beyond my horizon; I see them before me and connect them immediately 
with the consciousness of my existence. The first begins from the place I occupy 
in the external world of sense and extends the connection in which I stand into 
an unbounded magnitude with worlds upon worlds and systems of systems, and 
moreover into the unbounded times of their periodic motion, their beginning 
and their duration. The second begins from my invisible self, my personality, and 
presents me in a world which has true infinity but which can be discovered only 
by the understanding” (Kant: 2006, 269).

The passage from the end of Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason places us as 
human beings between two forms of ‘invisibles’. Both concern the visible world, 
albeit in radically different ways. The first begins from the place I occupy and fol-
lows the movement of the eye beyond what I see. This movement is unbounded 
as the horizon is open, and with the help of tools (such as telescopes and micro-
scopes) we are able to see more than we can see with the naked eye. The visible 
world is not to be captured in vision. Rather, there is a peculiar kind of invisibil-
ity to the visible world. We can only see what we see now in that there is some-
thing beyond – something which in turn may be seen, but this would take time 
and require that we move beyond what we have seen. The connection in which I 
stand “extends into an unbounded magnitude with worlds upon worlds”. Is this 
something ‘invisible’? The movement of the eye ‘within’ an open horizon means 
that the visible world cannot be seen. We may only imagine seeing the visible world 
in which we live. This indicates that vision is not closed upon itself.

The second movement is explicitly about something invisible. It begins “from 
my invisible self ”. We may be tempted to divide the world into the external, vis-
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Arne Grøn14

ible world and the inner, invisible. In fact, this seems to be the obvious reading 
of Kant’s text. Yet as the first movement begins from the place I occupy and let 
my vision move beyond itself, the second concerns me as the one seeing, moving 
in the visible world. When read along this line, Kant’s words situate us between 
‘invisibles’, and, remarkably, they situate us as the subject of vision. It may seem 
strange to speak of being situated between ‘invisibles’. The point, however, is that 
we are situated between ‘invisibles’ in this world – as the one seeing.

In Kant’s text, note the remark: “I see them before me”. What is implied in this 
“before me”? In the first movement what is before me is indeed visible, but I can 
be lost in seeing what is before me and cannot see ‘the’ visible. In the second move-
ment I only ‘see’ what is before me, the moral law, because I am the addressee. It 
is about how I should see myself situated in a moral universe. I am brought before 
myself as the one seeing and acting. What I see before me determines myself: as 
the subject seeing.

Following this line of thought, the invisible concerns seeing and the visible. If 
we seek to comprehend the invisible by the division of the world into external and 
inner worlds, we cannot account for how we are situated ourselves. When we ask 
about the relation of the visible and the invisible, what is in between? In a critical 
sense we are – as the one seeing. If we operate with the visible and the invisible as 
two worlds, we move between them – and we do so in this world.

2.	 Visibility

Speaking of the visible and the invisible, what is in question appears to be the 
invisible. As the invisible it is defined against the visible, but does it make sense 
to speak of ‘the invisible’? How does the invisible show itself? If we are looking 
for that which shows itself, is the visible not all there is? Let us begin with what 
appears in need of no justification, the visible.

Obviously, the visible is defined through what we actually see or have seen. Yet 
it is not only what we remember having seen (memoria) and what we now see 
(contuitus), but also what there is – still – to be seen. The possibility indicated in 
the visible is primarily to see what is still to come. But there is more to it: the visi-
ble is also what – already now – could be seen if we saw differently. This means that 
we cannot account for the visible without taking what is not seen (and not only: 
not yet seen) into account. The invisible, then, is not something beyond, added to 
the visible. Rather, the visible is itself turned into a question of seeing. This is the 
suggestion I want to probe in this chapter, developing the notion of the in-visible.

Yet does it not go without saying that the visible is a matter of seeing? Maybe 
we should even claim that what is visible depends not only on what we see but also 
on what we make visible. Apparently we live in a culture of visibility. The world we 
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Phenomenology of In-visibility 15

more or less share is not only mediated through images of the world. How we deal 
with visibility seems to have changed. To put it most briefly: visibility is turned 
into a matter of making visible, and what is to be made visible is not so much what 
has been ignored or overlooked, e. g. past wrongs or present minorities, but our-
selves. Making oneself visible has become a condition of communication, that is, 
of being someone. If you are not seen, you are out, and whether you are seen or 
not is a matter of making yourself visible (Grøn 1995).

My aim here is not to offer a diagnosis of the age but to point to the question of 
visibility. The question is twofold: first, even when we seek to turn visibility into a 
matter of making visible, it remains an open question to us, and second, the ques-
tion of what is visible brings us – the one seeing – into question. This twofold ques-
tion of visibility and vision will guide us in the following, through a fourfold motif.

Visibility is a condition that escapes us no matter how much we seek to turn it 
into a matter of making visible. Thus we do not just appear as we project. Rather, 
we also appear as the one projecting, seeking to make ourselves visible. Implied in 
this first motif – visibility escaping us even in seeking to make ourselves visible – 
is a second one, indicated in the question: what do we see in what is to be seen?

In these two connected motifs – the condition of visibility and the question of 
seeing – lies a third one, complicating the first two: it is possible for us to see without 
seeing. This goes especially for seeing the other. We may ignore her, but ignoring 
is still a form of seeing: it is to see the other so as not to see her. We do not just do 
this: see without seeing. It requires us to do something to ourselves in seeing the 
other. Thus we may explain our ways of seeing the other so that we can almost let 
it appear as nothing that we do ourselves. A forceful way of explaining ourselves is 
to claim that we see her as she is. In doing so we can make ourselves blind to what 
we do to the other in seeing her. It is possible for us to make her invisible to us.

This short outline may lead us to both a phenomenology and an ethics of in-vis-
ibility (Grøn: 2015). If the visible is also what we – already now – could see if we 
saw differently, what we actually see bears witness to us. If we can see the other 
and yet not see her, what is visible is a question to us that questions us. This is 
reflected in the fact that we may try to explain ourselves and even come to ques-
tion ourselves as the one seeing. But are we not here introducing the ethical into 
the visible world? Is phenomenology not about the visible as the visible?

Phenomenology is a logos about that which shows itself. Why is such an inquiry 
needed? It concerns that which shows itself as it shows itself. Why this redoubling? 
‘The visible as the visible’ does not indicate a world of phenomena available to 
us, just to be observed, but, rather, the question of seeing implies: how do we see 
what we see? The question opens for a figure of ‘repetition’: to see what we see. 
The possibility of repetition indicates the temporality of seeing. Thus, the third 
complicating motif – the possibility of seeing and yet not seeing – opens a fourth 
motif: time and vision. What I aim at here is to hold the three motifs mentioned 
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Arne Grøn16

above – visibility as a condition escaping us in seeing, the question of seeing, the 
possibility of seeing and yet not seeing (negativity) – together in the question of 
repetition (time and vision): coming to see (understand) what we see.

The visible is that which can be seen, but what is implied in ‘can’? Is the visible 
already a matter of a culture defining what can be seen? If it is, the question still 
remains, how do we see what can be seen? Is that which can be seen in fact seen? 
Defining what can be seen requires us to see. Our vision is not only what is sup-
posed to be determined in visuality (as cultural limits to the visible). It also har-
bours the question of what is visible. We only come to understand what ‘can’ be 
seen in that we see (for) ourselves.

Seeing is not just observing what is there to be seen. It is also recognizing, 
thereby affirming what one sees. This opens the question: what do we see in the vis-
ible? Does this bring invisibility into the picture? If it does, it is a critical reminder, 
especially when identity appears to be at stake in seeing as recognition. Are we 
as we are seen? Do we actually see the other we see? A culture of visibility easily 
loses the sense of the invisible – as a question of visibility.

However, if visibility is a question to us, if it is up to us to see what is there to 
be seen, the weight seems to be placed on the one seeing. When seeing is put into 
the foreground, vision is divided between the seen and the seer. If the visible is 
not simply there but a matter of us seeing, the one seeing, the seer, appears to be 
at a distance from what is seen. The one seeing seems to be behind her seeing. In 
The Visible and the Invisible Merleau-Ponty seeks, as a countermove to this divi-
sion, to capture the visibility of the one seeing, describing the world as “univer-
sal flesh” (Merleau-Ponty 1968, 137). If we take vision seriously we will come to 
a notion of the intertwining of the visible and the seer, “Visibility” as “flesh”, as 
an “‘element’ of Being” (139). When we see others seeing, the “lacuna where our 
eyes, our back, lie is filled”. We are, through other eyes, “for ourselves fully vis-
ible” (ibid., 143).

Focusing on the double question of visibility and vision, my argument moves in 
a different direction. It seeks to capture both the becoming visible of the one seeing 
and the distance, even asymmetry, between the one and the other – in seeing and 
being seen. Ignoring that we ourselves become visible in seeing is ethical in nature.

If we let vision define what is visible, we overlook that there is a peculiar visi-
bility to vision. Others can see us ‘in the eyes’. We can see others seeing us. How 
we see others manifests itself in how we act. Moreover, we can seek to give words 
to how we see others and the world. Thus seeing is itself a matter of becoming 
visible. Yet seeing is not an act in the way that speaking is. We can give words to 
how we see, but we cannot see as we choose.

The visible is neither something given just to be observed nor to be defined in 
terms of vision that gives significance to what is seen. Ironically, both conceptions 
share the notion of visibility as something given – either to be observed or to be 
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Phenomenology of In-visibility 17

given significance to. In contrast, what I urge is a double claim: that visibility is a 
condition that escapes us in seeing, and it is a question of seeing in the sense that 
seeing itself comes into question. If we let the visible world between us be a matter 
of what is made visible, we still take our point of departure in the visible world. 
No matter how much we seek to turn it into what we make out of it, the question 
remains open: what comes out of what we make out of the visible world? Visibil-
ity is the field of vision in which the one seeing is situated and moves. It lies not 
only before us but is defined by a horizon which moves with us.

What is seen depends on the eyes that see – but do the eyes decide what is to 
be seen? Visibility as a condition that escapes us in seeing turns our seeing into a 
question: what we see in what we see, and how we see what we see. In an impor-
tant and critical sense it is possible not to see what there is to be seen. Humans can 
be struck by blindness – in seeing. That is in a sense what tragedy is about. This 
indicates that what we should see is not a matter of choice. Rather, what is visible 
puts a demand on us that is not of our making.

The visible is that which can be seen. This ‘can’ cannot be taken back into what 
we do in seeing or making visible. Rather, the limits of seeing implied in visibil-
ity are not simply the limits within which we see the world. What we do not see 
may testify to us seeing. It does not simply fall outside of view but may even be a 
way of seeing. There are forms of seeing that consist in not-seeing, such as ignor-
ing. Arrogance, for example, is to deprive the other of significance in order to tell 
her how she is to see herself – as inferior to oneself. It only works if she does. This 
shows that limits of seeing may be limits we draw – in seeing. The question is not 
only what we see and make visible but also what we, in seeing and making visi-
ble, make invisible.

Beginning with the question of visibility we were led to ask, how does invisibil-
ity enter the picture? I have suggested that the notion of the invisible can remind 
us that seeing is also a matter of what we do not see. But do we need a notion of 
the invisible in order to deal with the question of what we do not see – in seeing?

Before going deeper into the question of the in-visible, let me add a further 
note on visibility and vision. What I have in mind is not to advocate seeing over, 
e. g., listening, but to insist on the problems inherent in seeing. These are complex 
and not to be accounted for without presupposing the interplay of senses, in par-
ticular seeing, listening and touching. Senses, remarkably, have metaphorical sta-
tus in terms of the world of experience. What you see is a matter of ‘seeing’: what 
you see in that which you see. What do you think in seeing? Senses interplay in 
a metaphorical ‘seeing’ the world. Thus a glance can caress what is seen – as if it 
were touching the face or the figure it sees. A look can seek to ‘catch’ the other.

This leads us back to the condition of visibility. What I have in mind is visibility 
as the opening of the world of experience. It is a world of sounds, light, colours, 
forms, smells, and all things tangible. The world of visibility is not just defined by 
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Arne Grøn18

sight – rather vision is formed through what we touch, smell and hear. The body 
we see can be touched. The face we see speaks (Levinas 1969, 66) – to the point of 
questioning us seeing it. The face speaks before we see it – so to speak.

When metaphysics seeks to capture the world in terms of vision – to the point 
of dividing the world into two, the visible and the invisible – this apparent priv-
ileging carries along an undercurrent moving in the opposite direction: vision is 
transformed or transposed. Visibility is both to be taken literally and metaphori-
cally. The world opens itself to us as spaces, landscapes and soundscapes in which 
we move, seeking to orient ourselves – having the world in view. This is only pos-
sible on the condition of the world’s being defined by a horizon moving with us. 
In the metaphorical transposition of visibility, time plays into vision.

Visibility does not show itself as other phenomena or ‘things’ do. It is not vis-
ible as ‘visibles’ are. Visibility hides in what is seen. We therefore tend to take it 
for granted, to be used for making ourselves visible. But visibility concerns the 
opening of the world. There is a world in which we can make ourselves visible 
and pursue what we have in mind. Can we capture the character of the world in 
distinguishing between the visible and the invisible?

3.	 In-visible

In orienting ourselves, we often need to make clear to ourselves what we have seen 
or heard. In doing so we also need to speak of what we have not seen or heard. 
The unseen or unheard may be some definite thing: that which we actually did not 
see or hear (we were mistaken thinking that we did). But the unseen or unheard 
may also be less specific. This is the case when we try to comprehend our world 
of experience. In order to do so we need a notion of what we have not – yet – seen 
or heard. If this is something others have told us about, what we have not yet seen 
still belongs to ‘our’ world of experience. This is defined by what we can (or could) 
see or hear, but also by what we imagine or think is possible for humans to expe-
rience. In so far as this world is opened to us in seeing we can speak of the visible.

Thus in order to speak of what we have seen we need a notion of the unseen, 
but do we also need a notion of the invisible in order to speak of the visible? If 
what is unseen is yet to be seen, or could be seen if we saw differently, the unseen 
seems to be explained in terms of visibility.

To orient ourselves in the world we need a notion of the world. Religious and 
philosophical traditions offer notions of ‘the’ visible and ‘the’ invisible in order to 
capture what the world is like. We do not see ‘the’ world and yet we may speak of 
the visible world. What then about the invisible? It is easily turned into a world as 
well, but only by way of the visible. This means that the world which we actually 
do not see – we only see something ‘in’ the world – is taken as the visible world, 

© 2020, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen  
ISBN Print: 9783525550717 — ISBN E-Book: 9783647550718



Phenomenology of In-visibility 19

on the one hand, whereas, on the other hand, the invisible is ‘seen’ as a second 
world which in turn mirrors, as it were, the first, visible world.

This situation should make us pause and re-think. When we seek to give an 
account of what we see we may be tempted to use notions of the visible and the 
invisible as two worlds, but we cannot account for these notions themselves if we 
go back to what we see. More specifically, given the notions of the visible and the 
invisible as two worlds, it is difficult to account for the fact that the visible gives 
rise to questions concerning the visible.

The move from speaking of something as visible or invisible to ‘the’ visible and 
‘the’ invisible may seem unapparent. Is ‘the’ visible not just what is visible, and ‘the’ 
invisible what is invisible? Yet something happens in this move. It is about what it 
is to have a world. If the world is open to us as ‘the’ visible, that which can or could 
be seen, what is beyond the world appears to be ‘the’ invisible. But we only have 
the invisible beyond the visible ‘world’ by way of the visible. Moving beyond the 
visible world is a way of being in this world. The invisible is not a world in which 
we can be situated – as in this world of visibility. Rather ‘the invisible’ belongs to 
being in the world in which we seek to orient ourselves. ‘The invisible’ concerns 
what it is to be in the world. ‘Beyond’ belongs to being in the world (Grøn: 2010).

The argument put forward here is dialectical. Separating the invisible from the 
visible, the invisible world mirrors the visible. That is – what we show is not what 
we have in mind. Yet we encounter the intertwinement of the visible and the invis-
ible. It is only in the world of visibility that we can move beyond ‘the’ visible. The 
movement ‘beyond’ takes the visible world along. But this shows something about 
visibility or the character of the visible world. We only ‘have’ this world – as the 
visible world – in and through the movement beyond.

We do not see the visible world – we see something visible, not ‘the’ visible. The 
world of visibility it is not just there, visible. Rather it is a matter of seeing what there 
is – to be seen. Seeing is to see what shows itself to us. In a critical sense, then, the 
world of visibility is invisible, and ‘the’ invisible is not a world but belongs to the 
world of visibility. This is what I would like to indicate in speaking of the in-visi-
ble. The visible is a matter of what we see in what we see. If we would speak of the 
visible world, we need a notion of the invisible, but the invisible hides in the visible.

What is ‘between’ the visible and the invisible? We are – we are ‘there’ ourselves, 
in seeing, questioning and being questioned as to what we see – in what we see. 
If the visible and the invisible were two worlds, where would we be situated? We 
would be in both worlds but also in between in seeing and thinking. We are our-
selves visible and invisible: in-visible.

While the argument outlined here is dialectical, the approach taken is phenom-
enological. However, does it not also indicate the limits of phenomenology? If it 
does, it is – I would claim – still part of phenomenology. This is also indicated by 
the title: phenomenology of the in-visible.
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4.	 Phenomenology

How is the approach taken here phenomenological? It is so already in dealing with 
the question of visibility and vision as one question – between what is visible and 
seeing. That which can be seen corresponds to acts of seeing. In seeing we have 
something in view. It may be unclear to us what we see. In seeking to determine 
what it is, we still relate to that thing. We may even be wrong in how we deter-
mine what we see. What we have in view is a thing that shows itself to us. We may 
reflect on what we see, asking ourselves whether we have determined it as we see it.

Phenomenology deals with the phenomenon as that which shows itself, but this 
must be qualified: phenomenological reflection is a second look; it is about that 
which shows itself as it shows itself. We can see things in ways in which we move 
in ideas, constructions, or theories. Phenomenology as logos is a counter-move. 
Against interpretations in which we think we know what we see, we must make 
an effort to go back to the things themselves, the phenomena as phenomena. This 
move back has the form of a question: what we see – how does that show itself 
to us? Consequently phenomenology is about the visible as the visible. It moves 
beyond the seer to the visible, but it does so in that it deals with the difficulty in 
seeing what is to be seen.

As a logos of the phenomenon as that which shows itself, phenomenology is 
about seeing that which shows itself as it shows itself (cf. SuZ § 7A; Heidegger: 
1972, 28: “das Sich-an-ihm-selbst-zeigende”). It begins with the difficulty of see-
ing which not only comes from what is to be seen but also from how we see: we 
can see things in ways that do not let what we see appear. How, then, do we let 
what we see appear?

If phenomenology addresses the question of the visible as such, does it move in 
the immanence of the visible? Remarkably phenomenological reflection, in deal-
ing with the visible as the visible, encounters the question of the unseen or even 
the invisible. Thus we only see an object, for example a dice, in taking into view 
what we do not see: the other sides of the object. In fact, we can take it into view by 
turning the dice around in order to see what we did not first see. What is in front 
of us may be an object which we cannot have ‘in our hands’ and turn around. If 
we stand before the entrance of a building, going to visit a friend who lives there, 
we take into view something we only see when entering the building or when we, 
for example, have to walk around the building in order to take the back entrance.

These examples already indicate that time plays into seeing. The finitude of see-
ing has to do with seeing as such: what it is to see. What we see in front of us is a 
thing due to the fact that is has sides which we do not – yet – see but nevertheless 
take into view. If we move we can see other aspects. The fact that we only see in 
time and in context comes to the fore not only if we change position or if the object 
itself changes. Also we cannot put ourselves back into the same act of seeing. If we 
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try to repeat an experience, for example visit Berlin again (Kierkegaard 1983), we 
only discover that something has changed – including ourselves.

Seeing the thing itself, then, is a matter of taking different positions which we 
cannot occupy at the same time. It is a matter of how we see. Apparently this can 
be taken back to acts of seeing, various ways of being directed to that which shows 
itself to us. Yet if acts of seeing are defined as acts of intending, a phenomenological 
response must be to ask not only whether the act of intending is fulfilled in seeing, 
but also if that which shows itself does not escape the act of intending. Is the act 
of intending not itself at play in seeing, so that it can be changed or even reversed?

The questions originating in seeing are questions that concern the phenome-
nological approach itself. If phenomenology is the methodical effort to go back to 
that which shows itself, it must reconsider its own beginning, and the beginning 
concerns the question of what it means to see.

Still, if a phenomenological approach is about the visible as such, how can it deal 
with the invisible? From the beginning, seeing is also a matter of the unseen. We 
only see what we see if we take into view that which we have not – yet – seen. More 
than that, the field of vision is open in the sense that we get to see something we 
did not have in view or did not anticipate. Seeing is itself a matter of time. It takes 
time, and what shows itself comes to us. We get to see or come to see. This means 
that we can only account for what it is to see if we take conditions into account, 
visibility and time, conditions that escape us in seeing and cannot come into view.

Both conditions – visibility and time – are unseen or invisible. The visible 
world cannot be seen, time is invisible. In order to account for what it means 
to see something, we need to speak of the unseen and even the invisible: condi-
tions that escape us in seeing. Does this exhaust the notion of the invisible? Can 
the invisible be translated into conditions of seeing? What if we take our point of 
departure in the invisible?

The answer at hand, so to speak, is to place the invisible beyond the visible. If, 
however, we separate the invisible from the visible, we turn it into a world that 
mirrors the visible world. This dialectical argument outlined above calls for a phe-
nomenological approach. What does the invisible mean? How does what is invisi-
ble show itself to be invisible? Something can be invisible in and through what we 
see. When we stand in front of a building, we take something into view which – 
in that moment – is invisible to us. What we do not – yet – see, we may come to 
see. That may depend on the position we take. But no matter the position we take, 
there is something we cannot see despite the fact that it plays into our seeing. Vis-
ibility and time are in this sense invisible.

Still, is there more to ‘the’ invisible? Does that – the invisible ‘in itself ’ – not fall 
outside of the scope of phenomenology? Yet we must be able to see for ourselves 
what it means to speak of the invisible. That is – what does it mean for us in see-
ing the world? The implication of the phenomenological approach is that we do 
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not have two questions: the visible and the invisible. In question is the meaning 
of the visible – as a question about what it means to see that which can be seen. If 
we argue that the invisible falls outside of the visible as the domain of phenome-
nology, we fail to see that we need a notion of the invisible in order to speak of the 
meaning of the visible. We would also be unable to account for the question of the 
invisible. The invisible is not a phenomenological issue at the limit of phenome-
nology. It is not about that which cannot be ‘phenomenalized’. Rather the invisible 
concerns the question of seeing implied in the visible as the visible.

Consequently my claim here is twofold. First, in a phenomenological approach, 
the visible and the invisible are to be taken as one issue, and this is not one issue 
among others but concerns phenomenology itself. Second, phenomenology is 
not one approach among others but concerns the meaning of the visible and the 
invisible. When speaking of the visible and the invisible can we see for ourselves 
what we have in mind? As argued in the opening section, this implies the ques-
tion: how are we ourselves situated? This question indicates an existential phe-
nomenological approach.

Central to a phenomenological approach is the fact that we are situated in see-
ing. How are we ‘in seeing’? We relate to what we come to see – yet we also find 
ourselves (in) seeing. Although we find ourselves relating in seeing, it may be 
questioned in what sense seeing is a doing. It is not something we do as we, for 
example, move. We can direct the gaze and move in order to see, but seeing is to 
get to see or to come to see. If we would speak of an act of seeing, e. g. in looking 
for someone, it has a different character than for example taking a walk. It draws 
upon the fact that we find ourselves seeing. We may place ourselves in order to see 
something we intend to see, but we do so while seeing. This has to do with see-
ing as sensation: we are the subject of seeing only in being ourselves affected. We 
may seek to come to understand what we see, but seeing is not in the same way as 
understanding a matter of projecting ourselves.

If phenomenology is about seeing that which shows itself as it shows itself, what 
is the relation between this showing itself (that which shows itself) and (us) see-
ing? Is seeing intending? Can we intend that which shows itself as it shows itself? 
Seeing as sensation implies that we come to see. We are not so much intending as 
being affected. Being affected, however, it may be difficult to see that which affects 
us. That seems to require seeing as intending. Yet we only intend that which we 
experience through our being affected: it comes to us – we do not project it.

What do we do, then, in seeing when we intend that which shows itself? We 
look for it as it shows itself – but how? Seeing that which shows itself is a matter 
of letting it be seen. However, this answer also indicates the difficulty. We can see 
things in ways that do not let what we see appear but rather cover up. Moreover if 
seeing the other is a matter of letting her be seen, this very act – intending – lets 
us appear as the subject. Do we then see her as the other?
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This leads us back to the condition of visibility. How does the visible (what 
is visible) show itself? It does not show itself as ‘the’ visible. Visibility as condi-
tion escapes us in seeing. Could we say that it hides itself in that which comes to 
appear, or even that it lets what is visible appear? That would bring to mind Hei-
degger’s move:

What is it that phenomenology is to ‘let us see’? What is it that must be called 
a ‘phenomenon’ in a distinctive sense? What is it that by its very essence is neces-
sarily the theme whenever we exhibit something explicitly? Manifestly, it is some-
thing that proximally and for the most part does not show itself at all: it is some-
thing that lies hidden, in contrast to that which proximally and for the most part 
does show itself; but at the same time it is something that belongs to what thus 
shows itself, and it belongs to it so essentially as to constitute its meaning and its 
ground (SuZ § 7C; Heidegger: 1962, 59/1972, 35).

This is a key passage in Heidegger’s hermeneutical turn of phenomenology. The 
passage continues: “Yet that which remains hidden in an egregious sense, or which 
relapses and gets covered up again, or which shows itself only ‘in disguise’, is not just 
this entity or that, but rather the Being of entities [Sein des Seienden] […].” (ibid.).

With the key motif of the oblivion of being, there is in Heidegger an appeal to 
see differently. Yet it is difficult for him to unfold this implied motif of transform-
ing vision. That would require an account of the subjectivity of seeing which is 
missing in Heidegger. What is the relation between Being that tends to hide itself 
in beings and our oblivion of being? We are forgetting and covering up, and yet 
we are not only struck by the oblivion of Being. In Heidegger, it is as if the obliv-
ion of being – and even Being’s hiding itself – is inscribed into being the beings 
we are. But what we do – forgetting – cannot be taken back into Being’s hiding. 
Although we tend to overlook in seeing, when we actually fail to see we are to 
respond. ‘If we saw differently’, or even ‘If we had seen differently’ can call us into 
question in seeing (for) ourselves.

Could we say that what is visible shows itself because visibility hides itself in 
the visible? There is a critical difference between Being and visibility in that vis-
ibility points to the subject of vision. Therefore we should consider two inter-
twined moves. First a phenomenology of in-visibility asking: how does the visible 
(that which is visible) show itself? In order to see what shows itself, we must take 
something unseen into account. We never come to the point where what is visi-
ble is simply there to be seen.1 This means, in turn, that the invisible is not there 
next to the visible. There is, rather, invisibility to the visible. Second, in seeing, we 
respond to what is there to be seen. We are to see for ourselves, being called into 

1	 As already noted, there is infinity to the horizon of vision: it is open in opening. Cf. Derrida 
(2002, 150): “In phenomenology there is never a constitution of horizons, but horizons of con-
stitution.”
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question, responsible. This is the move taken in an ethics of in-visibility. If the 
visible also is what we – already now – could see if we saw differently, the second 
move is opened in the very question of in-visibility.

The ethical begins with us – not first in evaluating but in seeing. It begins with 
the fact that we can fail, and we can fail already in seeing. Remarkably, we can see 
the other in ways in which we do not see her: as the other. It is even possible for 
us to blind ourselves to what we see and to what we do to the other in how we see 
her. The invisible is not only that which hides in the visible, letting it appear. It is 
also what we make invisible.

The four motifs – visibility, seeing, negativity, time – should be seen in a regis-
ter that until now has been more implicit: interiority and exteriority. The following 
variations on in-visibility address more directly the question: how we are situated 
in seeing. In the variations, we shall move between phenomenology of in-visibil-
ity and ethics and philosophy of religion.

5.	 Interiority and exteriority: Variations on in-visibility

5.1 	 Existential Phenomena

Sharing a world implies that we can communicate about how we (should) relate to 
the world. How does relating to the world show itself? Consider phenomena such as 
concern and courage. These are ways of relating in which the relation to the world 
is more or less at stake. Yet ways of relating to the world are not simply part of the 
visible world. They are rather phenomena of interiority: they concern how we see 
the world. In what sense, then, are they phenomena? It does not suffice to describe 
them as a thing that ‘shows itself ’. Phenomena of concern and courage are ways 
of relating in which one ‘shows oneself ’ – concerned or courageous, for example.

What is the difference in phenomena here – between that which ‘shows itself ’ 
and ‘showing oneself ’? Let us call the latter phenomena existential. They are self-re-
lated – not in the form of self-observation but of self-manifestation: one shows 
oneself in relating to others and a world more or less shared with others. However, 
this must be qualified. We should also speak of self-manifestation in an intensi-
fied sense as self-disclosure. One not only appears to others as a self in relating to 
others and a world in between – one also comes to appear to oneself. Again, this 
is not to appear to oneself as if one were to observe oneself as we observe oth-
ers. Rather, it is to come to self-consciousness – and that changes how one is. It is 
self-disclosure in the sense that we, in experiencing ourselves, are the one affected. 
We are disclosed to ourselves so that we have to bear ourselves. Coming to appear 
to oneself in this existential sense is to appear as oneself, riveted to oneself also in 
seeking to escape oneself. Self-disclosure goes into selfhood.
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Coming to appear to oneself – as a matter of being who one is – is interiority. Is 
interiority in this sense not visible in a person’s showing herself? Is the one coming 
to appear (in the existential sense indicated) visible? Here, ‘showing itself ’ changes. 
It is not corresponding to a subject observing what shows itself but, rather, con-
cerns what it means to be a self. This is a point in Kierkegaard’s analysis of anxi-
ety, defining anxiety as “freedom’s disclosure to itself in possibility” (Kierkegaard: 
1980, 111). Anxiety as freedom’s self-disclosure is self-experience in the existential 
sense (Grøn: 2008c).

What does it mean that anxiety is freedom’s disclosure to itself in possibility? 
Freedom takes place in relating to the time to come, the future. This requires imag-
ination, but anxiety plays into imagination: we are reflected in ‘seeing’ possibil-
ities for ourselves. We can capture ourselves in possibilities (this is a possibility 
accompanying us in having possibilities). Thus phenomena of anxiety are ambig-
uous. What should be a phenomenon of freedom may turn out to be self-created 
unfreedom. Still, making oneself unfree lets freedom appear, albeit negatively. This 
indicates that existential phenomena may be complex precisely as ways of ‘show-
ing oneself ’. Not only can we hide ourselves in showing ourselves. We may make 
ourselves unfree in how we relate to others.

Thus ‘showing itself ’ changes in ‘showing oneself ’. How does one relate to one-
self in ‘showing oneself ’? Existential phenomena may be complex in the sense that 
seeing – on the part of the one showing herself – may come into view. In anxiety 
one comes to appear to oneself in seeing – so that one can be captured in the pos-
sibilities one sees.

However, the interiority implied in ‘showing oneself ’ is also about finding 
expression. Bringing oneself to words is interiority in communication. This is 
indicated in the phrase: Speak so that I can see you. Yet interiority remains as a 
condition for communicating: although we speak we are never ‘spoken’. The task 
of finding words remains. How do we come to appear when showing ourselves? 
There is something unsaid and ‘unshown’ in saying and showing. We are not only 
as we show ourselves – we also come to appear as the one showing oneself. Finding 
expression means that there is still more to be said and shown. We are only ‘in’ our 
expressions in that others can seek to understand what is unsaid or unshown – as 
if we show us beyond ourselves, in what is still to be said and shown. Yet expres-
sions can be definitive even though there is more to be said and shown. Visibility 
is a question to us between us – also in seeking to find expression for what we see.

5.2	 Time and the Art of Seeing

Vision and time are intertwined in the question of visibility. The visible is not only 
what we remember having seen (memoria) and what we now see (contuitus). It is 
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also what there is – still – to be seen. If we follow Augustine’s notions (Conf. XX.26; 
Flasch: 1993, 258), is this a matter of expectatio? In a critical sense it is not. What is 
to come (à venir) remains to be seen (à voir). The time that comes to us (future) is 
precisely not to be captured in anticipation but, rather, places our seeing in ques-
tion. Experiencing time that comes to us is to come to see. This also suggests that 
the visible cannot be explained in terms of acts of seeing. An act of seeing, rather, 
implies seeing as sensation: what we see in acts of seeing we experience.

Yet seeing also implies forms of anticipating. When we see something, we ‘take 
into view’ what we do not see, for example the back of a building we are facing. 
We see more than what we see directly. We also ‘take into view’ what is no longer 
there (for example, visiting places of the past that have changed). Can anticipat-
ing go so far as to turn into looking back or reminding? Heidegger’s analyses of 
running towards death (SuZ § 53; Heidegger: 1972, 260–267/1962, 304–311) con-
cerns a form of anticipation that breaks off the movement forward: running ahead 
of ourselves, we are thrown back upon ourselves in this moment, in the middle of 
life, thereby getting this life into view. This does not let death appear as ‘the other 
side’ we can take into view. We do not in this sense ‘face’ life. If death is ‘the other 
side’ of life, it is the other side in this life, letting this life appear as mortal. Time 
carries the weight of birth and death, in time beyond time.

Time is invisible and yet concerns the visible. What do we see in the visible? 
Seeing takes time, and the time spent in seeing may have been used otherwise. The 
visible is also what – already now – could be seen if we saw differently. Is this not 
just something we can ignore? If it is not seen, then it is – not seen. What if the 
‘not seen’ is precisely what we ignore in what we see? We may even have seen it 
in making it invisible. It may be not just unseen but made invisible. This indicates 
that the invisible – time invisible – is not just beyond the visible but, rather, turns 
the visible into a question of seeing: what is to be seen in the visible?

The ethical begins in the question of the in-visible. It begins with us in time: 
what we have already seen or what we could have seen (Grøn: 2013). The ethical 
is not a point of view in which we can install ourselves. It begins with us in that 
it captures us in having already begun – also in having already failed to see. The 
intricate relation of time and vision concerns how to see what is visible, the fact 
that seeing takes time, the demand to see again (seeing in repetition): there is more 
to be seen, not only in the time to come but already now.

While writing this chapter I read a review of Peter Doig’s exhibition No For-
eign Lands at the Scottish National Gallery in Edinburgh. Comparing Gauguin 
and Doig, the review states: “Both have painted what they saw and see” (Synne 
Rifbjerg: 2013).2 Probably implied is that they saw something others did not see. 

2	 Peter Doig: No Foreign Lands, Scottish National Gallery, 3rd August − 3rd November 2013.
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In looking at their paintings, others (we) may come to see what (we think) they 
saw, but we come to see it in what we see.

It is noteworthy how time plays into seeing and painting. Even if seeing may 
come as in a moment, both seeing and painting take time. The moment is time 
intensified and indicates the history of the moment. Painting is itself a matter of 
seeing again and coming to see. We may argue that an artist paints what he or 
she comes to see – also while painting. If seeing already deals with the question 
what is to be seen, the art of seeing forms a repetition, asking what we see in the 
visible, whether we actually see what we see, and even coming to ask what it is to 
see. What if the visible also withdraws itself from view? Can art show what does 
not ‘show itself ’? Can it show what withdraws itself – as withdrawing from view 
(Grøn 2011b)?

5.3	 ‘Eyes of the Heart’

If the visible also is what we – already now – could see if we saw differently, it is 
a question to us: what we actually see bears witness to us. Yet it is difficult to see 
differently even if we so choose. Why? Because we are the one seeing. Being the 
subject of seeing, we are also subjected to seeing: we are both ourselves affected 
and to bear ourselves in how we see (Grøn: 2011a).

The subjectivity and the temporality of seeing are intertwined. We come to see 
and in our ways of seeing we do something. Situated in seeing, we situate our-
selves in the world, in relation to others. But how do we come to see differently? 
We are affected in seeing and cannot just transform how we see. We cannot just 
move ourselves into a different way of seeing. We only transform how we see – in 
seeing. Coming to see differently (and not just to change view or opinion) requires 
that we ourselves are transformed. That indicates the interiority implied in seeing.

It may seem a bit strange to speak of interiority in seeing. Directions appear 
opposite: inwards (interiority) and outwards (seeing). Yet in seeing we may our-
selves be affected. What we see means something to us. The implication is not that 
we just see what matters to us. Rather, ways of seeing are already ways of dealing 
with what matters to us. Thus we may have to distance ourselves from what (we 
think) the other matters to us in order to see her. We may even be affected in what 
we think matters to us: we may come to doubt. Speaking of interiority in seeing, 
what I have in mind is the intertwinement of movements: inwards and outwards. 
Interiority concerns what others and the world we more or less share mean to us, 
but it is interiority in how we take ourselves in answering to what we come to see. 
Interiority in seeing, being affected and answering, means that, ultimately, the rela-
tion to others and the world in between are at stake. Implied in the subjectivity of 
seeing are both passivity and passion (Grøn: 2011c).
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Love and faith are passions – they concern what concerns us. Phenomena 
of interiority, they ‘appear invisible’, yet they are ways of seeing. Faith and love 
relate to what is in-visible: what is to be seen in what we see. Although we can 
(and should) imagine various ways of seeing, they are not available to us so that 
we could choose, for example, to see with the eyes of faith. ‘Eyes of faith’ is not a 
position we can take but, rather, concerns the one seeing in seeing. She is herself 
turned in seeing. She is not first converted and then ‘enacts’ her new way of see-
ing. Rather she is transformed in seeing.

What does that mean? In a critical sense, it is about interiority. If we describe a 
person as seeing with ‘the eyes of humility’, what is she doing? If she sees herself 
in the same way as we see her, she would not be seeing with the eyes of humility. 
Does this mean that she must be unaware of what she is doing (what makes us 
see her in this way)? No, the point is that one cannot install oneself in the eyes of 
humility. It is not a point of view one can take or something a person can ‘do’. It 
concerns oneself in how one sees others. If one sees others with the consciousness 
of being humble oneself, one’s way of seeing them changes. Seeing with the eyes 
of humility requires something quite different, maybe even converse: not least a 
sense of one’s failures or possibilities of failing. It has to do with the interiority of 
conscience. Something is at stake in seeing others. Therefore there can be doubt 
in seeing with ‘eyes of faith’.

Interiority implies asymmetry. Others cannot see as I do, yet they can see me in 
ways I cannot see myself. This meta-physical asymmetry is implied in the existen-
tial and ethical asymmetry just indicated: a person seeing with the eyes of humil-
ity cannot see herself in this way, as if she were some other to be observed. If she 
were to claim that she acted with the eyes of love, the ethical character of what she 
was doing would change. She would place the addressee of her acts in a different 
position. In this sense also, interiority is in seeing.

Speaking of ‘eyes of the heart’, what I have in mind is not a special insight, a 
‘second’ seeing as it were, in which we were able to see what is ‘behind’. Rather the 
critical move is precisely that we cannot see each other ‘in the heart’. The interi-
ority indicated by ‘the heart’ implies that the other we see is beyond us in seeing 
for herself (that is ‘eyes of the heart’). We can see her ‘in the eyes’, see her seeing 
us, but what this means is an open question. We have to wait for her to tell, and 
even if she does, we still have to wait for her to show what that means. Is she invis-
ible, then? Interiority suggests invisibility and yet concerns the visible between us.

6.	 ‘Between’ interiority and exteriority

The visible is what can be seen. ‘Can’ implies that the visible is not just what (we 
think) we have seen. As there is something unsaid in what we say, so there is some-
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thing unseen in what we see. The unseen is not only the ‘other side’ to what is seen 
but also implications and possibilities. There is ‘more to be seen’. The look does not 
exhaust what it sees. Seeing the other is to see that there is more to be seen: the 
other is to show herself. Seeing the other requires us to wait for her. This demand 
is ethical. It is not just a matter of waiting in order to observe. It is rather how we 
should see the other now. It is not to see her in a preliminary manner, waiting for 
her to show herself so that we can see her in full. No, it is to see her as the other. 
So the ‘more to be seen’ is to be qualified – in terms of ethics and time.

But there is more to it than ‘more to be seen’. ‘Seeing’ must also be qualified. 
To see the other is not to observe her but see her face to face, making it possible 
for her to see us. Only so can she show herself to us. To see the other, then, is to 
see her face – yet does the face show the other? This is more a question put to us 
seeing than to the other showing herself. If the face is the other showing herself, 
the question still is: do we see the other in her face? If we fix our eyes on specific 
features of the face, or the colour of the eyes, we do not see the face of the other. In 
an important sense, seeing the face of the other is not a matter of seeing more but 
of seeing and yet not seeing: it is not to see the specific features of the face. Does 
this mean that the face is not visible? Of course not – the other is there, before 
us, to be seen. But the visibility is a question for us: what do we see in the face? 
The face of the other is not to be observed, but it is so in seeing her. In a critical 
sense it is in-visible.

On the other hand, it is possible to put on faces or to wear masks. We may then 
think that we, in seeing the face of another, can move through layers, as it were. 
But putting on faces or wearing masks requires a face withdrawing from the vis-
ible. Is this a face ‘behind’ the face (or faces) we assume?

Remarkably, a person can become naked in her face, showing herself beyond the 
intention of doing so. How does she then ‘show herself ’? As the one to carry her-
self in what she has experienced and done. If she is subjected to a loss, she appears 
as the one suffering, having to bear the loss. Paradoxically, in the nakedness of the 
face the other withdraws herself from us seeing her. Again, this need not be a mat-
ter of intention. It is how she appears without appearing to us. Rather it is up to us 
to see her. The nakedness of the face forms the contrast to making oneself visible.

What then about ‘showing oneself ’? While we should wait for the other to show 
herself, we should not wait for ourselves as if we were others to ourselves. The 
relation is asymmetrical. We are to show ourselves. But this is not a matter of just 
making ourselves visible. Rather, visibility ‘shows itself ’ as a condition that escapes 
us. Therefore we can be questioned as to what we seek to make visible. There is 
visibility to what we do, to our making visible, visibility that escapes us. Do we see 
what we make visible? Although we are to show ourselves, we are also to experi-
ence ourselves, as argued earlier in the passage on anxiety as self-experience. We 
may even ask whether making ourselves visible is of our making.
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The question is even more open: that which is shown – is that also seen? The 
prevalent prejudgement now seems to be that sociality defines what is seen and 
what is real. If it is not seen by ‘us’ (including others and ourselves), it does not 
count. In contrast, conscience harbours the disturbing question: what is seen? 
What have we already seen?

“My invisible self ” brought into play in Kant’s text does not form an inner realm 
over against the visible, but concerns the visible as a question put to us: what do 
we see in that which can be seen? There is interiority in seeing in a twofold sense. 
First, what we see means something to us. It is a matter of what others and the 
world matter to us. Interiority in seeing therefore concerns how we see (or should 
see) others and the world we more or less share. But, second, this lets interiority 
appear as the fact that we see (for) ourselves and are to answer for ourselves. In 
seeing, there is conscience at play.

How does interiority play into communication? Does sharing a world imply 
interiority? Taking part in communication we are not just part of it. ‘We’ are both 
ourselves and others. In that sense, interiority is shared as a condition for com-
munication. The question of interiority even comes from within communication 
between us (Grøn 2008a). It concerns the possibility and form of communication: 
how do we communicate about how to see others and the world? This concerns 
us in what is most inner to us, where things begin for us and how we begin our-
selves in seeing.

The twofold sense of interiority applies to communication. Something is at stake 
for us – each of us – in communication, but this leads to interiority in the second 
sense: we are the one seeing, answering for ourselves. Seeing plays into commu-
nication. Interiority in the first sense concerns the importance of what is at stake 
for us. Interiority in the second sense implies that we take part in but are not just 
part of communication. This is the interiority of conscience: seeing (for) ourselves 
is also a matter of what we can answer for, and bear with, ourselves.

What then about the ‘we’ of communication? Communication between our-
selves does not form a continuous social world. Rather there are ‘gaps’ between us 
in which we come to see. This has to do with the fact that seeing cannot be cap-
tured by seeing. Others cannot see as I do (that is why communication is essen-
tial) and others can see me in ways I cannot. We see and live in and through this 
asymmetry. Seeing (for ourselves) is not absorbed into but opens up communica-
tion (between us). If we see knowing us to be seen, seeing changes. Surveillance 
tends to destroy communication.

I have taken two interrelated moves here: accentuating both interiority (the 
invisibility of conscience) and exteriority (the invisibility of the other). Both con-
cern communication. Taking part we are not just part of communication between 
us. Otherwise communication would not be between ourselves. However, interior-
ity as a shared condition of communication does not account for the exteriority 
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of the other. In so far as she takes part, the other belongs to the ‘we’ of commu-
nication. Taking part she, too, is not just part of the communication between us. 
Yet interiority as a shared condition (seeing for ourselves) is also at play in seeing 
the other. It may even be argued that we, in seeing the other, come to appear our-
selves. But that leaves the question open: what it is to see the other. What does it 
mean to see the other as the other?

The critical point is that the other is beyond us in our seeing her. She is other 
than the other we see. But this is how we should see her: as beyond us seeing her. 
Seeing the other as the other, then, determines us against ourselves. That is: it 
determines us ethically. The other is exterior to us: she is before us beyond us. In 
the nakedness of the face the other withdraws herself in our seeing her. The face 
of the other is in-visible. She is beyond us in the visible (Grøn 2007).

Interiority (singularity) and exteriority (alterity) break open the sociality of vis-
ibility (making ourselves visible to us) (cf. Grøn: 2008b; 2011d). Both are beyond 
or out of reach. Our own interiority (conscience) is not at our disposal. If we seek 
to make ourselves visible to others, the question is whether we become visible – in 
our making us visible. But the other is beyond in a different sense: she is beyond 
us. Without intending, the other, exterior to us, lets us appear – as the one to see 
the other beyond us. Interiority and exteriority are intertwined but not combined 
in a social visibility. Exteriority of the other requires us in our interiority (that we 
are seeing and answering).

In these variations, we have been moving between phenomenology of in-visi-
bility and ethics and philosophy of religion. A phenomenology of in-visibility does 
not provide the foundation for an ethics of in-visibility, nor for a philosophy of 
religion centred on the question of in-visibility. Yet a phenomenology of in-vis-
ibility is indispensable, opening the question: what it means to see what we see, 
reminding us to see (again) what we see. What do we see in the visible? Ethics, 
aesthetics and philosophy of religion move in this question of in-visibility. Eth-
ics of in-visibility may even play back into phenomenology, asking again what it 
means to see the other we see.
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Visibility and Invisibility  
in a Phenomenological Trisection of Experience

1. 	 Introduction

Experience is a key concept in phenomenology. Experience is what we have; it is 
our starting point and our endpoint. It is thus not only thematized experiences, 
but also the flowing stream of everyday living experience, which continuously pre-
sents us with something seen and also continuously slips away as we try to exam-
ine it. Living experience is a complex concept as it involves more than mere sense 
perception: it includes meanings gained through layers of earlier experiences and 
perceptions as well as that which escapes meaning. Its complex structure has been 
a constant inspiration for, and challenge to, phenomenological analysis, and one 
could even understand the phenomenological task as the attempt to come to grips 
with the structure of experience.

This task would include making the structure of experience fully visible through 
a transcendental phenomenology. But the possibility of performing this task was 
early questioned by Edmund Husserl himself. The impossibility of making this 
structure fully visible soon turned into a century-long attempt to formulate its invis-
ibility. Experience turned out to have sides that elude cognitive, explicit knowledge. 
The limits of thematization and of objectivating intentionality have thus been a 
central theme in later phenomenology. In the following I will build mainly upon 
Husserl’s writings, and only toward the end touch upon some more recent phe-
nomenological debates.

I will examine experience in its character of a flowing stream, i. e. not as a static 
structure. In my investigation, the flowing stream shows itself in a trisected way 
as it includes the common birth of visibility of self and other, at the same time as 
an invisibility becomes apparent. Among these three parts there is an asymmet-
ric relation of mutual dependency. Visibility as well as invisibility here becomes 
intertwined and are necessary parts of experience as the birth of visibility always 
include birth of invisibility.

I have three stations on this journey through the trisection of temporal expe-
rience: the body, the self, and intersubjectivity, before I in the end will discuss the 
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trisection as a structure of the drawing of limits, asymmetric but mutual depend-
ency, and birth. This analysis also shows why experience of transcendence and 
invisibility are necessary parts of human experience. We need to revisit these cen-
tral Husserlian analyses – not in order to examine the themes as such, but in order 
to bring a certain pattern to attention, a pattern that tells us something about the 
simultaneous visibility and invisibility of experience.

2.	 Trisection of temporal experience

The deepest layer of experience in Husserl’s phenomenology can be found in the 
analysis of inner time consciousness. As he points out in Ideas II, this is the place 
where the deepest foundation of his phenomenology can be found (cf. § 23, Hus-
serl: 1952, 102f). Jacques Derrida also claims that time-consciousness is the place 
where everything is settled (cf. Derrida: 1967, 70). It is exactly the flowing charac-
ter of experience that shows temporality to be the deepest structure of experience. 
Temporality means coming and going, and its foundational role implies that all 
stable categories have to be constituted out of this flowing movement. Further-
more it suggests that the verb has a greater capacity to catch the structure of expe-
rience than the noun, and indeed that every noun has to be constituted on a verb. 
But the flowing character of experience does not mean only that it is constantly 
disappearing, but also that it constantly remains. Husserl calls this phenomenon 
retention, which means that earlier experiences are still present, but in a different 
mode. They are present exactly as past experiences. A melody would for example 
not be a melody if we only heard a succession of notes, one after the other. Instead 
earlier notes are still present and give a certain ring to those that follow. In a simi-
lar way past experiences linger in the succeeding experiences (cf. §§ 8–11, Husserl: 
1966, 24–31). In a similar way the melody can only be what it is since there is an 
expectation of the notes that will come afterward: what Husserl calls protention. 
All the notes get their meaning only through the notes that came before and the 
notes that are expected after, and in this way past and future notes are present in 
the now (cf. text 1, Husserl: 2001, 4).

So how should the now be understood? Husserl formulates it as an ideal limit 
of presence, carried by two forms of non-presence. There is no pure presence, but 
only a presence incorporated in and dependent upon what is not originally given 
(cf. § 25, Husserl: 1966, 55). The thematization of the now also opens up the pos-
sibility for consciousness: the original impression, the now without reflection, is 
already living in what is not originally present, in retention and protention (cf. 
text 1, Husserl: 2001, 20; and text 54, Husserl: 1966, 372). Experience is not pure 
impression, sensation or perception: rather, such original givenness already car-
ries with it what is not immediately present.
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Nevertheless, this limit of the now is all we have; it is only in the now that we 
have the non-presence of retention and protention. The now harbours retention 
and protention in a “hospitality of presence”, as Daniel Birnbaum has called it 
(Birnbaum: 1998). This hospitality provides experience with all the possibilities of 
consciousness, including its possibility for reflection and for knowledge – which 
is not present in the original impression. Reflection is a specific re-collecting and 
reproducing act that brings forth series of retentions, combines them and finds 
structures and patterns in experience (cf. appendix IX, Husserl: 1966, 119f).

The field of phenomenology is a field constituted through the free movement of 
the gaze of consciousness that sweeps over the field of retentions and protentions 
(cf. text 51, Husserl: 1966, 340). In the case of the melody, the series of notes can 
be brought to mind and made into an object in its own right. But this move also 
requires a sacrifice; reflection always loses the direct, original givenness (Urim-
pression) of its object.1 Reflection is based on distance and a difference between 
its own summarizing and investigating gaze, and its object. The object needs to 
be other than consciousness. This is also the case for phenomenological reflection 
that tries to make the structure of experience visible. It can only do this by turning 
the structure into an object and separating the investigating gaze from its investi-
gated object. Such object-intentionality can be called a) transverse intentionality 
and it is contrasted to b) longitudinal intentionality:
a)	 Transverse (or vertical) intentionality (Querintentionalität) constitutes objects that 

go through protention, presence, and retention. This means that consciousness 
constitutes the object as other than itself. It identifies the object as one and the 
same as it moves through protention, primordial experience, and retention. The 
object acquires a positive character through this over-lapping, and an essence of 
its own. It also gets a negative character, since its movement can be prolonged in 
both directions, and can be understood as existent “before” it came into protention 
and “after” it left, or has sunk deep into, retention. In this way it gains an existence 
beyond experience. Through this process a stable and livable world is constituted.

b)	Longitudinal (or horizontal) intentionality (Längsintentionalität) does not con-
stitute objects, but is present in every transverse intentionality. This intentional-
ity formulates the consciousness of the continuity of the movement itself, instead 
of the continuity of the object. Through this intentionality the consciousness is 
aware of its own unity. This unity is not thematized, and thus objectified, or put 

1	 Rudolf Boehm has emphasized that the distance from the stream of experience in reflection is 
central for the constitution of the world. Consciousness is exactly this freedom in time and the 
capacity to make present what is not present through for example memory. Presence therefore 
always transcends itself. But this capacity has a price and its necessary sacrifice is the loss of 
pure presence. Consciousness thus starts at the same moment that full presence is lost and be-
ing is experienced as past. The central point for Boehm is thus that consciousness starts with 
the memory (Boehm: 1981, 130).
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at a distance from itself; rather it is an immediate consciousness that is always 
present in the background. As such it is pre-reflective and merely a horizontal 
consciousness. As the unity of time it cannot be something in time, and Hus-
serl therefore formulates it as quasi-object (cf. § 39, appendix VIII, and text 54, 
Husserl: 1966, 80, 116–118, 379–380).

Now phenomenology is a transcendental investigation of the structure of experi-
ence. Through recognizing the foundational character of time, consciousness or 
subjectivity is understood as a stream in constant movement. But in order to study 
this subjectivity we have to turn it into an object, and once we have done this, it is 
no longer the living stream but one object within the stream. We no longer exam-
ine subjectivity as “perceiving”, but as something “perceived”. We have turned the 
longitudinal intentionality into transverse intentionality. When we start to reflect 
on the experiencing of subjectivity, it becomes one experience among many within 
time, and it is thus no longer the experiencing subjectivity. In order to get hold 
of experiencing, we move to another level, but when we have done this, we have 
once again turned the experience of experiencing into another object, and we find 
ourselves in the same situation once again. Husserl describes this problem as an 
infinite regress: each transcendental analysis demands another level of analysis 
(cf. appendix VI, Husserl: 1966, 111).

Here one important question arises: do we really lose something in the trans-
formation of subjectivity from the activity of perceiving into something perceived? 
Husserl hesitated. In the beginning he said that nothing is lost (see e. g. text 54, 
Husserl: 1966, 382), but later he more and more embraced a certain scepticism as 
to the possibility that reflection (and thus that phenomenological analysis) could 
gain full access to a transcendental field, and instead repeatedly emphasized that 
it always transcended itself (cf. text 28, Husserl: 1966, 120). This is crucial to phe-
nomenology since it implies the impossibility of a complete analysis of experience. 
French phenomenology could also be understood as a tradition that focuses on 
such inaccessibility, and develops a growing interest in radical alterity and in the 
limits of cognitive knowledge.

I will not pursue here the emphasis on radical alterity. Instead I wish to focus 
on three aspects of experience, which appear as intimately connected in the anal-
ysis of inner time-consciousness. Our conscious intentionality always relates to 
objects: everyday intentionality is transverse. But this intentionality also includes 
layers of longitudinal consciousness, the immediate experience of presence and 
of the continuity of presence – regardless of its shifting content. This also means 
a split in consciousness, a split due to the impossibility of making the longitudi-
nal consciousness into an object of transverse intentionality; it is radically inac-
cessible to knowledge. All these are parts or layers of experience. There is thus a 
trisection of experience, including:
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1.	 The experience of objects in transverse intentionality, what is cognitively vis-
ible to us.

2.	 The experience of the continuity of experiencing in longitudinal intentionality, 
which we can relate to, but not make fully visible.

3.	 The experience of the radical inaccessibility of the continuity of experiencing 
for thematizing intentionality. Here we experience an invisibility.

I would argue that this third aspect is itself a kind of intentionality, as it is a spe-
cial gaze without object, a gaze that recognizes a negativity and a limit. This spe-
cific experience of the limit of transverse intentionality is also the discovery of 
the crucial role that negativity plays for the reflective structure. It reveals a gap 
created through and within the stream of experience. And it reveals the necessity 
for negativity if directional affirmation is to show itself. In this way a certain kind 
of invisibility is a necessary part of the structure in which objects become visible.

Having a positive content is here the common denominator of the first two 
kinds of intentionality; the attempt to be reflective binds the first and the third 
together; and the starting point in the continuity of experiencing binds the second 
and the third. Here we could see how the first and the third, cognite visibility and 
invisibility are bound together by the second: the in-between, and how this sec-
ond is the necessary precondition for the first and the third, whereas the second 
does not need the other two. We could imagine life forms only existing in the sec-
ond intentionality, but not only in the other two reflected kinds of intentionality: 
angels are only abstractions. But the embryos of the other two are always already 
there in longitudinal consciousness, as it always has a content. The experiencing 
always experiences something, even if this “something” does not have to be in the 
form of an object (it could also be prey given only through desire). In human exist-
ence, these three belong together: held together they formulate human existence.

I follow Husserl in accepting the analysis of inner time-consciousness as the 
deepest layer of experience. But it is closely intertwined with other central analyses.

3.	 Trisection of the living body

The longitudinal intentionality is not only a consciousness of time, but also of 
the body. One side of it is the kinesthetic sensation of the living organism, i. e. 
the inner sensation of the moving body that is always there. This bodily side of 
the longitudinal intentionality could be understood as the spatialization of time.

The living body is the realization of experience as it always includes perception. 
It is central to Husserl’s analysis that the experience of the living body includes 
both the experience of the other (thing or person), and the experience of the self. 
As the realization of experience, the living body includes a constant stream of 
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perceptions (cf. § 41, Husserl: 1992, 133). But this stream is not without a locali-
zation of its own; on the contrary, perception only comes about through a simul-
taneous possibility of perceiving the means for perception as a living body and a 
now-here. The experience of the living body thus comes about in a trisected way:
1.	 As perception and knowledge of the opposite object that is experienced, and 

that can come and go (just as the object given through transverse intentional-
ity), i. e. as the visibility of what is experienced through the body.

2.	 As perception of one’s own embodiment as experiencing, of the perceiving 
means (organs) that are always there, i. e. as the visibility of one’s own body.

3.	 As a pre-reflected experiencing of one’s own embodiment, mostly understood 
as a kinesthetic experience of one’s own movement. This is a kind of self-affec-
tion of the body that makes up the pre-reflexive self-consciousness of the liv-
ing body:2 a now and here without distance, which could be understood as a 
part of the longitudinal consciousness that is unknowable for reflection, since 
it is a foundational experiencing rather than something experienced (just as in 
longitudinal intentionality). In this way the living body includes an invisibility.

Here it is not vision that is the primordial sense, or the metaphor we use: rather 
sensitivity is the key sense. Materiality of the thing is given through sensitivity, 
and materiality is central for bodies. This also makes the skin central: it is a limit 
towards otherness, a relating limit, which does not so much cut off one body from 
another as relate them to each other. This materiality enables us to experience our 
own body as one object among many in a world of objects. But this can only hap-
pen through the meeting between bodies, i. e. between (1) and (2) above. Materi-
ality is the experience of impenetrability, and such a phenomenon demands two 
sides, two material bodies, in order to take place. The perception itself is localized 
to one side of two within one and the same medium: materiality.

Every perception is double, and attention can be directed either at the experi-
enced object or the experiencing means. When touching a table we can focus either 
on the table or on the hand that experiences the table (cf. § 37, Husserl: 1952, 149–
151). And when one part of the living body touches another part, as when the left 
hand strikes the right hand, attention can oscillate between oneself as object and 
as means: the right hand can suddenly appear as experiencing the left hand rather 
than the other way around. The interchangeability of means and object constitutes 
the living body; this is the central phenomenological analysis that Merleau-Ponty 
picked up and developed further. The giving of the perception (3), and the means 
that are experienced as giving the perception (2), constitute the meaning of “me” 
and what belongs to me. This “mineness” is connected to continuity. The hand 

2	 This is also discussed and clarified by Dan Zahavi: 1998, 214.
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that strikes is what is continual and “the same” in the experience (cf. § 36, Hus-
serl: 1952, 145–146). It is much harder to perceive the motionless hand as the self. 
“Self ” is here continuity and intentional activity. That which is not moving is other 
and object, and is only included in the “self ” through the possibility that the roles 
may be reversed. Movement is thus connected to continuity. It is not the objec-
tified hand that holds together the continuity of the experience: in its objectivity 
it is a passing object that moves through the stream, and does not compose the 
stream. Because of the possibility of reversal, this mineness is understood both in 
its possibility to be an object for itself and in its character of composing the stream.

Here too these three parties are not symmetrically related. The perception of 
the means (2) is intimately connected to the perceiving motion (3), as they both 
are understood as belonging to a self. They are both “mine”. But they are sepa-
rated as perceiving and perceived, and as visible, and invisible. (1) and (2) are also 
intimately connected as two kinds of objects; they are both other than the experi-
encing movement since they are thematized. They are two of the same kind; they 
are both material, visible objects, accessible for knowledge, but are also separated 
as “my” material object and an “other” material object.

From here a wide range of phenomenological investigations can unfold, exam-
ining each of these three directions as units of their own. One could examine how 
objects, one’s own body and perceiving itself (which would be the core of a tran-
scendental investigation) are constituted.

4.	 Trisection of the self

As we have seen, there is a meaning of “mineness” that connects the first and third 
layer of the living body. So let us turn our attention to this aspect of the stream 
of experience. Through the focus on materiality we can investigate how the body 
is constituted. But the non-thematizable, invisible, immanent, kinesthetic move-
ment can also be investigated in its character of “mineness” and in its character 
of being a motion with a direction. Through turning to the immanent giving of 
sensing and experiencing, we can follow how a thematizable, but non-material 
self is constituted. In Ideas II, Husserl calls such a self a soul, and as a movement 
with a certain direction it shows itself as will. The self can thereby appear in the 
world and in time not only through the objectivated materiality of the living body, 
but also beyond such materialization. What is invisible to the physical eye, here 
becomes visible to an inner eye: this means that “visibility” goes from being a bod-
ily sense to a metaphorical sense of knowledge. This non-material sphere is more 
intimately connected to the living movement of experiencing and to longitudinal 
intentionality, and is thus experienced as more intimately connected to the self 
than the body. Husserl claims that this is the reason why we often say that the self 
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and the soul have a body (cf. § 37, Husserl: 1952, 150–151). But we can also say 
“my soul”, and that “I have a soul”, which shows that this non-material sphere too 
is separated from the giving movement, and is thus transformed into something 
different from the giving itself.

The intimate connection to the living body, through the experience of mine-
ness, gives the soul a place in time and space. As the continuity of will it has a his-
tory and its own causal structures, and as such it can be investigated as a specific 
object in time and thus as a psyche. But this structure still needs to be separated 
from the giving movement – that which cannot be given a place in time as it is 
the continuity of time – which can be investigated in yet another layer, once the 
soul or the psyche has been objectivated.

The trisection of the self, or rather the experience of “mineness”, can thus be 
formulated in the following way:
1.	 “My” living experiencing body, which can also be experienced as an object.
2.	 The giving, experiencing stream with its direction and will, which can be the-

matized as a soul or psyche.
3.	 The giving of this direction that cannot be thematized, an elusive “mineness” 

of the experiencing stream that shows itself in expressions such as “my body”, 
“my soul” or “my psyche”.

Through this process we experience a world of two separate but intertwined, and 
mutually covering orders: the material as given and the spiritual as giving given, 
i. e. (1) and (2). They are intimately connected since they appear through the same 
separating stream of experiences. Since these two orders are intimately intercon-
nected, we have one world and not two, although their fundamental difference 
makes our experience complex and multilayered.

The soul appears as both interwoven with and separated from its materiality, as 
a layer within materiality. In everyday experience our attention is directed toward 
the objects that surround us. To be directed toward, and investigate, the layer of 
the soul demands a higher effort, because of its close relationship with the giv-
ing movement. Thus “reality” is often understood as the visible material world 
given through object-intentionality, and that which escapes thematization is to an 
increasing degree (at least in modern times) understood as “unreal”.

(1) and (2) are here separated within the element of “mineness”, just as our 
own body and the other body are separated within materiality. As the soul in (2) 
can become an object to oneself, it is separated from the giving movement and 
becomes a given something within time. Here we find an asymmetric relation of 
mutual dependency. The relation is asymmetric since our living body is other for 
the giving movement to a greater extent than is the soul (as the soul purifies the 
giving of the living body). The soul is closer to the third giving layer than the liv-
ing body. Even if the visible in the modern world is considered the most “real”, 
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the phenomenological investigation also leads to an increasing invisibility of the 
giving of everything real.

Here also a new trisection emerges through a thematization of the longitudi-
nal consciousness, but which goes beyond “mineness”. It is a trisection that leads 
out of the self through a thematization of the giving structure (i. e. the phenome-
nological investigation). The thematization of the giving as a structure brings out:
1.	 The experiencing soul, which can be thematized as having a specific time and 

place.
2.	 The transcendental ego.
3.	 The giving movement.

The investigation of the structure of experience, i. e. of the giving rather than of 
the given, cannot stop with the investigation of the soul: when it becomes a given 
object in time and space, something of its giving is hidden, which provides space 
for a further analysis. This analysis leads to the structure itself as a transcendental 
ego. The soul and the transcendental ego are thus separated as an objectified being 
in the world, and the giving movement as the structure of the beings of the world. 
But when this is done, the giving has once again been thematized and it receives a 
specific place and time as a Husserlian analysis with its specific context and thus 
with its place and time. Also in this movement something of the giving, experienc-
ing, has slipped away. The transcendental self can thus be separated from the giving 
movement, since the transcendental ego formulates that which is possible to the-
matize in a certain context, whereas the giving movement transcends each thema-
tization. The “transcendental” thus constitutes an area that can be thematized, but 
that nevertheless has its transcending horizons. The giving movement can in this 
way be associated with the primordial consciousness (Urbewusstsein), longitudinal 
consciousness and kinesthetic movement, which remain invisible to knowledge.

5. 	 Trisection of intersubjectivity

So far we have been following an egological phenomenological investigation, even 
if it goes beyond “mineness” in the transcendental analysis. As we have seen, the 
self has been intimately connected to the giving movement. But the question if 
this self really arises on its own remains. This can be answered through relating 
the theme of trisection to Husserl’s theory of intersubjectivity.

Through acts of empathy the other person is given as having a discrete connec-
tion to this giving movement; the other person is given not only as an object, but 
also as an experiencing body. As Husserl shows, neither the living body nor the 
world acquires its full meaning through the egological analysis. The living body of 
the other person is not given as one object among many, but as a living body, with 
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its own will and capability (cf. §§ 43–44, Husserl: 1952, 162–163). This means that 
its character of being capable of experience is given with its character of being an 
object. This given-with does not come through reasoning or faith, but is what the 
experience includes. The experience of the self and the other mirror each other, 
and only through a mutual interaction are the self and the other constituted.

In the beginning the infant lives in the stream of perception, neither its own body 
nor that of the other person is yet constituted. The living stream is not yet connected 
to a self. Self and other are subsequently constituted through the separation of will 
and materiality. Only through finding resistance in another’s will can our own will 
understand itself, and only through accepting the other’s living body as experienc-
ing, can the nascent I find its own unity within one body. The other person experi-
ences me as one body, a feature which I can not experience without borrowing the 
gaze of the other person. Here the trisection comes back in a more complex way:
1.	 One’s own body as experienced – one’s own will and experiencing, i. e. oneself 

as a person.
2.	 The body of the other person as experienced – the will and experiencing of the 

other person, i. e. the other as a person.
3.	 Once these two are separated, two kinds of radical alterity or of invisibility arise 

(see below), since these two thematizations and objectivations of persons do 
not catch the entire living, experiencing stream.

In order to understand oneself as a person one has to contrast oneself with another 
person, but in this contrast the ambition to understand experience is once again 
incomplete.

Empathy is only possible through the doubling of the self: oneself as experienced 
and as experiencing. The other person is given as the same kind of doubling. But 
where the other is primarily perceived, the self is primarily perceiving. Neverthe-
less, just as the self can be experienced as perceived, the other can be experienced 
as perceiving (cf. § 46, Husserl: 1952, 167–169). In order to constitute myself, I am 
in need of the other.

The perception of the other person is thus a perception of an able, willing body 
and thus a movement of its own. This able, willing appears in contrast to a more 
immediately given movement, one that we come to call our own. The activity of 
the other person is a perceived movement just like one’s own activity. Two contents 
are given together. Just as materiality can only show itself in the contrast between 
two, so the self can only appear in contrast to another. And just as in the case of 
materiality, one side is more closely connected to the giving movement.

As mentioned above, a radical invisibility too shows itself in a twofold way: the 
impossibility of thematizing the giving movement on the one side, and the inac-
cessibility of the other person (emphasized by Emmanuel Levinas) on the other. 
These two experiences of radical invisibility have been formulated as radical alteri-

© 2020, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen  
ISBN Print: 9783525550717 — ISBN E-Book: 9783647550718



Visibility and Invisibility in a Phenomenological Trisection of Experience 43

ties and are also related to each other; but in what way is open to discussion. Either 
the I has already experienced radical alterity within its own streaming experience, 
and therefore can understand the radical alterity of the other person:3 or it is the 
other way around, and the inaccessibility of the other person makes it possible to 
perceive the gap within the I’s stream of experience. This would not however be 
Husserl’s way of understanding the question.

In this way empathy and memory are closely related acts (cf. § 52, Husserl: 1950, 
121; § 140, Husserl 1992: 367; § 54, Husserl: 1962, 189). They are both reflecting 
concepts that make present something that is transcending. They both have their 
starting point in a gap, and recreate a continuity. The self as well as the other is 
thus characterized by a central alterity and unknowability. Both acts include a 
collecting of the giving movement in a secondary and mediated way. And this 
also shows that the giving movement in itself is anonymous and not “mine” or 
“yours,” just as life in its very first shapes (for the fetus and the infant) is beyond 
or before individuality.4

The access to the other person has often been questioned in western intellec-
tual history, but we could ask ourselves which of the overlapping associations it 
is that is more strange: the self that includes the gap between experienced and 
experiencing, or empathy that includes the gap between “own experiencing” and 
“other experiencing”.

In the analysis of intersubjectivity, the same layers come forth as in the analy-
sis of the self: materiality as proper and as other, will as proper and as other. Just 
as the borders between our own materiality and that of others arise through their 
limitations with regard to each other, so do the borders of the will (one’s own and 
that of others) arise in the same way. Once again, in order to appear they need 
resistance within the same element. But as they come forth and become visible as 
participating in the constitution of the world, both of them also include a layer 
of radical invisibility: of what cannot be thematized (the gap between experience 
and experiencing in the self, and the gap between the self and the other in rela-
tion to the other person).

Here a trisection of radical invisibility can be made, but we could understand 
its structure in two different ways. Either it looks like this:
1.	 The gap in one’s own stream of experience.
2.	 The radical alterity of the other person.
3.	 These are both experienced within the egological stream of experience.

3	 Husserl does not discuss this explicitly, but it has been formulated by Rudolf Bernet in the fol-
lowing way: “This putting-at-a-distance of its own existence is also that which allows the exist-
ent to open itself to a world and to the Other. […] The relation of the subject to (the appearing 
of) its life is another figure of that ‘transcendence in immanence’ which indeed appears to be 
the key to the Husserlian theory of intentionality” (Bernet: 1994, 252).

4	 As I argue in Bornemark 2014 and 2016.
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Here the starting-point is the gap in one’s own stream, which makes it possible 
for us to experience the radical alterity of the other person. But Husserl seems to 
emphasize that both these alterities have their experiential ground in one’s own 
experience (3). It is I that experience the gap within myself, as well as the radical 
alterity of the other. In this way Husserl stays true to the egological phenomenol-
ogy and its focus on what is given in first-person experience, rather than accept-
ing that experience is given in any other way.

In an alternative understanding of this question, inspired more by Merleau-Ponty 
than by Husserl, the tripartite structure might look like this:
1.	 The radical alterity of the other person.
2.	 The gap in one’s stream of experience.
3.	 The overflowing of the living stream.

Here one can only understand oneself, and the central gap within oneself, through 
the duality of the other and the self. In order to be able to reflect upon myself I 
need as a child to borrow the gaze of the other person. Only through this can the 
child understand that the experience of the living body, and the body held together 
in the mirror, is one and the same. Merleau-Ponty argues that the acceptance of 
the other-person experience precedes the possibility of understanding myself 
as both experiencing and experienced (Merleau-Ponty: 1964, 137–141). Such an 
argument would imply that the ego is secondary in relation to an overflowing, 
living stream (3).

In the first, Husserlian, way of understanding this relation, an egological phe-
nomenology is emphasized: in the second a phenomenology based in a certain 
anonymity of the living stream is formulated.

6.	 Trisection as structure: limit-drawing and birth

In all these analyses there is an interplay between visibility and invisibility. The 
continual movement of the experiencing stream eludes our thematizing, reflecting 
consciousness, which at all timess makes experience visible. Life constantly tran-
scends knowledge. But knowledge is nevertheless gathered through reflections in 
the movement of the experiencing stream. To make each object visible and the-
matized necessitates separating it from the movement of the experiencing stream 
(i. e. the continuity of the movement itself, not what is shown in it).

This structure of trisection grows out of a reflection over the longitudinal con-
sciousness. Following Husserl, I have tried to unwind these trisections with a start-
ing-point in an egological phenomenology. But we can also see how the analyses 
here break out of the egological perspective. Following the analysis of the infant 
consciousness, we can instead see how the relation between two persons takes its 
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starting-point in a living, giving movement that becomes split up into two persons. 
This giving movement is a limit-drawing event: it separates. This is what it does 
and what it is. The two sides are mutually dependent as they become visible only 
through their separation from the other part within the same element.

Knowledge grows through a reflection that gives rise to two opposites within 
the same element: materiality needs another materiality, the self needs another self, 
and so on. But the relation between these two sides is asymmetric, since one side 
is closer to the streaming of the stream than the other. At first it is the self that is 
more closely connected to the streaming. But in the end the self does not contain 
this streaming, which as we have seen overflows it, and the self passively receives 
it. I would say that the need to make this receiving visible is one reason why con-
cepts of the divine have been formulated throughout history.

The stream shows itself not as an immanent area of full evidence (as Husserl 
originally thought), but as a constant self-transcending movement that is the origin 
of both the self and the other. The stream of experience transcends itself, and this 
constitutes the possibility for both otherness and transcendental presuppositions 
to show themselves. Through this movement multiple series of objectivations and 
thematizations arise, and a stable world can thus be constituted.

In phenomenology, what I have called the streaming of the stream has been 
given many names: Husserl calls it, with the medieval tradition, nunc stans (see 
e. g. text 3, Husserl: 2006, 8), Klaus Held calls it living presence (Held: 1966), and 
Michel Henry calls it immanent knowledge and self-affection (Henry: 1973). The 
gap between the streaming of the stream and reflection can be understood in 
many ways, and two extreme positions have been formulated by Michel Henry and 
Jacques Derrida. Henry claims that beyond a split consciousness that divides itself 
into object and subject, there is an immediate knowledge of self-affection that is 
without gap or distance. Such immanent knowledge would then be the presuppo-
sition for every objectivating intentionality and not be dependent upon objectivat-
ing, or transverse, intentionality (Henry: 1973, 234–237). Derrida instead argues 
that each intentionality carries a gap within itself, and that there is no unbroken 
self-affection or self-presence. Instead being as such is characterized as always 
involving a break with itself as he emphasizes the movement of différance (Der-
rida: 1967, 92–97).5 From Henry’s perspective Derrida makes one kind of appear-
ance invisible: from Derrida’s point of view Henry picks up an old traditional idea 
of an eternal, complete, and harmonious being beyond the world. The advantage 
of Henry’s argument is that it provides acceptance for an area beyond knowledge, 
and the disadvantage is that it could be understood as an area of its own, and not 
in its relation to what is given through a transverse intentionality. The advantage of 

5	 Martin Hägglund has emphasized this trait in Derrida’s philosophy in Hägglund: 2008.
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Derrida’s position is that it does not split up experience into two separate spheres, 
and its disadvantage is its tendency to obscure an experience of continuity.

I have been trying to find a way somewhere between Henry’s and Derrida’s. 
The event of limit-drawing constantly engenders new double experiences. Unlike 
Henry I would argue that the streaming of the stream does not exist apart from 
its “limit-drawing” activity, and that it cannot therefore be separated from trans-
verse intentionality. But more than Derrida, I would emphasize that there never-
theless is a continuity of this limit-drawing, which constantly moves beyond cog-
nitive knowledge, although its movement is also a continuity that we experience.

The phenomenological movement constantly finds new names for the unthema-
tizable, continual streaming, although this need not be considered as a failure, but 
rather as a necessity or even a richness. Since it eludes all thematization it cannot 
be conceptualized. Instead it gives birth to ever new concepts and thematizations – 
concepts and thematizations that unavoidably will become static and petrified and 
thus need deconstruction so that once again they can be seen in connection to the 
limit-drawing streaming out of which they were born. Thereby they can either be 
re-structured, or new concepts can be born. The creative process is thus more impor-
tant than those concepts that are created through it. One might say that phenome-
nology succeeds through its failure to thematize the streaming movement and make 
it fully visible. It succeeds through mirroring, repeating and staging the limit-draw-
ing movement. In this way a certain invisibility continues to give birth to visibility. It 
also shows that visibility always and necessarily will be accompanied by invisibility.
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Gavin Flood

Becoming Invisible and the Formal Indication  
of the Religious Life

This paper is written as a tentative inquiry into the nature of invisibility as under-
stood within phenomenology that, as the theory of appearances, has been con-
cerned with the relation between what appears and the invisible. The process of 
thinking about the invisible is incomplete and does not settle because of the very 
nature of the invisible as de-stabilizing processes of thought. Thinking attempts 
to grasp the invisible, to bring it forth into sight, but it slips away because of the 
reifying nature of thinking and the ungraspable nature of the world. In this paper 
I would like to examine the elusive nature of this process, paying particular atten-
tion to Heidegger’s early lectures that make the point that factical life experience 
is necessary for understanding religious life. But whereas phenomenology can 
re-describe the appearance of invisibility, or rather specify invisibility as a con-
straint upon what appears, it cannot enter into the invisible in the way that the 
contemplative life of the religious practitioner does. For the practitioner to become 
invisible is to make the invisible manifest in some sense and we need to account 
for this process historically, yet grounded in lived experience.

1. 	 Phenomenology of religion and invisibility

Traditional phenomenology, the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl, begins with 
intentionality; that consciousness is always ‘consciousness of ’. The object of knowl-
edge (noema) is revealed by the means of knowing (noesis) which is also the flow 
of cognitions (cogitationes) apprehended by a subject of consciousness (cogito). 
Intentionality, a foundation concept of phenomenology, is the relation between 
the cogito and the cogitationes or the cogitatum. Husserl’s famous reduction, the 
epoché, is the bracketing or suspending the question of being behind appearances. 
What appears to consciousness is the object of phenomenological inquiry but 
the question of the being of those appearances, what lies behind them as it were, 
remains suspended (Husserl: 1950, 18–21). The truth or otherwise of appearance is 
invisible. We can instantly see the initial attraction of this for a phenomenology of 
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