
EXPERIENCE AND
OBJECTIVE THOUGHT

The problem of the body

Our perception ends in objects, and the object once constituted,
appears as the reason for all the experiences of it which we have had
or could have. For example, I see the next-door house from a certain
angle, but it would be seen differently from the right bank of the
Seine, or from the inside, or again from an aeroplane: the house itself
is none of these appearances: it is, as Leibnitz said, the geometrized
projection of these perspectives and of all possible perspectives, that
is, the perspectiveless position from which all can be derived, the
house seen from nowhere. But what do these words mean? Is not to
see always to see from somewhere? To say that the house itself is seen
from nowhere is surely to say that it is invisible! Yet when I say that I
see the house with my own eyes, I am saying something that cannot
be challenged; I do not mean that my retina and crystalline lens, my
eyes as material organs, go into action and cause me to see it; with
only myself to consult, I can know nothing about this. I am trying to
express in this way a certain manner of approaching the object,
the ‘gaze’ in short, which is as indubitable as my own thought, as



directly known by me. We must try to understand how vision can be
brought into being from somewhere without being enclosed in its
perspective.

To see an object is either to have it on the fringe of the visual field
and be able to concentrate on it, or else respond to this summons by
actually concentrating upon it. When I do concentrate my eyes on it, I
become anchored in it, but this coming to rest of the gaze is merely a
modality of its movement: I continue inside one object the exploration
which earlier hovered over them all, and in one movement I close up
the landscape and open the object. The two operations do not fortuit-
ously coincide: it is not the contingent aspects of my bodily make-up,
for example the retinal structure, which force me to see my surround-
ings vaguely if I want to see the object clearly. Even if I knew nothing of
rods and cones, I should realize that it is necessary to put the surround-
ings in abeyance the better to see the object, and to lose in background
what one gains in focal figure, because to look at the object is to plunge
oneself into it, and because objects form a system in which one cannot
show itself without concealing others. More precisely, the inner hori-
zon of an object cannot become an object without the surrounding
objects’ becoming a horizon, and so vision is an act with two facets.
For I do not identify the detailed object which I now have with that
over which my gaze ran a few minutes ago, by expressly comparing
these details with a memory of my first general view. When, in a film,
the camera is trained on an object and moves nearer to it to give a
close-up view, we can remember that we are being shown the ash tray or
an actor’s hand, we do not actually identify it. This is because the
screen has no horizons. In normal vision, on the other hand, I direct
my gaze upon a sector of the landscape, which comes to life and is
disclosed, while the other objects recede into the periphery and
become dormant, while, however, not ceasing to be there. Now, with
them, I have at my disposal their horizons, in which there is implied, as
a marginal view, the object on which my eyes at present fall. The
horizon, then, is what guarantees the identity of the object throughout
the exploration; it is the correlative of the impending power which my
gaze retains over the objects which it has just surveyed, and which it
already has over the fresh details which it is about to discover. No
distinct memory and no explicit conjecture could fill this rôle: they
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would give only a probable synthesis, whereas my perception presents
itself as actual. The object-horizon structure, or the perspective,
is no obstacle to me when I want to see the object: for just as it is
the means whereby objects are distinguished from each other, it is
also the means whereby they are disclosed. To see is to enter a universe
of beings which display themselves, and they would not do this if they
could not be hidden behind each other or behind me. In other words:
to look at an object is to inhabit it, and from this habitation to grasp all
things in terms of the aspect which they present to it. But in so far as I
see those things too, they remain abodes open to my gaze, and, being
potentially lodged in them, I already perceive from various angles the
central object of my present vision. Thus every object is the mirror of
all others. When I look at the lamp on my table, I attribute to it not only
the qualities visible from where I am, but also those which the chim-
ney, the walls, the table can ‘see’; but back of my lamp is nothing but
the face which it ‘shows’ to the chimney. I can therefore see an object
in so far as objects form a system or a world, and in so far as each one
treats the others round it as spectators of its hidden aspects and as
guarantee of the permanence of those aspects. Any seeing of an object
by me is instantaneously reiterated among all those objects in the
world which are apprehended as co-existent, because each of them is
all that the others ‘see’ of it. Our previous formula must therefore be
modified; the house itself is not the house seen from nowhere, but the
house seen from everywhere. The completed object is translucent,
being shot through from all sides by an infinite number of present
scrutinies which intersect in its depths leaving nothing hidden.

What we have just said about the spatial perspective could equally be
said about the temporal. If I contemplate the house attentively and with
no thought in my mind, it has something eternal about it, and an
atmosphere of torpor seems to be generated by it. It is true that I see it
from a certain point in my ‘duration’, but it is the same house that I
saw yesterday when it was a day younger: it is the same house that
either an old man or a child might behold. It is true, moreover, that age
and change affect it, but even if it should collapse tomorrow, it will
remain for ever true that it existed today: each moment of time calls
all the others to witness; it shows by its advent ‘how things were meant
to turn out’ and ‘how it will all finish’; each present permanently
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underpins a point of time which calls for recognition from all the
others, so that the object is seen at all times as it is seen from all
directions and by the same means, namely the structure imposed by a
horizon. The present still holds on to the immediate past without
positing it as an object, and since the immediate past similarly holds its
immediate predecessor, past time is wholly collected up and grasped in
the present. The same is true of the imminent future which will also
have its horizon of imminence. But with my immediate past I have also
the horizon of futurity which surrounded it, and thus I have my actual
present seen as the future of that past. With the imminent future, I have
the horizon of past which will surround it, and therefore my actual
present as the past of that future. Thus, through the double horizon of
retention and protention, my present may cease to be a factual present
quickly carried away and abolished by the flow of duration, and
become a fixed and identifiable point in objective time.

But, once more, my human gaze never posits more than one facet of
the object, even though by means of horizons it is directed towards all
the others. It can never come up against previous appearances or those
presented to other people otherwise than through the intermediary of
time and language. If I conceive in the image of my own gaze those
others which, converging from all directions, explore every corner of
the house and define it, I have still only a harmonious and indefinite set
of views of the object, but not the object in its plenitude. In the same
way, although my present draws into itself time past and time to come,
it possesses them only in intention, and even if, for example, the con-
sciousness of my past which I now have seems to me to cover exactly
the past as it was, the past which I claim to recapture is not the real past,
but my past as I now see it, perhaps after altering it. Similarly in the
future I may have a mistaken idea about the present which I now
experience. Thus the synthesis of horizons is no more than a presump-
tive synthesis, operating with certainty and precision only in the
immediate vicinity of the object. The remoter surrounding is no longer
within my grasp; it is no longer composed of still discernible objects or
memories; it is an anonymous horizon now incapable of bringing any
precise testimony, and leaving the object as incomplete and open as it
is indeed, in perceptual experience. Through this opening, indeed, the
substantiality of the object slips away. If it is to reach perfect density, in
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other words if there is to be an absolute object, it will have to consist of
an infinite number of different perspectives compressed into a strict
co-existence, and to be presented as it were to a host of eyes all engaged
in one concerted act of seeing. The house has its water pipes, its floor,
perhaps its cracks which are insidiously spreading in the thickness of
its ceilings. We never see them, but it has them along with its chimneys
and windows which we can see. We shall forget our present perception
of the house: every time we are able to compare our memories with the
objects to which they refer, we are surprised, even allowing for other
sources of error, at the changes which they owe to their own duration.
But we still believe that there is a truth about the past; we base our
memory on the world’s vast Memory, in which the house has its place
as it really was on that day, and which guarantees its being at this
moment. Taken in itself—and as an object it demands to be taken
thus—the object has nothing cryptic about it; it is completely displayed
and its parts co-exist while our gaze runs from one to another, its
present does not cancel its past, nor will its future cancel its present.
The positing of the object therefore makes us go beyond the limits of
our actual experience which is brought up against and halted by an
alien being, with the result that finally experience believes that it
extracts all its own teaching from the object. It is this ek-stase* of
experience which causes all perception to be perception of something.

Obsessed with being, and forgetful of the perspectivism of my
experience, I henceforth treat it as an object and deduce it from a
relationship between objects. I regard my body, which is my point of
view upon the world, as one of the objects of that world. My recent
awareness of my gaze as a means of knowledge I now repress, and treat
my eyes as bits of matter. They then take their place in the same object-
ive space in which I am trying to situate the external object and I
believe that I am producing the perceived perspective by the projection
of the objects on my retina. In the same way I treat my own perceptual
history as a result of my relationships with the objective world; my
present, which is my point of view on time, becomes one moment of

* Active transcendence of the subject in relation to the world. The author uses either the
French word extase, or Heidegger’s form ek-stase. The latter is the one used throughout this
translation (Translator’s note).
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time among all the others, my duration a reflection or abstract aspect of
universal time, as my body is a mode of objective space. In the same
way, finally, if the objects which surround the house or which are
found in it remained what they are in perceptual experience, that is,
acts of seeing conditioned by a certain perspective, the house would
not be posited as an autonomous being. Thus the positing of one single
object, in the full sense, demands the compositive bringing into being
of all these experiences in one act of manifold creation. Therein it
exceeds perceptual experience and the synthesis of horizons—as the
notion of a universe, that is to say, a completed and explicit totality, in
which the relationships are those of reciprocal determination, exceeds
that of a world, or an open and indefinite multiplicity of relationships
which are of reciprocal implication.1 I detach myself from my experi-
ence and pass to the idea. Like the object, the idea purports to be the
same for everybody, valid in all times and places, and the individuation
of an object in an objective point of time and space finally appears as
the expression of a universal positing power.2 I am no longer con-
cerned with my body, nor with time, nor with the world, as I experi-
ence them in antepredicative knowledge, in the inner communion that
I have with them. I now refer to my body only as an idea, to the
universe as idea, to the idea of space and the idea of time. Thus ‘object-
ive’ thought (in Kierkegaard’s sense) is formed—being that of com-
mon sense and of science—which finally causes us to lose contact with
perceptual experience, of which it is nevertheless the outcome and the
natural sequel. The whole life of consciousness is characterized by the
tendency to posit objects, since it is consciousness, that is to say self-
knowledge, only in so far as it takes hold of itself and draws itself
together in an identifiable object. And yet the absolute positing of a
single object is the death of consciousness, since it congeals the whole
of existence, as a crystal placed in a solution suddenly crystallizes it.

We cannot remain in this dilemma of having to fail to understand
either the subject or the object. We must discover the origin of the
object at the very centre of our experience; we must describe the

1 Husserl, Umsturz der kopernikanischen Lehre: die Erde als Ur-Arche bewegt sich nicht (unpublished).
2 ‘I understand by the sole power of judging, which resides in my mind, what I thought I
saw with my eyes.’ 2nd Meditation, AT, IX, p. 25.
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emergence of being and we must understand how, paradoxically, there
is for us an in-itself. In order not to prejudge the issue, we shall take
objective thought on its own terms and not ask it any questions which
it does not ask itself. If we are led to rediscover experience behind it,
this shift of ground will be attributable only to the difficulties which
objective thought itself raises. Let us consider it then at work in the
constitution of our body as object, since this is a crucial moment in the
genesis of the objective world. It will be seen that one’s own body
evades, even within science itself, the treatment to which it is intended
to subject it. And since the genesis of the objective body is only a
moment in the constitution of the object, the body, by withdrawing
from the objective world, will carry with it the intentional threads
linking it to its surrounding and finally reveal to us the perceiving
subject as the perceived world.
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