
















something to appear. We can recall the different meanings of The word "back

ground." A background can refer to the "ground or parts situated in the rear" 
(such as the rooms in the back of the house), or to the portions of the picture 
represented at a distance, which in turn allows what is "in" the foreground to
acquire the shape that it does, as a figure or object. Both of these meanings 
point to the "spatiality" of the background. We can also think ofbackground 
as having a temporal dimension. 8 When we tell a story about someone, for 
insta�ce, we might give information about their background: this meaning of 
"background" would be about "what is behind," where ''what is behind" refers 
to what is in the past or what happened "before." We might speak also of 
"family background," which would refer not just to the past of an individual 
but also to other kinds of histories, which shape an individual's arrival into the 
world, and through which "the family" itself becomes a social given (see 
chapter 2). Indeed, events can have backgrounds: a background is what ex
plains the conditions of emergence or an arrival of something as the thing that 
it appears to be in the present. 

So, if phenomenology is to attend to the background, it might do so by 
giving an account of the conditions of emergence-for something, which would 
not necessarily be available in how that thing presents itself to consciousness. 
Ifwe do not see (butintend) the back of the object, we might also not see (but 
intend) its background in this temporal sense. In order to see what the "natural 
attitude" has in its sight, we need to face the-background .of an object, re- -
defined as the conditions for the emergence not only of the object (we might 
ask: How did it arrive?), as well as the act of perceiving the object, which 
depends on the arrival of the body that perceives. The background to percep
tion might involve such intertwining histories of arrival, which would explain 
how Husserl got near enough to his table for it to become not only the object 
on-which he writes, but also the object around which his phenomenology is 
written. After all, phenomenology has its own background, its own conditions 
for emergence, which might include the very matter of the table. 

So how does the object arrive into one's field of vision? What is behind its 
arrival? Such a question implies that the "availability" of objects is an effect of 
actions, which are not necessarily perceivable on the surface of the object. The 
question is not a simple one; it cannot be answered by providing a biography of 
the object as if the object had an independent existence from the "points" at 
which they are viewed. Despite this, objects move in and out of view such that 
they do-have an existence that is more than how they present or reveal them-
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selves. As Arjun Appadurai suggests, "We have to follow the things them
selv�s, for their meanings are-illscribed in their forms, their uses, their trajec
tories"-(r988: 5). If phenomenology turns us toward things, in terms of how 
they reveal themselves in the present, then we may also need to "follow" such 
things around. We may need to supplement phenomenology with an "eth
nography of things." The question of where an object "goes" would not then 
vacate the position of subjects, those to whom they present themselves as a 
figure, or background within familiar forms of the social. The story of the 
object's travel would involve "co-perception," to use Husserl's term. So our 
question, as an "ethno-phenomenological" one, would be: How did I or we 
arrive at the point where it is possible to witness the arrival of the object? How 
is the arrival a form of witnessing in which "what arrives" becomes a "what" 
only in the event of being apprehended as a "what"? 

At least two entities have to arrive to create an encounter, a "bringing forth'� 
in the sense of an occupation. So, this table and Husserl have to "co-incide," 
for him to write his philosophy about "the table." The dash in "co-incidence" 
must be highlighted here to avoid turning the shared arrival into a matter of 
chance. To "co-incide" suggests how different things happen at the same 
moment, a happening that bring things near to other things, whereby the 
nearness shapes the shape of each thing. Simultaneous arrivals are not neces

sarily a matter of chance; arrivals are determined, at lea.St in a certain way, as a 
determination that might determine what gets near, even ifit_does not decide 
what happens once we are near. If being near to this or that object is not a 
matter of chance, what happens in the "now" of this nearness remains open, in· 
the sense that we don't always know things affect each other, or how we will be 
affected by things (Deleuze r992: 627).9 

So, we can ask: How did the table arrive at the point, where Husserl could 
face the paper that is on it? How did he arrive at the table as the tool that 
"brings forth" his philosophy and is itself"brought forth" as the very materials 
on which his philosophy is written? How is the object, in Derrida's term, an 
"arrivant''? For Derrida, the arrivant signifies the "perhaps" of the "what ar
rives?" As he puts it: "What is going to come, perhaps, is not only this or that; it
is at last the thought of the perhaps itse1£ The arrivantwill arrive perhaps, for 
one must never be sure when it comes to arrive; but the arrivant could also 
be the perhaps itself, the unheard of, totally new experience of the perhaps" 

(r997- 29, see also Derrida r994b: 33-34). To say the object is an arrivant is to 
signal not only that it is nearby but also that its nearness is not simply given. 
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