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I consider how racism is an ongoing and unfinished history; how it works as
way of orientating bodies in specific directions, thereby affecting how they
“take up” space. We “become” racialized in how we occupy space, just as space

is, as it were, already occupied as an effect of racialization. T also address the
question of how we can consider the orientations of bodies “at home” who do
not inhabit whiteness, for which T draw on my own experience at home of
being mixed race, with a white English mother and Pakistani father, and how
this mixed genealogy shaped what objects for me are reachable. Being miX'cd
might also involve a queer departure from the lines of conventional genealogy.
Bodies that do not extend the whiteness of such spaces are “stopped,” which
produces, we could say, disorienting effects.

If we think with and through orientation we might allow the moments of
disorientation to gather, almost as if they are bodies around a different table.
We might, in the gathering, face a different way. Queer objects might take us
to the very limits of social gathering, even when they still gather us around,
even when they still lead us to gather at a table. Indeed, to live out a politics of
disorientation might be to sustain wonder about the very forms of social

gathering,

CHAPTER 1 Orientations Toward Objects

In perception properly so-called, as an explicit awareness (Gewah-
ren), 1 am turned towards the object, to the paper, for instance, I
apprehend it as being this here and now. The apprehension is a sin-
gling out, every perceived object having a background in experience.
Around and about the paper lie books, pencils, ink-well, and so forth,
and these in a certain sense are also “perceived,” perceptually there, in
the “fleld of intuition.” '

Edmund Husserl, Ideas

henomenology is often characterized as a “turn toward” objects, which

appear in their perceptual “thereness” as objects given to consciousness.
Rather than conscicusness being seen as directed toward itself, it is understood
as having objects in its view—as being shaped by that which appears before
it in “this here and now.” But in turning toward objects, what actually ap-
pears within phenomenological writing? If phenomenoclogy apprehends what
is given to consciousness, then what is given within the writing about that
apprehension? Or, in simpler terms, what objects appear within phenomenol-
ogy as objects that the reader, in turn, can apprehend?

In Husserl’s Ideas objects do appear for sure, though we cannot assume that
they record an experience, in the sense that we cannot assume that Husserl saw
or even “could see” the object at the moment of writing. As with much philos-
ophy, the object appears in the language of “say” or “for instance™ that s, “say,
I see this”; or “for instance, I see that.” Such words preface the example as
llustration and not anecdote—the point is not whether or not this rea/ly hap-

pened. The object appears not as a thing to which we should, as readers, direct




our attention; it is not so much a thing as a way of saying something. And yet
objects still become apprehended in the reading as i they were what Husserl
was himself directed toward; the as 7f makes the objects matter not “in themn-
selves,” or even “for themselves,” but as that which the writing is “around.”
The objects do not take the shape of an event, in the sense of recording
something that happens or is happening, even though they allow phenome-
nology to take the shape that it does.

And yet, as Husserl notes, the object that is “singled out,” or becomes
available as a singular given, is “the paper,” earlier described as “this white
paper” (116). The object is an object that one imagines “would have been” in
front of Husserl in the moment of writing, or even that “must have been”
before him if the writing were to be written. We know enough about the
“timing” of Husserls writing to know, for instance, that what was in {ront of
him was paper rather than a screen. Of course, the paper that Husserl might
apprehend is not available to the reader. The paper can only be “missed” given
that it is first apprehended as an object in the writing, which itselfis dependent
on the availability of paper. This paper weaves together the book I read as
Husserl’s book, and it was not available or “thrown” into Husserls world as
that which could appear to him. This paper, which was not given to him, must
nevertheless be given in order for Husserl's writing to be given to me. I read
writing printed on paper, and on the paper 1 read abous the paper that is
apprehended by Husserl. The paper is also “in” the writing, and hence the
writing is “around” the paper. Around the paper are other objects, which are
not singled out and thus form the “background” against and through which
the paper appears. These again are tools of writing: inkwell, books, and pen-
cils. The field of background intuition, against which the object becomes
posited as given (the paper) provides for Husserl the very “stuff” for writing,
the very materials out of which his phenomenology is borne.

How does the “matter” of the paper matter? How does the orientation of
the paper, which is “on” the writing table, also function as an orientation
device, which both shows the “direction” of phenomenology and also takes it
in a certain direction? In this chapter I explore the concept of orientation by
engaging with the work on objects by Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-
Ponty, as well as Marx. By reflecting specifically on “the table” as an object that
matters within phenomenology, I also offer an account of gender as orien-

tated. My aim is not to develop a phenomenology of sexual difference, as this

has already convincingly been offered by feminist philosophers (see Beauvoir
1989; Young 1990, 2005; Heindmaa 2003; Fisher and Embree 2000). Instead,
by showing how phenomenology faces a certain direction, which depends on
the relegation of other “things” to the background, I consider how phenome-

nology may be gendered as a form of occupation.

Objects of Perception

The radical claim that phenomenology inherits from Franz Brentano’s psy-
chology is that consciousness 1s intentional: it is directed toward something.
This claim immediately links the question of the object with that of orienta-
tion. First, consciousness itself is directed or orientated toward objects, which
is what gives consciousness its “worldly” dimension. If consciousness is about
how we perceive the world “around” us, then consciousness is also embodied,
sensitive, and situated. This thesis does not simply function as a general thesis,
but can also help show us how bodies are directed in some ways and not others,
as a way of inhabiting or dwelling in the world.

We are turned toward things. Such things make an impression upon us. We
perceive them as things insofar as they are near to wus, insofar as we share a
residence with them. Perception hence involves orientation; what is perceived
depends on where we are located, which gives us a certain take on things.
Merleau-Ponty makes this point directly when he suggests that “the word
perception indicates a direction rather than a primitive function” (1962: 12).
Perception is a way of facing something. I can perceive an object only insofar as
my orientation allows me to see it (it must be near enough to me, which in turn
means that I must be near enough to it}, and in seeing it, in this way or that, it
becomes an “it,” which means I have already taken an orientation toward it.
The object is an effect of towardness; it is the thing toward which [ am directed
and which in being posited as a thing, as being something or another for me,
takes me in some directions rather than others.

For example, say [ perceive something before me. In perceiving the object
as an object, I perceive the object i a certain way, as being some kind of thing.
Perceiving an object involves a way of apprehending that object. So it is not
just that consciousness is directed toward objects, but also that I take different
directions toward objects: I might like them, admire them, hate them, and so

on. In perceiving them in this way or that, 1 also take a position upon them,




which in turns gives me a position. 1 might percelve an object as beautiful, for
instance. Such a perception affects what I do: if T have this impression, then T
might pick up the object, or get closer to it, and even press it nearer to me.
Orientations involve directions toward objects that affect what we do, and how
we inhabit space. We move toward and away from objects depending on how
we are moved by them. For Husserl, the interpretation of the object as having
this or that property is a secondary act involving what he calls a “twofold
directedness” {1969: 122).! First, L am directed toward an object (I face it}, and
then I take a direction toward it (for instance, I might or might not admire it).
While directionality might be twofold, this “twofoldness” does not necessarily
involve a sequence in time: in seeing the object I already apprehend it in a
certain way, as a concrete “it” that has qualities that might attract or repel me,
or even leave me indifferent, which might affect how “it” enters my view and
whether it stays in view or passes from view.? Turning toward an object turns
“me” in this way or that, even if that “turn” does not involve a conscious act of
interpretation or judgment.

We might ask, then, which way does Husserl turn? Tf Husser! turns toward
certain objects in his writing, then what does this tell us in fwrn about his
phenomenology? Let us start where he starts in his first volume of Ideas, which
is with the world as it is given “from the natural standpoint.” Such a world is
the world that we are “in,” as the world that takes place around us: “T am aware
of a world, spread out in space endlessly” (1969: ro1). This world is not simply
spread out; rather, it has already taken certain shapes, which are the very form

of what is “more and less” familiar: As Husserl states: “For me real objects are -

there, definite, more or less familiar, agreeing with what is actually perceived
without being themselves perceived or even intuitively present. I can let my at-
tention wander from the writing-table I have just seen and observed, through
the unseen portions of the room behind my back to the veranda, into the
garden, to the children in the summer-house, and so forth, to all the objects
concerning which T precisely ‘know’ that they are there and yonder in my
immediate co-perceived surroundings” (1o1).

The familiar world begins with the writing table, which is in “the room”™
we can name this room as Husser!'s study or as the room in which he writes. Ir
is from here that the world unfolds. He begins with the writing table and then
turns to other parts of the room, those that are, as it were, behind him. To

make this turn, we might suppose that he would have to turn around if he is to

tace what is behind him. But, of course, Husserl does not need to turn around
as he “knows” what is behind him. And yet his mind wanders, as i thoughts
are actions that demand that he turn around to face or “attend” to what is
behind him. The verb “wander” helps us track the significance of “attention”
as 2 mode of “turning toward.” To “wander” can mean to ramble without
certain course, to go aimlessly, to take one direction without intention or
control, to stray from a path, or even to deviate in conduct or belief. So Flusserl
in attending to what is behind him is deviating from his proper course. The
behind is here the “point” of deviation, such that when Husserl considers what
is behind his back, he is turning his attention away from what he faces.

We are reminded that what we can see in the first place depends on which
way we are facing. What gets our attention depends too on which direction we
are facing. The things that are behind Husserl are also behind the table that he
faces: itis “self-evident” that he has his back to what is behind him. We might
even say that it is the behind that converts “the back” into the background. A
queer phenomenology, I wonder, might be one that faces the back, which
looks “behind” phenomenology, which hesitates at the sight of the philoso-
pher’s back. Having begun here, with what is in front of his front and behind
his back, Husserl then turns to other spaces, which he describes as rooms, and
which he “knows” are there insofar as they are already given to him as places by
memory. These other rooms are co-perceived: that is, they are not singled out
and they do not have his attention, even when he evokes them for the reader.
They are made available to us only as background features of this domestic
landscape.

Husserl’s writing makes an impression on me when he offers this glimpse
of the domesticity of his world. How I long for him to dwell there by lingering
on the folds of the materials that surround him. How T long to hear about the
objects that gather around him, as “things” he does “things” with. This is nota
desire for biography, or even for an impossible intimacy with a writer who is no
longer with us. This is, rather, a desire to read about the particularity of the
objects that gather around the writer. It is also a desire to imagine philosophy
as beginning here, with the pen and the paper, and with the body of the
philosopher, who writes insofar as he is “at home” and insofar as home pro-
vides a space in which he does his work.

Yes, we are invited, at least temporarily, to imagine the world that is his

home; to give it a face and a form. I see his desk in the corner. I see him at his




desk—leaning, writing, pressing pen to papet, creating the lines that make
these impressions available to me. I see a leather chair to one side. T have such
an image, such an impression already in mind. The study, the room dedicated
to writing or other forms of contemplation, conjures up such a vivid image of a
masculine domain at the front of the house. I imagine the furniture (dark,
polished), the materials (leather, wood), and the feel of the room (serious,
intense), even though I know T do not and will not know how he arranged his
room. His words help to create these impressions. But my impression of this
study does not begin with the words written on this paper. My impressions are
affected by other books T have read in my own literary genealogy, especially
nineteenth-century women’s writing, which is saturated with images of do-
mestic space. The study, the parlor, the kitchen: these rooms provide the
settings for drama; they are where things happen.

The family home provides, as it were, the background against which an
object (the writing table) appears in the present, in front of Husserl. The
fatnily home is thus only ever co-perceived, and allows the philosopher to dohis
work. This familiar place, the family home, is also a practical world: “Things
in their immediacy stand there as objects to be used, the ‘table with its books,’
the ‘glass to drink from,’ the ‘vase,” the ‘piano,” and so forth” (1969: 103). If
Husser! is facing the writing table, then this “direction” also shows us the
nature of the work that he does for a living. Tt is the table, with its books, which
first gets his attention. As Diana Fuss reminds us, “the theatre of composition
is not an empty space but a place animated by the artefacts, momentos, ma-
chines, books, and furniture that frame any intellectual labour” (2c04: 1).

The objects that first appear as the “more and less familiar” function as
signs of orientation: being orientated toward the writing table might ensure
that you inhabit certain rooms and not others, and that you do some things
rather than others. In the following sections T will take up the significance of
this example in terms of “doing things” and “inhabiting spaces.” Being orien-
tated toward the writing table not only relegates other rooms in the house to
the background, but also might depend on the work done to keep the desk clear.
The desk that is clear is one that is ready for writing. One might even consider
the domestic work that must have taken place for Husserl to turn to the
writing table, and to be writing on the table, and to keep that table as the object
of his attention. We can draw here on the long history of feminist scholarship

about the politics of housework: about the ways in which women, as wives and

servants, do the work required to keep such spaces available for men and the
work they do (Gilman 2002). To sustain an orientation toward the writing
table might depend on such work, while it erases the signs of that work, as
signs of dependence. In Ruth Madigan and Moira Munro’s critique of the
town house, they note how its interior design “reflected the internal hierarchy
of the bourgeois family with the public ‘masculine’ domain at the front of the
house, and the private ‘feminine’ domain confined to the rear” (1990: 7). What
is behind Husserl’s back, what he does not face, might be the back of the
house—the feminine space dedicated to the work of care, cleaning, and repro-
duction. Such work is often experienced as “the lack of spare time” (Davies
2001: 141); for example, the lack of time for oneself or for contemplation. To
what extent does philosophy depend on the concealment of domestic labor
and of the labor time that it takes to reproduce the very “materials” of home?

It is interesting to note, for instance, that in Husserl's writing, the familiar
slides into the familial; the home is a family home as a residence that is
inhabited by children. They are in the summer house, he tells us. The children
evoke the familial only through being “yonder”—through being at a distance
from the philosopher who inwriting “about” them is doing his work. They are
outside the house yet also part of its interior, near the “veranda,” which marks
“the edge,” a line between what is inside and what is outside. In a way, the
children who are “yonder” point to what is made available through memory or
even habitual knowledge: they are sensed as being there, behind him, even if
they are not seen by him at this moment in time. The chiidren might be in the

background because others (wives, mothers, nannies) care for them. They do

not distract him from his work.

We can think, in other words, of the background not simply in terms of
what is around what we face, as the “dimly perceived,” but as produced by acts
of relegation: some things are relegated to the background in order #o sustain a
certain direction; in other words, in order to keep attention on what is faced.
Perception involves such acts of relegation that are forgotten in the very pre-
occupation with what it is that is faced. We can pose a simple question:
Who faces the writing table? Does the writing table have a face, which points
it toward some bodies rather than others? If such acts of facing depend on
relegaring the children or other dependants to the background, then the an-
swer to this question would not simply involve a biographical approach, but

would consider how other forms of social orientation affect how bodies



arrive at the table. One could read Husserl alongside other writers who
have written about writing. Let’s consider Adrienne Rich’s account of writ-
ing a letter: “From the fiftics and early sixties, I remember a cycle. It began
when I had picked up a book or began trying to write a letter . . . The child
(or children) might be absorbed in busyness, in his own dream world; but
as soon as he felt me gliding into a world which did not include him, he
would come to pull at my hand, ask for help, punch at the typewriter keys.
And T would feel his wants at such a moment as fraudulent, as an attempt
moreover to defraud me of living even for fifteen minutes as myself” (Rich
199T: 23).*

We can see from the point of view of this mother, who is also a writer, a
poet, and a philosopher, that giving attention to the objects of writing, facing
those objects, becomes impossible: the children, even if they are behind you,
literally pull you away. This loss of titne for writing feels like a loss of your own
time, as you are returned to the work of giving your attention to the children.
Attention involves a political economy, or an uneven distribution of attention
time between those who atrive at the writing table, which affects what they
can do once they arrive (and of course, many do not even make it). For some,
having time for writing, which means time to face the objects upon which
writing happens, becomes an orientation that is not available given the ongo-
ing labor of other attachments, which literally pull you away. So whether we
can sustain our orientation toward the writing table depends on other orienta-
tions, which affect what we can face at any given moment in time.

By reading the objects that appear in Husserl's writing, we get a sense of
how being directed toward some objects and not others involves a more gen-
eral orientation toward the world. The objects that we direct our attention
toward reveal the direction we have taken in life. Other objects, and indeed
spaces, are relegated to the background; they are only ever co-perceived. This
relegation of unseen portions and the rooms to the background, as the fringe
of the familiar, which is not the object of attention, is followed by z second act
of relegation. For although Husserl directs our attention to these other rooms,
even if only as the background fo his writing table, he also suggests that phenom-
enology must “bracket” or put aside what is given, what 1s made available by
ordinary perception. If phenomenology is to see the table, he suggests, it
must see “without” the natural attitude, which keeps us within the familiar—

indeed, within the space already “decided” as “being” the family home.

So this turn toward objects within phenomenology {which as we see is
about some objects and not others) is not about the characteristics of such
objects, which we can define in terms of type, the kind of objects they are, or
their function, which names not only the “tendency” of the objects, what they
do, but also what they aflow us to do: the paper (what T write on}, the pencil
(what 1 write with}, and so on. The social and familiar character of objects is
“bracketed” by Husserl, as what is posited by the natural attitude, the attitude
that in turn is inherited by psychologism and that takes for granted what is
given to the subject as given (Husserl 1969: 16). The natural attitude does not
“see the world,” as it takes for granted what appears; what appears cquickly
disappears under the blanket of the familiar. In such a world, everything is
orientated around me, as being available and familiar to me (Schutz and
Luckmann 1974: 4). To see the paper, for instance, as simply the material that
is available to write upon (the paper is white paper, even blank paper, as that
which is ready for me to write upon), would not be to perceive the paper as an
oject. Phenomenology, in Husserl’s formulation, can only come into being as
a first philosophy, if it suspends all that gathers together as a natural attitude,
not through Cartesian doubt but through a way of perceiving the world “as if”
one did not assume its existence as taking some forms rather than others {1969:
107-10). If the objects of phenomenology are domesticated obiects—that is,
objects one imagines as “being available” within the familiar space provided by
the home—then the domesticity of the setting is not aliowed to reveal itself.
O, if signs of domesticity appear then, they also quickly disappear, and seern-
ingly must do so if phenomenology is to do its work..

This domestic world, which surrounds the philosopher as he moves his
attention “backward” from the space in which he writes, must be “put aside,”
or even “put to one side,” in his turn toward objects as objects of perception. It
is this world, which is familiar to him, that is given in the form of familiarity.
What does it mean to assume that bracketing can “transcend” the familiar
world of experience? Perhaps to bracket does not mean to transcend, even if
we put something aside. We remain reliant on what we put in brackets; in-
deed, the activity of bracketing may sustain the fantasy that “what we put
aside” can be transcended in the first place.’ The act of “putting aside” might
also confirm the fantasy of a subject who s transcendent, who places himself
above the contingent world of social matter, a world that differentiates objects

and subjects according to how they already appear. We could question not only



the formal aspects of the bracket (which creates the fantasy that we can do
without what we put to one side), but also with the content of what is brack-
eted, with “what” is “put aside.”® What is “put aside,” we might say, is the very
space of the familiar, which is also what clears the philosopher’s table and
allows him to do his work.

The objects that appear within phenomenology also disappear in the “pass-
ing over” of what is given as familiar (the paper is first named, and then would
become something other than zhat as if it were tha¢ then | would be writing on
the paper, rather than seeing it). This disappearance of familiar objects might
make more than the object disappear. The writer who does the work of philos-
ophy might disappear, if we are to erase the signs of “where” it is that he works.
Feminist philosophers have shows us how the masculinity of philosophy is
evidenced in the disappearance of the subject under the sign of the universal
(Bordo 1987; Irigaray 1974; Braidotti rgo1). The masculinity might also be
evident in the disappearance of the materiality of objects, in the bracketing of
the materials out of which, as well as upon which, philosophy writes itself, asa
way of apprehending the world.

We could call this the fantasy of'a “paperless” philosophy, 2 philosophy that
is not dependent on the materials upon which it is written. As Audre Lorde
reflects, “A room of one’s own may be a necessity for writing prose, but so are
reams of paper, a type writer and plenty of time” (1984: 116). The fantasy of a
paperless philosophy can be understood as crucial not only to the gendered
nature of the occupation of philosophy but also to the disappearance of politi-
cal economy, of the “materials” of philosophy as well as its dependence on
forms of fabor, both domestic and otherwise. In other words, the labor of
writing might disappear along with the paper. The paper here matters, both as
the object upon which writing is written, but also as the condition of pos-
sibility for that work. If the suspension of the natural attitude, which sees itself
as seeing beyond the familiar, or even seeing through it, involves putting the
paper aside, then it might involve the concealment of the labor of philosophy,
as well as the labor that allows philosophy to take up the time that it does.
Rather than the familiar being posited as that which must be suspended in
order to see, we might consider what “it” is that we “overlook” when we reside
within the familiar.” We would look, then, at what we do with things, how the
arrival of things may be shaped by the work that we do, rather than put aside
what it is that we do.

Let us return to the table. Husserl begins again by taking up the matter of
the table. He has put aside the knowing glance of the natural attitude, which
would see the table as a writing table, in this room, in this house, in this world.
How does the object appear when it is no longer familiar? As he puts it: “We
start by taking an example. Keeping this table steadily in view as I go round it,
changing my position in space all the time, I have continually the conscious-
ness of the bodily presence out there of this one and the self-same table, which
in itself rernains unchanged throughout” (1969: 130).

We can see here how Husserl turns to “the table” as an object by looking at
it rather than over it. The writing table, if we are to follow this line, would not
be seen {even if we face it, it is in the background as what is more and less
familiar). For Husserl, then to see the table means to Jose sight of its function.
The bracket means “this table” becomes “the table.” By beginning with the
table, on its own, as it were, the object then appears self-same. It is not that the
object’s self-sameness is available at first sight. Husser] moves around the
table, changing his position. For such movement to be possible, consciousness
must flow: we must not be interrupted by other matters. This flow of con-
sciousness is made possible by having the time and space to attend to the table.
Putting that point to one side (we can labor points, too, after all), we might
follow his gaze. Apprehending the table as an object means that I must walk
around it and approach it as if | had not encountered it before; seeing it as an
sbject means not describing the table as occupying a familial order, as the
writing table, or any other kind of table. Such biographical or practical knowl-
edge must be bracketed, which Husser] describes as “fo pur out of uction” (1969:
110). And in the bracketing, I do not see the table as my field of action but
rather see it as an object, as if I did not already know it or even knowwhat I do
withit. I do notsee “it” in one look, but only as a series of profiles of “it,” which
nevertheless allow me to posit “it” as more than what I see in any one look. As

Husserl elaborates:

1 close my eyes. The other senses are inactive in relation to the table. T have now
no perception of it. | open my eyes and the perception returns. The perception?
Let us be more accurate. Under no circumstances does it return to me individu-
ally the same. Only the table is the same, known as identical through the synthetic
consciousness, which connects the new experience with the recollection. The
perceived thing can be, without being perceived, without my being aware of it

even as a potential only (in the way, actuality, as previously described) and



perhaps even without itseif changing atall. But the perception itselfis what it is
within the steady flow of consciousness, and is itself constantly in flux; the
perceptual now s ever passing over into the adjacent consciousness of the just-

past, a new now simultancously gleams forth, and so on. {130; emphasis added)

This argument suggests that the table as object is given as “the same,” zs a
givenness that “holds” or is shaped by the “Aow” of perception. Indeed, this
is precisely Husserl's point: the object is intended through perception. As
Robert Sokolowski describes, “When we perceive an object, we do not fust
have a flow of profiles, a series of impressions; in and through them all, we
have one and the same object given to us, and the identity of the object is
intended and given” (2000: 20). The “intending” of the object through which
1t becomes more than Just one impression involves, in Husserl’s terms, syn-
thetic consciousness—that is, the connection of the new impression with what
has gone before, in the very form of an active “re-collection” or synthesis,
Significantly, the object becomes an object of perception only given the work
of recollection, such that the “new” exists in relation zo what is already gathered
by consciousness: each impression is linked to the other, so that the object
becomes more than the profile that is available in any moment.

Given this, the story of the sameness of the object involves the specter of
absence and nonpresence. Ior despite the self-sameness of the object, I do not
see it as “the self~same.” I never see it as such; what “it ig” cannot be ap-
prehended as T cannot view the taple from all points of view at onee. The neces-
sity of moving around the object, to capture more than its profile, shows that
the object is unavailable to me, which is why it must be intended. It s a table,
s0 Lam hardly surprised to walk around, and from each view; to see a profile
that matches what T expect to see. It might have four legs, or awooden top—all
of the things T would expect it to have if it is a table,

The table’s sameness can only be intended. Flusser! then makes what is an
extraordinary claim: only the table remains the same. This Is, in part, extraordi-
nary given the implication that all other things fluctuate. The table is the only
thing that keeps its placein the flow of perception. This already makes the table
a rather queer object (as T will explore in the conclusion of this book). We can
take what is powerful about Husserls thesis of intentionality and suggest that
the sameness of the table is spectral: the table is only the same given that we
have conjured its missing sides. Or, we can even say that we have conjured izs be-

Hind. ['want to relate what is “missed” when we “miss” the table to the spectral-
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ity of history, what we miss may be behind the table in another sense: what ig
behind the table is what must have already taken place for the table to arrive,

Objects That Arrive

As noted above, phenomenology for Husser! means apprehending the object
as if it were unfamiliar, so that we can attend to the flow of perception itself,
What this flow of perception shows is the partiality of absence as well ag
presence: what we do not see (say, the back or side of the object), is hidden
from view and can only be intended. The partiality of perception is not only
about what is not in view (say, the front and the back of the object), but also
what is “around” it, which we can describe as the background. The figure
“figures” insofar as the background both is and is not in view. We single out
this object only by pushing other objects to the edges or “fringes” of vision.
Husserl suggests that inhabiting the familiar makes “things” into back-
grounds for action: they are there, but they are there in such a way that T don't
see them. The background is a “dimly apprebended depth or fringe of indetermi-
nate reality” (1969: 102). We can thus see that although Husser] faces his
writing table, this does not mean the table is perceived as an object. Even
though the table is before him, it might also be in the background. We might
not even “see” the writing table when we write upon it. My argument in the
previous section hence needs some qualification: even when Husser] faces the
writing table, it does not necessarily follow that the table is “in front” of him.
What we face can also be part of the background, suggesting that the back-
ground may include more and less proximate objects. 1t is not incidental that
when Husserl brings “the table” to the front that the writing table disappears,
Being orientated toward the writing table might even provide the condition of
possibility for its disappearance,

Husserl’s approach to the background as what is “unseen” ip its “therenecss”
or “familiarity” is extremely useful, even if he puts the familiar to one side. Tt
allows us to consider how the familiar takes shape by being unnoticed. I want
here to extend his model by thinking about the “background” of the writing
table in another sense. Husserl considers how this table might be 77 the back-
ground, as well as the background that is around the table, when “it” comes
into view. T want to consider how the table itself may have background. The

background would be understood as that which must take place in order for







The “bringing forth” of the object involves, for sure, its arrival; in coming into
being it comes “here,” near enough to me, or to you, as it must do if it is to be
seen as this or that object. Nothing is not brought forth “without” coming to
reside somewhere, where the somewhere (say, the house, the room, or the
skin) shapes the surface of “what” it “is” that is brought forth. In “having
arrived” how does the object become “what,” where “what” is open to the
“perhaps” of the future?

Heidegger turns to the etymology of the object when he considers how the
object “is” insofar as “it is thrown.” The word “thrown” risks turning the
atrival of the object into an event, a happening, which is here insofar as it is
“now.” Lefebvre offers a critique of Heidegger’s concept of “thrownness,”
which understands production as “causing to appear” (1991: 122}. T would also
suggest that the arrival of an object does not just happen in a moment; it is not
that the object “makes an appearance,” even though we can be thrown by an
object’s appearance. An arrival takes time, and the time that it takes shapes
“what” itis that arrives. The object could even be described as the transforma-
tion of time into form, which itself could be redefined as the “direction” of
matter. What arrives not only depends on time, but is shaped by the condi-
tions of its arrival, by how it came to get here. Think of a sticky object; what it
picks up on its surface “shows” where it has traveled and what it has come into
contact with. You bring your past encounters with you when you arrive. In this
sense an arrival has not simply happened; an arrival points toward a future that
might or “perhaps” will happen, given that we don't always know in advance
“what” we will come into contact with when we follow this or that line. At the
same time, the arrival only becomes an arrival insofar as it has happened; and
the object may “appear” only as an effect of work that has already taken place.

Our question could be reformulated as: What work goes into the making of
things, such that they take form as this or that thing? Marxism provides a
philosophy for rethinking the object as not only in history, but as an effect of
history. ‘The Marxian critique of German idealism begins after all with a
critique of the idea that the object is “in the present,” or that the object is
“before me.” As Marx and Engels put it, in their critique of Feuerbach:

He does not see how the sensuous world around him 35, not a thing given direct
from all eternity, remaining ever the same, but the product of industry, and of
the state of society; and indeed, in the sense that it is a historical product, and

the result of the activity of a whole succession of generations, each standing on:

the shoulders of the preceding one, developing its industry and its intercourse,
modifying its social system according to its changed needs. Even the objects of
the simplest “sensuous certzinty” are only given him through social demands,
industry and commercial intercourse. The cherry-tree, like almost all fruit-
trees, was, as is well known, only a few centuries ago transplanted by commerce
into our zone, and therefote only &y this action of a definite society in 2 definite

age it has become “sensuous certainty” for Feuerbach. (rg75: T70)

If phenomenologists were simply to “look at” the object that they face, then
they would be erasing the “signs” of history, They would apprehend the object
as simply there, as given in its sensuous certainty rather than as “having got
here,” an arrival that is at once the way in which objects are binding and haw
they assume a social form. So objects (such as the cherry tree) are “trans-
planted.” They take the shape of a social action, which is forgotten in the
givenness of the object. The temporality of “what comes before” is erased in
the experience of the object as “what is before” in the spatial sense, For Marx
and Engels, actions are generational and intergenerational (the point is not
about individual action). What passes through history is not only the work
done by generations, but the “sedimentation” of that work is the condition of
arrival for future generations. Objects take the shape of this history; objects
“have value” and they take shape through labor. They are formed out of fabor,
but they also “take the form” of that labor. What Marxism lets us do is to
rearticulate the historicity of furniture, among other things.'® History cannot
simply be perceived on the surface of the object, even if how objects surface or
take shape is an effect of such histories. In other words, history cannot simply
be turned into something that is given in its sensuous certainty, as if' it could be
a property of an object.

If idealism takes the object as given, then it fails to account for its condi-
tions of arrival, which are not simply given. Idealism is the philosophical
counterpart to what Marx would later describe as commodity fetishism.
want to suggest that it is not just commodities that are fetishized: objects that I
perceive as objects, as having properties of their own, as it were, are produced
through the process of fetishism. The object is “brought forth” as thing that
is “itself” only insofar as it is cut off from its own arrival, So it becomes that
which we have presented to us, onlyifwe forget how it arrived, as a history that
involves multiple forms of contact between others. Objects appear by being
cut off from such histories of arrival, as histories that involve multiple genera-



tions, and the “work” of bodies, which is of course the work of some bodies
more than others.

Let us turn to Marx’s model of “commodity fetishism.” Tn Capital he sug-
gests that commodities are made up of two elements, “matter and labour,”
whete labor is understood as “changing the form of matter” (1887: 50). The
commodity is assumed to have value, or a life of its own, only if we forget the
labor: “It becomes value only in its congealed state, when embodied in the
form of some object” (57). The commodity, in other words, both transforms
labor into an object and takes the very “form” of labor. Interestingly, Marx also
uses the example of “the table” (although we don’t know what kind of table he
refers to). He suggests that the table is made from wood (which provides, as it
were, the matter), and that the work of the table—the work that it takes to
“make the table”—changes the form of the wood, even though the table “is”
still made out of wood. As he states: “Tt is as clear as noon-day that man, by his
industry, changes the forms of the material furnished by nature in such a way
as to make them useful to him. The form of wood, for instance, is altered by
making a table out of it, for all that, the table continues to be that common
every-day thing, wood. But, as soon as it steps forth as a commodity, it is
changed into something transcendent” (76),

The Marxian critique of commodity fetishism notably relies here on a
distinction between matter and form, between the wood and the table. The
“becoming table” of the wood is not the same as its commodification. The
table has use value, even after it has transformed the “form™ of the wood. The
table can be used, and in being used the value of the table is not exchanged and
made abstract. The table has use value until it is exchanged. One problem with
this model is that the dynamism of “making form” is located in the trans-
formation of nature into use value: we could also suggest that the “wood”
(nature/matter) has acquired its form over time. Nature then would not be
simply “there,” waiting to be formed or to take form. Marx and Engel’s earlier
critique of idealism involves a more dynamicview of the “facts of matter™ even
the trees, which provide the wood, are themselves “brought forth” as effects of
generational action. The wood is itself “formed matter” insofar as trees are
not simply given but take shape as an effect of labor {“transplanted by com-
merce”)." The orientation of this table, how it appears as a table for work,
depends on these multiple histories of labor, redefined as matter taking form.12

It is not surprising that Derrida offers 2 critique of the Marxian distinction

between use value and exchange value (19g4a: 149}, by turning toward the
table. As he suggests: “The table is familiar, too familiar” For Derrida, the
table is not simply something we use: “The table has been worn down, ex-
ploited, overexploited, or else set aside and beside itself, no longer in use, in
antique shops or auction rooms” (149). He thus suggests that “the table in use”
is as metaphysical as “table as commodity”: use value as well as exchange value
involves fetishism (162). While I agree with this argument, we might note that
tor Marx the table in use is not simply: it involves the “trans-formation” of
matter into form. Use value is hence not 4 simple matter for Marx, even if he
locates the transcendental in the “queer” commodity.®
What a Marxist approach could aflow us to do, if we extend Marx’s critique
of the commodity to the very matter of wood as well as the form of the table, is
to consider the history of “what appears” and how it is shaped by histories of
work. The commodity might be one moment in the “life history” or career of
an object (Appadurai 1988: 17). The table as an object also moves around; it
acquires new forms; it is put to different uses. For example, I buy the table (for
this or that amount of money) as a table “for” writing. [ have to bring it to the
space where it will reside (the study, or the space marked out in 2 corner of
another room). Others bring it for me: they transport the table. They bring it
up the stairs. T wince as the edge of the table hits the wall, leaving a mark on
both the wall and the table—which shows, too, what the table came into
contact with during the time of its arrival. The table, having arrived, is nestled
i the corner of the room. I use it as a writing desk. Having arrived, T turn to
the table and sit on the chair which is placed alongside it. The chair allows me
to reach the table, to cover it with my ars, and to write upon it, And yet, l am
not sure what will happen to the table in the future, I could put the table to a
different use (I could use it as a dining table if it is big enough “to support” this
kind of action), or I could even forget about the table if T ceased to write,
whereupon it might be “put aside” out of reach, The object is not reducible to
the commodity, even when it is bought and sold: indeed, the object is not
reducible to itself, which means it does not “have” an “itself” that is apart from
its contact with others. The actions performed on the object (as well as with
the object) shape the object. The object in turn affects what we do, as I will
discuss in the section following.
Going back to the table, we would remember that the table was made by
somebody; and that there is a history to its arrival, as 2 history of trans-







describes as the “equipmentality” of objects. Equipmentality is about what
“things” or “objects” allow bodies to do: they have an “in-order-to” strucrure,
which assigns or refers to something. So what makes the object “jtself” is what
it allows us to do, and that “doing” takes the object out of itself and makes it
“point” toward something, whether that something is an action or other ob-
jects. So the writing table is Husserl’s equipment: it “points toward” writing as
well as to other objects, which gather around writing as tools that allow this
kind of work: the inkwell, pencils, and so on. The writing table might also
point toward the writing ‘body, as that which becomes “itsell™ once it “takes
up” the equipment and “takes up” time and space, in doing the work that the
equipment allows the body to do.

What objects do is what brings them forth in the shape they have. The
wheel can roll, the desk can hold a computer, the pen can write, the jug can
pour. The use of “can” here might help remind us that “usefulness” is not
merely instrumental but is about capacities that are open to the future. The
capacity is not so much “in” the tool, but depen&s on how the tool is taken up
or “put to use.” Heidegger makes exactly this point in his later work on tech-
nology. It is not just that the object tends toward something, where the ten-
dency supports an action, but that the shape of the object is itself shaped by the
work for which it is intended. For Heidegger, the thing “is not merely an
aggregate of traits, nor an accumulation of properties by which the aggregate
arises,” rather it “is that around which the properties have been assembled”
(1975 22~23). We can see in this model of property as assemblage, how the
thing becomes something that “has” properties. The thing would be a thing
insofar as it is being used as the thing that it was brought into the world to be:
“The peasant woman wears her shoes in the field. Onfy bere are they what they
are” (33).

Technology does not simply refer to objects that we use to extend capacities
for action. Technology (or fechne) becomes instead the process of “bringing
forth” or, as Heidegger states,“to make something appear, within what is
present, as this or as that, in this way or that way” (159). The object is an effect
of “bringing forth,” where the “bringing forth” is a question of the determina-
tion of form: the object itself has been shaped for something, which means it
takes the shape of what it is for. The object is not just material, although it is
material: the object is matter given some form or another where the form
“intends” toward something. The table has a horizontal surface, which “sup-

ports” the action for which it is ntended. This “tendine toward” ic what

shapes its form, which then aflows us to recognize the object as this object and
not another. Form takes shape through the “direction” of matter toward an
action. So we do things “on the table,” which is what makes the table what it is
and take shape in the way that it does, The table is assermbled around the up-
port” it proes. '

And yet, objects do not only do what we intend them to do. Heidegger dif-
ferentiates between using something and perceiving something, which he
describes in terms of grasping that something thematically (98). The example
he uses is the hammer. When the hammer hammers, then it is “ready-to-
hand.” The nearness of the hammer, the fact that it is available to me, is linked
to its usefulness; it is near as it enables me to perform a specific kind of work.
Such “ready-to-hand-ness” is interesting to Heidegger, insofar as it is some-
thing to do with what the hammer “is.” Indeed, Heidegger suggests that the
object as practice, as something we do something with, involves “iz5 own &ind
of sight” (99) which is a different sight than looking at the hammer as if it were
not something that simply hammered. Heidegger thus suggests that when the
ready-to-hand is not “handy,” we see it differently; it becomes “present-to-
hand.” So the hammer breaks, and it is not that I no longer see what the object
really is (for it “is” a hammer), but that I see it in a different way, as something
that does not move toward something: “When equipment cannot be used, this
implies the constitutive assignment of the ‘in-order-to’ to a ‘toward-this’ has
been disturbed . . . But when an assignment has been disturbed—when some-
thing is unusable for some purpose—then the assignment becomes explicit”
(105). What difference does this “making explicit” make? Heidegger moves on:

The entity which is held in our fore-having—for instance, the hammer—is
proximally ready-to-hand as equipment. If this entity becomes the “object”
of an assertion, then as soon as we begin this assertion, there is already a change
_over in the fore-having. Something ready-ro-hand with which we have to do
or perform something, turns into something “abons which” the assertion that
points it out is made. Our fore-sight is aimed at something present-to-hand in
what is ready-to-hand. Both 4y and Jfor this way of looking at it [ Hin-sichr], the
ready-to-hand becomes veiled as ready-to-hand. Within this discovering of
presence-at-hand, which is at the same time a covering up of readiness-to-
hand, something present-at-hand which we encounter is given a definite char-
acter in its Being-present-at-hand-in-such-and-such-a-manner. Only now are

we given any access to properties or the like. {200)





























































































