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Abstract  I consider in this article Heidegger’s late characterization of 
phenomenology as a “phenomenology of the inapparent.” Phenomenology is 
traditionally considered to be a thought of presence, assigned to a phenomenon 
that is identified with the present being, or with an object for consciousness. The 
phenomenon would be synonymous with presence itself, with what manifests 
itself in a presence. However, I will suggest in the following pages that 
phenomenology is haunted by the presence of a certain unappearing dimension, a 
claim that was made by Heidegger in his last seminar in 1973, when he 
characterized the most proper sense of phenomenology as a “phenomenology of 
the inapparent.” I attempt to show in what sense for Heidegger the “inapparent” 
plays in phenomenality and in phenomenology, and to then consider (drawing 
from Levinas and Derrida) its ethical import. 
 
Keywords  phenomenology, presence, invisibility, otherness, secret, respon- 
sibility 

1  Introduction 

Phenomenology is traditionally considered to be a thought of presence, assigned 
to a phenomenon that is identified with the present being, or with an object for 
consciousness. The very term “phenomenon,” which has its roots in the Greek 
verb phainestai, means “to appear,” “to show itself.” As a middle-voice 
construction of phaino, phainestai means to bring to light, to place in brightness, 
where something can become visible and manifest. The phenomena are thus the 
“totality of what lies in the light of day or can be brought to light” (Heidegger 
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1953, 28).1 One may conclude from this that by definition the phenomenon is 
what appears and shows itself, and shows itself to a perceiver or to a 
consciousness. The phenomenon would be synonymous with presence itself, with 
what manifests itself in a presence that can be attested in a conscious experience. 
Indeed, is consciousness itself nothing but a form of presence, i.e., a presence to 
self? As Jacques Derrida remarks: “But what is consciousness? What does 
‘consciousness’ mean? Most often, in the very form of meaning, in all its 
modifications, consciousness offers itself to thought only as self-presence, as the 
perception of self in presence,” which also explains why the “privilege granted to 
consciousness therefore signifies the privilege granted to the present” (Derrida 
1984, 16). Phenomenology would be a thought of presence, and of presence to 
consciousness (itself, then, a form of presence). However, I will suggest in the 
following pages that phenomenology is haunted by the presence of a certain 
unappearing dimension, a claim that was made by Heidegger in his last seminar 
in 1973, when he characterized the most proper sense of phenomenology as a 
“phenomenology of the inapparent”: “Thus understood, phenomenology is a path 
that leads away before…, and it lets that before which it is led show itself. This 
phenomenology is a phenomenology of the inapparent [Phänomenologie des 
Unscheinbaren]” (Heidegger 1981, GA15, 399; Heidegger 2002a, 80). For 
Heidegger, in its most proper sense, phenomenology would be a phenomenology 
of what does not appear, of the inapparent (das Unscheinbare). This “inapparent” 
names a certain alterity that escapes presentation, and which yet belongs to the 
phenomenon, and to phenomenology as such. Focusing in particular on the 
phenomenologies of Heidegger and Levinas, I will first attempt to show in what 
sense the “inapparent” plays in phenomenality and in phenomenology; I will then 
envisage the question of the invisible as Levinas thematizes it in terms of the 
invisibility of the face, and finally, will focus on the motif of the secret as 
Derrida engages it, revealing finally its ethical import—for this withdrawal of 
presence within phenomena involves a relation and responsibility to the 
otherness of a secret. 

2  Inapparent Phenomenality 

As just mentioned, a certain presence of the inapparent can be traced in 
Heidegger’s very definition of the phenomenon, and indeed of phenomenology. 

                                                               
1 I draw from both extant English translations: Being and Time, translated by John Macquarrie 
and Edward Robinson, and Being and Time, translated by Joan Stambaugh. Hereafter cited as 
SZ, followed by the German pagination of the seventh edition. 
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This claim might seem at first paradoxical and even go against the very 
definition that Heidegger gives of the phenomenon in paragraph 7 of Being and 
Time: “Thus we must keep in mind that the expression ‘phenomenon’ signifies 
that which shows itself in itself, the manifest” (SZ, 28). Now, we should clarify 
from the outset that a phenomenon for Heidegger, that is, the phenomenon with 
which phenomenology is concerned, cannot be reduced to an empirical intuition 
or an ontical given, to a present being. In fact, Heidegger rejects explicitly the 
Kantian notion of an “empirical intuition” to designate the phenomenon with 
which phenomenology is concerned (SZ, 31). Why? Because the phenomenon is 
approached by Heidegger in its verbal sense, that is, as that which shows or 
manifests itself of itself and from itself. The phenomenon is defined as 
“the-showing-itself-in-itself” (das Sich-an-ihm-selbst-zeigen)” (SZ, 31), and not 
simply as the ontical given or as the entity. The term “phenomenon” thus 
immediately refers to the event of a self-showing, and the “given” is 
consequently assigned to the event of its givenness. A phenomenological 
approach to the phenomenon is not turned towards the ontic phenomenon, but 
rather towards the event of its manifestation. This is why phenomenology is not 
about beings but about the being of beings. For Heidegger, phenomenology is the 
very method of ontology, and the phenomena are to be referred, not to a 
constituting consciousness, but to the event of being as such. Unlike his former 
mentor, Husserl, Heidegger defines phenomenology in relation to ontology, as 
giving us access to the being of beings. “With regard to its subject-matter, 
phenomenology is the science of the being of entities—ontology” (SZ, 37). In 
turn, and most importantly, “Ontology is only possible as phenomenology” (SZ, 
35, modified). Indeed, Heidegger stresses that phenomenology is concerned 
about the being of phenomena, their modes of givenness, or of happening. 
Phenomenology is thus rigorously approached as ontology, that is, concerned 
with being in its event. 

In this ontological understanding of phenomenology (phenomenology as 
concerned with the being of beings), the emphasis shifts from phenomena (things) 
to the being of these phenomena (their happening or eventfulness), from 
phenomena to phenomenality. As Jean-Luc Marion clarifies, phenomenology 
consists in showing, not the appearance itself, but the appearing in the 
appearance: “If in the realm of metaphysics it is a question of proving, in the 
phenomenological realm it is not a question of simply showing (since in this case 
apparition could still be the object of a gaze, therefore a mere appearance), but 
rather of letting apparition show itself in its appearance according to its 
appearing” (Marion 2002a, 8). Such a phenomenology would bring to light the 
appearing of appearances, and bring to light what Françoise Dastur calls “the 
conditions of all appearing” (Dastur 2000, 181). Here one glimpses for the first 
time the presence of the inapparent in phenomenology: the phenomenon is not 
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the appearance but the appearing of the appearance, an appearing that, precisely 
because it itself is not an appearance, does not appear. Because such appearing is 
not itself an appearance, because, in other words, it does not appear, it could be 
said to be invisible, although, as Dastur remarks (following Merleau-Ponty), we 
are here speaking of an invisibility of the world, and not a metaphysical, 
transcendent invisibility. Merleau-Ponty wrote famously in The Visible and the 
Invisible that the invisible is “not a de facto invisible, like an object hidden 
behind another, and not an absolute invisible, which would have nothing to do 
with the visible. Rather it is the invisible of this world, that which inhabits this 
world, sustains it, and renders it visible, its own and interior possibility, the 
Being of this being” (Merleau-Ponty 1968, 151). The invisible is an “an idea that 
is not the contrary of the sensible,” but rather “its lining and its depth” (VI, 149).2 
There is thus an invisibility of the visible, an invisibility of phenomenality itself, 
concealed and nonetheless sheltered in the visible. 

By understanding being in distinction from beings, Heidegger allows us to 
approach being itself as an event, the event of presence. Although in the tradition 
being was indeed understood as presence, Anwesenheit, its eventfulness was 
nonetheless “repressed” through the reference to constant presence (beständige 
Anwesenheit), or substantiality. Heidegger is thus speaking of how the temporal 
meaning of Anwesenheit was “repressed” [abgedrängt] in the tradition of 
substantiality (Heidegger 1988, 1997, GA 34, 144).3 Now, the very movement 
of presence seems to harbor a certain withdrawal. In fact, the very term 
Anwesenheit reveals a withdrawal at the heart of manifestation. The an- in 
An-wesen or An-wesenheit suggests a coming into presence, a movement, a 
motion, from concealment to unconcealment, from withdrawal to visibility. Thus, 
to characterize a being as an-wesend (which “is to implicitly understand presence 
as an event”) (Dastur 2006, 121)4, also shows that the preposition an, as 
Françoise Dastur notes, “indicates a movement of approach that enters in a 

                                                               
2 This invisibility was already named by Kant when he wrote in the first Critique of the 
“invisible” or “unappearing” character of time as pure form of intuition: as pure form of inner 
sense, time itself is not visible in the outer dimension of space. “For time cannot be a 
determination of outer appearances; it belongs neither to a shape or a position, etc., but on the 
contrary determines the relation of representations in our inner state” (CPR, B50, 163). Time 
can only be represented in space by way of analogy: “And just because this inner intuition 
yields no shape we also attempt to remedy this lack through analogies, and represent the 
temporal sequence through a line progressing to infinity, in which the manifold constitutes a 
series that is of only one dimension, and infer from the properties of this line to all the 
properties of time, with the sole difference that the parts of the former are simultaneous but 
those of the latter always exist successively (CPR, B50, 163). 
3 The English translation reads: “the concept of being loses its primordial innermost meaning, 
i.e., presence; the temporal moment is completely shaken off” (Heidegger 2002b, 104). 
4 Hereafter cited as PPE. 
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conflict with a movement of withdrawal” (PPE, 121), a play between 
unconcealment and concealment already captured by the Greeks in the contrast 
between the prepositions para and apo in parousia and apousia. This implies, in 
turn, a break with the model of constant presence, that is, with a kind of 
“stability” that represses the temporal happening in the phenomenon of presence, 
including the phenomenon of withdrawal that seems to affect, each time, the 
event of presence. This is why Heidegger could write that the phenomenon, 
precisely as that which is to be made phenomenologically visible, does not show 
itself. “And just because the phenomena are proximally and for the most part not 
given, there is need for phenomenology” (SZ, 36). The very concept of 
phenomenology, insofar as it is defined as a “letting something be seen,” 
necessarily implies the withdrawal of the phenomenon 

Indeed, if phenomenology is a “letting be seen” (sehen lassen), then the 
phenomenon of phenomenology cannot be simply that which is apparent or 
manifest; the phenomenon, precisely as that which is to be made 
phenomenologically visible, does not show itself, while nonetheless belonging to 
what shows itself—for Heidegger also stresses that “‘behind’ the phenomena of 
phenomenology there is essentially nothing else” (SZ, 36). What does not appear 
in the phenomenon is not some noumenal reality hidden behind the phenomenon, 
but a dimension that belongs to it. “What is it that must be called a 
‘phenomenon’ in a distinctive sense? What is it that by its very essence is 
necessarily the theme whenever we exhibit something explicitly? Manifestly, it is 
something that proximally and for the most part does not show itself at all: it is 
something 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” (SZ, 35). Now, for Heidegger, what does not appear in what 
appears is its being: “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 just not this entity or  that, but rather the being of entities” (SZ, 38). 
This accounts for Heidegger’s late pronouncement: phenomenology, in its very 
essence, is a phenomenology of what does not appear, a phenomenology of the 
inapparent.5 

Being, in its advent, is concealed. Indeed, the structures of the being of beings 
are not accessible in some kind of immediate clarity, are not presented to some 

                                                               
5 Let us note here that Heidegger explained in On the Way to Language that Ereignis was the 
least apparent of such inapparent: “The Ereignis ist das Unscheinbarste des 
Unscheinbaren—the least apparent of the unapparent.” (The English translation has: Ereignis 
“is itself the most inconspicuous of inconspicuous phenomena.”) (Heidegger 1985, GA 12, 
247; Heidegger 1971, 128). 
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pure, contemplative gaze, which accounts for the task of an existential analytic as 
a hermeneutics: an opacity affects Dasein’s being, requiring a hermeneutic (and 
de-constructive) approach.6 Indeed, Dasein’s “privilege,” that is, the fact that it 
comes to the fore in the ontological inquiry, the fact, above all, that I am this 
being each time, does not mean that it would be immediately and fully accessible 
in its being. On the contrary, Heidegger emphasizes a paradoxical structure by 
which the ontical proximity to one’s own self is always accompanied by an 
ontological distance and obscurity. This structure can be read in all its enigmatic 
simplicity in this passage from paragraph 5 of Being and Time. “Dasein is 
ontically “closest” to itself and ontologically farthest; but pre-ontologically, it is 
surely not a stranger” (SZ, 16). Dasein is “closest” to itself because it is, itself, 
that entity. This ontical proximity to one’s self nevertheless cannot provide an 
appropriate access to Dasein’s being. On the contrary, it takes place in a vague 
and ordinary understanding that obscures the most proper constitution of our 
being. This is why Heidegger adds: “In spite of this, or rather, for just this 
reason, it is ontologically that which is farthest” (SZ, 15, my emphasis). Dasein’s 
ontological opaqueness or distance from itself must be referred to its tendency to 
understand itself on the basis of the simply given being, and it is against this 
tendency that its being could be elucidated. 

This is indeed why there is a need for a genuine phenomenological forcing, the 
goal of which is to elucidate, to bring to light and to uncover, that which remains 
hidden, covered over, or dissimulated. There is thus an unavoidable violence of 
thought or interpretation. This necessity of a philosophical violence turned 
against the self-concealment of being is described in the early courses Heidegger 
gave when he was engaged in the so-called “hermeneutics of factical life.” It was 
then a matter for him of deriving “the phenomenological interpretation out of the 
facticity of life itself” (Heidegger 1994, GA 61, 87).7 Now Life is characterized 
by a constant moving-away from itself (Abfallen), a constant fleeing from itself. 
Life is “inclined” toward the world (Heidegger 1989, 237–74; Heidegger 2002c, 
117), and this inclination takes the form of a “propensity” to becoming absorbed 
in the world, and be taken along by it; a movement that is a falling away. 
Heidegger speaks indeed of this falling away as “the ownmost character of 
movement belonging to life,” and the expropriation of what he calls “ruinance” is 
thus the most “proper” movement of life. In this movement of falling away into 
ruins, life is opened to its own possibility and becomes an issue for itself in an 
originary self-estrangement. We recall in this respect how in the 1929–30 lecture 
course, drawing from Novalis, Heidegger defined philosophy as homesickness 

                                                               
6  “Philosophy is universal phenomenological ontology, taking its departure from the 
hermeneutic of Dasein” that is an “analysis of existence [Existenz]” (SZ, 38). 
7 Heidegger (2001, 66). Hereafter cited as PIA. 
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[Das Heimweh], exiled as it is in the “not-at-home” of expropriated existence 
(Heidegger 2004, GA 29/30, 7–8).8 Homelessness is the origin of philosophy. 
Thinking begins in life’s self-estrangement or expropriation from itself, and is 
itself a part of this movement of life, a sort of counter movement, a response to 
the event of life, a counter-event to such event. That is the origin of what 
Heidegger calls the “counter-motion” of thought, going against life’s “own” 
tendency to fall into expropriation. Thinking originates from the need to go 
counter to life’s tendency to move away from itself. “Philosophy is a mode of 
life itself, in such a way that it authentically ‘brings back,’ i.e., brings life back 
from its downward fall into decadence, and this ‘bringing back’ [or re-petition, 
‘re-seeking’], as radical re-search, is life itself” (PIA, 62). Heidegger writes of 
“the constant struggle of factical, philosophical interpretation against its own 
factical ruinance, a struggle that accompanies the process of the actualization of 
philosophizing” (PIA, 114). Thought: a movement going against life’s ruinance. 
Thought is counter-ruinance. “Phenomenological interpretation…manifests by its 
very essence a ‘counter-movedness’” (PIA, 99). Thought is a counter-violence to 
the originary violence of the ruinance and self-estrangement of life. The violence 
of interpretation responds to the violence of the self-estrangement of life and 
goes against it. In Being and Time, the necessity of this violence was explained 
by reference to Dasein’s hermeneutic situation: the ontological interpretation of 
this being must go “against” its own tendency to conceal, and can only be “won,” 
Heidegger explains, by “following an opposite course (im Gegenzug)” from the 
tendency that distances Dasein from its being by throwing it towards beings. 
“The laying-bare of Dasein’s primordial being must rather be wrested from 
Dasein by following the opposite course from that taken by the falling 
ontico-ontological tendency of interpretation” (SZ, 311). The existential analytic 
thus recognizes its phenomenological violence. “Dasein’s kind of Being thus 
demands that any ontological Interpretation which sets itself the goal of 
exhibiting the phenomena in their primordiality (Ursprünglichkeit), should 
capture the being of this entity, in spite of this entity’s own tendency to cover 
things up. Existential analysis, therefore, constantly has the character of doing 
violence (Gewaltsamkeit), whether to the claims of the everyday interpretation, 
or to its complacency and its tranquilized obviousness” (SZ, 311). 

The entire phenomenological problematic is thus rooted in the concealment of 
being, its non-appearing. In a passage from the essay “Moira,” Heidegger thus 
speaks of how the play of the calling, brightening, expanding light “is not 
actually visible.” That play, he writes, “shines imperceptibly [scheint so 
unscheinbar], like morning light upon the quiet splendor of lilies in a field or 
                                                               
8 English translation The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics; World, Finitude, Solitude, 
5–7. 
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roses in a garden” (Heidegger 2000, GA 7, 256; Heidegger 1975, 96). Being 
withdraws to only let the being appear. As Heidegger puts it in a crucial passage 
from “Anaximander’s Saying” (repeating that statement twice in the essay), 
stating a veritable law of the givenness of being: “By revealing itself in the being, 
being withdraws” [Das Sein entzieht sich, indem es sich in das Seiende entbirgt]” 
(Heidegger 1977, GA 5, 337; Heidegger 2002d, 253, 254). This is why in the 
essay “Nietzsche’s Word: ‘God is Dead’,” Heidegger also clarifies: “Being does 
not come to the light of its own essence. In the appearance of beings as such, 
being itself stays away. The truth of being escapes us. It remains forgotten [Das 
Sein kommt nicht an das Licht seines eigenen Wesens. Im Erscheinen des 
Seienden als solchen bleibt das Sein selbst aus. Die Wahrheit des Seins entfällt. 
Sie bleibt vergessen]” (GA 5, 264, Heidegger 2002d, 197). Finally, Heidegger 
posits that being is the mystery because “Being itself withdraws [entzieht sich] 
into its truth. It saves [birgt] itself in its truth and conceals [verbirgt] itself in 
such shelter [Bergen]” (GA 5, 265; Heidegger 2002d, 197, slightly modified). 

This withdrawal of the phenomenon of being affects the very definition of 
phenomenology, now assigned to a secret or mystery, as Heidegger recognizes in 
“My Way to Phenomenology” (1963): “And today? The age of phenomenological 
philosophy seems to be over. It is already taken as something past which is only 
recorded historically along with other schools of philosophy. But in what is most 
its own phenomenology is not a school. It is the possibility of thinking, at times 
changing and only thus persisting, of corresponding to the claim of what is to be 
thought. If phenomenology is thus experienced and retained, it can disappear as a 
designation in favor of the matter of thinking [Sache des Denkens] whose 
manifestness remains a mystery [Geheimnis]” (Heidegger 1962b, GA 14, 101; 
Heidegger 1972, 82, my emphasis). We see here emerge the notions of mystery 
or secret in the manifestation of the phenomenon of being. Phenomenology is a 
phenomenology if the inapparent. Dastur refers to what she calls a “structural 
eventness” of phenomenality, an eventness that is properly invisible. There is an 
invisibility of phenomenality itself, an invisibility to which phenomenology is 
assigned. 

3  The Invisibility of the Face 

This inapparent or invisible dimension is constitutive of Levinas’ ethical 
phenomenology, which is situated in the experience of the face to face with the 
other, and no longer in the relation to an impersonal power, whether being or the 
metaphysical idea of the Good. Ethical responsibility is a relation to the other, 
not to some objective transcendent Good. As Derrida explains in The Gift of 
Death, responsibility is possible on the condition “that the Good no longer be a 
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transcendental objective, a relation between objective things, but the relation to 
the other, a response to the other” (Derrida 1996, 50).9 Far from being included 
as one moment in being, as one existential in the analytic of Dasein for instance 
(being-with), far from being inscribed in the element and horizon of being, ethics 
is situated in the relationship to the other person, in the “inter-subjective,” a 
relation which for Levinas is the original experience, i.e., is not mediated by 
being. Levinas insists that the origin of meaning is not Dasein’s relation to being, 
not the understanding of being unfolded by Dasein, but the face to face relation. 
Meaning, the meaningful, lies in an encounter with the other. “My main point in 
saying that [the face of the other is perhaps the very beginning of philosophy] 
was that the order of meaning, which seems to me primary, is precisely what 
comes to us from the inter-human relation, so that the face…is the beginning of 
intelligibility” (Levinas 1998, 103).10  For Levinas the face to face is the 
irreducible form of relation to the other, a relation that can never be reduced to a 
synthesis or a communion. “The irreducible and ultimate experience of 
relationship appears to me in fact to be…not in synthesis, but in the face to face 
of humans, in sociality, in its moral signification…First philosophy is an ethics” 
(Levinas 1985, 77).11 Further, this encounter cannot be totalized: it is an opening 
to infinity. Ethics breaks totality, opening onto an irreducible exteriority, and 
otherness. There is no context (being, the world, or horizon) that would include 
the face to face with the other, as the face “originally signifies or commands 
outside the context of the world” (EN, 167). The originary encounter with the 
face of the other, with the other as “presenting” a face (although we will see 
precisely that for Levinas the face is not a presentation) is of an ethical nature, 
rooted in the phenomenon of a responsibility for the other. 

What does Levinas mean by the face (visage)? In one word: vulnerability. A 
human vulnerability, or, better, vulnerability as the very humanity of the human 
being.12 In the encounter with the face, I am faced with the destitute and 
vulnerable nature of the other and called to be responsible for him or her. Now 
what is most striking about the face is that precisely it does not appear: the face 
is invisible. In the late interview gathered in Ethics and Infinity, returning to the 
question of the face, Levinas insists that the face is not an object of perception, a 
perceptual phenomenon, indeed perhaps not even a phenomenon, if a 
phenomenon is what appears and becomes present. To the question posed by 
                                                               
9 Hereafter cited as GD. 
10 Hereafter cited as EN. 
11 Hereafter cited as EI. 
12 The French word visage immediately gives a human character to the face as thematized by 
Levinas, as visage refers exclusively to the human face, whereas for animals one speaks of a 
gueule. The humanism or anthropocentrism of Levinas’ thought is thus as it were already 
inscribed linguistically in the French language. 
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Philippe Nemo, “What does this phenomenology of the face, that is, the analysis 
of what happens when I look at the Other face to face, consist in and what is its 
purpose?”, Levinas immediately objects: “I do not know if one can speak of a 
‘phenomenology’ of the face, since phenomenology describes what appears” (EI, 
85). Further, the access to the face might not even be the “look,” if this supposes 
once again the perception of a present being: “So, too, I wonder if one can speak 
of a look turned toward the face, for the look is knowledge, perception” (EI, 85). 
This break with perception appears clearly when Levinas states that the best way 
of encountering the face “is not even to notice the color of his eyes!” (EI, 85). 
Indeed, that would reduce the face to an object, an object of perception: “you 
turn yourself towards the Other as toward an object when you see a nose, eyes, a 
forehead, a chin, and you can describe them” (EI, 85). It is in this sense that 
Levinas states: “one can say that the face is not ‘seen’” (EI, 86). 

The face would then be invisible, inapparent. In Otherwise than Being or 
Beyond Essence, Levinas specifies in this respect that the face escapes 
presentation and representation, that it is indeed “the very collapse or defection 
of phenomenality” (Levinas 1996, 141),13 not because it would be an excessive 
phenomenon (as in Marion’s saturated phenomenon, or “excess of givenness” 
[Marion 2002b, 51]), but on the contrary due to its poverty, its weakness: the face, 
Levinas writes in a striking formulation, is “a non-phenomenon because ‘less’ 
than the phenomenon” (AE, 141). Phenomenology is here exceeded by default or 
by excess of poverty, Levinas stating that his work exceeds the confines of 
appearance in being (l’apparoir de l’être), and therefore “ventures beyond 
phenomenology” (AE, 281). Nonetheless, I would suggest here that Levinas does 
not so much move beyond phenomenology as point to an alterity inhabiting it.  
In fact, despite what some commentators have hastened to claim with respect to 
some theological nature of Levinas’ discourse, he has clearly maintained the 
phenomenological status of his thinking, stressing that his vocabulary, even when 
it borrows at times from the religious tradition, takes on a phenomenological 
meaning. For instance: “The terminology I use sounds religious: I speak of the 
uniqueness of the I on the basis of a chosenness that it would be difficult for it to 
escape, for it constitutes it; of a debt of the I, older than any loan. This way of 
approaching an idea by asserting the concreteness of a situation in which it 
originally assumes meaning seems to me essential to phenomenology. It is 
presupposed in everything I have said” (EN, 227). Even the absolute of which 
Levinas speaks, the absoluteness of the other, must be taken as a 
phenomenological notion: “The absolute—an abusive word—could probably 
take place concretely and have meaning only in the phenomenology, or in the 
rupture of the phenomenology, to which the face of the other gives rise” (EN, 
                                                               
13 Hereafter cited as AE. 
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167, my emphasis). The face is invisible because it manifests an “absolute” 
alterity. As manifesting such alterity, the face interrupts phenomenology 
(interrupted by its “other”), an interruption that phenomenology undergoes.  

Interrupted by the in-visibility of the face, phenomenology itself is 
transformed, from a phenomenology of the present being to a phenomenology 
assigned to the givenness of the otherness of the other in the face. Certainly as 
we saw it is always possible to apprehend the face as a present phenomenon that 
one can describe objectively; but when one does that, one does not envisage the 
face in its phenomenological and ethical senses, “one is not in social relationship 
with the Other” (EI, 85). It is an unethical manner of apprehending the other 
person. “The relation with the face can surely be dominated by perception, but 
what is specifically the face is what cannot be reduced to that” (EI, 85–86). In 
fact, this way of looking at the face would be a kind of defacement, and the face 
seen in this perceptual way would then be “defaced,” as in the French dévisager. 
To dé-visager someone is tantamount to a de-facing. This is why Levinas 
specifies that “Defacement occurs also as a way of looking, a way of knowing, 
for example, what color your eyes are. No, the face is not this” (Levinas 2001, 
144–45). The face is the trace of the infinite, escaping presentation, for the face 
“is what cannot become a content, which your thought would embrace; it is 
uncontainable, it leads you beyond” (EI, 86–87). The face takes us beyond being, 
beyond knowledge, because vision “is a search for adequation” and “is what par 
excellence absorbs being.” 

The face does not present a countenance or a form but exposes a nakedness 
and a passivity: “The disclosure of the face is nudity—non-form—abandon of 
oneself, aging, dying; more naked than nakedness: poverty, wrinkled skin” (AE, 
141). The face expresses a poverty and a vulnerability. To this extent, the access 
to the face is not perceptual but ethical. “I think rather that access to the face is 
straightaway ethical” (EI, 85). Indeed, the face displays a kind of uprightness or 
straightfulness, a droiture, which in French designates not only the physical 
characteristic of being straight or upright but also a moral feature: someone who 
is droit is someone who is direct, honest. This straightfulness or frankness is also 
the naked exposure of a vulnerability, an exposure without defense; “there is first 
the very uprightness of the face, its upright exposure, without defense” (EI, 86). 
Levinas describes further this aspect in his contrasting of the poverty of the skin 
(la peau) with the flesh (la chair). The skin of the face, he tells us, “is the most 
naked” (EI, 86), a nakedness that is described in its moral dimension. “There is 
first the very uprightness of the face, its upright exposure, without defense. The 
skin of the face is the most naked, though with a decent nudity” (EI, 86). The 
skin is thought of in terms of the exposure and poverty of the face, its nakedness. 
It is a moral nakedness, that is, an exposure of poverty and vulnerability. In 
Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, Levinas develops such 
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phenomenological analysis of the skin, the “contact of a skin,” emphasizing its 
thinness (minceur), its thin surface, “almost transparent,” barely appearing, 
already pointing to the face’s poverty and lack of substantiality. Levinas speaks 
of the “poverty” of the face, as “there is an essential poverty in the face” (EI, 86). 
It is only what it is, it has no riches, a (non)phenomenon or less than a 
phenomenon, a poverty emphasized by our attempts to cover or disguise it, or 
simply by our attempts to present a face. It is as if the face was by itself not 
presentable, not providing a form, not coming into view; one then puts on 
make-up, makes a face or takes a countenance, to give it a presence, attempting 
to adorn the essential poverty of the face, to make up for its poverty. 

That poverty, that nakedness of the face is an invitation to violence. Levinas is 
very clear on this point: “The face is exposed, menaced, as if inviting us to an act 
of violence” (EI, 86). That negation of the other which is violence is thus in a 
sense inscribed in the face itself. Levinas writes that there is in the face of the 
other “always the death of the other and thus, in some way, an incitement to 
murder, the temptation to go to the extreme, to completely neglect the other” (EN, 
104). In this radical exposure the face is stripped of protection, defenseless: the 
face is defenselessness itself, Levinas here stating that the rectitude of the face 
indicates a movement forward, “as if it were exposed to some threat at point 
blank range, as if it presented itself wholly delivered up to death” (Levinas 2001, 
126–27). Extreme exposure, beyond or before all human intending, “as to a shot 
at ‘point blank,’” à bout portant! (EN, 145). The face is exposure, and exposure 
to injury, that is, already, to death. It is exposure to a secret, Levinas speaking of 
the exposure of the face to “an invisible death and mysterious forsaking” (EN, 
145). What is laid bare in the face? Death. The face expresses the death of the 
other, behind all the masks and defenses: “Face of the other—underlying all the 
particular forms of expression in which he or she, already right ‘in character,’ 
plays a role—is no less pure expression, extradition with neither defense nor 
cover, precisely the extreme rectitude of a facing, which in this nakedness is an 
exposure unto death: nakedness, destitution, passivity, and pure vulnerability. 
Face as the very mortality of the human being” (EN, 167, my emphasis). Such 
exposure to the secret of death, to the non-appearing of death, takes on an ethical 
signification: I become responsible for the death of the other, Derrida going so 
far as to speak of an “a priori guilt” for the death of the other (Derrida 2010, 
384). In the words of Jean-Luc Marion, “The face does not appear; it manifests 
itself by the responsibility that it inspires in me” (Marion 2002b, 78). As we saw, 
Levinas distinguishes the face from the domain of vision and perception, refuses 
“the notion of vision to describe the authentic relationship to the Other” (EI, 
87–88). The authentic relationship to the other lies in language, in discourse, 
which is for Levinas a response, and already a responsibility. Ethical 
responsibility arises out of the vulnerability of the other, who calls me insofar as 
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“the face speaks” (EI, 87). The face speaks, and is a discourse to which we 
respond, a response that is an originary responsibility: “it is discourse and, more 
exactly, response or responsibility which is the authentic relationship” (EI, 88). 
Such responsibility to the other, however, proves to be to a secret if it is the case, 
as Jacques Derrida put it, that “others are secret because they are other” (Derrida 
2005a, 136–63)14. 

4  The Secret 

Derrida addresses the irreducible presence of the secret in experience in his essay 
“Passions,” following the thread of the leitmotif: “Il y a là un secret,” or “il y a là 
du secret,” “there is something secret” (literally: there is there a secret or some 
secret).15 This expression seeks to reveal, not “what” the secret is, but rather that 
there is a secret at all. It is as if, through this shift from the “what” to the “that,” 
it was a matter of remembering, or removing from its necessary oblivion, the 
presence of a secret in experience. Il y a un secret, there is a secret, and its being 
a secret precisely means that we do not know and cannot know what it is. If we 
could, it would no longer be a secret, but a temporarily withdrawn presence or 
content that in right could always become disclosed. It is a matter, then, of 
affirming the irreducible existence of a secret, the fact that the secret, precisely in 
order to be a secret, must remain secret. It is a matter, then, of recognizing the 
being-there (il y a) of the secret, leaving it, as it were, to its secrecy, to its 
eventfulness as a secret: “We testify [témoignons] to a secret that is without 
content, without a content separable from its performative experience, from its 
performative tracing” (Derrida 1995, 24, my emphasis)16. 

Following the same logic, Derrida stresses that a secret cannot be some 
knowledge, talent or expertise available to someone in particular to the exclusion 
of others: “Let us say, therefore: There is there something secret [il y a là du 
secret]. It would not be a matter of an artistic or technical secret reserved for 
someone—or for several, such as style, ruse, the signature of talent or the mark 
of a genius, the know-how that is thought to be incommunicable, untransmittable, 
unteachable, inimitable” (P, 24, modified). Nor is the secret a representation 
concealed by the conscious subject, some unconscious representation that could 
eventually be brought to light thanks to a psychoanalytical work. This is why the 
secret is not synonymous with what is private, with the interiority of a self that in 
certain circumstances (such as confession) could possibly be disclosed publicly: 

                                                               
14 Hereafter cited as PM. 
15  Let us note that the French secret translates in Derrida’s text Heidegger’s Geheimnis. 
16 Hereafter cited as P.  
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“It is not a deprived interiority that one would have to reveal, confess, announce, 
that is, to which one would have to respond by accounting for it and thematizing 
it in broad daylight” (P, 25).  

In short, the secret has no content and does not belong to a private subjectivity: 
it is not what “is always for me alone” (GD, 91), as I too am cut off from it. 
Indeed the Latin root of the term, secretum (from secernere, separate, distinct, 
discerned), designates what is separate, cut off, isolated, withdrawn. The 
secretum designates a separation (se-cernere). The secret is not kept by myself, 
but rather introduces a separation, an otherness, between me and myself. To that 
extent, the secret cannot be “some thing, a content that would have to be hidden 
or kept within oneself,” as Derrida also stresses in Paper Machine (PM, 162). 
The secret does not belong to someone, as one does not own a secret. 
Consequently, it is also not for the other, an other that would be able to see my 
secret: “for me who never sees anything in it, and hence for the other alone to 
whom, through the dissymmetry, a secret is revealed. For the other my secret will 
no longer be a secret” (GD, 91). What sense is there to speak of “my” secret, of 
“my” secret self, if I cannot see it, if it is accessible “only to the other, to the 
wholly other, to God if you wish” (GD, 92)? If, in other words, it is a secret “that 
I will never reflect on, that I will never know or experience or possess as my 
own”? Is there a sense in saying “that a secret belongs, that it is proper to or 
belongs to some ‘one,’ or to some other who remains someone?” (GD, 92)? It 
should instead be stressed that a secret does not belong to anyone, whether 
myself or the other, and that therefore it simply does not belong. This is what 
Derrida calls the “secret of the secret,” namely, that the secret has no content and 
belongs to no one: “It is perhaps there that we find the secret of secrecy, namely, 
that it is not a matter of knowing and that it is there for no-one” (GA, 92). To say 
that the secret does not belong means that it has no proper place (“A secret 
doesn’t belong, it can never be said to be at home or in its place [chez soi”]), 
Derrida speaking then of the “Unheimlichkeit of the Geheimnis,” the uncanniness 
or not-at-home of the secret, destabilizing the at-home of the ego cogito, of the 
proper self, of the “I,” making that very “I” tremble. “The question of the self: 
‘who am I?’ not in the sense of ‘who am I’ but ‘who is this 'I' that can say ‘who’? 
What is the ‘I,’ and what becomes of responsibility once the identity of the ‘I’ 
trembles in secret?” (GD, 92). 

The secret makes the “I” “tremble.” A secret for Derrida “always makes you 
tremble. Not simply quiver or shiver, which also happens sometimes, but 
tremble” (GD, 53). The secret makes the whole self “tremble,” as “when one 
trembles all over…unsettling everything,” as in the case of a tremblement de 
terre (earthquake, literally: earth trembling). The self trembles before the secret 
event of itself, as before “a future that cannot be anticipated; anticipated but 
unpredictable; apprehended, but, and this is why there is a future, apprehended 
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precisely as unforeseeable, unpredictable; approached as unapproachable” (GD, 
54). The self trembles before the im-possible happening of the future: “Even if 
one thinks one knows what is going to happen, the new instant of that happening 
remains untouched, still unaccessible, in fact unlivable” (GD, 54). In fact, as 
Derrida insists, the event is always accompanied, indeed made possible by a 
secret. He thus describes how an event can never be included in a horizon of 
expectation, how I cannot see it come: an event never arrives “horizontally,” it 
does not appear or present itself on the horizon from where I may be able to 
fore-see it, anticipate it (17). Rather, an event falls upon me, comes from above, 
vertically, from a (non-theological) height and in an absolute surprise. The event 
falls upon me from up high (in French: me tombe dessus, even at times: me 
tombe sur la tête): “In the arrival of the arrivant, it is the absolute other who falls 
on me. I insist on the verticality of this coming, because surprise can only come 
from on high. When Lévinas or Blanchot speak of the ‘Très Haut,’ the Most High, 
it is not simply religious terminology. It means that the event as event, as 
absolute surprise, must fall on me. Why? Because if it doesn’t fall on me, it 
means that I see it coming, that there’s a horizon of expectation. Horizontally, I 
see it coming, I fore-see it, I fore-say it, and the event is that which can be said 
[dit] but never predicted [prédit]. A predicted event is not an event. The event falls 
on me because I don’t see it coming” (Derrida 2007, 451). Hence the invisibility of 
the event, happening vertically, but also “by coming from behind me, or from 
underneath me, from the basement of my past, in such a way that I can never see it 
come, having to content myself at times to feel it or hear it, barely” (Derrida and 
Roudinesco 2001, 91). Coming as a surprise, an event suspends understanding 
through the invisibility of its arrival. 

We thus tremble from not knowing, from being exposed to what we can 
neither see nor foresee. The secret “undoes” seeing, foreseeing, and knowing. “In 
the repetition of what still remains unpredictable, we tremble first of all because 
we don’t know from which direction the shock came, whence it was given 
(whether a good surprise or a bad shock, sometimes a surprise received as a 
                                                               
17 Derrida writes in Rogues of what in the coming of the event, of the future, “appears first of 
all unforeseeable, visible or seeable perhaps but unforeseeable, assuming that we can ever see 
without in some way foreseeing and without seeing come from out of some horizon. A 
foreseen event is already present, already presentable; it has already arrived or happened and is 
thus neutralized in its irruption. Everywhere there is a horizon and where we can see 
something coming from out of some teleology or ideal horizon, some horizon of an idea, that 
is, from out of the seeing [voir] or the knowing [savoir] of an eidos, everywhere that ideality is 
possible (and there is neither science nor language nor technique nor, and we must recognize 
this, experience in general, without the production of some ideality), this horizontal ideality, 
the horizon of this ideality, will have neutralized in advance the event, along with everything 
that, in any historicity worthy of this name, requires the eventfulness of the event” (Derrida 
2005b, 143). 
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shock); and we tremble from not knowing, in the form of a double secret, 
whether it is going to continue, start again, insist, be repeated: whether it will, 
how it will, where, when; and why this shock. Hence I tremble because I am still 
afraid of what already makes me afraid, of what I can neither see nor foresee” 
(GD, 54). One “doesn’t know why one trembles,” writes Derrida, a 
symptomatology, he adds, which is “as enigmatic as tears” (GD, 54), and 
rebellious to causes. We tremble before the secret that is always beyond 
knowledge. “Most often we neither know what is coming upon us nor see its 
origin; it therefore remains a secret” (GD, 54). The secret is what exceeds 
knowing, understanding, an excess within the self that is felt by the self, in 
trembling: I tremble “at what exceeds my seeing and my knowing [mon voir et 
mon savoir] although it concerns the innermost parts of me, right down to my 
soul, down to my bone, as we say” (GD, 54). In decision, it is also a matter of 
deciding without knowing, without seeing (voir) or foreseeing (prévoir), thus 
from a certain invisible or unforeseeable, without being able to calculate all the 
consequences of the decision, by entering into “the night of the unintelligible” 
(Derrida 2001, 49). The secret is in me but without me, it is in me but I have no 
access to it, am separated from it: “It is,” Derrida continues, “a secret that I carry, 
if one can say, in me but which is not me, which is thus greater than I and to 
which I have no access myself.” The secret designates a separation, a spacing, 
that is, an otherness. The secret is an alterity within myself, “within myself other 
than myself” [en moi autre que moi]” (GD, 49). Derrida describes this otherness 
of the self to itself towards the end of The Gift of Death as having within myself  
“a witness that others cannot see, and who is therefore at the same time other 
than me and more intimate with me than myself ” (GD, 109). This secret of the 
self is not my secret (as we saw, the secret belongs to no-one). One might perhaps 
say instead that one belongs to the secret, in the sense in which, as one says in 
French, one would be au secret (locked out if not locked up—as one of the 
senses of au secret is to be imprisoned in solitary confinement without possibility 
of communication with others—kept apart). There is a secret of the self because 
the self is au secret, separated and locked out from itself, other than itself. 
“Others are secret because they are other. I am secret, I am in secret, like any 
other. A singularity is of its nature in secret” (PM, 162). And one belongs to 
oneself only to the extent that one belongs to such secret, for the secret is in play 
in the constitution of the self. Derrida explains how Patocka was right in 
speaking of a “mystery or secrecy in the constitution of a psyche or of an 
individual and responsible self.” The self is constituted (and divided) in the 
relationship to an absolute secret and invisibility: “For it is thus that the soul 
separates itself in recalling itself to itself, and so it becomes individualized, 
interiorized, becomes its very invisibility” (GD, 15). 

Derrida thus evokes an “absolute” secret and invisibility. This is why the 
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invisible cannot be an “invisible visible,” as when something now invisible is 
visible in another aspect, or can become visible at any instant. The invisible 
secret is not “a visible that conceals itself, for example, my hand under the 
table—my hand is visible as such but I can render it invisible” (GD, 89). The 
invisibility of the secret is absolute, i.e., not derivative of the visible: “the 
absolute sense of invisibility resides rather in the idea of that which has no 
structure of visibility” (GD, 89). Derrida thus distinguishes two different senses 
of the invisible: there is, on the one hand, the “in-visible,” the “visible 
in-visible,” that is, the invisible as a visible that I can “keep in secret by keeping 
it out of sight;” in this sense, the invisible is a visible kept hidden. It is therefore 
not truly invisible but remains of the order of the visible: “whatever one conceals 
in this way becomes invisible but remains within the order of visibility; it 
remains constitutively visible” (GD, 90). For instance, the organs in my body 
may be invisible, but they clearly remain of the order of visibility; their 
invisibility—interiority really—is only provisional. On the other hand, there is 
another invisibility, which Derrida calls an “absolute invisibility” (GD, 90), an 
absolutely non-visible, not the invisible as concealed visible, but the invisible as 
“that which is other than visible,” which is not of the order of the visible, that 
“falls outside of the register of sight.” That is the absolute invisibility of the 
secret, which cannot be known. There is no knowledge of the secret, but there is, 
one might say, an ethics of the secret, a responsibility for the secret. 

5  Conclusion: Responsibility for the Secret 

As Heidegger stated, being withdraws in its very eventfulness. Now that very 
withdrawal, according to Heidegger, calls us (Heidegger 1968, 7–10, 17–18).18 
“Withdrawing [Entzug] is not nothing. Withdrawing is an event. In fact, what 
withdraws may even concern and claim the human being more essentially than 
anything present that strikes and touches him” (WCT, 9, slightly modified). It 
calls for our response and responsibility. The exposure to the secret takes on an 
ethical signification: I become responsible for such secret. Responsibility to 
being would then be a responsibility to a secret and an inappropriable. In a 
1928–1929 course, Introduction to Philosophy (Einleitung in die Philosophie), 
Heidegger evokes the “darkness of Dasein’s origins” and contrasts it with the 
“relative brightness of its potentiality-for Being,” to then state the following: 
“Dasein exists always in an essential exposure to the darkness and impotence of 
its origin, even if only in the prevailing form of a habitual deep forgetting in the 
face of this essential determination of its facticity” (Heidegger 1996, GA 27, 340). 
                                                               
18 Hereafter cited as WCT. 
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For instance, when Heidegger discusses moods (Stimmungen) in Being and Time, 
that is, thrownness and facticity, it is in order to emphasize the element of opacity 
and withdrawal that seems to foreclose any possibility of appropriation.  Having 
a mood brings Dasein to its “there,” before the pure “that” of its There, which as 
such, Heidegger writes in a striking formulation, “stares directly at it with the 
inexorability of an enigma” (SZ, 136). Heidegger states that in being-in-a-mood, 
the being of the there “becomes manifest as a burden [Last];” he then adds, “One 
does not know why.” In fact, Dasein “cannot know why” (SZ, 134). Any rational 
enlightenment finds here an impassable limit, for “cognition falls far short.” This 
phenomenon is not due to some weakness of our cognitive powers, but has to do 
with the fact that the “that” of our being is given in such a way that “the whence 
and whither remain obscure” (SZ, 134). In the phenomenon of moods, there is a 
“remaining obscure” which is irreducible. 

Heidegger explains that Dasein “exists as thrown,” that is, “brought into its 
there not of its own accord” (SZ, 284). Thrownness means that Dasein can never 
get back behind its coming into being, and can never appropriate its origins: 
Dasein can never overcome the finitude—the enigma—of thrownness. And yet, it 
is at this juncture, at this very aporetic moment, that Heidegger paradoxically 
situates the responsibility of Dasein, a responsibility arising as it were from its 
own impossibility and that in turn is for a secret. In the course Introduction to 
Philosophy, Heidegger explains that it is precisely that over which Dasein is not 
master that must be worked through and survived: “[What]…does not arise of 
one’s own express decision, as most things for Dasein, must be in such or such a 
way retrievingly appropriated, even if only in the modes of putting up with or 
shirking something; that which for us is entirely not under the control of freedom 
in the narrow sense…is something that is in such or such a manner taken up or 
rejected in the How of Dasein” (GA 27, 337). Although Dasein can never “gain 
power over one's ownmost being from the ground up” (SZ, 284), it is nonetheless 
called to appropriate one’s own being, from the ground up. Hence the paradox of 
responsibility: “The self, which as such has to lay the ground of itself, can never 
gain power over that ground, and yet it has to take over being the ground in 
existing” (SZ, 284). Responsibility is hence the “carrying” of the secret of 
existence. This secret of being—this unappearing presence—represents an 
otherness that constantly haunts phenomenology, and to which it belongs, 
whether it knows it or not. 
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