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               Introduction            

  Virtuality is fast becoming the base mode of many people’s lives. Portions of 
humanity’s youngest generation might be the fi rst to be more familiar chatting 
to their friends online than in person; at the time of writing a videogame 
named  Rocket League  always has around 80,000 players online, no matter the 
time of day or night; and in 2016, one individual in New Zealand, Tom Currie, 
quit his job in order to play  Pok é mon Go  ‘full time’. 

 Th ese everyday examples already show that virtual technology is infl uencing 
many people’s behaviour – but it is also changing what is accessible to us, how 
it is accessible, as well as when and to whom. 

 Th e concept of virtuality is used across a wide range of disciplines. First 
of all, outside the humanities it is of concern in fi elds from psychology to 
computer science. Th ere are technological foci on virtual, augmented and 
mixed realities (VR, AR and MR respectively), as well as gaming and 
ubiquitous computing (for instance: Alce et al. 2014; Boland and McGill 2015; 
Martinez Plasencia 2015). Th ere are also psychological studies of on- and 
offl  ine behaviour (B ł achnio, Przepiorka and Pantic 2016; Knop et al. 2016; 
Sioni, Burleson and Bekerian 2017), as well as explorations into the use of 
virtual technologies in fi elds like education and medicine (Bujak et al. 2013; 
Kleinsmith et al. 2015; Yilmaz 2016). 

 Th e issue of virtuality is also spread throughout the humanities, from 
anthropology, social science and media studies (Bolter and Grusin [1999] 
2000; Harper and Savat 2016; Nardi 2015), to philosophy of technology 
(Gualeni 2015; Gualeni and Vella 2020) and large Oxford compendiums 
(Grimshaw 2015). An international conference at the University of Coimbra, 
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Portugal, in October 2016, as well as one at KU Leuven in May 2017, both 
demonstrated this immense diversity. What was also clear, however, was that 
virtuality is a very tricky concept to pin down in any cohesive manner (see 
also: Shields 2003: 21–2). I believe phenomenology can greatly help in this 
regard. 

 A comprehensive phenomenological account of virtuality and virtual 
technology has never been carried out. Th ere are interesting pieces on specifi c 
subjects (for instance: Grimshaw and Garner 2015; Warren 2014; Staehler 
2014; Turkle [2011] 2012); there is also a rather specifi c debate on the nature 
and status of virtuality and virtual objects (cf. Beisbart 2019; Chalmers 2017; 
Juul 2019; Laas 2015; McDonnell and Wildman 2019; Van de Mosselaer 2018); 
and philosophical accounts by Bergson (MM), Deleuze (B and [1968] 2011), 
L é vy ([1995] 1998) and Shields (2003) have it as a central, very broad and oft en 
metaphysical concept that is not opposed to the real and which is also in a live 
dynamic with the actual. What is more, the related issue of potency and 
potentiality – with which ‘virtuality’ could have been seen as a synonym in 
scholastic times – has been a signifi cant one ever since Aristotle. Th is was 
taken into a phenomenological context by Stein ([1931] 2005). However, due 
to this latter work’s Th omism, it takes a more metaphysical and third-person 
approach that focuses on a general dynamic between potency and act in God 
and His creatures, thereby largely foregoing a more down-to-earth, fi rst-person 
phenomenological account that would help us with a concept of virtuality as 
necessarily and originally involved in our everyday perceptions and images. 
Indeed, phenomenology, with its focus on the lived body, aff ectivity and 
kinaesthesia, as well as a concentration upon the embeddedness of our lived 
experiences, is the most conducive to giving a concrete and dynamic account 
of virtuality that will lead to real practical, social and moral points. In fact, a 
good deal of classical phenomenology (which is to say pre-1950), oft en 
unknown to itself, gives us a host of untapped resources with regard to this 
current and important issue. Such an account is becoming increasingly 
pressing, exemplifi ed in new arrivals such as complex webs of social media, 
increasingly popular online gaming networks, and soon-to-be-common VR, 
AR, MR and perhaps other technologies (a ‘metaverse’?) by major players like 
Facebook, HTC, Magic Leap, Microsoft , Samsung, Sony and many more. Th ese 
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technologies mean the categories of real and irreal and perceived and imagined 
are not only becoming less clear-cut – they are also changing the ways people 
engage with the world and each other on various fundamental experiential, 
social and moral levels. 

 Th is work hereby provides a cohesive and systematic phenomenology of 
virtuality, showing its absolute relevance for the contemporary issue of virtual 
technologies and their increasing predominance in our lives. Primarily through 
certain classical phenomenological texts, I will fully articulate a concrete and 
multifarious notion of virtuality that focuses on the key diff erences – but also 
the key relations – between our perceptions and imaginations; between that 
which is real and irreal, present and absent, actual and potential. Th is theoretical 
basis will not only allow me to give insights into how our behaviour is changing; 
it will also allow me to show the benefi ts and dangers that these technologies 
are bringing. 

 Th e project is guided by a chief hypothesis: virtuality is a phenomenon that 
can be systematically and precisely explicated, and doing so is crucial for 
understanding our contemporary societies’ relation to the real and irreal and 
how this is changing. Th is leads to two chief goals: (1) to give a comprehensive 
phenomenological account of virtuality; and (2) to show how this account is 
absolutely relevant for understanding our contemporary relation to virtual 
technologies, including their advantages as well as their potential dangers and 
pitfalls. 

 Th ese two overarching aims can only be achieved with more focused 
chapters. Th ere are eight, four for each part. First I will need to provide a 
detailed exposition of Husserl’s and Fink’s accounts (Chapters 1 and 2) of 
perception, imagination and ‘image-consciousness’ ( Bildbewusstsein ), which 
are discussed in terms of a bigger framework of acts of ‘presentation’ (most 
notably perception) on one hand, and acts of ‘presentifi cation’ (ultimately 
imagining in a broad sense) on the other. Our experience of presence comes to 
the fore in the former; our ability to evoke something absent in the latter. Th en, 
through the problem of image-consciousness (an example: watching something 
on a screen) – which has an ambiguous status when trying to consider it either 
as a case of perception, or as a case of imagination, or as a hybrid of the two – I 
will present in Chapter 3 Sartre’s strong thesis that perception and imagination 
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are two fundamentally diff erent experiential modes of consciousness that 
cannot overlap, where, moreover, image-consciousness ultimately belongs as a 
subdomain to the imaginary. Th is will then be nuanced in Chapter 4 with an 
appeal to a concept of ‘forked being’ that I fi nd in Heidegger, another of 
‘fundamental intertwinement’ that is prevalent in Merleau-Ponty, as well as a 
general challenge of virtuality inspired by key insights and claims from 
Bergson and Deleuze. Here I will be able to demonstrate how there are such 
things as ‘real virtualities’ on the perceptual level, of which the four structures 
of self, world, others and values are by far the most important. I will also then 
be able to highlight a narrower idea of virtuality on the imaging level, which 
revolves around irrealities designed to appear and be experienced by people as 
realistically as possible, perhaps even with the ultimate pretension to supplant 
the real altogether. 

 I have just mentioned quite a number of some of the biggest continental 
philosophy authors of the twenty-fi rst century, not least in phenomenology. 
Given this, it is important to note that this project is a thematically focused 
one, and thus my choice of authors and texts are both in strict accordance with 
the logical thematic progression of the subject matter, namely the key 
phenomenological natures, diff erences and relations between perception, 
imagination and image-consciousness, as well as how the concept of virtuality 
presents a challenge to these categories that needs explaining especially now. I 
therefore do not pretend to cover the whole philosophies of each author, but 
only their points as relative to this key conceptual guiding thread. 

 Th e chapters in Part One encapsulate the theoretical crux of the project. 
Th is will all come to a head in the second part, where I will show how the real 
virtualities of self, world, others and values come to be changed, improved, 
distorted, irrealized, idealized, corrupted and damaged to varying degrees and 
in various ways through the rising array of virtual technologies. Under specifi c 
focus here will be: certain mainstream types of social media (Chapter 5); 
varieties of online, digital gaming (Chapter 6); and a selection of current and 
developing VR, AR and MR technologies (Chapter 7). Th ese cases will be ones 
of applied phenomenology and will highlight, in Chapter 8, how the irreal, 
absent and other elements are coming to predominate in our lives in a manner 
that nevertheless feeds off , infl uences and ultimately still returns to more basic 
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everyday perceptual realities, desires and values. Th is essentially means that 
our contemporary lives have become tricky balancing acts between reality, 
phantasy and the virtual – and we are beginning to increasingly confl ate these 
categories precisely because it is becoming more diffi  cult to distinguish them 
in a variety of phenomenological, functional and evaluative manners. 

 Th ese analyses will allow me to conclude with some basic normative claims 
that societal and moral balance and betterment can only be realized through a 
proper understanding of virtuality and virtual technology, where not only real 
and irreal, but also true and false, genuine and fake, natural and artifi cial, 
present and absent, as well as actual and potential all come to the fore in their 
dynamic interrelations and tensions. Indeed, we will see that virtual technology 
has created a space for these distinctions and categories to coalesce and 
convolute like never before, oft en for great acts of creation, inspiration and 
mesmerism, but also for as, if not greater, ones of illusion, subterfuge and 
abuse. 

 Th e work makes four main contributions. First, it provides a comprehensive 
phenomenology of virtuality, theoretically anchored in classical 
phenomenological texts. Second, it shows how this theory can be applied to 
and explain our ever-changing relationship to the image and the monumental 
and varied infl uence it has on our lives. Here the idea of real virtualities that 
get altered and distorted onto irreal planes is an original one that is of great 
transdisciplinary importance, not least in philosophical anthropology and the 
digital humanities. Th ird, this idea is demonstrated not only through classical 
academic texts but also through consideration of some of the latest virtual 
technologies themselves. Fourth and fi nally, this work also provides us with 
some normative warnings, showing us that our lives are tricky balancing acts 
between actual attainment and measured representation and aspiration – 
between identifying that which is proper to our continued existence and 
enjoyment, and that which is only masquerading as such.   
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 1 

 Husserl            

   1.1 Husserl’s perception  

 Th e nature of perception is an ever-recurring theme in Husserl’s thought. 
Th ere are hundreds, if not thousands, of pages on the subject matter. It is a base 
mode of consciousness that arguably grounds all other forms. Such solid and 
long roots notwithstanding, it is not without its signifi cant issues. Indeed, 
Husserl begins his  Passive Synthesis  with an apparent paradox of perception: 

  External perception is a constant pretension to accomplish something that, 
by its very nature, it is not in a position to accomplish. Th us, it harbors an 
essential contradiction, as it were. My meaning will soon become clear to 
you once you intuitively grasp how the objective sense exhibits itself as 
unity <in> the unending manifolds of possible appearances; and seen upon 
closer inspection, how the continual synthesis, as a unity of coinciding, 
allows the same sense to appear, and how a consciousness of ever new 
possibilities of appearance constantly persists over against the factual, 
limited courses of appearance, transcending them.  

  PS: 39/3    

 Perception both presents the object  tout court  and yet, strictly speaking, one is 
only ever directly aware of one aspect ( Abschattung ) at any given moment. Th is 
is a riddle that developed into the ‘problem of perceptual presence’ (No ë  [2004] 
2006: 59–65) much later, but it is also one that occupied Husserl throughout 
most of his intellectual life, and actually gave rise to his incredibly rich theory 
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of perception for which we are still trying to fully account. Here I wish to 
delineate the essentials of such Husserlian perception. 

 First of all, perception is about  presence  (see also: Wiesing [2009] 2014: 
78–81): in the external  1   perceptions experienced in our everyday, naive natural 
attitude, an actually present, physical thing is given immediately and directly: 

  [T]he <natural> experience that is presentive of something  originarily  is 
 perception , the word being understood in the ordinary sense. To have 
something real given originarily and ‘attentively to perceive’ and ‘experience’ 
it in an intuiting simpliciter are one and the same. We have originary 
experience of concrete physical things in ‘external perception,’ but no longer 
in memory or in forward-regarding expectation  

  Id.I:  § 1    

 Here there are already hints with regard to how perception is diff erent from 
‘memory or . . . forward-regarding expectation’ – these latter, as we shall see 
presently, are actually various types of ‘presentifi cation’ ( Vergegenw ä rtigung ). 
Indeed, if memory and expectation are types of presentifi cation, perception is 
the quintessential type of ‘presentation’ ( Gegenw ä rtigung  – see: Hua23: 
108/101). Perception is thus always about present objects – things;  2   it is an 
essential tenet of this mode of consciousness. Th is, however, also brings other 
laws of perception with it. 

 Th at perception has to do with essentially present objects also means these 
objects are necessarily experienced as  real : ‘Perception makes a present reality 
appear to us as present and as a reality’ (Hua23: 4/4). Th e German term for ‘reality’ 
here is  Wirklichkeit , which is elsewhere rendered as ‘actuality’. Husserl does seem 
to use the two terms interchangeably. Generally, this characterization means that 
one cannot but automatically believe in the actual reality of things in the world: 

  With the idea of  actuality  we stand in the system of thetically  unmodifi ed  
intentionality, in the intentionality of doxa, of belief. Belief is not something 
appended to presentations [ Vorstellungen ], not a  feeling  associating itself 
with them, not a way of being aff ected, now present, now absent, attending 
such presentations; on the contrary, it is the  unmodifi ed consciousness itself . 
It is subject to laws of reason; that is, to the essential laws of the intuitive 
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fulfi lment of unmodifi ed consciousness, or, correlatively, to the essential 
laws of the positing of objects as identities of unbroken confi rmation that 
can ‘exist’ in themselves in contrast to the changing (unmodifi ed) 
consciousness.  

  Hua23: 670/557–8    

 Th is ‘belief ’ is not originally propositional and refl ective (‘I believe that this 
cup is real’), but quite automatic and pre-refl ective even if it is also governed 
by our motivations. Th e base mode of perception necessarily constitutes and 
contains an automatic recognition of actuality, reality. In other words, actuality 
or reality belongs to the very experiential fabric of perceptual consciousness. 
In Husserl’s terms, this most basic form is the ‘unmodifi ed’ (or ‘unmodalized’) 
mode of perceptual consciousness which, by its very nature, is one of automatic 
positing belief (‘ doxa ’) in the independence and durability of things even in 
the face of conscious variation and absence (see also: Wiesing [2009] 2014: 
111–16). Further, it is a  certain  belief (see: Hua23: 264/215) that is characterized 
as necessarily  impressional  (see: Hua23: 267/218), which is the basic structure 
of perceptual consciousness in Husserl’s broad sense (see also: Wiesing [2009] 
2014: 86–90). 

 Th ere can of course be all sorts of modalizations, from ‘disappointment’ 
( Entt ä uschung ) in discovering an object does not continue how expected, to 
cases of illusion and hallucination (for the latter see: Smith 2002 and Casey 
2003). However, all of these can only happen on the back of a more primordial 
and basic form of experiencing  Wirklichkeit , much like recognition of dreams 
 as  dreams can only happen on the back of an extended, temporal waking life. 

 In sum, perception is the most basic and primordial form of consciousness 
we know, and has primarily to do with real, present things. Th is is encapsulated 
in Husserl’s recurring terms for it: original or originary consciousness (for 
instance: PS: 40/4). 

 On top of this, perceptual experience is necessarily  inexhaustible . Husserl 
goes as far to suggest that even God would not be able to perceive an object all 
at once (see: PS: 56/18–19), for it belongs to the very nature of perceiving that 
only certain profi les or aspects are actually given to consciousness at any 
particular moment, no matter how omnipotent this latter may be in other 
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respects. On this note, even if you posit an omnitemporal and omnispatial 
being that could supposedly ‘perceive’ all aspects of everything at once, 
Husserl’s rejoinder would simply be that this is no longer perception and more 
a kind of universal and infi nite intellectual ‘seeing’. In Husserl’s own terms: ‘We 
can never think the given object without empty horizons in any phase of 
perception’ (PS: 56/19); perception is always  situated , always  perspectival , 
which also means it always presupposes a perceiver – or in Husserl’s 
terminology, a ‘ Leib ’ (standardly translated in English as a ‘lived body’; see also: 
Wiesing [2009] 2014: 105–11) – as well as, crucially, ‘empty horizons’ that can 
fi lled in by yet more perceiving (moving, looking elsewhere and so on). Th is 
 Leib  is the ‘absolute zero-point’ of all perceptual experience (see: PS: 584/297). 
It facilitates all perception even to the extent that one can never perceive 
certain aspects of it itself: ‘Th e same lived-body which serves me as means for 
all my perception obstructs me in the perception of it itself and is a remarkably 
imperfectly constituted thing’  3   (Husserl 1989/1952: 167/159). Indeed, looking 
at the back of one’s head through a medium (e.g. a mirror) is no longer, as we 
shall see, an act of perception. 

 Inherently related to the  Leib  are the dynamic facts that perception is also 
always essentially  synaesthetic  and  kinaesthetic . In Husserl’s understanding, 
this means that to speak of any one of the ‘fi ve senses’ apart is already the 
work of rather static abstractions and analyses. Indeed, on the everyday 
phenomenological level our senses are always already in movement in highly 
intricate and dynamic relations not only with each other, but also with the 
whole world, its people and things. Th eoretical analyses are oft en necessary, 
but here a problem is that vision is frequently the main focus (see, for instance: 
Gendler and Hawthorne [2006] 2009), which moreover becomes the go-to 
model for other senses and experiences, thereby distorting these latter (see: 
Mattens 2009) as well as foregoing a more nuanced and holistic account. I 
would say that most of us are guilty, whether unconsciously or not, of jumping 
to vision when we think of perception. Here it is important to note that 
although the visual is oft en at the forefront, Husserl’s synaesthesia includes  all  
elements to the extent that speaking of vision alone is quite literally nonsensical. 

 Husserl spent much time on trying to provide a detailed and more 
synaesthetic account, where one comes to gradually understand how all of our 
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senses constantly work in unison in various dynamics that are extremely 
complex and fascinating to articulate, with vision oft en far from being the 
ultimate or go-to sense. Actually, in Husserl one starts to see that synaesthesia 
and kinaesthesia have their main roots in touch; this latter is literally the 
foundational sense (see: Husserl 1989/1952: 73–4/69) that not only allows us 
to perform basic actions like standing and walking, but also automatically 
harnesses all the others together in a properly centralized and unifi ed 
perceptual system. 

 Th is system is, once again, Husserl’s  Leib , which is further essentially 
characterized as ‘the absolute Here . . . of all spatial orientation’ (Husserl 
1989/1952: 73–4/69) and also always carries the ‘I-can’ of a conscious agent 
(T-C/Zb:  § 18; and Id.I:  § 27). Th ese essential characteristics of our lived bodies 
mean that we can all probe and investigate the things of perception indefi nitely 
(so long as we are living of course). In short, perceptual consciousness always 
presupposes an embodied agent, situated in a spatial world. What is more, this 
spatiality is necessarily  horizonal  in the sense that there are always inner 
(looking closer) and outer (looking beyond) horizons to absolutely everything 
we perceive (see: PS: 43/6–7). In this manner, horizons make up a very 
signifi cant and essential part of perceptual experience;  horizonality  is another 
essential structure to perception and is one that will be absolutely crucial when 
considering a perceptual kind of virtuality later. 

 Spatial horizons are just one dimension of perceptual horizon. Along with 
space and with clear echoes from Kant, one of Husserl’s major achievements is 
to show how perceptual consciousness is always already in a very complex 
 temporal  horizon as well. Th is aspect of horizonality necessarily contains an 
absolute ‘Now’, which is that other necessary dimension of the  Leib ’s absolute 
zero-point (see: PS: 584/297). 

 More extendedly, this is Husserl’s well-known, but quite complicated (see, 
for instance: Brough 2011; Warren [2009] 2011; Zahavi 2004) analyses of time-
consciousness, where for every moment of perception there essentially belong 
three ‘moments’ that are nevertheless always already fused together in a 
continuum of our actually lived experience (see, for instance: T-C/Zb:  § 14).  4   
Th ese ultimately inseparable moments are: the ‘primal  5   Now’; retention (i.e. the 
just-passed); and protention (the just-not-yet). What is crucial here is that this 
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tripartite structure goes a long way in explaining how an  implicit  notion of 
absence (as well as potentiality) are already implied and experienced at every 
literal turn on the perceptual level, precisely through this latter’s ever-variable 
spatial-temporal horizonal nature. 

 Certain Husserl scholars have long ago recognized that the essentially 
horizonal nature of perceptual consciousness already brings about a subtle 
interplay between presence and absence on this level. Writing in 1980, 
Sokolowski already noted that ‘[p]resence can neither occur nor be understood 
except in contrast and in involvement with absence’ (640). Th is already applies 
to the perceptual level. Here perception’s essential horizonal  and  inexhaustible 
nature are precisely due to the fact that one is  never  in the presence of an 
absolutely complete presence; that which one perceives at any given moment 
always already implies, necessarily, more to follow, both in space and time – 
space-time. In this manner, ‘[a]bsence has to be introduced in contrast to 
presence’ (641); although perception always gives a real, present object (or set 
of objects), it also simultaneously gives things, aspects and dimensions that are 
decidedly  not  there (yet). We can also read this in Husserl’s own terms: ‘[W]e 
see that every perception  implicite  invokes an entire perceptual system; every 
appearance that arises in it implies an entire system of appearance, specifi cally 
in the form of intentional inner and outer horizons. We cannot even imagine a 
mode of appearance in which the appearing object would be given completely’ 
(PS: 48/11). 

 A couple of years aft er Sokolowski, Bernet articulates this thought further 
when he states that ‘Husserl’s analysis of the present presence [ gegenw ä rtige 
Gegenwart ] can be interpreted at once (and ultimately indeterminably), on the 
one hand, as the zenith of the metaphysics of presence and, on the other hand, 
as an attempt to derive the presence of the now-existing present from the 
absence of the not-now’ (1982: 86). Th is points to the crucial fact that, although 
Husserl’s phenomenological conception of perception has an indispensable 
kernel of presence always at its heart, such presence is also always already 
accompanied by things and aspects that are not (yet) fully there, and perhaps 
may never be. 

 Present, real and actual, certain and impressional belief, inexhaustible, 
situated, perspectival, necessarily synaesthetic and kinaesthetic, embodied in 



Husserl 15

space-time, horizonal and containing implicit absence – these are the essential 
characteristics of Husserlian perception. Considering all of these aspects, most 
crucial for my purposes are the last, namely the inherent horizonality of 
perception and its essential structure of explicit presences in a constant lived 
dynamic with implicit absences – the latter of which I might also already term 
‘virtual presences’. Here, then, one may already perhaps see a hint as to how 
these implicit absences might lend themselves to being characterized as virtual 
presences, namely as aspects of our realities that can become present quite 
easily, if we move, turn around and the like. Indeed, in common parlance 
‘virtual’ can oft en be substituted with ‘almost’: ‘I’ve virtually fi nished’ means I 
am almost fi nished (see: Shields 2003: 2). In this manner, the back side of an 
object right in front of me, just as I am about to turn it, is  almost  or ‘virtually’ 
present, because it will be soon, once I have turned it. Maybe I even know what 
will come if I am familiar with the object already. And yet, once I have turned 
the object around, this new presence will also always be accompanied with yet 
new absences, and so the two, presence and absence, are in a constantly lived 
dynamic on this level and could, I believe, be nuanced and detailed further 
through a dynamic notion of perceptual virtuality. Th is, I understand, is none 
other than an application and extension of Husserl’s grand dynamic concept of 
horizonality, which I shall utilize greatly in the coming pages. Nonetheless, for 
the moment the issue of absence needs to be investigated further, in that I may 
now contrast what has just been outlined with another type of experiencing 
absence, one that is more explicitly evoked than implicitly lived.  

   1.2 Presentation, presentifi cation and phantasy  

 I contend that implicitly experiencing absent aspects in perception on one 
hand, and explicitly and actively  evoking  something absent on the other, are the 
chief distinguishing factors to consider when thinking of the diff erence 
between perception (the paradigmatic  6   case of ‘presentation’ –  Gegenw ä rtigung ) 
and various kinds of ‘presentifi cation’ ( Vergegenw ä rtigung   7  ). In the former, the 
horizonal nature of perceptual consciousness clearly demonstrates that absent 
aspects are implicitly experienced on this level (examples: the back side of an 
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object; the moment-to-come of striking a tennis ball). As has already been 
hinted, Husserl also calls these aspects ‘empty intentions’ (for instance: PS: 
44/7), which can be, and very oft en are, ‘fulfi lled’ (see: ibid.) through perception 
in that they become present through us and things moving (turning the object; 
hitting the ball). Th is, I want to emphasize, is decidedly diff erent from absent 
aspects and objects that are properly and actively  evoked  through certain acts 
of presentifi cation. I say ‘certain acts’ because Husserl has a number of modes 
of presentifi cation, not all of which always have aspects of activity (see: Biceaga 
2010). Actually, Husserl has no fewer than fi ve types of presentifi cation, as we 
will see presently. 

 First is recollection or remembering ( Wiedererinnerung  but also  Erinnerung  
– memory), which Husserl characterizes as a ‘re-perceiving’ ( Wiederwahrnehmen  
– PS: 106/65) in the sense that an object, event or fact is presentifi ed as having 
actually been so. Its immediate correlate in perception is retention. In a full 
recollection, however, the object is not implicitly implied as having-(just-)been 
due to the natural temporal fl ow of consciousness and the world (this is 
retention in perception), but is explicitly evoked in a recollection that 
necessarily contains a doxastic character of a past reality made present once 
again. In Husserl’s own terms, recollection ‘is a present lived-experience that is 
not itself a perception; instead, it presentifi es a perception in the temporal 
mode of a past perception, and precisely thereby it presentifi es its previous 
perceptual object as having-been’ (PS: 110/68). 

 Husserl then immediately states that ‘[e]very other kind of presentifi cation 
has a similar structure. Th us, there are intuitive presentations of something 
present that are surely not perceptions of that present something, but rather 
presentifi cations of it’ (PS: 110/68–9). Th is is second in the list, a kind 
visualizing in the present ( Mitvergegenw ä rtigung ) that turns a passive implicit 
absent aspect of the absolute Now and, precisely through this presentifi cation, 
explicitly aims at it through this imaginative act, as in, for example, imagining 
the back side of an object (e.g. this book or screen), or the next room to one 
you are in (see: PS: 112/70). 

 Th ird is what Husserl terms ‘intuitive expectations’ ( anschauliche 
Erwartungen  – PS: 111/69) or anticipations; he uses the two terms rather 
loosely both on the largely passive (i.e. perceptual) level, as well as the more 



Husserl 17

active (i.e. imaging, presentifi ed) one.  8   When the expectation or anticipation is 
explicit and active, it is not empty; we rather ‘have intuitive presentifi cations of 
what is to come from the future’ (ibid.). On the more nonintuitive, implicit side 
of perception, however, Husserl usually refers to empty intentions stemming 
from protention, this latter being the last of three (along with retention and the 
absolute Now) essential elements of perceptual time-consciousness. Indeed, 
protention is named as a ‘primary expectation’ (T-C/Zb: 41/39) just like 
retention is a ‘primary memory’ (ibid.). Th e former is the implicit forward-
looking aspect of perceptual consciousness towards the next moment and is 
the integral part of perception that allows us to constantly experience the just-
not-yet and, indeed, the future as such – just like, once again, going to hit a 
tennis ball. Furthermore, just like in the previous two instances, it has its more 
explicit, active cousin: once one explicitly focuses and evokes the moment (or 
moments) to come in a kind of active foresight or attitude of predicting, one 
then leaves the merely perceptual and automatic and enters expectation proper, 
which is therefore a more active, refl ective and phantasy-like (see: Schutz 1932: 
 § 9) mode that takes up certain aspects of thought and reality and tries to 
actively anticipate, or even predict, what is to come in a near or distant future. 
In a nutshell, certain ‘empty intentions are transformed . . . into expectations’ 
(PS: 49/12–13). 

 Th ese fi rst three types of presentifi cation correspond exactly to – and 
indeed arise genetically out of – Husserl’s three sorts of ‘empty presentations’ 
( Leervorstellungen ). Th ese are, once again: retention, ‘co-intending’ (i.e. the 
 implicit  awareness of the back of an object), and protention. Th ey are all 
constantly at work in the essentially automatic and passive temporal structure 
of perception, and they can all  then  be presentifi ed through remembering, 
co-presentifi cation and expectation respectively. 

 Husserl also speaks of these three integral moments to perception as 
‘memories of ’ the past, present and future (PS: 112/70). Because of his highly 
elaborate theory of time-consciousness, they are all interrelated, not only 
amongst each other but also on the empty intentional level in perception as 
such; ‘past and future are horizonally co-conscious in perception, but only 
emptily, even though they can then be intuitively revealed’  9   (PS: 112/70) 
 through their respective presentifi cations , one could now add. Here, then, one 
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may already grasp a basic and crucial diff erence: the empty presentations of 
retention, co-intending and protention are an integrally automatic and passive 
part of the structure of perception, whereas presentifi cations are essentially not 
perceptions in that they need the imagination in the broad sense – in short the 
capacity to evoke something absent in general – in order to be possible as such. 

 Th is goes for the other types of presentifi cation as well: empathy, which is 
fourth out of fi ve on the list, is essential for our ability to experience other 
minds; and, fi ft h and fi nal, imagining – or ‘phantasy’ in a narrower sense – is 
our capacity to irrealize  10   and neutralize reality in a manner that opens up 
a whole new realm of imaginary objects (e.g. a unicorn; see: Jansen 2016: 
69–71; Mendoza-Canales 2018: 80–9). Hereby, although various types of 
presentifi cation might have various mixtures of passivity and activity (for 
instance empathy can be quite automatic, but it can also at other times be an 
explicit eff ort – see the Fift h Meditation of Husserl [1931] 2012), it is safe to say 
that all types of presentifi cation explicitly evoke something that is not – and 
may never be – immediately and presently given. Whether this is a memory; 
an image of something co-present; an expectation; an other’s state of mind; or 
a phantasy – these are all details of content with regard to the more universal 
structure of presentifi cation as such. 

 In Husserl’s own terms, presentifi cation always concerns certain aspects and 
objects of experience that are not immediately – which is to say perceptually – 
given: 

  Perception is that consciousness which, so to speak, seizes a present with 
both hands by its shock of hair; it is a consciousness of presenting originaliter. 
In contrast, there are diff erent modes of presentifi cation. In and of itself, a 
presentifi cation refers back to a presentation, though it is not a presentation. 
It allows something presentifi ed – in our example, the memorial object – to 
appear ‘as if ’ it were present once again.  11    

  PS: 591/304    

 Th is quotation should clarify how perception is always contrasted with various 
forms of presentifi cation in Husserl. Th is issue is a complex one, for the 
characteristics of the diff erent types of presentifi cation can, quite obviously, vary 
quite considerably, with, for instance, passivity and activity being variable, as well 
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as the ‘as-if ’ tone in empathy. What should already be clear at this stage, however, 
is that all presentifi cations go explicitly  beyond  the perceptually given – that is, 
the  gegenw ä rtig . 

 One of the chief modes of presentifi cation that I have not yet discussed in 
any great detail is phantasy. I choose this term over the more current ‘fantasy’ 
in English because ‘phantasy’ is closer to the German ( Phantasie ). Additionally, 
this choice also emphasizes the technical usage in Husserl (see: Jansen 2016: 
69), although it can also include the rather frivolous character ‘fantasy’ oft en 
contains. In short, it is our more general ability to phantasize. On this note, 
there is an ambiguity in Husserl regarding the scope of this term (as well as 
relatives like ‘imagination’). I venture that one main reason for blurred 
conceptual boundaries here – a reason that is very common in numerous texts 
we have from Husserl – is that many of them were not intended for publication, 
at least in their current state. Moreover, Husserl is also renowned for being an 
eternal beginner, and was thus quite happy or even obliged to try out new 
thoughts and variations  ad infi nitum . Indeed, just as there are thousands of 
pages on perception, so too are there a great many on phantasy and imagination. 
For the sake of clarity and progression, however, I want to start with the claim 
that Husserl generally uses the term ‘imagination’ both in a broad and narrow 
sense. On one extreme it is almost synonymous with presentifi cation (for 
example: Hua23: 93/86), while on the other, narrower side Husserl oft en speaks 
of ‘pure phantasy’ (for instance: Hua23: 264, 345 and 696   /   215, 387 and 578–9). 
In this second meaning it is frequently used in contradistinction to perception, 
memory and even other forms of presentifi cation. Moreover, when used in this 
way it generally homes in our capacity to mentally conjure up irreal objects, 
with a centaur being Husserl’s go-to example (see, for instance: Hua23: 
606/505). For the sake of clarity, then, I will use the term ‘imagination’ in a 
broad sense, namely for our ability to presentify in general, which more 
specifi cally is our ability to evoke previously implicit aspects of absence, of 
which there are fi ve main types that I have just outlined: recollection, 
co-presentifi cation, expectation, empathy and phantasy. I will then reserve 
‘phantasy’ for the narrower sense of imagination, namely mentally imagining 
absent (e.g. my friend Pierre), irreal (unicorn), and even reality-neutral or 
ideal (a circle) objects (see also: Jansen 2016: 69). 
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 Regarding the latter, Husserl does have many pages on the matter. His 
thoughts also went through many versions, attempts and changes, as also 
previously mentioned. Th is was, in fact, a part of his method. To summarize, in 
an early period emphasizing sensuous material or content that is ‘apprehended’ 
( aufgefasst ), Husserl saw a rather strict parallel with sense-perception: 
‘Sensations serve as the basis for perceptions; sensuous phantasms serve as 
the basis for phantasies’ (Hua23: 11/11). Husserl never really managed to 
pin down the rather phenomenologically murky idea of ‘phantasm’, 
however, and he moved, moreover, largely away from talk of sensations 
as some kind of data that are apprehended. Indeed, these ideas were to be 
largely abandoned as Husserl moved away from this ‘content-apprehension 
model’ in his earlier work, and here the similarity  and  contrast of phantasy 
with perception gets more and more detailed, as well as more and more 
pronounced. 

 Aft er initially asking ‘whether any essential distinction at all exists between’ 
(Hua23: 14/15) perception and phantasy, Husserl starts to discover that 
phantasy is essentially diff erent not only from perception but also other 
presentifi cations like memory and expectation because of its essentially  irreal  
tonality. Indeed, Husserl ultimately emphasizes the  as-if  quality of phantasy 
(see, for instance: Hua23: 606–7/505); phantasy always already neutralizes and 
brackets the perceived in order to explicitly evoke absent, irreal, reality-neutral 
and even ideal objects that are decidedly not (fully) given in perceptual 
experience, and may never be: 

  Phantasying is set in opposition to perceiving and to the intuitive positing 
of past and future as true [i.e. recollection and expectation respectively]; in 
short, to all acts that posit something individual and concrete as existing. 
Perception makes a present reality appear to us as present and as a reality; 
memory places an absent reality before our eyes, not indeed as present itself, 
but certainly as reality.  Phantasy , on the other hand, lacks the consciousness 
of reality in relation to what is phantasied.  

  Hua23: 4/4    

 Phantasy is thus opposed to perception and other modes of consciousness 
because the former has to do with absent, irrealized and non-real objects. In a 
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word, ‘[c]onsciousness of what is  not present  belongs to the essence of phantasy’ 
(Hua23: 63/58–9). Th is also means that phantasy does not posit the necessary 
and certain existence of its objects; it lacks the doxastic mode of belief, as 
found in perception and memory. I can of course phantasize real, existent 
objects (my friend Pierre), but I do not have to. In fact, I may not even have a 
friend called Pierre! And even if I do, Pierre is not really here, in front of me. 
For this to occur I would have to go and actually see him. In this manner, it 
belongs to the very structural fi bre of perception (and memory) to posit its 
objects as existent; in phantasy this is not the case. Quite the contrary, in fact, 
because the essential characteristic of phantasy is rather its as-if character; it is 
 as if  Pierre is there before me,  as if  this unicorn could exist (see: Jansen 2016: 
70–1; Mendoza-Canales 2018: 80, 88). Th ere are of course diff erences in 
content here – my friend is real; a unicorn is not (yet) – as well as degrees of 
verisimilitude, immersion and captivation. Nevertheless, the general point 
remains: phantasy, with its inherent capacity to neutralize and irrealize reality, 
opens up the realm of the inactual as such. Indeed, Husserl at one point calls it 
‘ inactuality  consciousness’ ( Inaktualit ä ts bewusstsein – Hua23: 359–60/299; 
see also: Jansen 2013: 68 and 2016: 70), which is the crucial point. Husserl 
notes well that there is a ‘ protean  character of phantasy’ (Hua23: 65/60) that is 
excluded from perception in that this latter has essentially more stability and 
solidity (see: Hua23: 34/33). In short, there is a discontinuous, chop-and-
change, staccato-like element to phantasy that is not present in perception. 
Although one can of course have rather fi xed, stable and recurring phantasies, 
and although one can have very intense phantasies where one even momentarily 
forgets or misses their as-if quality (dreams, illusions, hallucinations and 
certain elements of psychopathology are all prime examples), if one is to retain 
a general and standard relation to one’s perceptions and phantasies, this ‘as-if ’ 
dimension is always structurally present in the latter and is recognized sooner 
or later, no matter how powerful or immersive the phantasies might be in other 
respects. 

 Husserl’s point is that the as-if element is an essential  structure  of our 
phantasizing, whether or not we have explicit recognition of it at a given 
moment. In this manner, the arguments from illusion, hallucination and the 
like tend to exaggerate the perception-like qualities of these experiences, as if 



Phenomenology of Virtual Technology22

they are experienced  exactly  as perception. Th is is highly doubtful 
phenomenologically, which is to say experientially and not as a static, purely 
theoretical thought experiment. Th ese arguments also usually overlook the 
enduring, dynamic and corrective aspects to our perceptual and imaging lives. 
Here, of course, in any given moment one may be wrong in a certain perception, 
or one may inherently not realize one is dreaming whilst one is dreaming. 
Nevertheless, over the course of time (see: Jansen 2016: 75) these things are 
refl ected upon, noticed, weighed out and emended. Indeed, perception and 
phantasy, just like reality and irreality, only make sense over time and in 
contrast with each other. From this perspective, the ‘borderline’ cases are 
precisely borderline  because of  this more fundamental distinction Husserl is at 
pains to express. 

 Th us, in the usual walks of life, the basic diff erence between perception and 
phantasy means they mutually exclude each other at any given moment. In 
other words, one cannot perceive and phantasize at the same time. Try it: try to 
perceive and imagine a chair simultaneously in a proper and full manner for 
each. I think one will fi nd that one either perceives (looks at, feels, smells) the 
chair fully; or one closes one’s eyes (another tell-tale sign) and imagines it fully; 
or one kind of hesitates between the two without really doing either. In 
Husserl’s own terms, ‘[a]s soon as we focus our attention on perceptual objects, 
the phantasy fi eld is  gone ’ (Hua23: 75/69). Th is is the same vice versa, as 
corroborated by Bernet: 

  [A]n object can never be simultaneously both really perceived and really 
phantasized, even though it is nonetheless true that real perception implies 
the possibility of phantasy and that real phantasy implies the possibility of 
perception. Th us, phantasy and perception can never be reduced the one to 
the other, although they are still necessarily related to each other in the form 
of a relationship of modifi cation.  

  2002: 340    

 Th e two acts are mutually exclusive at any given moment, even though on a 
broader, more conceptual level they imply each other at every turn. We shall 
see more on this note with Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty in the 
phenomenological challenge later in Chapter 4. What is crucial for now is that 
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this ultimately quite stark opposition creates problems for Husserl’s own 
account of ‘image-consciousness’ ( Bildbewusstsein ), which seems, somewhat 
contradictorily, to contain both perceptual (real) as well as phantasized (irreal) 
elements in one seemingly unifi ed type of consciousness, for which Husserl 
has many terms, with two of the most striking being ‘perceptual imagination’ 
(see: Hua23: 86/79) or ‘physical imagination’ (see: Hua23: 90/83). Based on the 
current analyses, these should strike one as oxymoronic; how can one have a 
mode of consciousness that has  both  elements of the perceived (presence, 
reality and the like)  and  elements of the imaginary (absence, irreality and the 
like) when we have just seen that the two are seemingly opposed in their 
phenomenological natures? Husserl gives a complex answer that is not without 
long-lasting debates and tensions that need to be explained and resolved 
throughout the remainder of this work.  

   1.3 Th e problem of image-consciousness  

 Husserl is equally, if not more, concerned with the status of image  12  -
consciousness as he is with perception and phantasy in  Husserliana XXIII . 
Moreover, he is quite open as to its rather perplexing position. It is characterized 
as a curious hybrid that seems to contain elements that are there (i.e. they are 
real, perceivable), and yet others that are not (they are irreal, phantasizable). 
When I look at a photograph, for example, there are actual, perceived elements 
that are evidently there before me in my hand (the actual photo); and yet the 
photo also depicts something or someone that is decidedly not there, perhaps 
never was, and perhaps can never be (again). 

 In Husserl’s own terms, image-consciousness has a structure of its own, with 
three essential components that nonetheless always already interlock in the 
actual lived experience: ‘(1) [T]he physical image, the physical thing made from 
canvas, marble, and so on; (2) the representing or depicting object; and (3) the 
represented or depicted object. For the latter, we prefer to say simply “ image 
subject ”; for the fi rst object, we prefer “physical image”; for the second, 
“representing image” or “image object”   ’ (Hua23: 21/19). Husserl is talking about 
a painting or sculpture here, but this basic structure holds for other media from 
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Husserl’s time (e.g. a photograph), plus a whole host of media (televisions, 
computer screens, smartphones and the like) that came aft er Husserl, as well as, 
importantly, images that are not (primarily) visual (e.g. a song). Indeed, I think 
it should be quite clear that this form of consciousness can extend beyond the 
primarily visual. Especially with auditory images it should be clear that certain 
physical soundwaves (physical image) are sensed and heard (image object) in a 
manner that gives one intentional access to a certain song penned and recorded 
perhaps years ago (image subject – ‘Oh, that’s “Yellow Submarine”   ’). On the level 
of touch, a vibration on a game controller (physical image) can give the eff ect 
(image object) of being hit in the game (image subject). Th ese three instances of 
(primarily) sight, hearing and even touch would be the most obvious. However, 
going further with touch even some materials (e.g. fake furs) can stand in for 
real ones in a tactile way. Th en, on the level of smell, an air freshener or fabric 
soft ener (physical images) might give the odour (image object) of a lovely fresh 
meadow (image subject). Finally, even on the level of taste a sweet (physical 
image) can have the ‘strawberry fl avour’ (image object) giving one the impression 
or ‘image’ of strawberries (image subject) without actually being them. Now, 
whereas the fi rst three cases are clearly and only images in Husserl’s meaning, 
the latter three examples can be merely perceived (sensed) too, in that I can 
simply feel a rug, smell an air freshener or fabric soft ener, and eat a sweet without 
the transcendent image element coming to mind or focus. Nevertheless, when 
some or one of their attributes are focused upon, one can see how the language 
of Husserl’s image-consciousness can apply even on these levels for a good 
number of our objects and products, which thereby mixes up the perceived and 
imaged even more already. 

 For now it is true that the majority of our most well-known and -established 
images are visual, auditory or both, probably because these two senses are 
already and usually the most distanced from their objects in perception, in that 
although smelling a distant odour is possible for us sometimes, this is certainly 
not the case for touch and taste, which both need physical contact with parts 
of the body. However, we will see that as virtual technologies increase in 
capacity and sophistication, the other more tactile and closer senses will or 
might come increasingly into play, especially touch, as the game controller 
example already indicates. 
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 In this manner, in any image the ultimate subject of it is made present  through  
the specifi c, physical version one is watching, listening to, feeling, smelling or 
tasting. Additionally, I do not see a fundamental distinction, as perhaps Doyon 
(see: 2019: 195–9) suggests, between image-consciousness and what is known 
in Husserl as ‘perceptual phantasies’ (see: ibid.: 198–9; and Jansen 2016: 78). 
Th ese latter, such as a play, also use physical, perceptual materials (e.g. a scene 
and actors) in order to depict and give us an experience (i.e. an image object) of 
something ultimately imaginary and transcendent (a certain play – the image 
subject) in a moreover multisensorial manner (at least sight and sound). In this 
way, along with the senses any living body (e.g. an actor) or prop (e.g. a spoonful 
of food when feeding a child – ‘here comes the aeroplane!’) can be used in a 
way of ‘make-believe’ (Walton 1990), and these would all also be cases of 
multisensorial – or to use Husserl’s term ‘synaesthetic’ – image-consciousness, 
as actors and plays and fi lms do all the time. Hereby we are already seeing that 
for many bodies and objects, it is the  way  in which they are used and experienced 
that makes them either an object perceived or imaged, as the humorous case of 
a backpack left  against a wall in an art gallery made clear too. Th is we shall see 
much more with Sartre as well, in Chapter 3. 

 Generally, then, image-consciousness is external physical phenomena 
stimulating one or more senses to experience an object that is not properly and 
fully there in a perceptual manner. Whether of vision or other senses, the 
structure of image-consciousness, as has been quoted,  always  has a tripartite 
structure for Husserl: the ‘physical image’ ( physische Bild ) is the physical matter 
involved, and places (at least part of) the experience squarely in the realm of 
the perceivable; the ‘image object’ ( Bildobjekt ) is all the sensuous experience 
stemming  from  the physical image; and the ‘image subject’ ( Bildsujet ) shows 
that one transcends what is immediately before one towards something or 
someone that is not perceptually or actually there, and may never be (again). If 
the physical image is clearly in the realm of the perceivable, and the image 
subject is only accessible thanks to our capacity to presentify – i.e. it is decidedly 
not present – then the second, middle element (the image object) has the most 
ambiguous status. 

 As already mentioned, this mode of consciousness with three interlinked 
components covers a whole range of media, media that are actually coming to 
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predominate in our lives. To take a contemporary example, imagine watching a 
tennis match on TV. Here the TV, its physical assemblage, is clearly the physical 
image. One’s experience of the images emitting from the TV are then what is 
known as the ‘image object’ here. Th is can be seen as the phenomenal, sensuous 
experience of watching a certain thing that is nevertheless not there, not actually 
in your room. It is ‘not there’ because this structure also has the third component, 
the image subject, which is the actually occurring match in Roland-Garros or 
Wimbledon or wherever. If I were to be at the match, I would be perceiving it; 
our capacity for image-consciousness, however, allows me to be pseudo present 
at the match through the technology (TV – physical image) and my phenomenal 
experience (image object) of it (the match itself – image subject). 

 What is this mode of consciousness, then? It is clearly not a straightforward 
case of perception, because in perception I do not transcend towards something 
that is not physically there. Actually it is oft en very diffi  cult, if not impossible, 
to perceive the supposedly ‘pure sense-data’ of a painting or photo or TV 
emission. Th at is, one normally always already sees an image  as an image  and 
not the supposedly ‘pure’ perceptual colours, brushstrokes, pixels or the like. 
Even if this latter were possible it would take a conscious eff ort, which means 
this is not the automatic and most natural way we encounter and experience 
such phenomena, at least in our everyday adult human lives. On this note, 
think of a non-human animal, or perhaps even a young child, searching behind 
a mirror for ‘another’ cat, chimp or baby; they have not (yet) acquired or 
recognized the mode of image-consciousness, and many non-human animals 
never do. Th is, then, already points to a capacity and structure of experience 
over and above perception. 

 It does not seem, however, to be a straightforward case of phantasy, either. 
Th is is because in this latter I can simply close my eyes and imagine a tennis 
match, for instance, without any reliance upon a screen. For Husserl, then, 
straightforward – or at least ‘pure’ – cases of phantasy do not seem to require a 
physical image, and maybe not even an image object. In any case, if there is an 
image object or something similar then this is quite simply not tied to a 
physical image because there does not appear to be one, from this Husserlian 
perspective (although we will see this question arise more with Fink and then 
even more with Sartre). 
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 Perhaps image-consciousness is simply a hybrid then, a mixture between 
perception and phantasy, where to call it a bit of both or neither – in the latter 
case it would then be a structure or mode of consciousness in its own right – 
could both be acceptable characterizations. Or perhaps we need a new term for 
this experience, one more contemporary than the one Husserl had access to, 
like ‘virtual’ or ‘artifi cial presence’ (for the latter, see: Wiesing [2005] 2010). 
Indeed, perhaps Husserl was at pains to express a mode of experience that has 
grown exponentially aft erwards in volume, complexity and sophistication. 

 Before moving on in this direction, I wish to dwell on some further analyses 
of Husserl’s main points. Here we should see that image-consciousness is oft en 
in contrast to other main modes of consciousness, not least perception and 
phantasy. Th ese analyses may, in sum, help to make more inroads into the 
complex issue at hand. 

 Husserl’s analyses are diverse, variegated and span many years, as usual. You 
can oft en feel him grappling with the mode as a kind of curious halfway house. 
For instance, the statement ‘in  image consciousness  perception is not represented 
[ dargestellt ]  but carried out in an inactual way ’ (Hua23: 360/299) shows how 
this form of consciousness is a bit of perception mixed up, nonetheless, with 
some ‘inactual’ elements or ingredients, which is to say some parts of phantasy, 
or at least imagination. ‘Image-consciousness’ ( Bildbewusstsein ) is also only 
one of many ways Husserl refers to the experience. I have already mentioned 
terms that come close to perceptual and physical imagination – and actually 
Husserl does explicitly use the latter at one point (Hua23: 20/18), which again 
highlights the tension and apparent oxymoronic tonality of such a structure of 
experience. 

 As already alluded to, the key issue seems to ultimately lie in the 
ambiguous status of the image object, including its relations to the other two 
elements: 

  By the image object we do not mean the depicted object, the  image subject , 
but the precise analogue of the  phantasy image ; namely, the appearing object 
that is the representant for the image  subject . For example, there lies before 
us a photograph representing a child. How does it do this? Well, primarily 
by sketching an image that on the whole does indeed resemble the child but 



Phenomenology of Virtual Technology28

deviates from it markedly in appearing size, coloring, and so on. Of course, 
this miniature child appearing here in disagreeably grayish-violet coloring 
is not the child that is meant, not the represented child. It is not the child 
itself but its photographic  image . If we speak of the image in this way, and if 
we say in criticism that the image fails, that it resembles the original only in 
this or that respect, or if we say that it resembles it perfectly, then naturally 
we do not mean the physical image, the thing that lies there on the table or 
hangs on the wall. Th e photograph as physical thing is a real object and is 
taken as such in perception. Th e former image, however, is something 
appearing that has never existed and never will exist and, of course, is not 
taken by us for even a moment as something real. We therefore distinguish 
the representing image, the appearing object that possesses the depictive 
function and through which the image subject is depicted, from the physical 
image.  

  Hua23: 20–1/19    

 Th is long passage contains a lot. However, one of its main messages is that 
there is an important diff erence to be made between physical image and image 
object,  even though  they are ultimately encapsulated into the same experience. 
In fact, Husserl goes so far as to say that the image object – namely our current 
sensuous experience of the actual child (the transcendent image subject) 
through the physical photo (the physical image) – ‘is something appearing that 
has never existed and never will exist’ and ‘is not taken by us for even a moment 
as something real’. In short, our experience of representing does not exist, at 
least not like the photograph, nor like the child did or does. Moreover, Husserl 
says this image object experience is ‘the precise analogue’ of the ‘phantasy 
image’, which latter must be the experience we have of something (an image 
subject again – e.g. a unicorn) in a more straightforward case of ‘pure’ phantasy 
– that is, precisely our vision of the unicorn. How are they not the same then? 
Because of the third element, the physical image; phantasy does not have this 
in Husserl’s theory. Indeed, physical images like photographs are precisely 
physical because they have a third element that greatly conditions the image 
object. Simply put, I cannot imagine whatever I want when looking at a 
photograph. Th ere is room for diff erence of course, where I might see my 
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brother, while you, ignorant of this piece of information, might just see a child. 
However, the room for variation is certainly not as broad as it is in pure 
phantasy; you cannot see a horse instead of a child in the photograph, whereas 
in phantasy you can easily transform a child into a horse. Th is is because in 
phantasy I can imagine whatever I will, perhaps limited only by my knowledge, 
memory and creativity. In image-consciousness, to the contrary, one can only 
see images stemming from what the physical make-up provides you with. 

 In this manner, the physical image is real and greatly conditions the image 
object, actually limiting this latter to only a few options (my brother Pierre, a 
child; a duck, a rabbit). Moreover, the content of the image subject can be real 
(child) or not (unicorn), but it is never actually there like the photo is; it is 
inherently absent. Th e image object, as our phenomenal experience of all of 
this, has never existed like a photograph or child – it is not real, never will be, 
and Husserl even claims we never even suppose it is or has been because, 
although conditioned by the physical image it is also wholly dependent on our 
own consciousness. A child can exist without me perceiving her; a photograph 
can too; but my looking at a photograph cannot. 

 Husserl even has a discussion with regard to ‘strong and fl uid distinctions 
between ordinary imagination and phantasy’ (Hua23: 70/64), ‘ordinary 
imagination’ being another term for image-consciousness in this context. Here 
he seems to hedge his bets once again, pointing out that in certain senses there 
are grounds for a ‘strong’ distinction between image-consciousness and 
phantasy, such as phantasy’s comparative lack of stability when contrasted 
with image-consciousness (see: Hua23: 71/65). However, there are some 
grounds for a more ‘fl uid’ distinction, such as stable and particularly strong 
phantasies (like illusions and hallucinations; see: Hua23: 72/66) that start to 
approximate more towards our experiences of pictures and the like. 
Nevertheless, Husserl ultimately seems to lean towards a starker distinction, 
which would mean perception, phantasy and image-consciousness can be 
largely conceived as three distinct modes of consciousness with their own 
structures and laws (see: Jansen 2016: 79). However, given the complex nature 
of the work, as well as its explorative tone, it is quite clear to me that Husserl 
was never fully satisfi ed with any ultimate conception or decision, especially 
when it came to phantasy, image-consciousness and their ultimate relation. 



Phenomenology of Virtual Technology30

 I am not able to commit to a defi nitive answer at this point either, because 
there is something with the image object that is still highly ambiguous and 
therefore hard to clearly characterize. It seems to be that sensuous, phenomenal 
data which is nevertheless somehow linked and conditioned by something 
that is not strictly speaking there (i.e. the image subject), as well as by something 
that clearly is (i.e. the physical image) – and even, moreover, by something that 
is there but that does not merely perceive (myself as a conscious subject). Th e 
whole experience is indeed a kind of halfway house between a full-blown 
perception on one hand, and a pure phantasy on the other. To my mind, then, 
the nature and precise phenomenological status of  Bildbewusstsein  remains 
unclear when we get to the end with Husserl, and perhaps this is how he 
fi nished himself. I think it is of paramount importance to remedy this today 
because of all the rising technologies that have all kinds of screens at their 
forefront, which means we are increasingly involved in ever-more elaborate 
instantiations of this mode of consciousness, what Husserl called ‘image-
consciousness’. Th erefore, we must seek help from other phenomenologists 
and thinkers on the issue, which may ultimately lead to a recasting of the whole 
discourse.   



               2 

 Fink            

  One very signifi cant work that can greatly contribute towards a continuation 
of this discourse is Fink’s ‘ Vergegenw ä rtigung und Bild ’ (‘Presentifi cation and 
Image’). Th is work has been almost totally overlooked, and indeed an English 
translation does not yet  13   exist. Th is is very curious, given its place in the 
phenomenological movement as a vital development of many themes we have 
just seen in Husserl. I will go through some of the most salient and interesting 
points here relative to the purposes of this work, citing the text more oft en 
because it is much less known to the English-speaking than others.  

   2.1 Presentation, depresentation and the various 
types and nuances of presentifi cation  

 One of the fi rst things to do when tackling a fundamental distinction between 
presentifi cation and image, for Fink, is to understand that the former is in 
reference – and even in contradistinction – to another fundamental mode of 
consciousness. Th is is completely in line with Husserl, and indeed Fink goes on 
to distinguish presentifi cations ( Vergegenw ä rtigungen ) from presentations 
( Gegenw ä rtigungen ). Fink focuses on, again like Husserl, the type of presentations, 
of which outer perception (as opposed to inner ones – i.e. feelings) is the 
paradigmatic case. Here ‘the intentional correlate of presenting acts is characterized 
as bodily self-presence, as something that is self-indicative’ (VB: 20); presenting 
acts are ‘all acts . . . in which an intentional objectivity appears as  itself , where an 
originary and in no way modifi ed self-giving of a being takes place, in precisely 
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that primordial mode to which every modifi cation intentionally refers back, and 
which one phenomenologically denotes as the mode of  originarity ’ (ibid.). Th is is 
very Husserlian, so much so that we need not dwell too long on any potential 
subtle diff erences. In short, presenting acts present their objects in their utter 
‘originarity’, as there, present and physically real, absolutely indicative of 
themselves, and to which all possible modifi cations ultimately refer back. 

 Modifi cation, hereby, is actually the tell-tale sign of present ifi c ation. Fink 
characterizes this as ‘quasi-performances of presenting acts’ (VB: 21) that are 
always  of  ‘past or possible presenting acts’ (ibid.). Presentifi cations are thus 
always second-order acts; they do something  to  presentations. In other words, 
presentations occur most immediately, automatically and passively, upon 
which one can then presentify: ‘Th e presentifying modifi cation does not only 
modify the noema of an originary act so that it appears with the index 
“presentifi ed”; it also modifi es the “giving” consciousness of this noema without 
however making it thematic’ (ibid.). Th is quotation shows that, without 
explicitly thematizing the diff ering nature of the act, presentifi cations are a 
wholesale modifi cation to the extent that they open up a new realm of objects 
in a wholly new mode to apprehend them. It is a fundamentally diff erent form 
of consciousness that has its own particular types of objects. 

 Towards the end of  § 8, Fink mentions imagination without explicitly 
identifying it with presentifi cation. I believe this can, however – at least loosely 
for now – be done, provided one takes imagination in the broad sense I have 
already outlined with Husserl, namely as the general ability to evoke any absent 
or inexistent object. Indeed, Fink speaks of general capacities for imagination 
that are ‘ structured according to the manifoldness of temporal horizons, in which 
living presenting acts are a priori situated ’ (VB: 22). Th is is precisely what Fink 
is going to do with his four diff erent types of presentifi cation, notably 
recollection ( §  § 11–16), foresight ( Vorerinnerung  –  § 17), visualization or 
‘present-memory’ ( Gegenwartserinnerung  –  §  § 18–19), and phantasy ( § 20), 
with dreaming ( § 26) a version of this last. Th ese are all diff erent species in the 
one genus of presentifi cation, and they correspond quite precisely to Husserl’s 
with the absence of empathy, although still with important nuances and points 
of emphasis. 

 In this manner, the modifi cation of presenting acts that allows for other 
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phenomena on the axes of time and possibility to appear is precisely the 
general capacity for imagination in this broad sense. With this we can see there 
is again continuity with, as well as development of, Husserl. Th e diff erences 
between these various types of presentifi cation arise once one gets more 
temporally and object specifi c. Th is is what Fink goes on to do in his ‘concrete 
analyses’. 

 Fink begins his transition to concrete analyses in  § 10.  § 9 fi rst details 
presentifi cation’s general relation to, as well as its delimitation from, the 
presentational elements of time-consciousness. Picking up on Husserlian 
vocabulary, Fink states that retention, protention and co-presenting are all 
essential constitutive parts for time-consciousness. Moreover, although strictly 
speaking for Fink they are not complete acts on their own, they can, however, 
still be considered ‘intentionalities’ (VB: 23) in a certain sense. What is more 
signifi cant is Fink uses a term in relation to them that is not usually found in 
Husserl: depresentation ( Entgegenw ä rtigung ). He says these elements have a 
‘peculiar intentionality’ (VB: 24) in that they ‘always appear dependently with 
a lived presentation and constitute its horizons’ (ibid.). Even considering this, 
they are very diffi  cult to phenomenologically capture because of ‘an essential 
latency’ (ibid.). In short, depresentations are on the very cusp of our conscious 
perceptual experiences. Actually they  are  the cusp of perceptual experiences in 
that they allow for horizonality to arise as such in the fi rst place, both temporally 
and spatially. Th is is a novel and very signifi cant emphasis that Fink gives to 
depresentations, not only to account for the intrinsic horizonality of perception, 
but also for how he goes on to show that many types of presentifi cation directly 
depend on one specifi c element of such perceptual horizonality. 

 To be more specifi c, depresentations follow on from a classical Husserlian 
trio: retention is that already-just-gone moment; any present perception is 
surrounded by a whole host of co-present spaces, objects and potentialities 
that are not yet (fully) there; and time-consciousness also always already has 
forward-looking aspects of protention as well. Th is is all lived in a highly 
immediate, implicit, dynamic and intertwined manner. What various types of 
present ifi c ation do is explicitly awaken, evoke and probe these horizonal 
avenues, oft en specifi cally and individually. Th is is what Fink means when he 
says that ‘a protention reveals itself in an expectation-representation, and a 
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retention fulfi ls itself in a recollection’ (VB: 23). Presentifi cations thus directly 
aim at and explicitly elaborate upon temporal, spatial and modal elements that 
are not directly aimed at in current perceptions, and perhaps never can be. By 
doing so, this form of consciousness evokes objects that cannot be perceived 
(now), but which can nevertheless be intuitively captured through more 
explicit and pointed evocations (see: ibid.). All of this ‘is only ever possible on 
the ground of a depresentation’ (ibid.); through this capacity one explicitly 
explodes life and colour into that which was only ever latent and invisible 
before. 

 Presentifi cations thus give objects in the form of ‘nonoriginarity’ (VB: 25). 
However, precisely because of this there are whole realms of objects open to it 
that cannot possibly pop up in perception. Fink’s subsequent transition to 
concrete analyses is precisely the task of going through some of the main 
forms of presentifi cation and, with it, he gives crucial and rich phenomenological 
textures to the diff ering types of presentifi ed objects that we have already seen 
in Husserl, but which Fink signifi cantly develops and augments through his 
own analyses. 

 First of all is recollection, for which Fink’s analyses span fi ve subsections 
( §  § 11–16). I will only give what I see to be the main points here. First of all, in 
 § 10 Fink already distinguishes an actual and active recollection of a past event 
from the reminders and automatic recognitions that occur quite naturally in 
our engagements with our perceptual environments (see: VB: 26). Indeed, the 
latter make up essential components of the complex world of retention and 
presentation, whereas recollection proper is not a presentation but precisely a 
presentifi cation ‘constantly guided by an interest’ (VB: 27). We shall see that 
this emphasis on interest, or what in Husserl might be ‘motivation’, is also a 
very helpful elaboration. What aligns with Husserl completely is that 
recollection has the unique characteristic amongst the presentifi cations as 
being ‘the only  self-giving ’ (VB: 28) one. In short, recollection is a presentifi cation 
because it allows one access to something that  was  perceived and is no longer 
there: ‘Recollection is an intentional lived experience, in which the presenting 
ego’s own past is accessible; it is therefore a penetration into the forgotten 
darkness of its own inner history. In the performance of remembering, the 
presenting ego posits itself, so to speak, in the world of its past; it “repeats” its 
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own earlier experiential life’ (VB: 27). For Fink, recollection opens one up to 
one’s past, and transports the self into this past in the very same act. 

 In  § 12 Fink develops two terms to reference the two main elements to 
recollection: the ‘memory world’ ( Erinnerungswelt ) is the past objective realm 
opened up through the recollection of certain objects, facts or events that 
one can explore; and the ‘memory-world ego’ ( Erinnerungsweltich ) is the 
presentifi ed I that does the exploring. Moreover, I have already mentioned how 
Fink stresses that all recollection is motivated and guided by interest; ‘[t]he 
forgotten can essentially only be undone through an interest’ (VB: 32). Th is 
can reach such a pitch that in certain cases the recollective eff ort ‘can be 
“constitutive” insofar as it emphasizes previously unconsidered, attentionally 
neglected things in a special way’ (ibid.). Th is ultimately means we can refl ect 
and dwell on memories endlessly (see: ibid.), even to the extent that we get lost 
in and consumed by them (e.g. a chronic nostalgia). 

 Aft er  § 13 articulates how the memory world doubles many presented 
elements into presentifi ed ones, not least a space and time that can be navigated 
crucially in an as-if manner,  § 14 then details the two main ‘modalizations’ 
recollections can undergo. Th is is a term heavily used by Husserl too, most 
notably in his  Passive Synthesis  lectures, where an automatic and passive mode 
of consciousness can undergo changes to the status quo fl ow of events. An 
example from Husserl is ‘disappointment’ ( Entt ä uschung ) – for instance, when 
one automatically expects a ball to continue being red and round, when 
actually, upon turning it around, you see it is green and defl ated (see: PS: 
65/27). Th is is Husserl with regard to perception. For Fink, and with regard to 
recollection, it can be modalized either ‘through a present perception’ (VB: 34) 
or ‘on the basis of a memory’ (ibid.). Th e fi rst is when one believed a certain 
thing but it has now become ‘disbelieved’ through a new piece of perceived 
information (e.g. a new fact); the second is when the recollection itself turns 
out not to have occurred because it is corrected by another memory (see: ibid.). 
Th is latter issue raises the question as to whether there is a threshold for 
recollection where this could not happen, in short, whether there can be 
infallible memories. Here, although Fink states ‘undoubtedly there is a practical 
optimum of intuitive fullness’ (VB: 35) – i.e. there are grades to recollection 
whereby a ‘practical optimum’ is when one recollects well enough to be quite 
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sure that it occurred as in fact recollected – precisely because recollection is 
not perception, as well as the fact that it is always guided by interest, Fink 
seems to suggest that theoretically there is always a room for doubt as to 
the ultimately veracity of recollections, particularly in the details (see: VB: 
35–6). 

  § 15 enters into speculations, almost metaphysical, as to the breadth and 
continuity of the memory world. Here Fink states that it is ‘in principle possible’ 
(VB: 37) to go from a position in the past and follow it up all the way through 
to the given moment. Th is would be a ‘total memory’ (ibid.) without any 
forgotten moments in the sequence and, once again, ‘[i]f this is not possible in 
fact, this says nothing against the possibility in principle’ (ibid.). Be this as it 
may, Fink also admits here that ‘[u]sually, however, we have only smaller 
stretches of real continuation in memory, in proportion to the interestedness’ 
(ibid.) – meaning, once again, that that which one recollects is very closely tied 
to that which one wishes to recollect. 

 Additionally here, Fink’s principle of recollection also brings about another 
interesting claim: ‘a continual going back in time of the memory world is  a 
priori  excluded’ (VB: 37); such is the nature of recollection to bring past events 
back towards a recollecting ego that its direction is set in its phenomenological 
nature, from one’s past to one’s present. Th is means to go back indefi nitely 
‘from’ a memory is a non-starter for Fink because the central point of gravity 
remains the current, living recollecting ego, towards which, and not away from 
which, everything ultimately fl ows. 

 Fink extends this discussion into  § 16, admitting again that one can in 
principle go from a past memory perfectly through to a present moment. Now, 
however, he moreover denies that it is ‘ possible to memorially scoop out the 
entirety of the transcendental past ’ (VB: 38). He even speculates that the past as 
a whole might be ‘ essentially diff erent from that of an inner temporality, which 
begins and ends in a point of time ’ (ibid.). However, he does not really wish to 
go into much more into detail on these issues, as that would require a 
‘phenomenological theory of the mundanization of transcendental subjectivity 
in its self-apperception’ (ibid.), which goes too far for his more ‘preliminary’ 
and concrete analyses. Nonetheless, what we have essentially learned is 
recollection is the only type of presentifi cation whereby we make an already 
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constituted existent world (see: VB: 38–9) available to us in order to witness 
and explore this past, as well as its ongoing signifi cance for us. 

 Th e second type of presentifi cation Fink analyses is ‘foresight’ 
( Vorerinnerung ). Th is is ‘a new basic type of presentifi cation . . . related to the 
future’ (VB: 39), where what is revealed is ‘not a fi nished and somehow already 
determined being, but rather . . . a possibility’ (ibid.). More specifi cally, it is ‘a 
projection into the already horizonal and temporalized project of the future’ 
(ibid.); it is our capacity to look forward based on information we have present 
to us, including that which is involved in our natural protentional tendencies. 
Indeed, foresight is to protention what recollection is to retention; ‘[j]ust as 
recollection only makes explicit what was determined in the formed past 
horizon from the forgotten, so does foresight take what is to come from the 
protentional projection of the future’ (ibid.). Husserl’s term was ‘expectation’ 
( Erwartung ) and indeed Fink sometimes uses this term too in his further 
elaborations and explications (see: VB: 39–40). 

 Much like one can dwell on one’s memories, mulling over past events in 
varying lights, so too can we speculate and mull over what the future might 
hold, now focusing on these bits of information, now looking at the signifi cance 
of something else. All in all, the more actual information fed into our foresights, 
the more they can reach ‘an imaginative intuitability’ (VB: 40). It is a main 
realm of possibility, potentiality and probability, where real motivations and 
bits of information feed into presentifi cations – including speculations and 
predictions, hopes and fears – that can be more or less probable, more or less 
wishful, depending on the mood one is in, the desires and interests one has, 
and the information one has at one’s disposal. Further, precisely because of the 
essential tonality of possibility, foresight can only be modalized through new 
present information; it can never be wrong in itself like recollection could (see: 
VB: 41). A prediction could turn out to be wrong for instance, but here it is 
always new, present information correcting an old foresight; the foresight itself, 
when conceived, was only ever possible, or at most highly, highly probable (e.g. 
‘the sun will rise tomorrow’). 

 Finally, foresight is constantly infl uenced by our motivations and interests 
and always essentially remains ‘in the assumption of world experience’ (VB: 
41); it is that forward-looking capacity to wonder, speculate and predict based 
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on what we feel, think and know. 
 Next, Fink’s analyses of visualization or ‘present-memory’ 

( Gegenwartserinnerung ) cover two subsections,  §  § 18–19. He begins with the 
complex and dynamic constitution of the world as we experience it, both in its 
enduring as well as in its changing nature. ‘Living in the present of current 
experience, I fi nd myself in a world that is already completed according to its 
constitutive style, but in a constantly changing history’ (VB: 42). In the real 
perceptual world, which is necessarily temporal because of its constitution 
through transcendental time-consciousness (see: ibid.), there is, even given all 
fl uctuation, ‘constant continuation, a constant enduring-through-time’ (ibid.). 
Such ‘   “identity in change”   ’ (ibid.) not only ‘makes the distinction between 
unchangeable and changeable possible’ (ibid.); the real presences experienced 
in the world, as well as an essential temporality, are ultimately imparted to it 
through ‘the intentional life of the subject’ (VB: 43). Th is is a transcendental 
idealism in the vein of Husserl, where all we experience is ultimately coordinated 
around a fundamental and encompassing transcendental subjectivity. 

 Within such an apparent totality, however, objects ‘only ever show themselves 
. . . in perspectives or profi les’ (VB: 43). Th is is Husserl’s ‘paradox’ of perception, 
where although we automatically think we see objects as such (e.g. that chair), 
strictly and phenomenologically speaking at any given moment we only 
actually perceive a particular part or aspect of it (this particular part of the 
chair, here and now). Th is means external perceptual objects necessarily come 
with inbuilt horizons, where, for instance, the backside of the chair is not 
presently perceived but I implicitly know it could be if I turned it around or 
walked around and looked. Th is is an instance of what Fink describes as ‘[t]he 
invisible moments that do not fall into the perception’ (VB: 43), but which are 
still ‘co-constituted in a living and motivated appresentation’ (ibid.). Th ey are 
‘potentialities’ (ibid.) that can be presented through changes in the world (e.g. 
walking around) – but they can also be explicitly evoked, this time in an as-if 
manner, through what Fink calls ‘ Gegenwartserinnerung ’. Indeed, instead of 
walking around and looking at the other side of the chair, I could imagine what 
that side looks like, based on my current perception, my knowledge of such 
objects, and perhaps even my previous perception of that part of the chair, or 
ones like it. Th is capacity in its entirety is nothing other than visualization or 
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‘present-memory’, a presentifi cation of (an aspect of) an object that is currently 
not perceptually and immediately present to me, but which is nonetheless 
horizonally or co-present in my immediate time and vicinity. Such 
contemporaneous visualizing occurs because in every ‘current experiential 
reality we always have a limited environment’ (VB: 44) precisely due to the 
situated and inherently perspectival nature of perception. With such limits 
necessarily come horizons, whereby the physical world can be spatially and 
temporally explored in actual movements and perceptions – but also through 
visualizations just like our pasts and futures can be explored precisely thanks 
to our inherent conscious capacity for presentifi cation. 

 In sum, visualization explicitly evokes and explores aspects of the temporally 
current but inexhaustible (see: VB: 45) world and situation – with its ‘peculiar 
character of a simultaneous present’ (ibid.) – based on materials present and 
known. Th e ‘simultaneous’ element is indeed what makes this stand out as a 
unique phenomenological element or experience; the objects presentifi ed are 
contemporaneous or even implicitly co-present to one’s current time and 
space. It is the third prong of presentifi cation in the time-consciousness trident. 

 Fourth in Fink’s analyses of the main types of presentifi cation is phantasy. 
Th is is diff erent from the preceding three types of presentifi cation because it 
does not directly correspond to any of the three types of depresentation 
(recollection to retention; foresight to protention; visualization to co-presence). 
Indeed, Fink speculates as to whether ‘it [is] essentially required for all 
presentifi cations that they are based on a particular depresentation, and if so, 
what would be the depresentation of pure possibility in this case?’ (VB: 48). 
Already in this quotation, one may surmise that phantasy has to with ‘pure 
possibility’. More prosaically, however, Fink begins with the idea that phantasy 
is diff erent from the preceding presentifi cations because it is ‘non-positing’ 
(VB: 46). Th is is phenomenological terminology for the fact that there is no 
pre-refl ective belief, no ‘doxastic’ attitude automatically positing the reality of 
the objects, or even perhaps their future probability or possibility, hence the 
reason why Fink fi nishes with an idea of ‘pure possibility’. Simply put, this latter 
is the realm of ‘pure phantasies’ (VB: 48), which are signifi cantly ‘not bound by 
any particular motivation’ (ibid.) – although they might still be ‘motivated by 
some tendency of transcendental life’ (ibid.). Nevertheless, they are certainly 
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still bound ‘through a priori laws of intuition as such’ (ibid.). Here, there is a 
‘   “world time”   ’ (ibid.) and a phantasizing ego, but the point is that it, the 
content, remains ‘completely undetermined’ (ibid.). Contrary to psychoanalytic 
claims, pure phantasy here thus seems to be an idleness and wandering of the 
mind, a daydreaming without any particular goal or wish – a mere idle fantasy 
in the more everyday senses of terms. Nevertheless, I think Fink’s specifi c point 
here is to get to the extreme of mere and pure possibility as a theoretical idea. 
Indeed, in general Fink seems in agreement with much of psychoanalysis in 
that nearly everything is guided by some interest (or desire) of some kind. 

 Pure phantasy is thus the limit of rarefi ed images, and perhaps even 
thoughts. It is opposed to what Fink terms ‘localized phantasies, which refer to 
the factual world’ (ibid.). All of these ‘are in a certain manner transfi ctions 
[ Umfi ktionen ] of the given and factual world’ (VB: 46); they take up aspects 
from the world and change them. Th is can happen in two ways. First 
‘transfi ctions of the future and . . . the unknown co-present’ (ibid.). Here Fink 
allows one to conceive of ‘an “arbitrary” picturing of future possibilities [and 
assumedly co-present ones too] that are not motivated at all’ (VB: 47) and that 
are then ‘opposed to motivated foresights and visualizations’ (ibid.). Second, 
‘transfi ctions of the present and past’ (VB: 46–7), which are ‘basically . . . 
fi ction[s] of “the same” world’ (VB: 47). In the latter, although the modifi cation 
is conditioned and determined by past and present facts and things, precisely 
because it is a modifi cation the act still ‘modifi es the whole tenor of the world’ 
(ibid.), namely from real and actual to unreal and possible. 

 We thus have pure phantasies on one hand, and localized ones on the other. 
Of the former, there are those purely idle, dreamy speculations without any 
real temporal or factual reference. Of the latter, there are similarly idle and 
supposedly unmotivated wonderings, but now loosely related to the future and 
co-present, which minimally distinguishes them from foresight and 
visualization respectively due to their unmotivated character; and then there 
are also more motivated and determined phantasies with reference to the past 
and present that are nonetheless not real precisely because they have entered 
the presentifi ed realm of unreality and possibility through an as-if process of 
‘transfi ctionalization’. 

 If one takes all of these Finkian types of phantasy in a broader sense of 
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imagination there is signifi cant overlap with other presentifi cations even to the 
extent that these last can become quite synonymous with the former, basically 
as anything evoked in an as-if, non-perceptual manner. However, taking 
phantasy in a narrower sense, as Fink now does, it specifi cally refers to a 
subsection of presentifi cations that are unmotivated transfi ctionalizations, or 
the mere realm of the unreal and possible. 

 Later, in a very interesting subsection that outlines some main points for a 
phenomenology of sleep and dreaming, Fink states that dreams are nothing 
other than an ‘immersed phantasy’ (VB: 63). Indeed, sleep creates a state of 
relative ‘   “worldlessness”   ’ whereby, quite logically, an immersed state of unreal 
and possible dynamism arises precisely because the world of perception has 
been largely shut out. Not only this; dreams have the power to captivate and 
transfi x even to the extent that one does not in fact notice – in the moment at 
least – that one is dreaming, that one’s objects are in fact unreal and 
phantasmagoric. In short, the ego inside the dream world gets quite submerged 
into its objects because it has lost its perceptual points of contrast for the most 
part (see: VB: 64). Dreams are thus the limit case in Fink’s appraisal of 
presentifi cations, and indeed other phenomenologists (most notably Sartre, as 
we shall see) continued to emphasize the captivating and even magical powers 
of dreams and of the imaginary in general, whereby one’s images can overtake 
perceptual life, both in positive as well as negative forms (see: O’Shiel 2019a). 

 What is crucial to remember here is that all these analyses by Fink further 
solidify, on the back of Husserl, presentifi cation as a complex and highly varied 
form of imagination when conceived in this broad sense, with phantasy then a 
particular type that focuses on producing and experiencing irreality, which 
would then be imagination in the much narrower sense – with both senses, 
however, crucially diff erent from perception in their basic phenomenological 
structures and types of objects, as we also saw with Husserl. 

 Th us far then, Fink is largely in line with Husserl although he develops and 
builds upon numerous aspects in various ways. On this note, immersion is one 
of the aspects Fink elaborates upon in one of the remaining subsections to his 
analyses of presentifi cation. Entitled ‘ Th e egoic performance modes of 
presentifi cations ’ (VB: 50),  § 22 not only discusses how the term ‘presence’ can 
be ambiguous because it can have a narrow meaning of presentation but also a 
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broader one that then would include presentifi cations (see: VB: 51); it also 
names and discusses ‘performance modes’ of presentifi cations: ‘attention and 
inattention and the regulation of tempo, but also the modes of wakefulness 
and immersion’ (VB: 54). Having focused more upon the noematic senses of 
various presentifi cations up till now, these modes stand more on the noetic 
side and add an immense diversity, subtlety and richness to his whole analysis. 

 In general,  § 21 till the end of the whole section in  § 27 gives a rather 
whirlwind tour to many important aspects of various basic forms of 
presentifi cation, detailed in a dense manner that can therefore be analysed, 
discussed and expounded upon with further study of the text. Not only are 
their relations to preceding subsections interesting, they are also insightful in 
themselves. To go through some main insights briefl y,  § 21 begins outlining the 
complex dynamic with regard to ‘ Th e iteration relationships of presentifi cations ’ 
(VB: 48), whereby various presentifi cations can have ‘iterative nestings’ (ibid.), 
like remembering a phantasy for example.  § 23 then begins to investigate the 
‘existential sense of fi ctions as such’ (VB: 56), which is a complex issue where 
acts of imagination might themselves be able to become images themselves, 
thereby raising the issue as to a purported transcendent world of fi ction 
somehow detached from the imaginer, regarding which Fink is at once sceptical 
and hesitant (see: VB: 57–8).  § 24 then discusses how the concept of 
‘originariness’ could be broadened in lieu of the analyses of presentifi cation. 
Th is is because presentifi cations, even pure ones, still ultimately relate to, and 
even expand upon, our relation to the real as well as possible world. 

 In all of this, one of the main points to take away is that presentifi cations are 
based on or transform the factual world, thereby broadening our horizons in a 
manner infl uenced by, and even infl uencing, this very same world. Th is issue is 
linked to the potentially ambiguous uses of ‘presence’ because, although in a 
strict sense only that which is directly present is originary for Fink, a broadened 
notion might show how presentifi cation vastly informs and augments such 
originariness, at least indirectly. Actually, one might even go so far as to say that 
the world is only so rich precisely because of depresentations and 
presentifi cations. If nothing were around the corner, if nothing possible, unreal 
or ideational could be envisaged, then perhaps human life would not be human 
at all, but something more akin to an amoeba. Be this as it may, it should 
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already be becoming clear that the richness and complexity of our lives is 
precisely thanks to both realms, as well as, crucially, their interrelation as well 
as their dynamic and varied interactions. 

 Finally, taking an idea of ‘pure thought’ to its logical limits,  § 25 discusses a 
possible opposition between ‘intuition and mere thinking’ (VB: 60) in that 
perhaps something that is in principle incapable of intuitive fulfi lment (see: 
ibid.) is nonsensical and absurd. Fink goes on to distinguish between 
‘absurdities in principle’ (VB: 61 – e.g. a square circle), which are only merely 
thinkable at best; and ones (e.g. colour without extension) that are also absurd 
but nevertheless seem to have a kind of ‘transfi nite intentional structure’ (ibid.). 
All in all, there is a wealth of analyses here that give us very good inroads into 
the main types of presentifi cation and the many questions and discussions it 
raises. Indeed, it is an indispensable realm of human existence and thought, 
and an absolutely pivotal theme for this book that will be continued into the 
next two chapters and indeed throughout the work as a whole. Now, however, 
I must turn our attention to Fink’s main points with regard to that second 
main type of experience he has under focus in these pages, image-consciousness.  

   2.2 Image-consciousness, again  

 One of the goals, if not  the  main goal, of Fink’s work is to categorically 
distinguish presentifi cations from our ability to see images and pictures in 
various artefacts of the cultural world. Sculptures, paintings and photographs 
were of course the paradigmatic examples of Fink’s time; now image-
consciousness can apply, as I have already argued, to much, much more, not 
least the host of audiovisual and even tactile images made possible through the 
multitude of screens and related technologies that now surround and 
preoccupy us. 

 Fink gets to this issue in the last section of the work. Th e section begins with 
a discussion of unreality in general, where Fink is not interested in it as some 
kind of simple negation of reality, but more in the ‘co-disclosed non-being’ 
(VB: 67) that is integrated into ‘the being of these objects themselves’ (ibid.). 
Th is, we shall see, is very Sartrean – or perhaps Sartre was very Finkian.  14   In 
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any case, the point of departure focuses on anything that involves ‘something 
unreal, something unpresent, as if it were present’ (ibid.), which can therefore 
include both presentifi cations and physical images. Th is, indeed, is the ‘great 
danger’ (ibid.) that can and oft en does lead to a confl ation of the two types of 
experience. Considering this, Fink is at pains to express that image-
consciousness, in direct contradistinction to presentifi cation, is ‘a determined 
intentionality that belongs, in its descriptive basic character, to a class of 
intentions that can only be made understandable in the context of a general 
analysis of neutrality modifi cation’ (VB: 68). Now, neutrality modifi cation 
means ‘a belief in the mode of as-if ’ (VB: 69). We have already seen that there 
are modifi cations involved in presentifi cations; but this, Fink warns, is not to 
be confused with the present neutrality modifi cation (see: VB: 69–70). Of 
these latter, there are two kinds: ‘(1) neutralities of performance and (2) 
neutralities of content’ (VB: 70). With regard to the latter, ‘[t]he neutral 
moments have entered, so to speak, into the material essence, they lie in the 
“kernel of sense” itself and not in the “thetic characters”   ’ (VB: 71). Here the 
neutrality has entered into the fi bre of the sense of the object in that it is not 
merely on the side of ‘performance’. Of such acts ‘are all those which portray an 
“unreality” presentatively and in intuitive fullness in an originary noema – for 
example, image-consciousness, apperception of a game, portrayal and so on’ 
(ibid.). Th is is a category of object and experience where the external objects 
themselves have something neutralized, indicative and transcendent – in short 
more than simply perceptual. Fink calls these ‘ medial acts ’ (VB: 72), which 
‘keep a real medium open for the appearance and self-showing ability of an 
“unreality”   ’ (ibid.). Fink’s remaining focus here is to explicate one type of these 
acts, image-consciousness (for more on the others, see: Fink [1957–75] 
2016/2010). 

 Fink goes on to explain that it is diffi  cult to attain a ‘ pure image phenomenon ’ 
because they are oft en so culturally saturated (see: VB: 72–3). Such phenomena 
do exist in nature, however, like shadows and refl ections (VB: 73), and so it 
should be possible to get to a rather pure form. Here, fi rst to note is that one is 
still nevertheless always concerned with ‘a factual-individual existent[,] . . . an 
analysis of image facticity’ (ibid.). Th is is ultimately a unity of two essential 
components: the ‘ real “carrier”    ’ ( Tr ä ger  – ibid.) and the ‘    “image world”    ’ 
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( Bildwelt  – ibid.). Th ese are fused in our lived experiences, but can be 
phenomenologically analysed. 

 Fink’s image-consciousness thus has two components, not three like 
Husserl. For Fink the ‘image world’ ‘is always and essentially together with a 
real carrier’ (VB: 74), with the latter the carved marble, painted canvas, pixeled 
coloured computer screen, soundwaves, vibrations or whatever. Th is is already 
the essential diff erence with presentifi cation in that the carrier means there is 
an external physical element to image-consciousness that presentifi cations do 
not have and which thereby makes the former more determined – not least 
physically – than the latter could possibly ever be. Th e ‘carrier’  qua  carrier is 
normally and essentially overlooked in the normal functioning of image-
consciousness (see: ibid.) – indeed the carrier is all that real and perceptually 
present material which in a certain sense  must  be overlooked in order to 
portray something that is not actually there. As Fink says, it is ‘a certain anomaly 
if this carrier comes into thematic view itself ’ (ibid.) – for instance a broken or 
malfunctioning screen. 

 Elaborating upon this, Fink goes on to explain that there is an essential 
‘    “[c]oncealment”    ’ ( Verdektheit  – VB: 76) to the function of the carrier in that 
the carrier must not reveal itself as a carrier if it is to perform its proper 
function. In short, the carrier is that anonymous ‘plain reality insofar as it is 
 covered  by the image world’ (ibid.) – it localizes and fi xes the image world in a 
particular, physical thing in the real world, but also allows you to go 
automatically beyond it. 

 Th e image world is obviously the second essential element, that which the 
physical materials actually portray. Together the two components are always 
already and naturally fused in the phenomenal experience, making these 
experiences so many ‘windows’ (see:  § 34) into relatively determined image 
worlds. 

 Fink’s example is Hodler’s  Woodcutter  from 1908. It is almost impossible to 
look at this and not see a man chopping a tree; it is almost impossible to focus 
on some mere material colour or shape in it  as  a mere colour or shape. In short, 
one ‘sees’ a tree instead of perceives a purely long and brown shape. Indeed, in 
another example, although ‘   “the same” red color is at once the red coating on 
the piece of canvas and is also the red color of the evening sky of the image 
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world’ (VB: 77), the particular composition and arrangement of the colours 
instantly transports any viewer into a prefi gured and predetermined image 
world, where there is not only a ‘constant present’ (VB: 75) but ‘[a]n image-
worldly future and an image-worldly past also belong to this present. “Now the 
woodcutter is swinging the ax, and soon it will go into the trunk”   ’ (ibid.). One 
also assumes that the forest spatially continues beyond what we see, that the 
woodcutter (based on his clothes and technologies) is situated in a particular 
time, and so on. In short, the standard horizonality of perception, both 
temporal and spatial, is transmuted into the image as well, in a pseudo, unreal 
and one might say ‘imaginary’ sense, as we will see with Sartre. 

 Th e variations here are without end. Crucial to remember, however, is that 
for Fink image-consciousness is an essentially diff erent structure from that of 
presentifi cation; the former has a physical carrier that allows for determined 
windows into a pre-constituted image world which, precisely because the latter 
is only facilitated through a physical carrier, is much more determined and 
concrete. Indeed, the originality of an artwork points to this; it is a unique 
physical piece that cannot just be presentifi ed to the same eff ect. Image-
consciousness is this fusion of carrier and image world that makes ‘[t]he 
intuitability of the image world . . . essentially a presentative-impressional 
intuitability’ (VB: 75), and  not  a presentifi ed one. In this manner, ‘[t]he 
unreality of an image world can essentially only be an abstract moment of a 
determined reality’ (ibid.); for Fink the realm of image-consciousness is 
between the realms of pure perception and presentifi cation, but because of its 
physicality ultimately it is a special type of perception, one of physical, external 
and therefore determined images that nonetheless also give you access to 
transcendent objects and irrealities that are still not actually there like this 
table or chair might be. 

 Fink’s explications thus build upon some Husserlian insights but with some 
crucial and clear diff erences that were then to be challenged by Sartre’s work 
on the imaginary in their own turn. Th ere is thus a clear line of investigation 
through the three phenomenologists, with Fink a vital and pivotal moment. 
Indeed, Fink avoids much of the ambiguity of Husserl because he avoids the 
conceptually ambiguous ‘image object’; in Fink the carrier is evidently physical, 
the image world evidently not. Moreover, when fused together, as they 
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necessarily are in our everyday lives, it is a mode of experience in its own right, 
basically a clearly delineated type of transcending perception, or external 
imagination – however you would like to term it. I prefer to call it a special 
type of transcendent perception because it seems to match Fink’s ultimate 
characterization best. 

 Fink in fact presents a challenge to anyone who wants to dispute his basic 
claim regarding the fundamental diff erence in kind between presentifi cation 
and image-consciousness: ‘If one understands presentifi cations as image-
consciousness, then one must fi rst prove that we not only have an impressional 
carrier, but also that presentifi ed data reproduce themselves in the impressional 
hyletic data’ (VB: 77). Th is, I believe, is what Sartre does, unwittingly or not.   
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               3 

 Sartre            

   3.1 Perception and the imaginary  

 Before we see what a close reading of Sartre’s  Th e Imaginary  can provide as 
a response to Fink, we need, once again, to delineate perception from 
presentifi cation. As we shall see, Sartre’s conception of perception is, like Fink’s, 
quite thoroughly Husserlian. What is quite diff erent, however, is that Sartre 
does not use the term  Vergegenw ä rtigung , because he was writing in French. 
Diff erences in terminology notwithstanding, we shall see that his incredibly 
detailed analyses of the imaginary are very akin to Husserl’s and Fink’s on 
presentifi cation, although he focuses less on types like recollection and 
foresight, rather bringing all the essentials of imaging in general to the fore, as 
well as how this mode of consciousness is radically opposed to perception. 
Ultimately Sartre is the most adamant about the starkly diff ering 
phenomenological natures between perceiving and imagining. Th is raises the 
question as to where ‘image-consciousness’ might fi t in, which is another term 
Sartre does not actually use. 

 Before I address the status of image-consciousness in a Sartrean framework 
and then discuss the overlaps and tensions it brings up with the other 
two phenomenologists, I will fi rst need to articulate how Sartre defi nes 
the ‘image’ in a genetic way, as arising out of our implicit experience of absence 
on the perceptual level; and then I need to summarize a rather static 
understanding, with the image being defi ned as between a perception and a 
concept. 

49
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   3.1.1 Experiencing and evoking absence: perception, 
imagination and the analogon  

 In order to understand how the imaginary arises out of our engagement with 
the perceptual world, I will need to give a phenomenological account that 
revolves around consciousness’s capacity to both implicitly experience as well 
as explicitly evoke absence, the latter of which relying wholly upon Sartre’s 
‘thoroughly distinctive’ (Hopkins 2016: 90) concept of the ‘analogon’, as well as 
coming close to many of the most crucial aspects of Husserl’s and Fink’s 
understandings of presentifi cation. 

 For Sartre, consciousness and its incessant activity must be essentially 
defi ned as non-coincidence. Th e very fact that a world and its objects appear  to  
a conscious subject already demonstrates that such ‘consciousness of . . .’ is not 
itself the world and its objects. In this sense, the advent of consciousness means 
that a kind of phenomenal gap is introduced that allows for a basic and 
all-pervasive awareness, by and through which all does indeed appear to such 
fundamental awareness. In short, the elemental activity of consciousness 
constitutes a general phenomenal ground out of which consciousness can be 
conscious  of  something – or what in phenomenology is known as ‘intentionality’. 

 A well-known Sartrean example highlights this point: when I look for Pierre 
in a caf é , the caf é  is automatically constituted as a ‘ground’ (BN/EN: 33/44) out 
of which objects arise through the direction of my gaze, with each individual 
one being ‘thrown back to nothingness’ (BN/EN: 35/45) when I realize that 
they are not what I am looking for, Pierre. If Pierre is there, I would be ‘suddenly 
arrested by his face and the whole caf é  would organize itself around him as a 
discrete presence’ (BN/EN: 34/44). In short, I would perceive Pierre, greet him 
and sit down. 

 However, Pierre is not there, and once I have searched the whole caf é  this 
place is ‘thrown’ in its own turn, because I have seen that the caf é  does not 
contain him. In other words, I experience Pierre’s absence ‘from the  whole  caf é ’ 
(ibid.). 

 I have already stated that in the realm of the imaginary proper, absence is 
not simply and implicitly experienced but is explicitly evoked in a manner that 
transfi gures reality precisely through irrealizing it. Extending upon Sartre’s 
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own example, I may here say that aft er I have left  the caf é , I start to wonder, 
whilst walking down the street, where Pierre is, and here I may imagine him 
on a bus. In an instant I evoke an image of Pierre on a bus whilst I myself 
am walking down the street. In Husserlian terms, this is a simple act of 
presentifi cation of the phantasy variety, so imagination in the narrow sense; in 
Sartre’s terminology, this small example shows how the imaginary arises 
through consciousness irrealizing the real. Clarifying this further will require 
another example. 

 Even closer to Husserl (and Fink), Sartre claims it is one thing to perceive 
that an arabesque design in the wallpaper continues behind a cupboard and 
another to imagine what the arabesque behind the cupboard might actually 
look like right in this moment. In the fi rst case it is quite clear, says Sartre, that 
there is always, in any given perception, an ‘emptily intended’ (see: IM: 121/233) 
project of perceiving that continues beyond the actually given content of the 
present perception. In other words, there are always elements that are not 
actually perceived in the present moment but are nevertheless always implicitly 
there. Moreover, they can always, if we so choose, be perceived (in this example, 
by looking behind the cupboard). Th is is completely in line with Husserl and 
the inherent horizonality of all perceptual consciousness, with the underside 
of an ashtray on a desk being one of Sartre’s own examples (ibid.). 

 With regard to the arabesque, it means that if I perceive only half of it on the 
wall, then, according to the phenomenological laws of perception, I 
automatically have an ‘empty intention’ of the hidden half in the one and the 
same perception of the visible half. Such empty intentions have their basis in 
our knowledge, Sartre says. More specifi cally, our knowledge has its source in 
memory, or in implicit – ‘unformulated’ or ‘antepredicative’ – inferences (see: 
IM: 121/233). In simpler terms, this knowledge always has to do with being 
actually or memorially present before a certain object or truth. 

 Perception and knowledge thus essentially revolve around presence for 
Sartre, whether actual or intellectual. Imagining the arabesque behind the 
cupboard, on the other hand, is an act of positing that radically excludes any 
emptily intended perception of it. Moreover, it tries to make something which 
is absent, present. Th is is what with Husserl and Fink was called ‘visualization’, 
namely presentifying or imagining in the current moment about a close-by 
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and current absence (in this instance, behind the cupboard; but it could be the 
next room, outside and so on). If this is done the part of the arabesque behind 
the cupboard is no longer a mere empty continuation of the present perception, 
but is now directly aimed at, although crucially not as perceived but as 
imagined. In other words, I isolate the absent part of the arabesque and aim, 
oft en with the help of memory, directly at it through my imagination. Th is act, 
again very Husserlian, involves a neutralization of the perceptual attitude in 
order for an imaging one to spring up. In this instance, imagining an object 
necessarily excludes emptily intending it because the object is now directly 
aimed at  as imaged . 

 Imagining also neutralizes acts of perception in general. Although the world 
does not completely disappear when we imagine, the details within a normal 
perceptual attitude, as well as its objects and many of their particulars, take a 
back seat – a more marginal signifi cance – when one is properly imagining 
something. Th ere are comical (and painful!) examples of this, like walking into 
a lamp post while lost in some image or thought. Also think of daydreaming 
more generally, wherein someone seems ‘miles away’ from their immediate 
surroundings, ‘staring into space’ and unaware of your attention and questions 
because they are consumed by their own thoughts and imagining. 

 All in all, imaging consciousness is here an act where I both make explicit 
 and  impoverish my (empty) perception in a spontaneous act that posits, for 
instance, the arabesque behind the cupboard in a complete though irreal – 
which is to say here non-perceptual – manner (see: IM: 122/234). In short, I do 
not emptily intend the arabesque behind the wall but ‘see’ it through my 
imaging consciousness of it. Perception and the imaginary therefore necessarily 
exclude one another for Sartre because reality must be neutralized and 
irrealized if an imaging act is to arise at all. In a nutshell, perception is the 
realm of presentation in Husserlian terms that involves implicit absences and 
horizons, whereas the imaginary is that of presentifi cation, of explicitly evoking 
absences, irrealities and reality-neutral objects. Moreover, although Sartre does 
not broach the issue much in his work, he would agree with Husserl’s 
characterization of remembering as a special type of presentifi cation, even if 
he would most likely not include it in the realm of the imaginary because this 
latter is not ultimately about remembering real events and objects, but evoking, 
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as said, absences and irrealities that do not, and oft en cannot, be automatically 
believed as memories are. 

 How, more specifi cally, is irrealization made possible? Sartre’s answer is that 
absence – or more generally nothingness – can be evoked only through 
materials that  are  present to us. Th ese materials form an ‘analogon’ for absent 
or non-existent – in short irreal – objects. Under this heading one needs to 
think of all the materials that can be used to evoke something not existent or 
there. Th ese can be: 

   ● physical and external (examples: a painting, a photo, an actor – see: 
IM: 17–53/40–112);  

  ● psychophysiological (aff ectivity (viz. feelings) and kinaesthetic 
sensations (e.g. moving one’s eyes in order to imagine a moving tennis 
ball) – see: IM: 68–83/135–64); or  

  ● psychical (knowledge (i.e. memories) of something – see: IM: 
57–68/115–35).   

 Let us read Sartre on the matter. When trying to ‘capture’ my absent friend 
Pierre, I try to (1) think of (i.e. internally imagine) him; (2) look at a photo of 
him; and (3) look at a caricature of him: 

  We have employed three procedures to give ourselves the face of Pierre. In 
the three cases we found an ‘intention’, and that intention aims, in the three 
cases, at the same object. Th is object is neither the representation, nor the 
photo, nor the caricature: it is my friend Pierre. Moreover, in the three cases, 
I aim at the object in the same way: it is on the ground of perception that I 
want to make the face of Pierre appear, I want to ‘make it present’ to me. 
And, as I cannot make a direct perception of him spring up, I make use of a 
certain matter that acts as an  analogon , as an equivalent of perception.  

  IM: 18/41–2    

 Th e French for ‘make it present’ ( rendre pr é sent ) used here would be the closest 
to a simple French translation of  vergegenw ä rtigen , which remember can also 
be rendered as ‘to make present’ in English. Th e fact the term is also in quotation 
marks might also suggest that Sartre knew it was already a technical term in 
other texts and languages, or it could have just been a certain expression he 
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was using. Th ese speculations aside, more generally the quotation shows 
that imaging acts, whether they use external objects (e.g. pictures), 
psychophysiological phenomena (mainly feelings and bodily movements), or 
even more purely psychical materials (non-aff ective memories and knowledge), 
all ultimately have the same structure: to show that an ‘object is given, when 
absent, through a presence’ (IM: 85/170). Such presence is nothing other than 
the specifi c analogical material (a feeling; a photo) used to constitute the 
particular imaging act (missing my home; ‘seeing’ my grandmother). Th us the 
same objects (my home; my grandmother) can be given both in perception 
and imagination; it is the  way  in which they are given (as real; as imaginary) 
that is crucially diff erent. Indeed, with the imaginary the analogon contains all 
the present materials used in order to make an absent, non-existent or reality-
neutral object appear before consciousness in a way that denotes ‘consciousness 
of an  object as imaged  and not consciousness  of an image ’ (IM: 86/171–2). Th e 
image, therefore, is an active form of consciousness through which an object is 
given as imaged, and hence decidedly not as perceived (or conceived). 

 Th e analogon, moreover, need not be made up of one specifi c type of 
analogical material. On the contrary, more oft en than not there exists ‘a 
plurality of diff erentiated qualities in the analogon’ (IM: 85/168). For instance, 
a photograph of my grandmother  and  a concomitant feeling of sadness oft en 
co-constitute my imaging experience of her. More generally, although these 
elements, such as pieces of knowledge, movements, aff ectivities and the like 
can all be distinguished in the abstract through phenomenological analysis, in 
the actual imaging act they form the analogon entirely, once and for all, each 
and every time, in the ‘unity’ (IM: 137/263) of the whole act. Th e analogon 
therefore neutralizes or modifi es aspects of reality (fi rst conceptual moment) 
so consciousness can then use this material to evoke its imaginary object 
(second one). Indeed, a feeling of sadness as real is the precise tonality of the 
feeling, made possible by an immediate pre-refl ective or refl ective consciousness 
thereof. A feeling of sadness in missing someone who is not there uses this 
feeling as analogical material for the missing and missed person. Th is is what 
Sartre means when he states that the feeling, portrait and the like all cease to 
be objects of perception (see: IM: 22/51); in imagination they function rather 
‘as matter for an image’ (ibid.). In other words, there are always materials of the 
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world and of consciousness that are experienced with all their immediate and 
real force. However, a great number of things can also be used to evoke 
something that is not there, and might never be (again). It is in these latter 
cases that such materials, because they are presences used to evoke absences, 
come to stand in for something else, and thus the whole experience becomes 
irrealized, incorporated into and co-constitutive of a structurally new act of 
imagination, or what Sartre calls ‘the imaginary’. 

 In Sartre’s terms, ‘the imaginary and the real . . . are constituted by the same 
objects; only the grouping and the interpretation of these objects varies’ (IM: 
20/47). Such groupings and interpretations are thanks to the two diff erent 
structures of perceptual and imaging intentionality, where the former is soaked 
through, in its very phenomenological fi bre, with reality, and the latter with 
irreality.  

   3.1.2 Sartre’s imaginary: between perception 
and concept  

 Along with the preceding genetic account, Sartre also goes into great detail 
defi ning the ‘statics of the image’ (IM: 16/39), which will also help my purposes 
as I proceed here. Sartre has four characteristics that all help towards delineating 
imaging consciousness from some other basic forms, not least perception. 
Th ese four characteristics have been dealt with in detail by other scholars (for 
instance: Bonnemann 2007: 77–96), but this has always been done with 
diff ering foci and aims, so it is still important to go through the basic elements 
in this particular context. 

 For Sartre, ‘[t]o perceive, to conceive, to imagine: such are indeed the three 
types of consciousness by which the same object can be given to us’ (IM: 8/22–
3). Within this context, Sartre’s characteristics help pick out the nature and 
structure of the image. 

 Sartre’s fi rst characteristic (see: IM: 5–7/17–22) is that ‘the image is a 
consciousness’. Th is is of vital importance for Sartre because much of the 
history of philosophy falls victim to an ‘illusion of immanence’ (IM: 6/19) 
whereby there is only a diff erence in degree, and not in kind, between perceiving 
and imagining. Such theories fail, for Sartre, to grasp the phenomenological 
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fact that perception and imagination present two radically diff erent modes of 
consciousness, even consisting in diff erent structures and laws. 

 For philosophers like Hume, images – that is, ‘ideas’ in Hume – seem to be 
merely watered-down perceptions inhabiting the psyche, and are therefore, 
moreover, exact copies of their more ‘forceful and vivid’ impressions (see: 
Hume [1739–40] 2001: 1.1.1; also IM: 5–6/   17–18). For Sartre, to the contrary, 
absolutely nothing can inhabit consciousness; consciousness is a perpetual 
transcending activity towards objects it is not. In short, there is utterly nothing 
‘in’ consciousness for Sartre (see: IM: 5/17). Th is yields the curious but 
profound Sartrean insight that, because consciousness is complete transparency 
and non-coincidence, it is the active, transcending being by and through which 
various objects appear  to  it, as well as by and through which one is able to 
experience diff erent objects through various diff erent modes. Perceiving and 
imagining are two such utterly distinct modes for Sartre. 

 As just mentioned, the Humean conception of imagination leads to grave 
errors for Sartre because imagining, although always aiming at the exact same 
object as a (possible) perception, does so in such a diff erent manner that the image 
is by no means a faded perception, but is on the contrary a completely diff erent 
way of relating to the object. We can imagine everything that we have perceived, 
but not vice versa (e.g. a unicorn). Th is is precisely thanks to imaging consciousness’s 
irrealizing and creative capacity, as we have already seen in the previous subsection. 

 Perception is realizing by nature, imagination irrealizing. As Jansen (2016: 
71) aptly puts it, ‘[r]eferring to imagined objects as “irreal” suggests that the 
person imagining is indiff erent toward their ontological status, real or not’ (see 
also: Jansen 2018). In this manner, both perception and imagination can aim at 
the same object (e.g. Pierre), but they do so in very diff erent ways. In perception, 
Pierre is actually there, given concretely, and his presence, indeed, does not 
depend on me. In imagination, on the contrary, an absent, irreal Pierre is 
evoked, as we have also just seen, through various analogical materials that are 
indeed present to me. Even if Pierre is right in front of me, to imagine him 
properly would require a suspension of the perceptual situation (e.g. by closing 
my eyes) in order to evoke an irreal appearance of him. 

 Th is makes imaging consciousness a type of consciousness in its own right 
– one that, moreover, obeys diff erent laws. Regarding these laws, one main 
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diff erence is Sartre’s second characteristic, ‘quasi-observation’; ‘[i]n perception 
I  observe  objects[;] . . . the object, though it enters whole into my perception, is 
never given to me but one side at a time’ (IM: 8/23). Th is is the tried and tested 
Husserlian observation that although the object is given concretely, at any 
given moment only a particular aspect or side ( Abschattung ) of it is actually 
visible, touchable and so on (see: PS: 39/3). In this manner, objects of perception 
do not appear ‘except in a series of profi les [i.e. aspects,  Abschattungen ] which 
calls for and excludes at the same time an infi nity of other points of view’ (IM: 
8/23). Th is makes the objects of perception truly inexhaustible, whereby ‘[o]ne 
must  learn  objects’ (ibid.) by making endless tours and investigations of them, 
and more generally by recognizing that they have a nature and independence 
all of their own. In this way, all objects of the realm of perception have their 
concrete forms and properties, and they obey strict natural, causal and material 
laws. In short, they do not depend on consciousness for their ex- and 
subsistence. 

 To conceive, on the other hand, is to be ‘at the centre’ (IM: 8/24) of an idea 
for Sartre; it is to ‘apprehend its [the idea’s; the concept’s] entirety in one glance’ 
(ibid.). For instance, when ‘I  think  of a cube by a concrete concept’ (ibid.) I 
grasp all its essential properties (six sides, right angles and the like) in one snap 
(‘a cube’). Here there is ‘no apprenticeship to serve’ (ibid.) like in perception, 
for the concept is understood quite instantly, once and for all, and does not 
change. 

 Perceiving, on the other hand, is ‘a synthetic unity of a multiplicity of 
appearances, which slowly serves its apprenticeship’ (IM: 9/24). In short, the 
apprenticeship in the concept is already complete (or it never took place); in 
perception it is unending. 

 For Sartre the image or imaging act is an intermediate between perception 
and conception. Although it seems to mix aspects of both the preceding, it 
does so in a wholly new manner, thereby making it distinct from the other 
two forms. To explicate, Sartre states that ‘the image is a synthetic act that 
[like perception] links a concrete, not imaged, knowledge to [like conception] 
elements more properly representative’ (IM: 9/25). Imagining a cube, 
therefore, has the pseudo appearance of a perception in the sense that one can 
represent, for instance, a particular side; but it also approaches – without 
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being – a concept because one can also get a general sense of a cube through 
imagining one. 

 Further, the image does not have an infi nite potential for learning as 
perception does, nor the already-completed attainment of a concept. Indeed, it 
has its own unique characteristic whereby I ‘will never fi nd anything there but 
what I put there’ (IM: 9/25). Th us imaging consciousness can create objects 
that resemble things in the world, as well as things that do not. It does so, 
however, in a manner in which it is wholly constituted through what one puts 
into it; through precisely what one thinks of, imagines. Th is means that the 
inexhaustibility of the perceptual world, perhaps counterintuitively, is no 
longer included in the imaging act. ‘Counterintuitive’ because everyday opinion 
oft en rates the imaginary as not bound by reality and therefore richer and 
inexhaustible, with perceptual experience oft en being considered as limited, 
dull and monotonous. Phenomenologically speaking, however, perception has 
a structural inexhaustibility – an actual infi nitude – that the imaginary cannot 
have. Th is will be an important point to remember as we reach our case studies 
in the second part, and indeed, the world as real, external and endlessly 
horizonal and temporal can never be fully grasped by us, whereas what I 
imagine (even considering the fact I can imagine so long as I live) is always 
already limited by precisely what we – and we alone – are able to put there. 
Sartre’s realism is evident here: the things of perception are endless and do not 
need us; our images are not and totally do. 

 Th is point is corroborated when Sartre states that the image ‘is a kind of 
essential poverty’ (IM: 9/26); it is wholly dependent on the conscious act that 
creates and maintains it. Th e imaging act is therefore by nature isolating and 
isolated from the comparatively rich nexus of the perceptual world and all of 
its infi nite possibility. Of course one can imagine many things that have never 
actually existed (yet). However, such images are always ‘impoverished’ because 
they have ‘no relations with the rest of the world and maintain only two or 
three relations between themselves’ (ibid.). Here images are not less vivid 
perceptions but are phenomena of a diff erent kind; images can ‘in no way exist 
in the world of perception; they do not meet the necessary conditions’ (IM: 
10/26). For indeed, objects of perception ‘constantly overfl ow’ (IM: 10/27) 
consciousness in a manner where they have reality and autonomy of their 
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own; images do not in that they essentially depend on the consciousness that 
creates and maintains them. When we leave a room we instinctively and 
automatically believe that the objects will be there when we get back, and we 
receive perpetual confi rmation of this every time we return. When we stop 
thinking of a unicorn, on the other hand, it is gone until we, and we alone, 
conjure it up again. 

 In this manner, an object of imaging consciousness is ‘never anything more 
than the consciousness one has of it; it is defi ned by that consciousness’ (IM: 
10/27). Th is ultimately means that one cannot learn anything wholly new from 
one’s imaginings because they are wholly constituted by the imaging act and its 
concomitant knowledge (i.e. memories). Indeed, one either knows, for example, 
how many columns the Pantheon has or not (see: IM: 86–8/   171–5). All the 
imagining in the world is not going to alter this piece of knowledge – only a 
direct perception, an external image-based one (e.g. a photograph), or recalling 
a forgotten memory will. 

 In this manner, imaging consciousness is quasi-observation because ‘it is an 
observation that does not teach anything’ (IM: 10/28). Th is has ‘the paradoxical 
consequence’ (IM: 11/29) that the imaged object is both external and internal. It 
is ‘external’ because I observe what I create, from a distance, so to speak. It is 
‘internal’ because it is the imaging act that has created it, thereby making it 
depend on my consciousness entirely. It is this latter aspect of internality that 
gives the object, although always poor in comparison to perception, ‘a rich and 
profound sense for me’ (ibid.). Th erefore, when one compares images to 
perceptions, barring certain limit cases like illusions and hallucinations (see: 
Smith 2002), the former are always only mere wisps of actual colour and form – 
and yet, because it is a creation that is wholly dependent upon its creator, it has an 
intimacy and indeed a privacy that the world of perception oft en does not. 

 Th ere is more to Sartre’s characterization of imaging consciousness as 
quasi-observation than has just been said, especially to the extent that the term 
‘observation’, even if it is only ‘quasi-’, can be misleading. In fact, one does not 
‘observe’ an image like one can observe a thing of perception. On the contrary, 
in imaging the matter of observation is itself taken into the act. Th us, one can 
watch – which is to say perceive – a tennis match by actually going to it and by 
actually moving one’s head and eyes to and fro, following the ball and the 
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players. Th is is how one ‘observes’ in the perceptual realm. To imagine a tennis 
match, however, it is only necessary for similar psychophysical movements 
(e.g. eyes moving to and fro) to be enacted, this time perhaps with one’s eyes 
closed, in such a manner that these very movements facilitate and actually 
 become  the basis for imagining the irreal tennis match itself, along, of course, 
with one’s knowledge of tennis and even memories of particular matches. 
Indeed, try to imagine a tennis match – especially the ball fl ying through the 
court – without moving your eyes at all. Sartre’s claim here is that imaging acts 
are ‘quasi-observations’ because they take up bodily actions (eyes moving) in a 
manner that does not actually – i.e. perceptually – observe anything; on the 
contrary the movements  produce  the imaging, whereby it is, again very much 
in line with Husserl,  as if  one is perceptually observing something when one in 
fact is not. Th is, again, is thanks to Sartre’s crucial concept of the analogon. 

 Sartre’s third characteristic is stated well in his next subtitle: ‘Imaging 
Consciousness Posits Its Object as a Nothingness’ (IM: 11/30). For example, 
‘[t]he transcendent consciousness of a tree as imaged posits the tree. But it 
posits it  as imaged , which is to say in a certain manner, which is not that of 
perceptive consciousness’  15   (IM: 12/31). Indeed, ‘[e]very consciousness posits 
its object, but each in its own way’ (IM: 12/32). For perception the object is 
always automatically posited as existing (see: ibid.). Th ere is no other way, it 
being the very nature of perceptual consciousness. Imaging consciousness, to 
the contrary, posits its object as ‘a nothingness’, which is to say either ‘as 
non-existent, or as absent, or as existing elsewhere’ (ibid.), or ‘it can also 
“neutralize” itself, which is to say not posit its object as existent’ (ibid.). Th is 
‘positing’, whether perceptual or imaging, is not some aft er-eff ect of the act; it 
is in the intentional, noetic fi bre of the constituting act itself. 

 Considering these points, perception always witnesses the existence of a 
concrete object (i.e. a thing), whereas ‘concepts and knowledge posit the 
existence of  natures  (universal essences) constituted by relations and are 
indiff erent to the ‘fl esh and blood’ existence of objects’ (IM: 13/32). It is, 
however, only in imaging consciousness where an explicit and direct evocation 
of nothingness is involved. Th is is to say, if I imagine something it is necessarily 
‘given as absent to intuition’ (IM: 14/34); imaging consciousness always 
presupposes the absence of the object to perception. If I imagine a unicorn, it 
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is evidently not there. However, even if I imagine someone real like my friend 
in Riga, it is because he is not here, in Santiago. And even if he were, it is still 
one thing to perceive and another to imagine him. All this has the important 
consequence that imagining presupposes consciousness’s inherent capacity to 
evoke nothingness or absence, which is to say transcend the concrete world, 
take up material and psychophysical aspects (a picture, a feeling, a piece of 
knowledge) and spontaneously create images therefrom. 

 Sartre’s fourth characteristic is indeed that the spontaneity of imaging 
consciousness is decidedly more spontaneous than the spontaneity of the 
perceptual attitude. Here, although it is the case that consciousness  qua  original 
activity and transcendence is always spontaneous, in the perceptual attitude 
consciousness nevertheless ‘appears to itself as passive’ (IM: 14/34). Th is is 
because the perceptual world of objects does not depend on any individual 
consciousness; these things have reality of their own, in relation to which 
perception is oft en felt as a mere witnessing of this reality. It is this witnessing 
that gives perception its passive character, because here there are laws and 
concrete properties that can be manipulated, but only if one obeys the causal 
laws and chains of their natural relations. 

 In the imaging attitude, by contrast, there is no necessary reality. One can of 
course imagine causal chains of events. However, in this case one does so alone 
and in phantom form, which means the independence of the events themselves 
has already been stripped. Indeed, although the content may still be considered 
real, the imaginary only arises through spontaneous irrealizing acts that are 
not part of the perceptual realm by defi nition and which can thereby fl out the 
laws of causality and mechanics altogether, representing objects in ways borne 
out wholly by the individual consciousness that creates and sustains them, and 
that can also become wholly captivated by them. In short, ‘magic’ (see: O’Shiel 
2019a). 

 Not listed as an essential characteristic but nevertheless as an important 
consequence of the characteristics, is what Sartre calls the peculiar ‘ fl esh ’ (IM: 
16/38) or ‘intimate texture’ (ibid.) of the imaging act. Here, and as we have 
already seen, images are not watered-down inhabitants of the psyche because 
they form a consciousness all of their own with their own particular laws, 
dynamics and textures. Objects of perception are ‘constituted by an infi nite 
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multiplicity of determinations and possible relations’ (ibid.). By contrast, 
‘the most determinate image possesses in itself only a fi nite number of 
determinations’ (ibid.) that are wholly reliant upon what consciousness has put 
there. It is because of this ‘poverty’, as compared to real-world inexhaustibility 
– as well as the concomitant total reliance upon the creative intentional act – 
that there always exists a ‘discontinuity at the very heart of the object of the 
image, something jerky, qualities that spring towards existence and stop 
halfway’  16   (IM: 16/39). Th is insight shows there is oft en a staccato-like texture 
to one’s imaginings. With regard to this point, I think one need only inspect 
one’s own perceptions and imaginings to see that the latter almost always have 
something quite frivolous and evanescent, awkward even, to their fi bre, texture 
and existence. Th is makes them freer in a sense, of course; but it also makes 
their ‘fl esh’ less solid, more elusive, and almost ghost-like – especially when 
compared to a thing that is right in front of you in all its simple presence and 
physicality.  

   3.1.3 An ambiguity in Sartre’s conclusion?  

 Sartre is quite adamant that there is a clear diff erence in kind between 
perceiving and imagining; they are two fundamental modes of consciousness 
that have their own structures, laws and textures to the extent that you cannot 
do both simultaneously. Nonetheless, in his own conclusion, an ambiguity 
seems to crop up when he broaches a ‘metaphysical question’ (IM: 179/343). 
Here he considers the idea that the irreal seems to condition the real to a great 
extent, even to a limit where it seems to have already infi ltrated within the very 
fabric of reality itself. 

 Central to this point is Sartre’s argument that the real presupposes the irreal 
just as much as vice versa. Of course consciousness, when engaged with the 
world and its projects, can seem to operate on a purely perceptual basis. Just 
because, in a game of tennis for instance (see: IM: 182/   349), there are always 
immediate moments to come (i.e. ‘protentions’ in Husserl’s terminology) as 
well as always moments that have just passed (‘retentions’), this in no way has 
to mean that these moments are ‘absent’ in the sense that they are irreal and 
imaginary. No: here Sartre takes Husserl’s conception of time-consciousness 
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very seriously; there is a perceptual anticipation (e.g. an immediate going to hit 
the ball) that is diff erent from isolating the future for itself and thereby 
irrealizing it, just like there is an immediate just-past moment that is not itself 
a proper and explicit act of remembering or recollection. In this way distinct 
planes still remain: a perceptual one where consciousness is a constant 
surpassing, where ‘[a]ll real existence is given with present, past and future 
structures’ (IM: 182/   350); and remembering and imaging ones where past, 
implicit, future or irreal elements are directly posited and thereby explicitly 
evoked for themselves. 

 Th is ultimately means for Sartre that ‘[t]his fundamental absence, this 
essential nothingness of the imaged object, suffi  ces to diff erentiate it from the 
objects of perception’ (IM: 180/   346). In other terms, although nothingness 
might be required for perception to exist as such in the sense that consciousness 
here too creates a phenomenal gap for things to appear to this very 
consciousness, it is only in the imaging act where nothingness itself (i.e. an 
absent, inexistent or reality-neutral object) is explicitly and actively evoked 
through a presence – through the analogon. For Sartre, then, an ‘essential 
condition for a consciousness to be able to  image ’ (IM: 182/   351) is that ‘it must 
have the possibility of positing a thesis of irreality’ (ibid.), which by necessity 
‘include[s] the entire category of negation, though in diff erent degrees’ (IM: 
183/   351). However, such total negation can only be enacted on something, 
namely the real; ‘[t]o posit an image is to constitute an object in the margin of 
the totality of the real, it is therefore to hold the real at a distance, to be freed 
from it, in a word, to deny it’ (IM: 183/   352). Th is also implies, importantly, that 
the real might only be recognizable as real because it stands in automatic 
contrast to something else that has negated it, namely the irreal. 

 It is these closing refl ections that necessitated a more concerted eff ort to 
fully explicate the ‘problem of nothingness’ three years later in  Being and 
Nothingness  [1943]. Already, however, it is clear that the nothingness involved 
in perception allows the world to appear as such. Moreover, (the same?) 
nothingness involved in imagining allows us to always be able to stand back 
from, neutralize and indeed irrealize this very same world. Th e two go 
necessarily together for Sartre: consciousness’s most basic activity is responsible 
for both our capacity to implicitly experience, as well as explicitly evoke, 
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absence;  both  the real and irreal arise out of such fundamental activity, where 
the irreal ‘is always double nothingness: nothingness of itself in relation to the 
world, nothingness of the world in relation to it’ (IM: 186/   357). 

 A consequence of such argumentation is that it makes little sense to speak 
of the real all on its own, for both, the real and irreal alike, are defi ned in 
opposition to each other, and they both ultimately arise out of the spontaneity 
of fundamental consciousness. Th is is what Sartre means when he states: ‘We 
may therefore conclude that imagination is not an empirical power added to 
consciousness, but is the whole of consciousness as it realizes its freedom; 
every concrete and real situation of consciousness in the world is pregnant 
with the imaginary in so far as it is always presented as a surpassing of the real’ 
(IM: 186/   358). Real and irreal necessarily go together for Sartre, then. 
Moreover, the real is even ‘pregnant with the imaginary’ because there is always 
more to the real in the sense that it can always be irrealized by our 
consciousnesses, by our inherent and spontaneous capacity for the imaginary. 

 We will see more of this with Heidegger, couched in diff erent terms within 
a diff erent context, and also pushing the claim even further. Sticking with 
Sartre for now, does this not blur his previous adamantine claim that either 
one perceives or one imagines at any given moment? Indeed, in the remaining 
comments Sartre gets even closer to saying that the irreal is always already 
pseudo present in our everyday perceptual worldly engagements; it always 
already conditions them (see: IM: 186/   358). Th is might be the very reason why 
we can experience absence in the world, which then oft en leads to more explicit 
evocations in the imaginary. However, does it not also mean that absence has 
infi ltrated the world to the extent that the imaginary is always already operative 
in it, whether implicitly or not? Might a Kantian idea of transcendental 
imagination matching up our concepts with intuitions then ultimately not be 
more apposite? Is this phenomenology misguided in claiming and describing 
perception as a complex mode all of its own, with the ability to explicitly evoke 
absent objects – i.e. imagination – a whole diff erent structural animal? 

 In his introduction to the translation of  Th e Imaginary , Webber shows with 
a simple example that the capacity to imagine means the real is oft en, if not 
always, conditioned by our imaginings: ‘it is because I can imagine a tidy offi  ce 
that piles of paper and other objects can look to me like mess that needs to be 
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cleared away’ (Sartre 2004: xxvi). Moreover, Sartre’s own famous example of 
looking for Pierre in a caf é  in  Being and Nothingness  seems to imply that you 
need an image or ‘fi gure’ (BN/EN: 33/44) of Pierre in order to be able to 
recognize him. Do these simple everyday examples not show that imagination 
is always already (implicitly) operative on the perceptual level? 

 I have two points to make with regard to this question. First, it is important 
to note that while most of  Th e Imaginary  was dealing with fi rst-hand and 
concrete acts of perceiving and imagining, in the conclusion Sartre has 
broached the third-person, metaphysical issue of the interrelation between 
real and irreal more generally. In this manner, although it introduces an 
ambiguity, one might maintain that individual fi rst-hand acts are distinct, and 
yet there can still be room for a more general backdrop and interplay between 
perceptions and images from a more third-person, refl ective and less 
immediately experiential perspective. Th is would work for  Th e Imaginary,  
where Sartre can still hold that one usually knows very clearly when one is 
perceiving or imagining, even though of course the two modes interrelate and 
infl uence each other greatly when considering them more generally and 
abstractly. Having said this, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Bergson and Deleuze 
will precisely challenge Sartre’s strict distinction by denying any clear 
experiential diff erence in kind between perceiving and imagining; for these 
former  all  of our experiences are a blend of some sort, as we shall see in the 
next chapter. 

 My second point, to which I have already alluded and which I again will 
only be able to fully explicate by the end of this whole part, is that generally 
speaking there are two camps when it comes to perception. Th e fi rst is a 
narrower one where it is seen as only about sheer presence and thus is always 
in need of imagination to complete it. Here Kant is a clear instance (see: 
Matherne 2015, 2016), as well as Heidegger and to some extent Merleau-Ponty, 
as we will see in the next chapter too. Sartre, however, fi rmly belongs to the 
second, Husserlian camp; once one studies perception properly and in its own 
right one sees that it is a highly complex and dynamic mode of experience that 
does indeed involve all kinds of protentions, retentions and the like, including 
empty intentions and automatic recognitions (see again: BN/EN: 33/44) – but 
by including all of these in their full detail and complexity one still in no way 



Phenomenology of Virtual Technology66

needs any idea of imagination to be operative therein. Actually, to do so would 
be a disservice to the wondrous mechanism and system of perception; or to 
call an ‘empty intention’ an ‘image’, for instance, would then be a mere issue of 
vocabulary. 

 Coming back to Sartre and Webber, one can indeed toggle quite easily 
between perceiving and presentifying. Imagining a tidy offi  ce is precisely that; 
having a memory of a tidier offi  ce is precisely that; and actually tidying an 
offi  ce is a perceptual activity based on implicit and immediate memories of a 
tidier offi  ce, as well as a protention towards cleaning it step by step. Th e key 
here is that in the fi rst two cases we are precisely presentifying memories and 
images, whereas in the latter I am directly and physically engaging with real 
things, like this dirty cup, that pile of papers and so on. From this 
phenomenological perspective, perception can involve all kinds of active 
retentions or memories, as well as an ongoing protentional project and action, 
without nonetheless ever having to evoke or focus on any number of actual 
recollections or explicit images. Once one does any of these latter one has 
precisely left , even if momentarily, the realm of perception and has started to 
remember or imagine something (a tidy offi  ce for example). 

 Th e issue of recognition is very similar. Active retentions of my perceptual 
system allow me to interact with and recognize whole hosts of objects I am 
already quite or even very familiar with, without explicitly evoking any kind of 
image. In fact, much of this (e.g. making a morning cup of coff ee) is so familiar, 
automatic and immediate that once again one cannot, or at least need not, 
really speak of ‘fi gures’ or images being invoked or aiding the perceptual acts. 
It is more a case of a pre-refl ective, embodied and enactive lived perceptual 
experience and reality that can of course explicitly evoke and directly relate to 
images whenever it wants – but at the same time one oft en does not have to 
when going about one’s daily, habitual perceptual business. 

 Th is stance can and will be challenged by Bergson in the subsequent chapter, 
where everything becomes an ‘image’ and there is in fact no such thing as pure 
perception in actual everyday life. Be this as it may, the claim of the three 
phenomenologists we have seen can still hold for now: those who assign an 
active and explicit role to imagination in perception have not studied the latter 
on its own terms enough, and have thereby failed to see the utterly diff erent 
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natures of engaging directly and physically with something on the one hand 
– where absence is nonetheless implicitly and essentially at work as a virtual 
halo around persistent kernels of physical presence; and explicitly evoking 
absent and irreal objects on the other – that is, acts of presentifi cation which 
can take up elements of perception, but which also enter a transcendent realm 
quite beyond it by doing so.   

   3.2 Sartre’s answer for image-consciousness  

 As already mentioned, Sartre does not use the German term  Bildbewusstsein , 
so now the question is how this might fi t into his account, as it must. We have 
seen Sartre’s detailed account of perception and the imaginary, with imagination 
generally fi nding its place between pure perception on one hand, and pure 
conception on the other. However, does this make all images of ultimately the 
same structure for Sartre? What about Husserl’s contention that external 
physical images have more physicality and determinacy than internal, mind-
dependent ones? Or Fink’s even stronger push that the realm of image-
consciousness is ultimately a special subsection of perception rather than 
imagination? Although Sartre does not use the German term himself, I can 
certainly provide the answer. 

 For Sartre, the awareness and engagement with external, physical images is 
still wholly on the side of the imaginary, which is in direct opposition with 
Fink. In this manner, external and physical images are not a hybrid category 
between perception and imagination as one reading of Husserl might suggest; 
or a mode of consciousness in its own right as another might; and it is certainly 
not on the side of perception as Fink would have it. For Sartre, all images, 
whether external and physical, or supposedly internal and fl ighty, are of the 
same fundamental formal phenomenological structure: various psychophysical 
analogical materials used to evoke transcendent objects which are either 
absent, irreal or reality-neutral. 

 Th is will take a little bit of time to work through. To do so, let me take two 
examples, each one on the opposite end of the spectrum. Th e fi rst is one person 
imagining a unicorn; the second is someone going to the cinema with friends. 
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 Someone imagining a unicorn on their own would be a paradigmatic case 
of a supposedly internal mental image. Under Sartre’s conception, however, 
there is always a transcendent factor even to these types of images. To put it in 
No ë ’s (2010) terms, even this is never all ‘in the head’. What is the transcendent 
factor? It is the unicorn, the noematic imaginary object of the whole experience. 
And it is indeed an object – not a thing (i.e. a perceptual object) of course – but 
an object in its own right with its own peculiar characteristics. 

 How do we attain such an object? Th rough various materials that  are  present 
and immanent to us; in this case our knowledge and memories of unicorns, 
horses, horns, particular myths and so on. Indeed, the brain and its access to 
our memories allow us to evoke our own images of an irreal and perennially 
absent object that we nevertheless are able to experience precisely through our 
phantasy. Although each imaging act might be diff erent for each person – 
some might have a more visual and colourful imagination whereas others 
might process wisps and movements of an idea – the transcendent character is, 
if one is imagining an object that to our knowledge has never in fact been 
experienced perceptually, then we are all in the same structural boat when 
aiming our mind at an non-existent, irreal object which in this case has generic 
characteristics of a mythical horse-like creature with a horn on its forehead 
and perhaps some other distinguishing features (white? wings?). 

 For me, this already answers Fink’s challenge from the end of the last 
chapter: supposedly purely internal images have hyletic impressional data in 
the form of brain matter and activity, as well as the concomitant conscious use 
and employment of knowledge and memories to explicitly evoke a transcendent 
irreal object. Th e only diff erence for Sartre is that such an event is taking place 
within our own skins – and yet the crucial simultaneous insight is that we 
never just remain within our own skins. Indeed, Sartre’s thesis here is that not 
only in perception but also in memory and imagination we are always already 
outside and beyond, inherently geared towards transcending way beyond 
ourselves, whether it be into perceptual things, memories or inexistent fantasy 
lands and phenomena. 

 Sartre’s other two main internal analogical materials – aff ectivity and 
kinaesthetic sensations – also have a decidedly physical and concrete feel to 
them. In this manner, although external images do indeed have an external 
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element that can determine what you imagine quite rigidly, for Sartre the 
formal structure (see: Hopkins 2016: 88) remains the same: various 
psychophysical materials evoking objects that are not really or fully there. One 
could even argue that the image of a unicorn is quite determined too, for if one 
does not have the right knowledge of this object, and if one does not include 
various more or less general characteristics in the construction of this 
particular image (a horse and horn for example), then one can say that one is 
not in fact imagining a unicorn at all. 

 To press this point home further, now let us look at the other end of the 
spectrum: watching a fi lm in a cinema with friends. Of course the details and 
textures here are very diff erent. Th e screen, its sounds and vivid physical colours 
are decidedly outside of me, and therefore have the concreteness and physicality 
of perceptual objects. Indeed, when a screen is off  it is a (rather boring) 
perceptual object. When a fi lm is on though, this transports me into an 
experience that is a much more detailed and prolonged experience, with 
complex plotlines, narratives and characters – very oft en performed by real 
living people – all presented in a social, communal environment and setting 
that can be talked about at length aft erwards as a kind of engaged social and 
cultural imagination. Nonetheless, even with the great diff erences in detail and 
complexity all notwithstanding, this is still, for Sartre, ultimately another 
paradigmatic case of imaginary experience precisely because all of these 
external and physical phenomena are not perceived for themselves but once 
again allow one – along with one’s knowledge, aff ectivity and kinaesthetic 
sensations – to transcend into an imaginary realm and world of the fi lm-maker’s 
creation and the actors’ portrayals. We do not perceive mere pixels on a screen; 
we automatically see an image of someone or something that was created in a 
place and time that we were not perceptually privy to. Additionally, if the actor 
is good we do not see her but the character she is playing. In this manner, a fi lm 
is also of an essentially Sartrean imaginary structure where external and 
complex physical phenomena now combine with our own psychophysical 
analogical materials, thereby allowing us to transcend way beyond our seats 
into a galaxy far, far away, the Matrix, 1950s Manhattan or wherever. Th e only 
diff erence here is there is more analogical material, quite a bit of it outside of my 
body (the whole cinema, the screen, sound and the like) – and yet for Sartre this 
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does not change the basic formal structure of a complex blend of psychophysical 
materials giving access to something transcendent and irreal, whether it be a 
unicorn or a fi lm. 

 In a word, none of these people or images are actually physically present in 
or on the screen; the images were shot, composed and later edited precisely 
with our inherent and wonderful capacity for the imaginary in mind, to be 
given to our inherently transcending nature for fantasy. In fact, the tragic case 
of a gunman entering the showing of a Batman fi lm in 2012 in Aurora, 
Colorado in the US precisely took advantage of the audience having already 
entered the imaginary attitude, with a good portion of them not immediately 
realizing that the gunman and shooting was not a part of the performance but 
was in fact an active, actual mass murder. 

 To conclude then, although in the case of the cinema the complexity is 
higher and the physicality of the image has a highly determined external 
component, the basic formal structure remains the same under Sartre’s 
conception.  

   3.3 Recapitulation and discussion  

 We have just seen three of the most profound phenomenological thinkers on 
the natures of perception, imagination and image-consciousness. Taking the 
lead from the incredibly detailed insights of Husserl, all three agree that there 
is a clear and crucial diff erence between acts of perception and presentation 
against acts of imagination or making present. Indeed, even though Sartre’s 
vocabulary diff ers, all are in unison that the structure and objects of these two 
fundamental types of experiences diff er widely, and I have been at pains to 
show how perception is essentially about real, inexhaustible and mind-
independent things, whereas objects of presentifi cation are not. 

 Th e sticking point among the three thinkers is the problem of image-
consciousness, a term Sartre does not use even though clearly his theory of the 
imaginary can account for it. Husserl hesitates between characterizing the 
external imagination as either a mode of consciousness with its own unique 
tripartite structure of physical image, image object and image subject on one 
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hand, or a hybrid or blend of characteristics of perception and phantasy on the 
other. Ultimately I believe the fi rst characterization is the most steadfast and 
representative of his thought (see: Jansen 2016: 79). Moreover, even if one goes 
with the second option, this ‘hybrid’ or ‘blend’ could be seen to breed the new 
tripartite structure. In this manner, although admittedly details and vocabulary 
do change for a phenomenologist who promoted the discipline as an eternal 
beginning, the clearest articulation of image-consciousness is as a special 
mode of experience with its own tripartite structure, which can also fi t into a 
broader picture as an intermediary between pure perception on one hand, and 
pure phantasy on the other. 

 Fink’s version of image-consciousness collapses image object and subject 
into one and portrays these special phenomena as transcendent windows in 
the world of perception, supported by so many external, physical ‘carriers’. 
Hence, image-consciousness is not a mode in its own right but a special type 
of perception – a special subsection if you will – where the carrier is the 
defi ning element because of its utterly physical, determining nature that still 
nevertheless opens one up to so many transcendent image worlds. 

 Sartre goes the other way to Fink. For me he answers the latter’s challenge 
by arguing that there are many psychophysical materials for our supposedly 
pure mental images, thereby allowing him to put image-consciousness on the 
side of the imaginary, as ultimately having the same formal structure. In a way, 
Sartre is a mirror, a converse image of Fink; image-consciousness simply 
makes up a subsection of the imaginary, much as for Fink it makes up a special 
subsection of perception. For Sartre, all imaging experiences use psychophysical 
materials to evoke objects that are not there and may never be. Whether these 
materials are supposedly purely from inside my lived body or also have outside 
elements is of secondary issue for Sartre; the basic structure in each case allows 
transcendent imaginary objects to appear through analogical materials for 
those objects. Th us image-consciousness is consolidated here as a subsection 
of the imaginary, harbouring the same formal structure even though it 
necessarily involves a physical, external component that more internal mental 
images do not. 

 Th ere seems to be quite a bit of serious disagreement between the three 
thinkers on the issue of image-consciousness then, even though all of their 
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broader theories on perception and imagination are highly compatible. It must 
thus be asked whether these disagreements are terminal or whether there is a 
way to resolve them? 

 As one might surmise, I believe they can be resolved, but only aft er quite a 
detour, a contrasting and challenging change of perspective, and the 
introduction of a new term and concept that none of the three really use but 
which will harmonize their views. Although it appears at fi rst sight that some 
of the claims are incompatible with each other, all are still agreed – or at least 
can be interpreted as saying – that image-consciousness is conceptually in the 
middle of pure perception on one hand, and pure phantasy on the other. In this 
manner, once one departs a little from a more classical fi rst-person perspective 
and looks from a more third-person, almost metaphysical vantage point, I 
think one will fi nd that although there are still clearly diff erent instances of 
perception and imagining at any one moment for all thinkers – in that one can 
usually tell whether one is perceiving or imagining at any given moment – it 
should also become clear that this fi rst-hand experience is pervaded more 
generally by a continuum from utterly real and present on one side, to 
completely absent and otherworldly on the other. 

 Th is is going to take quite a while to show, and is the focus of the whole 
next chapter. First, though, how could this help the issue of image-
consciousness? A mode in its own right; a special kind of perception; and a 
part of the imaginary with an external component but the same form – these 
are the three options. In all of this the key is, once one explains this 
bigger picture more thoroughly, arguing for one of these specifi c options 
becomes rather moot, or even just an issue of terminology and vocabulary. 
Indeed, in all three cases the key will be that, at bottom, our capacity for image-
consciousness is our capacity to experience transcendent objects through 
present, physical and external materials which are necessarily combined with 
elements of our own psychophysiology. We will ultimately see that this 
experience, however one dresses or words it specifi cally, is conceptually smack 
bang in the middle of standard perception on one hand, and classical phantasy 
on the other, for  all  three thinkers. In fact, we might be able to already see this, 
although it will need confi rming through an even bigger challenge, one of 
virtuality. 
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 Finally, with the ever-increasing presence of certain technologies like digital 
screens, image-consciousness is a more predominant and important category 
than ever before. Th is can hardly be overstated. Digital screens do not only 
take up vast portions of many of our lives; we will see that they are also starting 
to blur, invert or even collapse the previously clear distinction between 
perceiving on one hand, and phantasizing on the other – precisely because of 
their middle phenomenological position. Th is development is having very 
signifi cant experiential, psychological, economic, social and political eff ects 
that need to be understood better in a more general and structural way if we 
are to then go on and understand and make claims about the immense benefi ts, 
as well as the serious pitfalls, dangers and possible future developments of 
these technologies. 

 In order to get to these issues, I am going to challenge a basic tenet that all 
three of the phenomenologists we have seen agree upon: there is a diff erence 
in kind between perceiving and presentifying, or more narrowly between 
perception and pure phantasy (see: Summa 2017). All agree a diff erence in 
kind for these. I will challenge this fi rst through a single text from another 
phenomenological giant, Heidegger, as well as an extracted theory of 
imagination from Merleau-Ponty, and fi nally also incorporate a more 
metaphysical challenge from Bergson (and Deleuze) that will introduce the 
crucial and accommodating metaphysical concept of virtuality into the fray. 
Th rough this ‘challenge’ we will see that, although there are individual instances 
of perceiving, imagining and image-consciousness, these fi rst-hand experiential 
diff erences are pervaded – when one looks from a more third-person 
perspective – by a more dynamic interplay between perception and imagination 
more generally. What is more, although each fi rst-hand experience of 
perception and imagination will also yield unique notions of virtuality, the 
wider picture will equally allow virtuality to be a general and key conceptual 
bridge between the dynamic pairs and poles of presence and absence, real and 
irreal, and actual and potential.   
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               4 

 Th e challenge of virtuality            

   4.1 Heidegger and our forked being  

 Heidegger has been selected for one chief reason: he goes against the other 
three phenomenologists we have seen by denying there is a diff erence in kind 
between perception and imagination in the broad sense (i.e. presentifi cation). 
He does this  ad fundum  in one particular work:  Vom Wesen der Wahrheit: Zu 
Platons H ö hlengleichnis und Th e ä tet . Th is should not be confused with his 
much shorter, and perhaps better-known essay with the same main title 
(Heidegger [1930] 1976). Although there are clear overlaps, the key for me in 
the longer work, which stems from lectures given in 1931 and 1932, is a 
concerted eff ort to study the nature and interrelation between perception and 
imagination, between perceiving and presentifying, and it is no surprise for me 
that he does this through the lens of Plato’s allegory and another key work on 
the topic. Truth as ‘unconcealment’ ( Unverborgenheit ,  aletheia  [ ἀλήθεια ]) is 
usually a main focus of scholars looking at this work (for instance: Wrathall 
2010), with the concerns ultimately and largely epistemological. Th is means 
many skirt over the incisive and quite meticulous analyses of perceptual – and 
other – experiences that I believe Heidegger articulates, through Plato, in a 
very immediate and thus less cerebral manner. 

 I therefore want to spend some time looking at these analyses, and how this 
culminates in the crucial claim that there is only a diff erence in degree between 
perception and imagination, between perceiving and presentifying. Ultimately 
for Heidegger our immediate experiential being is inherently ‘forked’; much 
like Kant and his legacy (see: Doyon 2019), Heidegger sticks to and propounds 
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the idea that perception and imagination are always already working in unison 
– now a little more on the side of the present and real, now more on the side of 
the absent and irreal admittedly – but nevertheless always as a pair in a 
perennial dynamic mix. 

 In  Th e Essence of Truth , there seems to be a common thread running 
throughout Heidegger’s analyses of Plato’s two texts. Th rough studying the 
couplets of  horan  ( δρᾶν ) and  noem  ( νοεῖν ),  ideem  ( ἰδεῖν ) and  epistasthai  
( ἐπἰστασθαι ),  aisthesis  ( αἴσθησις ) and  dianoem  ( διανοεῖν ), as well as  Gegenw ä rtigung  
and  Vergegenw ä rtigung , one discovers that one is always concerned with more 
than what is immediately and presently given. Th is is because the latter of each 
couplet must be ontologically presupposed if our more supposedly straightforward 
existence towards beings (and being) is to be understood properly. 

 First  horan  ( δρᾶν ) and  noem  ( νοεῖν ). Each of these, Heidegger says, has to 
do with seeing ( Sehen ).  Horan  has to do with ‘sensory perception’ (ET/WW: 
 § 13) and  noem  with ‘non-sensory seeing’ (ibid.). Th e condition of possibility 
for the fi rst is light as brightness, with its source being the actual sun. Here 
beings can be perceived because such brightness provides a primordial 
transparency (see: ET/WW:  § 6b) that both ‘lets the object through  for  one’s 
view as something visible and lets the seeing view through  to  the visible 
object’  17   (ibid.). In other words, this basic seeing, as an interconnection between 
object and subject that goes both ways, is only originally possible because of 
the absolute transparency of light (see: ET/WW:  § 13). 

 For Heidegger, we have the exact same scheme on the conceptual level too: 
 noem  involves an intellectual seeing whereby that which the intellect perceives 
( noumena ) is always originally made possible by the brightness of the ideas, 
which have an ultimate, empowering source in Plato’s notion of the Good, here 
conceived by Heidegger in a non-moral sense (see: ET/WW:  §  § 13–14). Even 
further, because everything ultimately depends on the Good, and because 
ideas in their own turn must be (at least implicitly) known before any particular 
beings can be through  horan , Heidegger in fact claims that seeing as  noem  is 
actually ontologically prior to seeing as  horan , and in fact makes the latter 
possible as such (see: ET/WW:  §  § 6c, 14). 

 A similar pattern follows in the next dual instance of our being. Now dealing 
with Plato’s  Th eaetetus , Heidegger begins by highlighting the distinction  and  
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relation between  ideem  ( ἰδεῖν ) and  epistasthai  ( ἐπἰστασθαι ) – between ‘seeing 
and an understanding command of a thing’  18   (ET/WW:  § 21) respectively. Th e 
fi rst is the paradigmatic case of the ‘having-present of something’  19   (ibid.), 
indeed what I can emphasize as having present ( gegenw ä rtigen ) as opposed to 
making present ( vergegenw ä rtigen ). Here, just like with  horan , beings are 
immediately given in and through the direct apprehension ( Erfassen ) of them. 
 Epistasthai  then builds upon this basic seeing in a rich, broader sense. Not only 
does it mean to improve one’s general know-how towards beings (see: ibid.) – 
it also means to understand ‘how things must stand with a being as such, also 
if it is  not yet  or is  no more  or if in particular cases it is not immediately to 
hand’  20   (ibid.).  Epistasthai  thus greatly broadens and enriches our capacity for 
knowledge in that it is the inherent ability for us to have disposal and sway 
over beings which are not immediately given or there (see: ibid.). 

 Moving onto the third couplet, Heidegger enters into great detail with 
regard to the dynamic between  aisthesis  ( αἴσθησις ,  Wahrnehmung  – perception) 
and  dianoem  ( διανοεῖν ,  durchnehmendes Vernehmen  – ‘through-taking 
apprehension’). Similar to what we have seen with  horan  and  ideem ,  aisthesis  
involves two poles that make up a general and pervasive perceptual dynamic 
between a conscious subject and various objects of the world (see: ET/WW: 
 § 22). Th is means that in every perception there is something which takes 
( nimmt ) and something which is taken ( genommen ). For Heidegger, this 
cannot, however, be understood in an overly simplistic and empirical subject–
object dichotomy of sense (e.g. the eye) and sensed (e.g. a shaped colour); one 
quickly realizes that the senses do not perceive themselves, but are the medium, 
or passageway ( Durchgang ), through which beings are perceived (see: ET/
WW:  § 23). Here one may ask who or what does the perceiving? In a word it is 
the soul – consciousness – which at bottom is a primordial ‘extended 
relationality to something’  21   (ET/WW:  § 24). 

 For Heidegger,  aisthesis  as simple, narrow sensuous perception 
( Wahrnehmung ) is completely insuffi  cient to explain our more general 
perception as such;  dianoem  as a  durchnehmendes Vernehmen  is needed as the 
necessary ontological activity that the soul or consciousness must carry out in 
order to explain our true apprehension of beings and being, because it allows 
for perceptual apprehension to occur in the unifi ed, synchronized manner 
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with which we are all inherently and constantly familiar. In this manner, 
particular perceptions of supposedly stand-alone senses (a colour, a sound) are 
apprehended through a common synaesthetic bond, and this, Heidegger 
claims, gives ‘a strange excess’ (ET/WW:  § 26) that goes ‘over and above’ (ibid.) 
our more straightforward perceptions of individual things. 

 In fact, for Heidegger we never perceive individual things in an isolated 
manner but rather through an ontological formatting where our being-there 
( Dasein ) is always already at work, always enriching and actually making our 
apparently more simple, immediate perceptions possible in the fi rst place. 
Nowhere is this clearer than in Heidegger’s elaboration regarding the inherent 
forked nature of our being, which always already involves two intrinsically 
related axes,  Gegenw ä rtigung  and  Vergegenw ä rtigung . 

 In fact, I view this as the culmination of the previous three moments, or 
even the whole work (Heidegger seems to suggest the former in  § 41). Indeed, 
all of the preceding three couplets pointed out that our existence is dual in that 
it always goes beyond the immediately present ( gegenw ä rtig ) to that which is 
more than so (i.e.  vergegenw ä rtig ) – to that which is above and beyond and 
actually is a precondition for the former to be and make sense in the fi rst place. 

 Heidegger frames this discussion in terms of  doxa  ( δόξα ), usually translated 
as ‘belief ’. For Heidegger though, translating it as mere ‘opinion’ ( Meinung ) and 
 doxasein  ( δοξἀζειν ) as mere ‘having an opinion’ ( meinen ) is only telling half a 
story in a way that corrupts the original, dual meaning of the ancient Greek 
term (see: ET/WW:  § 37). For him,  doxa  is, fi rst, ‘the self-showing of something’ 
(ibid.) and is then, second, having an opinion or stance towards that view in 
the manner of a comportment ( Verhaltung  – see: ibid.). Th ere is thus an 
ontological schism in our being as  doxa  that constitutes an original wavering 
( Schwanken ) between an open letting-appear ( Erscheinen-lassen ,  eidos  ( είδος )) 
and a clouded distortion ( Verdrehen ,  pseudos  ( ψεῦδος ); see: ET/WW:  § 38). 

 How is this possible? Well it is nothing other than the fact that we exist 
along or between two axes,  Gegenw ä rtigung  and  Vergegenw ä rtigung . 
 Gegenw ä rtigung  concerns what is immediately, bodily present, can be physically 
seen, touched and so forth. Th is we have already seen at length in the previous 
chapters, and Heidegger is largely in line with Husserl and his other 
phenomenological descendants. What Heidegger adds here is  Gegenw ä rtigung  
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may also be assimilated more generally to other characterizations of our 
immediate and direct experiences, not least  horan ,  ideem  and  aisthesis , although 
admittedly to varying degrees. 

 On the other end,  Vergegenw ä rtigung  for Heidegger entails an essential 
‘holding-before-oneself of something, a being that when it is  absent  it is 
precisely not bodily present-at-hand in the immediate present [ i.e. 
Gegenw ä rtigung ]; or, what is the same: to hold a being present before us also 
when we ourselves are  no longer present  with the concerned being’  22   (ET/WW: 
 § 42). Th is is certainly reminiscent of  epistasthai , and can also be seen as the 
elaboration or culmination of our existence as  noem  and  dianoem  too – 
although again admitting of degrees. Th e ideas of  noem  and the soul as  dianoem  
make things present, and make beings and being present. Th is, however, is 
done in a manner that is decidedly not the same as a cup being present ( horan , 
 ideem  etc.). Indeed, this is the second register of  Vergegenw ä rtigung  or  making  
present once again. In regular perception things just are always already there; 
in presentifi cation there is always an extra little bit of activity that gives us 
access to something else too. 

 In  Vergegenw ä rtigung  one is still always directed towards beings and being 
as such; ‘[w]hatever we imagine, perceive, think, posit, already has the character 
of a being’ (ET/WW:  § 29). In short, in presentifi cation we still experience 
objects, just not physical, perceptual ones (i.e. things). Indeed, our being as 
 Vergegenw ä rtigung , though always related to a more worldly, concrete presence, 
always in fact goes beyond – transcends – these immediately given beings 
towards more general beings and being. Although for Heidegger these elements 
are always hinted at in the immediately present, they can be brought to more 
explicit fruition through our inherent capacity for  Vergegenw ä rtigung.  In this 
manner, our being as  doxasein  always relates to ‘a  complex  object’ (ET/WW: 
 § 44) whereby ‘the same being can simultaneously stand in relationship to’ (ET/
WW:  § 43) both elements of a given noetic couplet. Th is ultimately means that 
 doxasein  – or our basic experiential life more generally – is ‘a comportment 
that, in its unity, is directed  both  presented to something encountered bodily 
and present ifi  ed to something re-presented in advance’  23   (ET/WW:  § 44). In a 
word, our human realities are essentially ‘ forked ’ (ibid.), namely always already 
involve both  Gegenw ä rtigung  and  Vergegenw ä rtigung , presentation and 
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presentifi cation, having present and making present – in short, perception and 
imagination. 

 Our forked being is absolutely key for why truth – or ‘unconcealment’ – can 
get covered over when we get consumed by misleading phenomena. Heidegger 
explicitly states that ‘[t]he  fork  is the condition of possibility of untruth, but at 
the same time the condition of possibility of truth’  24   (ibid.). In the same short 
paragraph, and more interesting for my present purposes, he also states that 
the fork’s real meaning is ‘the image of the fundamental constitution of human 
 being-there , of its essential construction’  25   (ibid.). Th is is quite a claim, because 
it basically means, a little like Sartre’s last considerations in  Th e Imaginary  but 
much less speculative and more assertive, that the whole of human reality is 
pervaded by a simultaneous interaction of presentation and presentifi cation, 
of perception and imagination. Th is means that, contrary to what we have seen 
with the previous thinkers, Heidegger denies one is either perceiving or 
imagining at any given moment; for him the two are always already working in 
unison in a fused dynamic, just now more on one side than the other. 

 Heidegger has a rather simple example to demonstrate this point, relating it 
back to the  Th eaetetus . It concerns the act of recognition, which is a most 
powerful case when arguing for images actively operative in perception. How 
am I to recognize someone (Th eaetetus for instance), if some memory or 
image – in short something not perceptually there, something presentifi ed – is 
not compared with and matched up (or not) with that which actually is there 
(see: ET/WW:  § 45)? Here, contrary to what we have seen, for Heidegger 
perception or presentation more generally is not suffi  cient to account for this; 
presentifi cation or making-present needs to be used in tandem with one’s 
actual presentations (see: ibid.). Th is again is the essence of the fork: it is a false 
distinction to say that we are either perceiving or imagining at any one time; 
the more important and general picture – and also crucially for Heidegger, the 
actual experiential reality – is that there is not a single living moment where 
there is not a blend of presented and presentifi ed in our experiences. Th us 
there is no diff erence in kind between perception and imagination for 
Heidegger but rather an utterly dual, forked and dynamic existence that is a 
constant interplay between that which is actually and physically given and that 
which is less so. 
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 Th e mixtures can vary on a very large and long spectrum, a sliding scale 
between minimal or virtually non-existent presentifi cations on one side (e.g. a 
refl ex), to minimal or virtually non-existent presentations on the other (e.g. a 
consuming fantasy or dream). In all of this, though, the key for Heidegger 
remains that our lives, both immediate and speculative, both instinctive and 
dreamy, are always still a variable admixture of the two main essential prongs 
of  Gegenw ä rtigung  and  Vergegenw ä rtigung , of presentation and presentifi cation. 
In short, a constant dynamic tandem between perception and imagination in 
the broad sense.  

   4.2 Merleau-Ponty and fundamental 
intertwinement  

 Th ere is another phenomenologist who comes really quite close to this 
interpretation and presentation of Heidegger once he is investigated and 
explicated in his own turn. Merleau-Ponty also ultimately denies any diff erence 
in kind between perception and imagination because he quite consistently 
argues that there is actually a fundamental intertwinement of these dual 
capacities of human experience (along with many others). Th is intertwinement 
is the most primordial ground for all human existence and experience and 
would certainly be the case for imagination in the broader sense I have been 
using here. Nonetheless, there are also some passages that still support a 
diff erence between perception and phantasy – so imagination in the narrower 
sense – as we have also seen with Husserl, Fink and Sartre, and indeed Merleau-
Ponty is in a continual critical dialogue when it comes to Sartre’s thoughts on 
the imaginary, even if the latter is not explicitly referenced so oft en. Th e issue 
of image-consciousness and phenomena like paintings and fi lms are also less 
clear-cut, as we shall see in the following analyses. 

 Once again, like most of the classical phenomenologists Merleau-Ponty is 
very Husserlian in much of what he has to say about perception. What is more, 
one could say he takes it to another level, for he does seem to have focused on, 
investigated and been fascinated by this basic and yet complex conscious 
capacity perhaps more than even Husserl. Merleau-Ponty seems so almost 
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fi xated with perception in the sense that any systematic treatment of 
imagination is ultimately lacking in his works. Perhaps a more thoroughgoing 
study of the latter was deferred and then unfortunately cut short due to 
Merleau-Ponty’s unexpected and premature death (see: Perri 2013: 76). 
Nonetheless, through a close analysis of key passages and texts, as well as some 
very useful and constructive work already carried out by other scholars, I will 
be able to present a succinct but informative Merleau-Pontyan account of 
imagination as well as of perception, also with reference to the ‘challenge of 
virtuality’ I will be investigating here, and regarding which we will have an 
answer by the end of this fi rst part of the book. 

 I have already mentioned that Merleau-Ponty is very Husserlian in his 
dedicated accounts of perception, not least in his breakthrough work 
 Phenomenology of Perception  in 1945 but also a smaller and lesser-known work 
called  Th e Primacy of Perception  two years later in 1947. As with most 
phenomenologists, perception is indeed prime. Merleau-Ponty emphasizes 
many Husserlian themes of perception, including the ‘I can’ of the lived body 
([1961] 1964/1964: 162/17), perception’s automatic ‘faith’ or belief (1968/1964: 
3/17), its inexhaustibility (PP: xix/xii), horizonality (ibid.: 78/82), spatiality as a 
constant ‘here’ (ibid.: 115/117), synaesthesia (ibid.: 172/174), and its inherent 
spatial and temporal presence and structure (ibid.: 321/318; [1947] 1964/2014: 
13/34, 25/56). What Merleau-Ponty takes to another level above all else is the 
centrality of the lived body. Although this already had a very central place in all 
preceding phenomenologists, Merleau-Ponty focuses on and analyses it like no 
other, with it making up an entire part – one of only three – in the voluminous 
 Phenomenology of Perception . In fact, such is the body’s centrality in Merleau-
Ponty’s extremely detailed account that he at one point claims a theory of the 
body already contains a theory of perception (PP: 239/239). Furthermore, 
throughout his works, from early to late, the body’s centrality in all human 
experience also means Merleau-Ponty repeatedly talks of the inherently fused, 
intertwined ( «  entrelacs  » ; 1968/1964: 130/170), ambiguous (PP: 98/101) and 
even contradictory ([1947]1964/2014: 19/45–6) nature of all human experience. 
Th ese are related terms that will need to be explained a bit further. Already I may 
say that this means nothing is ever really separate from anything else in its most 
original form, and this must very much go for perception and imagination too. 
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 Although Merleau-Ponty never systematically addresses the issue of 
imagination, which might be really quite surprising, there is still enough 
material for it to be properly placed with reference to perception and also 
virtuality in the context of this book. First of all, a close reading of a number of 
key passages (PP: xi/v, 340/338, 343/340) seems to support the ongoing idea 
here that, whereas in the fi rst three phenomenologists there is a clear 
experiential distinction between perception and imagination in a broad sense 
of having and making present (namely  Gegenw ä rtigung  and  Vergegenw ä rtigung ), 
Merleau-Ponty clearly sides, unwittingly or not, with Heidegger, who denies 
there is ever any perception unmixed with imagination, as we have just seen. 
Th is is expressed quite well when Merleau-Ponty states that no types of 
consciousness are ‘sealed within themselves’ (PP: 340/338). However, second 
of all, there are  also  other or even the same passages (PP: xviii/xi, 120/121–2, 
340/338, 343/341, 377/374) where Merleau-Ponty – probably because of a 
greater direct critical engagement with his French contemporary and erstwhile 
friend Sartre, not least the latter’s work on imagination ([1936] 2012) and the 
imaginary (IM) – does still accept an opposition between perceptions and 
phantasies, the latter in Sartre’s language being the part of the imaginary with 
only a psychophysiological analogon. Th e fi rst point – so imagination in the 
broad sense – is supported best in places where Merleau-Ponty discusses the 
fundamental intertwinement of presence and absence: presence and reality 
seem to be relative and admit of degrees (PP: 385/381); presence and absence 
are essentially mixed together in our temporal perceptual structure (ibid.: 
387/384); and there is also a rather curious and elliptical claim that ‘all absence 
is nothing but the reverse of a presence’  26   (ibid.: 424/418). In parts of ‘Th e 
Primacy of Perception’ ([1947] 1964/2014: 16) the point is made rather more 
clearly:  any  phenomenon, whether a supposed ‘thing’ or ‘image’, is a mixture of 
presence and absence and immanence and transcendence. Th is is the case 
from things right in front of us (for example, there are other sides to 
any perceptual thing (Husserl’s initial paradox of perception which Merleau-
Ponty takes very much in earnest, perhaps even more than Husserl 
himself)), to phenomena we have never actually seen (for example there is 
still some kind of (feeling of) ‘presence’ even in pure phantasy according 
to Merleau-Ponty). 
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 Th is constant dynamic mixture of presence and absence and thus of 
perception and imagination for Merleau-Ponty is further corroborated and 
nuanced by passages in a later work, ‘Eye and Mind’ ([1961] 1964/1964), too. 
Here Merleau-Ponty states three important things: 

     1  ‘vision’ breaks itself up into two types, vision of thought (refl ection) 
and vision of the body (including perception, imagination, image-
consciousness and phantasy; ibid.: 176/54);  

    2  mental images (i.e. phantasies) do make absent phenomena present but 
use, much like Sartre’s analogon, elements of the body necessarily (see: 
ibid.: 171/41); and  

    3  ‘the imaginary’ – here also in the Sartrean sense of material images – is 
both near  and  far to the actual (i.e. the perceptual) because it uses my 
actual body (the analogon again) on one hand, but nevertheless in a 
way that takes one inside and even away from and beyond the actual 
on the other (ibid.: 164–5/24).   

 Th is last point means there is an inner ‘imaginary texture of the real’ that has 
oft en been taken out of context by certain scholars (Lennon 2010: 385, 2017: 
34; Morley 2003: 93, 105). Here Merleau-Ponty is not so much talking about 
perception (i.e. ‘the actual’ (‘ l’actuel ’) in this passage) and rather about the 
nature of physical, external images, which Merleau-Ponty, contra Sartre, seems 
to suggest can and even must involve ‘reality’. Indeed, as we will see with 
Bergson – and perhaps this is something Merleau-Ponty picked up from him 
– the imaginary is sometimes not opposed to the real at all but to the actual. 
However, Merleau-Ponty is not consistent and this is why we will need Bergson 
and Deleuze in the next section of this chapter. 

 Confusions in oppositions notwithstanding for now, in one fell swoop we 
have a level of ‘vision’ where everything that is not (pure) thought or refl ection 
is automatically fused and intertwined, ambiguous and even co-constituted by 
supposedly ‘contradictory’ components, not least perceptions and images. All 
of this points to a more general acknowledgement that phantasies make absent 
phenomena present but they also necessarily use the body, which in fact, 
perhaps unbeknownst to Merleau-Ponty, is quite Sartrean, as we have seen 
through my presentation of the former’s crucial concept of the analogon. To 
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elaborate here, it is a rather Sartrean idea how physical, ‘external’ images, like a 
picture or an actor (see: Merleau-Ponty [1961] 1964/1964: 164/24), also use the 
body in an imaginary manner in order take us to ‘inward tapestries’ (ibid.: 
165/24) and therefore, much like Sartre, beyond the actual and perceived. 

 Considering these points, and similarities with the imaginary 
notwithstanding, the main diff erences are that Merleau-Ponty maintains, like 
Heidegger, that the imagination in the broad sense is always involved in 
perception, and he also seem to argue that ‘the real’ is not opposed to phantasy 
or the imaginary, with signs that only ‘the actual’  27   might be. We will see how 
far these diff erences are signifi cant, or more just issues of vocabulary. 

 All in all, this is a phenomenologist who thinks the presence of absence in 
perceptual experience cannot be explained without recourse to our imaginative 
capacity, which in the ‘preobjective’ reality of being-in-the-world (PP: 92/95; 
also 1968/1964: 156/205) is fundamentally intertwined with perception. Th us, 
although Merleau-Ponty is well aware of Husserlian horizonality, he seems to 
reject the idea that perception can be fully explained with concepts like ‘empty 
intentions’ which can be part of perception without needing to invoke 
imagination. However, the second point still stands in that when Merleau-
Ponty does explicitly reference Sartre (PP: 377/374) he does admit that 
perception and the imaginary are still opposed in some cases. Considering 
these two sides, it seems like Merleau-Ponty at times wants to have his cake and 
eat it too: there is both fundamental ambiguity and intertwinement to 
perception and imagination, but also, at least in some cases, an opposition. 
Maybe Merleau-Ponty would shrug a ‘But of course!’, this being yet another 
indicator of the fundamental ambiguous and even contradictory nature of 
human experience and understanding. Here, however, I think we can once 
again say that although Merleau-Ponty, along with Heidegger, denies any 
fundamental and general diff erence in kind between perception and 
imagination, nevertheless,  within all of this , a Sartrean piece remains with 
Merleau-Ponty where mental images at least – i.e. phantasies or imagination in 
the narrower sense – are, in normal operating order, quite clearly distinguishable 
from our perceptions. Maybe this is the subtlety we need in order to understand 
how generally we know how to distinguish fact from fi ction, reality from 
dreams and illusions, even though we are always susceptible, through error, 
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inattention, sleep, madness and so on, to fall into the more fundamental fusion 
of all appearances. Indeed, here Merleau-Ponty’s precise point seems to be that 
the ambiguity and fusion of all appearances is the more original and primary, 
and this needs to be the case in order to explain all the fusions and interdynamics 
in the fi rst place, and not the other way around. For Merleau-Ponty, then, 
fundamental intertwinement makes the most sense and covers the phenomena 
as they are and appear more naturally. It also ultimately leans on what Merleau-
Ponty calls the ‘fl esh’ ( chair ) of basic lived reality in his last work  Th e Visible and 
the Invisible  (1968/1964: 139/181, 146/189). In this manner, the fusion is not a 
(momentary) aberration from a more fundamental experiential distinction 
between perception and imagination, proper presence (with some virtual 
absence) and proper absence (with some bodily presence), as Husserl, Fink and 
Sartre would rather have it. Whereas the latter all think the distinction between 
perception and imagination is primary and things like illusions and dreams are 
momentary experiential aberrations for most of us, for Merleau-Ponty the 
latter precisely indicate a more primary fusion from which we  then  make 
conceptual distinctions and delineate various experiences. Is this a chicken-
and-egg scenario? I think if imagination in perception is to be more than a 
choice of words then it is important to fully understand the more primary 
phenomenological structures and dynamics in their experiential details, 
because they do explicate how we experience reality and irreality, which is also 
signifi cant for how this relation is now changing through new technologies. 

 Another crucial question in this context is where would physical, external 
images fi t more specifi cally? When one looks to further observations by 
Merleau-Ponty, the picture is again, as one might guess, quite mixed. In ‘Eye 
and Mind’, when discussing painting Merleau-Ponty states ([1961] 1964/1964: 
169/35) that this medium mixes up everything, including the real and 
imaginary. Beyond this, the most explicit comments are made in  Sense and 
Non-Sense  in his essay about fi lm. Here – and this is already very signifi cant – 
Merleau-Ponty considers fi lm ‘as a perceptual object’ ([1945–47] 1964/1966: 
54/68), which would fi t perhaps with Fink’s stance that image-consciousness is 
a (special) type of perception, not least because it has determined, physical 
parts (the fi lm, screen and sound). Moreover, in the same essay (ibid.: 54–5/69–
70) Merleau-Ponty seems to use the term ‘image’ just for the visual aspect, 
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meaning the larger structure is not (just) about imagination, the imaginary or 
even some kind of image-consciousness. For Merleau-Ponty, then, perception 
is involved in watching a fi lm, although given what has just been established 
about the mixed nature of nearly all experience, so too would imagination. 
Maybe fi lm is just in the middle of the scale between perception and phantasy 
then, as we have seen with the others, be it a diff erence in kind or degree. 

 A bit later in the essay ([1945–47] 1964/1966: 57–8/73–4) Merleau-Ponty 
notes that perception (and fi lm) are not opposed to imagination but more to 
thought and refl ection, and ultimately fi lm is considered as kind of a more 
precise and aesthetic type of perception, more refi ned but also fi lled in – 
whether by the creator or viewer or both – with elements of imagination and 
fantasy. In this sense fi lms and maybe other types of image-consciousness 
would just then be phenomena to describe in their own right without, 
moreover, any strict delineation between real and not, perceived and imagined 
and so on. Th us perhaps Merleau-Ponty presents an even bigger challenge 
than Heidegger because he seems to claim here that each medium needs to be 
treated and analysed in its own particular way. Films are diff erent from novels 
for instance (see: ibid.: 58/74), and it is erroneous to try and fi t them into more 
general distinct categories, for the whole phenomenal world as we experience 
it immediately includes  all  phenomena, from chairs to movies to books to 
unicorns. Th us all might be on a Heideggerian-type scale between presentation 
and presentifi cation but even more fl uid and intermingled, with the previous 
distinctions of the preceding three chapters rather arbitrary at best. 

 I will be able to answer this challenge, to which Merleau-Ponty has now 
virtually added his hand, towards the end of this chapter and the whole fi rst 
part. First, though, I need to take this general argument into a more explicit 
discussion with virtuality, as well as emphasize some points other scholars 
have already laboured over with regard to Merleau-Ponty’s rather muted and 
inexplicit potential theory of imagination. Once this is done we can be taken 
into a fi nal, non-phenomenological and metaphysical challenge by Bergson 
(and Deleuze), a challenge that began even before phenomenology. 

 Merleau-Ponty uses the term ‘virtual’ (for example, PP: 128/129, 291/289) a 
little more than most other phenomenologists, although this is not a particularly 
tall order. Steeves (2004) more than any other scholar and commentator develops 
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this, not least in reference to Merleau-Ponty’s idea of ‘body schema’ and the 
‘virtual body’. Th rough Steeves’s explications (ibid.: 6–7, 18–26), the ‘body 
schema’ is our general capacity to be aware of our bodies in a dynamic interaction 
with the world (see: ibid.: 18), and it also necessarily involves a ‘virtual body’, 
which is to say our ‘imaginative ability to consider alternative uses of the body 
and to assume diff erent perspectives from which to observe a situation’ (ibid.: 
22). In this manner, the virtual body in Merleau-Ponty is not only responsible for 
our inherent ability to experience perceptual change, possibility and potentiality, 
but also our ability to learn and adapt (ibid.: 23) – and it necessarily uses an 
‘imaginative ability’ according to Steeves. Th is means that our perceptual world 
is constantly fi lled with virtualities as dynamic potentialities with regard to our 
own bodies and the things they automatically and naturally engage with. For 
Steeves and Merleau-Ponty, imagination is needed for this; for Husserl and 
others it can be explained through perceptual concepts like empty intentions, 
protentions and the like. Is this then just a diff erence in vocabulary? Perhaps. 
Steeves for his part identifi es no fewer than eight types of imaginative 
engagements in Merleau-Ponty (imagining bodies, perceptual imagining, 
aesthetic imagining, fanciful imagining, pathological imagining, self-imagining, 
elemental imagining and imagining being), with each one a chapter in his book 
(2004). I believe this is overkill, with imagination in perception, image-
consciousness and phantasy being more than enough than to cover all of these. 
Indeed, although Steeves does show the subtlety and nuance that can be drawn 
out from Merleau-Ponty’s thought regarding imagination, the fi rst and second 
chapters would have to do with any possible imagination on the perceptual level; 
the third chapter would largely correlate with image-consciousness; and the 
remainder would be various types of phantasy. 

 In this way, although Steeves delves very deep into possible readings of 
Merleau-Ponty’s incomplete and oft en implicit theory of imagination, it still 
largely fi ts with what we have seen in these fi rst three chapters, as well as from 
the passages just analysed in Merleau-Ponty. In short, with regard to the latter 
I think we can still maintain that there is a broader type of imagination 
involved in perception, much like in Heidegger (see also: Lennon 2017: 34) – 
and Steeves helps majorly here by showing how it can be seen as a crucial type 
of dynamic perceptual virtuality. 
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 Steeves also emphasizes the body as the ‘pivot’ (2004: 88) between perceiving 
and imagining, and this crucially explains why the body is at the crux of 
Merleau-Ponty’s whole phenomenological philosophy, as well as perception 
and imagination’s most original fusion. Having said all this, at one point (ibid.: 
89) Steeves admits that although there clearly is a ‘continuum of experience’ in 
Merleau-Ponty – and this I am fully in agreement with – there is, too, a real–
imaginary distinction which in non-pathological behaviour we usually abide 
by. So again, even at the end we have, in the fi rst place, some specifi c 
diff erentiations of real and imaginary played out on, in the second place, a 
more generally fused backdrop between perception and imagination, much 
like we have recently seen in Heidegger, and which I will argue for even more 
as this chapter progresses. 

 Th e continuum and interweaving of experience in Merleau-Ponty, between 
perception and imagination, real and imaginary, present and absent and the 
like are all emphasized by other scholars (Morley 2003: 93; Perri 2013: 95; 
Dufourcq 2015: 46; Lennon 2017: 44) who have also picked up the mantle of 
developing a theory of imagination from him. Lennon (2017: 34) admits two 
types of imagination in Merleau-Ponty, one involved in perception and the 
other more plain phantasy. What about the third I have been explicating, 
image-consciousness? Here Perri and Dufourcq can help us. For his part, 
Perri’s excellent article (2013) focuses on paintings and art as images in 
Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, but he also develops the ontological implications 
and consequences for this. As we have seen repeatedly, paintings make up part 
of a middle category again (see: ibid.: 77) – something between pure perception 
and pure phantasy – and because of this they are particularly adept at blending 
presence and absence, reality and unreality, and visibility and invisibility for 
Merleau-Ponty and Perri (see: ibid.). As with Fink, paintings – and assumedly 
other physical images too – have a real presence and thus fall on the side of 
perception (ibid.: 89). However, Perri balances this out by also stressing that 
there is a play of quasi-presence  and  -absence here (ibid.: 89–90), which again 
means these phenomena are more than just straightforward perceptions. Th is 
might bring them to a category in between (ibid.: 91), which could match up 
quite well with Husserl slightly more than Fink ultimately. Be this as it may, 
another one of Perri’s major contributions is to show how Merleau-Ponty’s 
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theory of painting and art is one primarily of expression over against depiction 
(ibid.: 87), in that paintings and similar media  expand  upon perception because 
they make previously invisible details visible (ibid.: 88). In a nutshell, paintings 
and art more generally add more to the world of perception. Finally, and 
related to this, with the centrality of the body ever-present in Merleau-Ponty, 
Perri also does well to stress that paintings and other media also tap into an 
inherent appreciation of hidden and inner bodily movements (see: ibid.: 93–4), 
which again demonstrates the lived body’s absolute centrality in all of Merleau-
Ponty’s thought. 

 Th e idea of expansion is novel and interesting and goes against Sartre’s 
argument for the relative ‘impoverishment’ of the imaginary over against the 
perceived and real. Th is is expressed even further by Dufourcq who comments 
(2015: 39) on artworks’ capacity to impart super- or surpresence ( surpr é sence ) to 
the viewer. Art and the imaginary are not about absence or nothingness then, but 
about more, over and above – but also including – (elements of) reality. For 
Dufourcq, there are diff erent kinds of presence (ibid.: 40) and no strict opposition 
between presence and absence. Although she admits the real too always exceeds 
itself (ibid.: 42), this also means that existence itself has an imaginary ‘fundament’ 
(ibid.: 33). Th e imaginary in general then – imagination in the broad sense? – 
increases ‘the existence of beings’ (ibid.: 45). However, the imaginary also more 
specifi cally seems to be, along with Perri and the recurring analyses here, a 
perennial in-between to perception and phantasy (see: ibid.: 35). 

 What challenge do Merleau-Ponty and his commentators bring us then? 
It seems this constructed theory of imagination in a narrower sense – so 
phantasies but also physical images like paintings and fi lms here – can largely 
fall in line with what we have seen. Th is is because phantasies – oft en referred 
to as ‘the imaginary’ in Merleau-Ponty – are still usually opposed to perceptions 
even in his works, as well as the fact that physical external images remain in 
between perception and phantasy in each and every thinker. 

 What then remains is the disputed operation of imagination on the 
perceptual level, which goes against  all  three and agrees with Heidegger, and is 
thus the main challenge now. If this is not to be a disagreement merely of 
vocabulary we need to ascertain what it structurally and ontologically might 
mean a little more. In this manner, Merleau-Ponty reinforces and expands 
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upon the Heideggerian challenge by adding phenomenological substance, 
detail and even radicality to it. However, for it to be complete we need to 
venture outside phenomenology and into some French metaphysics – 
metaphysics which began before both Heidegger’s and Merleau-Ponty’s 
writings and which were actually contemporaneous with Husserl.  

   4.3 Bergson and Deleuze: the reality 
of the virtual  

 Here I will push the challenge of a blended dynamic between perception and 
imagination to its limit, this time with thinkers who fall outside the 
phenomenological method and who, because of this, champion a more 
metaphysical appraisal that actually denies the idea of a ‘pure perception’ at all. 
Bergson’s incredibly intricate and rather daunting text,  Mati è re et M é moire  
[1896], plus some of Deleuze’s comments in his own study of Bergson [1966], 
can help us to both resolve the question whether there is a diff erence in kind 
between perception and imagination (next section), as well as allow me to 
develop a theory that breaks the supposed impasse by consolidating the main 
issues from all of these thinkers into a multifarious and dynamic notion of ‘real 
virtuality’ on the perceptual plane (section 4.5). 

 As just mentioned, Bergson’s  Mati è re et M é moire  is a highly complex work. 
It not only purports to solve the Modern mind–body issue; it is also replete 
with many other themes and discussions. I will only extract that which is 
logically necessary for my purposes, not least Bergson’s claims that everything 
is ‘an image’; that there is no such thing as pure perception and pure memory 
in everyday lived experience; and how ‘virtuality’ is a key metaphysical concept 
that accounts for massive portions of our experience to the extent that it 
presents quite a challenge to much of the preceding phenomenological 
analyses and claims. 

 To already anticipate a little, the concept of virtuality might be that precise 
conceptual bridge required between the poles of real and irreal, present and 
absent, actual and potential. Indeed, although virtuality will be very challenging 
to understand in any comprehensive manner, we shall see that it brings the 
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necessary fl uidity into nonetheless important distinctions that do, however, 
remain overly brittle at times. In this manner, pure perception and pure 
imagination might ultimately be two conceptual poles of one and the same 
lived dynamic and structure. 

 When one looks to the history of philosophy, it is Bergson’s where one fi nds 
a dynamic idea of virtuality articulated with the most force, above all in  Matter 
and Memory . Even here, though, he at no point defi nes or systematically 
explains the concept that is so central and crucial to his arguments and 
analyses, and to his metaphysics more generally. I will try to capture the main 
points as clearly as possible, simultaneously showing how this concept could 
greatly aid in building a more robust and dynamic theory of perception and 
imagination in general. On this note, we shall ultimately see that Bergson’s 
invaluable challenge to what we have seen – and strangely enough in quite 
smooth concurrence with Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty – is that there is no 
such thing as a pure perception in praxis; ‘pure perception’ is on one conceptual 
pole and ‘pure memory’ on the other of a highly complex dynamic that is 
ceaselessly played out between the dualistic realms of matter and memory, 
whereby both nevertheless always already inform and format our lived bodily 
experiences at every moment and turn. 

 Related to this, Bergson begins his account with a strong claim regarding a 
monism of the image. Absolutely everything is an image for Bergson, from a 
more textbook image like a unicorn or picture, to everything in the perceptual 
world too, including our own bodies. Th is is quite a leap in vocabulary, method 
and viewpoint from all the phenomenological thinkers we have had up till 
now, and it is based on the idealist and Kantian idea that the thing as it is in 
itself is noumenal and off  limits precisely because we already meet and format 
everything with our minds, the latter of which being yet another image of 
some supposed ultimate reality that is actually beyond our limited and 
inherently situated grasp. 

 Already in this initial claim is a key move therefore. Even matter is ‘ a 
collection of “images”    ’  28   (MM: 9/1) for Bergson. He begins this way to avoid 
both idealism and realism. Th e former slips into traps because of an overfocus 
on representations; the latter because of one on things. Bergson’s technical use 
of ‘image’ hereby tries to establish a medium ground between these two – for 
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him – unwarranted extremes: ‘ by “image” we understand a certain existence 
which is more than that which the idealist calls a representation, but less than 
that which the realist calls a thing – an existence situated halfway between the 
“thing” and the “representation”    ’  29   (ibid.). Th is does indeed mean that just as 
phenomenology uses ‘object’ for anything consciousness is aware of, from 
tables to unicorns, the equivalent term for Bergson, perhaps a little confusingly, 
is ‘image’. Indeed, even ‘the brain is an image’ (MM: 19/13) because it goes too 
far to assert that such images are defi nitely and forever like that without any 
observer (i.e. a thing), but not enough to say that they are completely subject-
dependent phenomena (i.e. a representation). 

 Bergson’s monism of the image might seem to imply a monism in general. 
However, he goes on to articulate two poles to experience that diff er not in 
degree but in nature (see: MM: 67/69). Th ese are metaphysical hypotheses for 
Bergson (see, for instance: MM: 34–5/31) and are used to found and ultimately 
explain our everyday lived experiences. Th e fi rst is what Bergson terms ‘pure 
perception’: ‘[A] perception which exists in theory rather than in fact, which 
would have a being placed where I am, living as I live, but absorbed in the 
present, and capable, by eliminating memory in all of its forms, of obtaining a 
vision of matter both immediate and instantaneous’  30   (MM: 34/31). 

 Pure perception is a hypothetical form of perception without any mediation 
of mind or memory. It is a pure coalescence and immanence with matter itself. 
One might even say it  is  matter; it is the perceived without any perceiver. Such 
hypothetical and theoretical pure perception would be ‘veritably . . . part of 
things’  31   (MM: 64/67). 

 On the other conceptual extreme is ‘pure memory’. Th is is the realm of spirit 
or the mind no longer aff ected or eff ected by perceptions, aff ections and bodies 
– it has no need or concern for praxis and remains purely ineff ectual (see: 
MM: 127/142). Ultimately it would be a type of pure, matterless contemplation, 
a soul without a body, pure unadulterated thought tied neither to things nor to 
particular practical memories. 

 Th ese two metaphysical hypotheses provide a conceptual framework in 
order to help one understand the basic extremes that make our experiences 
possible. Bergson, however, is also well aware that our actual, lived and – one 
might say – fi rst-hand experiences are always already a mixture of these 
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hypothetical and theoretical extremes. Bergson puts it wonderfully and 
concisely himself: ‘there is no perception which is not full of memories’ (MM: 
33/30). In a sense, we are always living an ever-growing past, for it is hard to 
come across an object, either in the world or in our own heads, with which we 
are not already a little familiar. Pure and true novelty does not really happen 
once we pass the fi rst few years of our life (hence the utter wonder of infants). 
In this manner, through our lived, conscious bodies – inherently constituted 
for praxis for Bergson, much like Heidegger’s later idea of  Zuhandenheit  – pure 
perceptions are always already contracted and limited through what is useful 
for action, not least the body’s needs (see: MM: 20/14; also: Ansell-Pearson 
2005: 1115). On the other side, pure memory, which is the ‘survival of past 
images’ (MM: 66/68) and which we can contemplate in idle moments, only 
really and practically surfaces out of latency and purity if it again becomes 
useful for such actions (see: ibid.). Perception thus pulls memory into action, 
and memory contracts certain perceptions into focus – all of this because of 
that lived, situated actuality that is our conscious bodies, the ‘privileged image’ 
(MM: 26/22) at the crossroads of matter and mind. 

 Th ere seems, however, to be little mention of virtuality here. Virtuality is, 
nonetheless, a crucial and pervasive – if at times a rather implicit – concept 
running through all of this. Indeed, on the side of our perception, which ‘measures 
our possible action upon things’  32   (MM: 56/57), all of those that are ‘separated 
from our body by an interval’ (MM: 57/57) are ‘virtual action[s]’ (ibid.). For 
example, if I look at a glass of water on my desk, numerous virtual actions are 
there when I look at it – picking it up, drinking from it, throwing it against the 
wall, etc. ‘Virtual actions’ are thus a forerunner not only to Merleau-Ponty’s ideas 
of body schema and virtual objects, but also to Gibson’s now very famous and 
widespread idea of ‘aff ordances’. With Bergson, ‘ [t]he objects which surround my 
body refl ect its possible action upon them ’ (MM: 21/15–16). Th e objects in my 
vicinity constantly refl ect my possible actions through my very perceptions. 
Th ere are virtual actions wherever I look, move and am, and they are in a constant 
lived dynamic with my body, its perceptions and enactive memories – the latter 
of which one could term ‘active retentions’ using Husserlian terminology 

 Virtuality has immense sway on the side of pure memory too. In fact, all 
memories (and the life of the mind in general) that are not pulled into action 
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through perception remain in a ‘virtual state’ (MM: 240/270) for Bergson. In 
short, they have the potential to be actualized but are not (yet). Ultimately for 
Bergson the mind is nothing other than its memories in that theoretically and 
metaphysically speaking it is one virtual cone full of one’s past constantly 
piercing and expanding the present moment in a lived and compressed 
dynamic. Here, particular memories are employed for action in the form of 
automatic body memories as well as enactive recognitions and even 
recollections. However, one can also refl ect and contemplate one’s past more 
for itself when one is not in the midst of action, which in phenomenology 
would be more clearly on the level of presentifi cation. For Bergson though, all 
of it is another grand realm of virtuality, this time on the side of pure(r) 
memory rather than matter. In short, when our memories are not being 
explicitly employed or recalled they remain in theory virtually present, a bit 
like picking up this glass is virtually present in the glass until I actually do it. 

 From this conceptual viewpoint, the realm of actuality is on the immediate 
axis of the conscious, living body, where pure perception and pure memory 
intersect in a lived dynamic reality. Th ere are also elements of virtuality here 
for Bergson: ‘we have to take into account the fact that our body is not a 
mathematical point in space, that its virtual actions are complicated by, and 
impregnated with, real actions’ (MM: 58/59). Indeed, one of Bergson’s 
overarching principles in his philosophy is to try and start to think of life in 
terms of lived time ( dur é e ) rather than in second-order spatializations of such 
time – spatializations that we are nevertheless quite instinctively and 
automatically programmed to carry out. If we do follow Bergson we can see 
that in duration there are, by necessity, interstices of virtuality within the very 
fabric of our lived realities. Th is is because conscious bodily life is on the 
crossroads of forces that pull, contract and expand from both directions, even 
if Bergson oft en emphasizes the actual lived moment as always already 
informed and conditioned by virtualities that have been – i.e. an emphasis on 
the role of a constant, living and ever-expanding memory. From here, 
everything is past for Bergson; our whole lives are on the crest of an ever-
moving and ever-swelling wave. Indeed, a bit dissimilar to Husserl’s theory of 
time-consciousness, there is a cause for saying that in Bergson neither present 
nor future ever actually exist. Th e present as a mathematical point is an illusion, 
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and the future when actualized is already past, so we are just one big movement 
of memory, this ever-expanding cone that – crucially – only ever moves 
because of gaps and tints of virtuality, which is to say non-actuality. 

 Bergson wishes to escape spatializing conceptions, although it is nigh on 
impossible to do so altogether, with he himself using the image of a cone here. 
Th is methodological diffi  culty notwithstanding, the more important point is 
that our lives are primarily built for actions that automatically select and 
contract memories into bodily movements and useful recognitions. However, 
on the other side one can also, when less active, expand and explore one’s own 
mental past more for itself. Virtuality thus allows the dimensions of the past 
not only to contract into, inhere and thereby enliven and actualize our relation 
to so many perceptual things; it is also the condition of possibility for anything 
like a relaxed, expansive and contemplative mind, with all its particular 
and personal images and memories that can oft en be quite ‘useless’ in a 
non-pejorative way for our daily needs and tasks. 

 Under this conception, therefore, the discourse is not so much about real 
and irreal, present and absent, or even actual and potential or possible, with the 
last term an abstract negation of the real for Bergson and in no way a synonym 
for ‘potential’ (see: [1934] 2015; see also: Smith 2009: 34). In fact, in Bergson 
actual and virtual are the two most basic categories. Actuality, as the French 
term captures, is all that which is going on right now, with so many (usually 
useful) memories operative. Th is, in its own turn, is constantly pervaded by a 
halo of virtual actions on the side of perception and matter, as well as virtual 
– which is to say latent and potential – memories on the side of the memory 
and mind. In this manner, actuality can be correlated with presentation and 
perception (i.e.  Gegenw ä rtigung ) from the phenomenological tradition; and 
the land of memory – which is much broader in Bergson in that it can be any 
idea at all – can be largely assimilated to presentifi cation or imagination in the 
broadest sense (i.e.  Vergegenw ä rtigung ), which is to say the evocation of and 
refl ection upon so many memories and images, from past real events to 
unicorns. 

 Parts of Deleuze’s detailed study of Bergson pick up and emphasize the 
basic dynamic between actual and virtual. Indeed, Deleuze underlines the fact 
that the virtual need not be opposed to the real at all – ‘ the virtual as virtual has 
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a reality ’ (B: 100/103) – but to the actual. In the fi rst three chapters of my work 
here, ‘real’ and ‘actual’ were used more or less interchangeably, not least because 
the German  wirklich  (so the fi rst two chapters) can be translated as either. Th is 
was already not so much the case with Merleau-Ponty and is certainly not the 
case here. Both the actual and virtual are ‘real’ in Deleuze’s understanding; both 
real, they are, however, not the same and are in a tight conceptual bond. In fact, 
virtuality plays a key structuring role in the various metaphysical processes of 
actualization that govern not only our experiences but also the very constitution 
of our realities, idealities and irrealities. Indeed, somewhat forgetting virtuality 
on the side of pure perception, Deleuze focuses on the virtuality of Bergson’s 
three ‘major stages’ (B: 13/1) of his philosophy, namely duration, memory and 
the   é lan vital  (see: ibid.). All of these are on the side of a subjectivity (mind) 
that is never completely actual and is thus essentially rooted in a reality of 
virtuality, which is also, however, ceaselessly becoming actualized through that 
which – for Deleuze – is the ‘absolute’ (B: 35/27): diff erence. Here it is precisely 
because life and its duration are so variegated and diverse that they essentially 
have to be a ‘virtual multiplicity’ (B: 83/83), meaning actual, current elements 
make up only one non-independent portion – and a decidedly small portion 
for both Bergson and Deleuze – of a more general and complex process of 
virtuality and actualization. 

 Th e vocabulary has changed, the texts are complex, but the main lesson is 
actually quite simple: our lives are in a constant fl ux between actual and virtual, 
with the latter in fact having by far the most sway, as well as being real along 
with the actual for Deleuze. Now it is time to answer how this more metaphysical 
picture might challenge but also ultimately aid the complications we were 
encountering in the exclusively phenomenological framework until now. I will 
do this by fi rst (next section) answering a key question I have already raised, 
namely how perception and imagination might diff er from a fi rst-hand 
perspective but are still on a sliding scale from a more third-hand one. Th en, in 
the last section of this chapter and part I can fi nally import this dynamic 
notion of virtuality into the phenomenological picture more completely, 
showing among other things how it aligns with Husserl’s key concept of 
horizonality, which in fact makes many of the main diff erences dissolve into 
ones of terminology, because we fi nally see all then agreeing with regard to a 
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type of ‘real virtuality’ essential to the perceptual level. Th is means that I will be 
able to keep and actually integrate the most important lessons we have learned 
from the challenge of virtuality in these sections.  

   4.4 Perception and imagination: a diff erence 
in kind or degree?  

 One of the main questions, if not the main one, is whether there is only a 
diff erence in degree, and not one in nature or kind, between perception and 
imagination. We saw in the fi rst three chapters that Husserl, Fink and Sartre 
maintain a strong diff erence in kind between perceiving and imagining, the at 
times ambiguous status of image-consciousness notwithstanding. For all of 
them, actually seeing, touching and drinking from this cup in front of me is a 
decidedly diff erent experience from me imagining the same from my selfsame 
position. Th e two experiences have such diff ering structures and laws that 
there is no overlap or gradation for any of these thinkers. Perception is 
essentially about real, physical and present things; imagination is the capacity 
to evoke irreal, non-material and absent objects. Th is, in a very small nutshell, 
is what we learned from the fi rst three chapters. 

 Th is chapter, through two other phenomenologists and two metaphysicians, 
has seriously challenged this position. Th e ultimate claim has been that it is an 
illusion to think there is such a thing as ‘pure perception’, in that one’s images 
and memories are always already active in every single perceptual act. For 
Heidegger our living existence is in a constant forked dynamic between 
presentation (perception) and presentifi cation (imagination), sometimes more 
to one pole, sometimes more to the other, but never without some kind of 
admixture of the two. With Merleau-Ponty we saw quite a similar picture, with 
a fundamental intertwinement between all experiences, not least when it 
comes to perception and imagination. Finally, with Bergson and Deleuze 
actuality is constantly informed by virtuality both on the side of matter and 
perception, and well as on the side of the mind, refl ection, memory and 
imagination. Th ese positions seem to fl y in the face of the fi rst three chapters, 
seemingly leaving us with no hope for a resolution. 
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 Th is issue is not a new one. Hume ([1739–40] 2001: 1.1.1.1) is well known 
for the diff erence in degree between impressions and ideas; and I have already 
noted numerous times that Kant’s transcendental imagination plays a crucial 
role in matching up concepts with intuitions. What Husserl brings to the table 
is an arguably never-seen-before dedication to and concentration upon 
perception in its own right – thousands of pages in fact. One of Husserl’s main 
points is that if one does this in a proper phenomenological manner, attaining 
the basic laws and structures of various modes of experience through everyday, 
fi rst-hand observation and description, then one will see that it is erroneous to 
speak of active images or imagination on this most basic and largely passive 
perceptual plane. 

 Another option is that the vocabularies and theoretical applications thereof 
are diff erent. For example, about what Husserl calls an ‘empty intention’ 
Heidegger would say there is an element of presentifi cation, and Bergson a 
‘virtual action’ thanks to memory. In another instance, in acts of automatic 
recognition Heidegger would insist on active presentifi cations and images 
being used whereas Husserl, Fink and Sartre prefer to speak of the mechanistic 
operation of passive retentions and memories that are thereby still within a 
general perceptual dynamic and framework. What to make of this, then? How 
could Heidegger’s claims with regard to a perpetual forked being and memorial 
virtuality be reconciled with the more Husserlian perspective and dynamic? 
Should one even try to do this? What would be the point? I think that, although 
‘virtual’ and ‘virtuality’ are not terms used much in phenomenology, one can, 
through minimal interpretation and adjustment, show how an implicit concept 
of virtuality is already at work therein, which, moreover, can actually reconcile 
the diff erences in theory and thereby show the disagreement is ultimately one 
mainly of vocabulary, even for the metaphysicians. Further, I think that by 
accounting for virtuality, phenomenology can show there are in fact two 
important types – ‘real’ and ‘irreal’ virtualities – that can provide a rich 
framework through which we may address various contemporary issues, not 
least the rise of virtual technologies, including the changes, benefi ts and 
problems they have introduced. In this manner, this challenge will make the 
phenomenological account ultimately stronger so that it can be applied 
eff ectively to important live issues in the philosophy and phenomenology of 
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technology in the second half of this book. Indeed, in the second part I intend 
to show that, with Heidegger’s insistence on forked being, Merleau-Ponty’s on 
fundamental intertwinement, as well as Bergson’s and Deleuze’s emphases on a 
more fundamental actual–virtual distinction all notwithstanding, 
phenomenology shows clear structural and experiential diff erences between 
perception and imagination. Th is, in fact, is even echoed in Bergson’s diff erence 
in nature (see: MM: 67/69) between pure perception and pure memory, which 
can still stand because it is from a diff erent perspective from most of Heidegger’s 
and even Merleau-Ponty’s persistent reservations, challenges and arguments. 

 Phenomenology departs, methodologically, from concrete fi rst-person 
experiences. Th is, I maintain, is the main focus of the fi rst three 
phenomenologists, and indeed I believe that when one inspects one’s own 
immediate fi rst-hand experiences it is quite clear whether one is perceiving or 
imagining something at a given moment. Th ere is in fact usually a clear 
phenomenological switch between the two. One tell-tale sign is that, if one 
wishes to imagine something with clarity, it is oft en better to close one’s eyes, 
thus blocking off  one of the main inlets of perception. In this manner, I believe 
the basic claim and theory of the fi rst three chapters hold, and indeed it has 
been a main task of this part to precisely detail the diff ering laws, structures 
and objects of the basic modes of experience. Once again, perception is the 
mode in which we experience real, physical and present objects that do not 
depend on us; imagination is when we experience irreal, immaterial and absent 
objects that totally do. 

 On top of this, though, the ideas of forked being and fundamental 
intertwinement are powerful ones, especially if one thinks of them – as I 
believe one ultimately should – as making up and pointing to a more general, 
third-person and objective metaphysical backdrop to our more immediate 
fi rst-hand experiences. Here the diff erence is more in scale and degree and 
there are dynamics  between  presence and absence, real and irreal, actual and 
virtual. In like thought, I think the more explicitly metaphysical analyses of 
Bergson and Deleuze, whether they did it intentionally or not, ultimately 
supplement, nuance and develop the phenomenological structures I have been 
explicating, precisely through this rich dynamic notion of virtuality. In this 
manner, the challenge of virtuality I have been at pains to explicate can become 
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a great aid; the introduction of such a Bergsonian theme may ultimately 
enhance our understanding of our experiences of perception and imagination, 
thereby giving a more thoroughgoing phenomenology of them, including the 
rising virtual technologies that are fundamentally changing the ways we think 
and behave. 

 Further, I intend to show that the two axes of virtuality of Bergson’s I have 
stressed – one on the side of the objects and matter (virtual actions), the other 
more on the side of the mind and refl ection (the general virtuality of the mind 
and memory) – will ultimately evolve into two distinct phenomenological 
types of virtuality in my theory here, both of which can all still be seen as 
pervaded by a more general notion of virtuality as the conceptual and dynamic 
bridge between presence and absence, real and irreal, actual and potential as 
such. I will articulate a rich notion of ‘real virtualities’ on the perceptual level (in 
the next section) and how these can then (the whole second part of this book) 
be irrealized in so many ways precisely through our capacity for presentifi cation 
and image-consciousness, not least in digital instantiations nowadays. 
Regarding this latter, ‘irreal virtualities’ will then be the category of the 
imaginary where images, through the advent of so many virtual technologies, 
are in fact starting to tend towards being as real and present as possible, and are 
thereby not only blurring a previously clear distinction between perception 
and image, but might in fact be leading to imaginary objects and their media 
(digital screens and the like) taking up the most precedence in our lives for 
perhaps the very fi rst time. Just what this means for our psychology, personalities 
and societies is then the ultimate goal of this work. 

 In sum, from a fi rst-hand perspective (Husserl, Fink and Sartre) it is usually 
very clear if one is perceiving or imagining. Th is, I have claimed, is compatible 
with a more third-person perspective (Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Bergson and 
Deleuze) that shows how there is also an additional general and even 
metaphysical scale between pure reality and perception on one extreme, and 
total irreality and phantasy on the other. I would even say that these extra 
developments provide us with a more comprehensive picture in the end. 

 Th is insight, too, solves the predicament of image-consciousness. Usually in 
our daily lives it is quite clear when one is perceiving, looking at a screen, or 
phantasizing. However, on top of this now is the more general metaphysical 
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backdrop, and here image-consciousness would be decidedly and conceptually 
in the middle. Th is means it becomes rather moot whether one wants to 
maintain it as a special form of perception (Fink) or imagination (Sartre), or as 
having its own specifi c structure (Husserl). What is more important is that 
image-consciousness is an experience that can be diff erentiated from more 
straightforward perception on one hand because there is a transcendent 
element to the image which is not actually there as this cup or lamp is, yet there 
is, on the other hand, a decidedly diff erent feel to it compared to just 
phantasizing something in one’s head, not least because there is an external 
element (e.g. a picture). Th is external element makes it more than mere 
phantasy, but it is also transcendent because it takes one over and above 
perception in the sense that I am presented with pictures, information, sounds 
and so on that all go way beyond my four walls. 

 Sartre might be right that, according to his theory, the formal structure 
remains the same between image-consciousness and phantasy. However, the 
external, physical and social elements to our new digital analogons are so 
powerful nowadays that I think Husserl’s and Fink’s accounts also have their 
own merits. All of these nuances notwithstanding, ultimately and generally 
image-consciousness always fi nds itself, in all thinkers, between pure 
perception and phantasy. Precisely because it has physical external elements 
like perception, but also transcendent absent ones like phantasy – and crucially 
because it combines these elements in a new and distinct way – it is a conceptual 
in-between that is nevertheless quite distinct at least on the immediate 
experiential level for most of us most of the time. Ultimately, then, it is up to 
one’s particular theory and terminology whether one wants to call it a unique 
structure (Husserl); a special form of transcendent perception (Fink); or a 
subsection of the imaginary (Sartre) – these diff erences are ultimately not 
especially important, or even moot, given that we now know the basic 
components it has, the objects and materials it uses, and the actions it always 
performs between pure perception and pure imagination. 

 Image-consciousness might be so powerful and prevalent nowadays 
precisely because it borrows the best from both worlds. Digital screens have all 
the physical force and presence of a normal perceptual object, but they also 
have all the transcendent wonder, captivation and magic of a product of 
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phantasy. In fact, that these two sides are combined together to an extent, 
prevalence, accessibility and mobility like never before is having eff ects we are 
still playing conceptual catch-up on, as well as generally coming to terms with 
on various psychological and social levels. 

 We are nearly at the point of analysing this more pointedly, through 
providing a concrete and concentrated phenomenology of virtual technology 
through various key case studies in the second part of this volume. Th ese will 
indeed show the power of such technology, which does seem to be blurring, 
inverting or even collapsing the traditionally distinct orders of perception and 
image. Before this, however, there is one step left  in this more theoretical fi rst 
part: to show how a dynamic and concrete notion of virtuality can be 
introduced into a proper phenomenological framework on the perceptual 
level, and actually bolster, enrich and unify the preceding theories, analyses 
and challenges by doing so. In a word, I am referring to what I term ‘real 
virtualities’, which are crucial to dwell upon and explicate not only for showing 
how virtuality is always already operative on the perceptual plane in a specifi c 
and implicit way (and actually in a manner none other than Husserl’s account 
of horizonality), but also for showing how ‘real virtualities’ are the precise 
elements that are then irrealized on the imaginary plane, not least through 
today’s digital screens and applications.  

   4.5 Real virtualities: self, world, 
others and values  

 Aft er careful consideration I believe there are four main ‘real virtualities’ that 
are constantly operative on the perceptual level: self, world, others and values. 
Th ey are ‘real’ because they are involved in, and thereby condition and infl uence, 
almost every perception we ever have. Th ey are, however, also ‘virtual’ because 
they are not, strictly speaking, ever fully or directly given or present (like a 
book or a desk or a glass might be) – but they still nevertheless have a massive 
and key infl uence on and throughout our perceptual lives. 

 I can now go through my own understanding of each, and then show how 
these categories are indebted to the key concepts of forked being, fundamental 
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intertwinement and Bergsonian virtuality introduced in this chapter, as well as 
a key passage from Husserl that shows that, although the vocabulary is diff erent, 
the main ideas and elements were there all along. 

 Of course notions of self, world, others and values are as old, if not older, 
than philosophy itself. If one looks schematically or even linguistically, the self 
is on the side of the fi rst-person subject; the world is on the side of the second-
order object; the other on the side of the third-person perspective; and the 
language of evaluative properties in our selves, the world and others pervades 
all of these. 

 More specifi c to philosophy, I cannot, of course, go into a history of the 
development of these concepts, it being a gargantuan and impossible task. My 
focus is rather to describe these in a phenomenological manner as I understand 
them based on my training and insights, and thereby concentrate on how these 
four dimensions constantly condition everyday fi rst-hand perceptual 
experience without ever being fully present themselves. 

 First the self. Th is I understand as the general sense and personality of an 
individual, both pre-refl ectively and refl ectively. It involves one’s physical 
make-up ( K ö rper ) and lived body ( Leib ), one’s drives (see: O’Shiel 2013) and 
past, as well as one’s refl ections (‘ego’ – see: O’Shiel 2015) upon all of this. It 
develops over time and yet there remains a kind of fl exible unity so long as one 
remains alive and remembers (see: Hume [1739–40] 2001: 1.4.6.20) parts or 
events of one’s self from before. In this manner, it is the virtual harness to all of 
one’s individual concrete characteristics and actions. In my actual life, I go 
about my business doing various activities, interacting with many things and 
many people in many ways. Th e main real and concrete element to all of this is 
my living body, physically underlain and greatly determined by my biology, 
along with my awareness of all of this through my drives, feelings, emotions 
and thoughts. Th ese origins are the wellsprings of personality more generally, 
which is also greatly structured through the particular life one leads in one or 
a number of cultural and socio-economic upbringings and environments. 
Considering all of this, at any one moment it is, so to speak, just me and my felt 
body, here and now in the world – something which in other disciplines is 
known as a combination of three layers of ‘proto’ (physical), ‘core’ (here and 
now) and ‘extended’ (the world) presence (see: Riva, Waterworth and 
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Waterworth 2004: 409–11). I only have one lived body, through which I am 
necessarily situated in a certain time and place, mortal and special and 
physically instantiated, not to be repeated. Th is is the physical perceptual crux 
of the self; without this actual instantiation no conscious selves as we know 
them would be possible or conceivable. However, on the other side my self 
fl ows beyond, behind and over this moment by its very nature. Th anks to the 
advent of a particular consciousness always already fused to a particular  Leib , 
there is a ceaseless dynamic fl ow that extends beyond, but also informs, many 
or even all of my current actions and characteristics. Th is is the self in its less 
physical characterization, a virtual point of reference that we can explicitly 
access through our refl ections and memories, but one that is also always 
already infl uencing and being infl uenced, enacting and being enacted upon, 
learning and developing, on a most basic, pre-refl ective and perceptual 
experiential plane – what Sartre would call the ‘circuit of selfness’ (see: BN/EN: 
127–9/   139–41). 

 Th is plane automatically implies the next virtuality too, the world. Th e 
physical and most obvious instantiation of this are things. Perceptual, physical 
things, made of matter, of atoms and the like. Pervading and unifying all of 
this, however, is  the  world,  our  environment, which again harness our 
experiences together even though we will never, and can never, perceive ‘the 
world’ as such as some kind of totality. For where does it end? I know Chile is 
part of the world, because I am here, in Santiago, as I write this. Nevertheless, 
even if I had never been here and never would be, I still know that it is there, 
exists, and does not – unlike my self – need me and my body in order to 
continue being there. If death is the end of my lived body, my own memories 
and thus of my self, an annihilation of the world would require an annihilation 
of all things. For indeed, the ‘universe’ is that other, grander term for this basic 
real virtuality, where it has become so inconceivably big that we can only access 
parts of it through our phantasy and image-consciousness (e.g. a telescope). 
On the other side, something like ‘London’ is a smaller, more specifi c term for 
a world of sorts (or at least a part thereof), namely for a particular current city 
on this earth. Formally, holding all of this together is the world of physical 
things, matter arranged, by nature and by us (including all the myriad 
technologies constantly mediating our perceptual engagement – see: Ihde 
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1990), all governed by intransigent physical laws. Th e more we fan out from 
our immediate situation (this room, my fl at, Santiago), the more we can leave 
the implicit experience of our immediate worldly surroundings and start to 
explore and even explicitly presentify a particular part of the world (e.g. 
London) that is not horizonally near us. We can even try to imagine the whole 
world or universe as such. Perceptually, I can never experience London as such, 
the world as such, the universe as such; perceptually, I cannot even experience 
this room as such, or this cup as such, which is to say in its complete totality, 
from every single angle all at once. We have seen that the laws of perception 
forbid this, and actually make the world truly inexhaustible, for no place is ever 
the exact same from all angles and from moment to moment, precisely because 
of the relentless fl ow of space-time. Moreover, when it comes to my own 
interaction with the world, I am always already situated and have a certain 
perspective and outlook based on my particular organism and person; I 
experience this room through my situated and enactive body, my knowledge 
of it, through the things that are in it (desk, chair, couch, books and so on). It 
still, however, also makes utter sense to say that I implicitly know this room as 
such, as well as the next, then the street, then parts of the city and so forth, 
without ever perceiving any of these items in their totality. 

 In this manner, although strictly speaking I only ever perceptually experience 
things  of  the world, this latter is a vital real virtuality that preconditions all of 
these things and actually makes us aware of a grander reality of the perceptual 
domain which we always already know goes way beyond us, which always 
already has endless potentialities to be developed, and which can be engaged 
with and explored through my self indefi nitely, so long as I am here. 

 Such a world, third, is empirically peopled by others. However, it goes way 
beyond this; almost every single perceptual object in my world is what could 
be called a ‘cultural object’ (see: Husserl [1931] 2012:  § 58), namely an object 
that would not exist were it not for an inherently intersubjective world in its 
very fi bres. A cultural object is thus an object that needs an other (or a whole 
host of others) to be in the fi rst place. Th is, in fact, is one of the best proofs of 
the existence of others; my world as I know it simply overfl ows with otherness 
at every turn and thing. I would in fact have to go a long way to fi nd a perceptual 
object that has never been touched or formatted in some way by an other. 
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 I am also only here because of others (my parents, their parents and so on), 
and am also only alive and well because of the societal and ethical systems 
others have built and maintain. Others thus pervade the world in this sense, 
and they also have had unimaginable infl uence on my personality, on my own 
self. A lot of this can be refl ective (again see: O’Shiel 2015); however, at the 
perceptual level much is extremely automatic and implied, in short virtual, 
right down to the language we were brought up in and speak without any need 
for explicit refl ection. In Heidegger’s terms (see: [1927] 2006:  § 27), the force of 
the status quo and what ‘one’ ( man ) does is so prevalent in our actions and 
thoughts that it is not intersubjectivity from solipsism which is the philosophical 
problem, but singularity and individuality from  das Man . Indeed, we as selves 
are actually just like (all the) others, just like the next self, more or less, from 
the clothes we wear to the language we speak to the mannerisms we have and 
automatically enact. Th ere are variations of course, but it is all a necessary 
virtual condition of our own existence and selves that we are like others, that 
we overlap and submerge into similar tastes, habits, languages and so forth, 
even to the extent that originality is really quite rare (e.g. a great work of art), 
and oft en impossible (for instance, some kind of ‘private language’). 

 In this manner, the world and our selves are always already structured by 
others and an otherness which, again, we never actually perceive like we would 
a rock or a chair. However, otherness as a real virtuality goes beyond this more 
general observation. Indeed, Husserl’s conundrum (see the Fift h Meditation 
[1931] 2012 in particular) of empathy comes up here on this more general 
level, with the other as an other subject precisely a real virtuality. I, for instance, 
know and like Susan; we have been friends for a long time and I know a great 
deal about her, what she looks like, her tastes and dislikes, her friends and 
family, newest boyfriend and so on. When I see Susan in a caf é  my perception 
of her is automatic. I do not, however – and will never actually – perceive 
Susan’s own self. Th is, by defi nition, is other than me. If I were to experience 
Susan as she herself does, in and under her skin, I would no longer be other, 
but part of or wholly Susan. In this manner, I experience Susan through her 
physical appearance, her face and clothes, her hands and movements, her 
words and actions – all physical, perceivable things that give me access to an 
other real virtuality, another point of axis that unifi es all of this, as well as many 
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past and future elements, together in one person, Susan. Th us, Susan as Susan 
– as her own subject – is a real virtuality like others in general are because I 
experience her personality through actual things and actions in the world. 
Susan is real, has a body, a particular situated appearance, a certain timbre of 
voice and manner of expression. Pervading all these real, perceivable 
phenomena is the implicit and more general reality of Susan as such, the 
person and my friend who holds this all together in a kind of living virtual 
apex, and who can moreover instantiate a Sartrean look (see: BN/EN: 276–326/  
 292–341; also O’Shiel 2019a: 83–7) that makes me aware of my own objectivity 
 for  her. 

 Although self, world and others are constantly intertwined in a highly 
complex dynamic in everyday lived reality – what Schutz would have termed 
our ‘paramount reality’ (see: Aya ß  2017: 522; Schutz 1962: 341) – one can safely 
say that  values  not only pervade all of these categories and dimensions, but are 
also oft en the lifeblood of pretty much any object we experience, not least on 
the perceptual level. Indeed, values can perhaps be contemplated for themselves, 
perhaps like what goodness is or might be in and of itself. Here, however, I 
contend that experiencing values on the perceptual level – or what Scheler 
(see: [1913–16] 2009/   2007: 197–8/   200–1) calls  Wertnehmung  (‘value-ception’) 
– is the much more common and more predominant experience in our 
everyday lives. Values can and do inhere in pretty much everything, not least 
perceptual aspects of our self, the world and others. In short, there is hardly an 
object of perception that does not have some kind of evaluative quality implied 
or imbued in it. Even ‘natural’, ‘neutral’ or ‘indiff erent’ are assignations of value. 
For indeed, if nouns in our languages are about things and substances and 
concepts, and if verbs are about our actions, then the category of adjectives is 
where our evaluative assignations fi nd their main pulse. Phenomenologically 
speaking, I think these assignations are only possible thanks to the immediate 
and pre-refl ective experience of values that we automatically experience in 
perceptions of our selves, aspects of the world and others at every single turn. 
In this manner, values are that fi nal category of real virtuality on the perceptual 
plane because we automatically and implicitly experience them in a whole 
heap of perceptual objects, without the value itself (e.g. ‘goodness’) ever being 
directly perceived somehow. We cannot see Plato’s sun directly, but we can see 
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signs of it in a nice day, a smile, a kind word. On this more primary 
phenomenological level I think values are more properly felt than thought 
about or cognized, even though the latter can of course happen in more 
refl ective moments and discussions. 

 Such are the four main types of real virtuality in our immediate perceptual 
experiences. Again, they are real because they are all constantly operative on 
the perceptual level, but they are virtual because they are nevertheless not 
sensibly and fully present like actual objects of perception are. To reiterate: we 
experience our selves  through  our biology, our lived bodies and drives and 
feelings, our past and memories and refl ections thereupon; we experience the 
world  through  physical things and causal laws that always already have what 
Husserl would call a horizonal structure at their core; we experience other 
people  through  their bodies, appearance and manners, as well as their language 
(both verbal and non-); and we experience values  through  our aff ective, 
immediate and pre-refl ective engagement with all of these elements. My whole 
self, the world as a whole, the minds of others and the conceptual values 
themselves are never physically and directly given on this plane, but they oft en 
feel as if they are precisely because they are always indicated and felt  through  
so many interrelated and interacting phenomena. Th ese, therefore, are the four 
broad categories of real virtuality that our concrete experiences are never 
without. One last time, they are ‘real’ because they essentially structure our 
everyday perceptual experiences; they are ‘virtual’ because they are never 
experienced fully or directly, but almost so. 

 In Husserl’s terms, they are horizonal; in Heidegger’s, you might say they are 
slightly on the presentifi cation side of the fork but only just; and in Bergson 
and Deleuze’s, they border and infl uence the actual – they are virtual. In this 
manner, they bring all the preceding together. Indeed, for me the real virtualities 
of self, world, others and values are an extension of Bergson’s and Deleuze’s 
concept of virtuality regarding our interaction with the world, which when 
developed and explained in this manner can also cover Heidegger’s and 
Merleau-Ponty’s challenges for showing another dimension involved without 
full explicit presentifi cation. Finally, they quite perfectly match up with 
Husserl’s account of horizonal perception as well, which both Fink and Sartre 
fully accept. 
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 With Bergson we saw there are ‘virtual actions’ on the side of worldly objects 
that are always already informed by an enactive and pragmatic memory; and 
we saw more on the side of refl ective memory an expansion into one’s self and 
past. My notion of real virtuality can expand greatly upon both aspects. First, 
in our repeated daily engagements there are not only halos of virtuality and 
potentiality automatically hovering over every single perceptual object we 
encounter; all of this is also automatically encompassed by a grander but still-
dynamic halo as well, namely the world. Th e same also goes, second, for our 
constant interactions with our bodily selves and the bodily selves of others. 
Indeed, Bergson’s dynamic between actual and present phenomena constantly 
being informed by and infl uencing things that are not fully or ever actually 
there works perfectly, too, for how we experience our own selves and others in 
our everyday lives. Th ere are, of course, actualities at any given moment (my 
arm, this cup, that face), but this, because of virtuality, is only a portion of what 
we assume and interact with in the actuality-virtuality dynamic. Just as objects 
of the world have a virtuality thanks to my and other people’s engagement with 
them, so too do our own and other selves, along with all of our values, with all 
elements fanning out constantly in various complex virtual directions and 
relations. 

 With Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, this accounts for their challenge by 
adding this dimension of real virtuality while denying that it is a proper and 
explicit act of presentifi cation or imagination. Of course every real virtuality 
can be presentifi ed or imagined explicitly: I can think of my own personality 
explicitly, analysing particular states, qualities and actions (see: O’Shiel 2015); 
I can think about the more abstract nature of the world based on empirical 
phenomena and scientifi c insights; I can try to imagine what life for my friend 
Susan must be like from her particular perspective; and I can try to refl ect 
upon and fi xedly defi ne all kinds of values I might experience and hold. Th ese 
are all proper and explicit acts of presentifi cation. However, as Husserl, Fink 
and Sartre showed, they are of a diff erent phenomenological structure and 
register, on a more explicitly imaginative and refl ective level. Perception is in 
no need of explicit acts that fl ick into the mode of imagination. Th ere is, 
however, a dual or forked element to perception. Th e fi rst three 
phenomenologists have terms like ‘empty intention’ and ‘horizon’ for this; and 
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once one interprets the active and explicit element to Heidegger’s second 
prong, or Merleau-Ponty’s notion of intertwinement, then they too can be 
compatible with this theory by showing that perceptual experience is indeed 
about actual, present things which are nevertheless always already pervaded by 
elements that are not strictly so – real virtualities. Th is is Heidegger’s second 
prong, or Merleau-Ponty’s intertwined imagination, and I term it so in that it 
is more than mere perception but not yet explicit and active presentifi cation. It 
encompasses the foregoing phenomenological theory as well as incorporates 
the challenges to in fact enrich the whole dynamic picture. It will, moreover, 
provide a great platform for seeing how these real virtualities can then become 
irrealized onto a new and powerful digital plane. 

 Finally, in Husserl’s language – and because Fink and Sartre follow him very 
closely on this, for them too – it is one of horizonality. Although this is of 
course a diff erent term, it ultimately is very akin to virtuality on the perceptual 
level. Indeed, in a passage from  Experience and Judgement  ([1939] 1997/1999: 
 § 38) Husserl comes exceedingly close to the ideas I have been propounding 
here. I will cite a long passage: 

  Every perception, as a consciousness intending an actual objectivity, has its 
horizon of before and aft er. It refers back to what was perceived before, 
which can be presentifi ed in memories, even when these are not immediately 
connected with the respective perception but are separated from it by 
obscure unremembered stretches. Apart from the connection, to be 
considered later, that everything perceived ‘reminds’ one of something past 
that is similar or like even though temporally separated – a connection 
which is therefore a relation of likeness and similitude – there is also still 
another kind of unity, lying at a deeper level: when through memories, 
starting from a perception, I am led back into my own past, this past is 
precisely  mine , the past of this same subject who is present and living. And 
the past and now-remembered environing world . . . belongs to the  same  
 world  as the world in which I now live, only it is presentifi ed in a fragment 
of its past. 

 To introduce the matter of intersubjectivity, this is also so if another 
person tells me about his past experiences, communicates his memories; 
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what is recalled in them belongs to the same objective world as that which 
is given in my and our common present lived experience. Th e remembered 
environing world of others, about which he tells us, may certainly be 
diff erent than that in which we fi nd ourselves at present, and likewise the 
environing world which I myself remember may be another one; I can have 
changed my place of residence, have come to another country, with other 
men and other customs etc., or this same spatial surrounding with its 
inhabitants may have so changed in the course of a human life that it has 
simply become another: but despite all this all these diff erent remembered 
environing worlds are  pieces of one and the same objective world . Th is is, in 
the most comprehensive sense, as the  lifeworld  for a human community 
capable of mutual understanding,  our earth , which encloses within itself all 
these diff erent environing worlds with their modifi cations and their pasts 
– the more so since we have no knowledge of other heavenly bodies as 
environing worlds for possible human habitation. In this unique world, all 
that I now originally and sensuously perceive, that I already have perceived 
and which I can now remember, or also about which others can report to 
me as what they have perceived or remembered, has its place. It has its unity 
in that it has its fi xed temporal position in this objective world, its place in 
objective time. 

 Th is holds for every object of perception as such[.]  33    

 We have come full circle. I fi nd this quotation quite staggering because in 
no more than two paragraphs it encapsulates not only the subtle interplay 
between presentation and presentifi cation, it also encapsulates Husserl’s later 
notion of the lifeworld as grounded in the perennial interaction between our 
experiencing self, world and others – as well as, one may assume, the values 
that go along with all of these. Absolutely everything fans out from this most 
immediate and intimate reality. Th e given and unthematized lifeworld is as 
real and as actual as it gets, and yet it is also immediately always already more 
than that. In a word, real virtualities allow the lifeworld to be much more than 
just the actual. Indeed, we have seen that this is already happening at every 
turn in the base mode of everyday life, perception. Moreover, once one studies 
this phenomenologically one sees there is no explicit or refl ective 
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presentifi cation, but various virtualities constantly conditioning and informing 
our everyday, pre-refl ective engagements. Once such elements are made active 
and explicit, then we are presentifying, using our imagination in the broad 
sense, directly aiming at phenomena that are not actually there, transferring 
our attention into and onto another plane. Here we can refl ect on our own 
personalities, think about concepts and laws that are instantiated in things but 
are not the things themselves, wonder about other minds and personalities 
and how they diff er from our own, and refl ect upon the nature of truths and 
values conceptually for themselves. We can also go far beyond this, creating 
and entering into images and narratives and fascinations that seem and oft en 
are very far removed from the perceptual. All, at bottom, stems from this 
lifeworld, though, of which I think it helps to underline the importance. With 
this fi nally established, I will now go on show that it is precisely the four 
categories of real virtuality that a new digital communal imaginary, facilitated 
through the internet and all of our digital screens, picks up, displays, transforms 
and manipulates to at times quite astounding degrees and lengths.   
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  We have just seen my defi nition of real virtualities, of which there are always 
already four live and dynamic broad categories operative on the perceptual 
level. Th is second part will now show how these elements are also always taken 
up – and in the very taking up are transformed – on the level of images. We 
have also just seen that perception is inherently about presentation, about real 
and actual things which are nevertheless always already pervaded by horizonal 
real virtualities of self, world, others and values. Present ifi c ations and images 
pick up phenomena from our perceptual lives (for example, a white horse and 
a horn) but, because they are not bound to the laws of perception due to their 
inherent ‘as-if ’ and irreal nature, we can take phenomena apart and combine 
them into new objects that we have never witnessed in perception, and might 
never do. 

 Imagining a unicorn to yourself is a case of phantasy, but we have also seen 
that presentifi cation includes remembering, visualization in the present, 
foresight and empathy. Although the details are diff erent and although 
phantasy is the clearest case of irreality, all can still be grouped under 
imagination in a broad sense because they all make phenomenal objects 
(memories; realistic current images; images about the future; other people’s 
states of mind) pseudo present to us in the sense that, although we are clearly 
aware of them, it is not in the same manner as in the case of this table or chair 
right in front of you. 

 Th e main mechanism to focus on here is the fact that presentifi cation 
neutralizes or brackets our perceptual engagement with the world in order to 
evoke objects which are not immediately given or there. Th e objects of course 
vary depending on the mode of presentifi cation: memory allows us access to 
past, actual events, facts, pieces of information and images; visualization allows 
us to see and focus upon a contemporaneous aspect of our current world 
based on our knowledge and memories of our surroundings; foresight allows 
us to take up our knowledge and memories and speculate about the future; and 
phantasy is that mode of consciousness where we can create and imagine 
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objects in a rather separate manner, including all kinds of images and beings 
that have little resemblance or relation to what we have ever perceived. 

 If ‘real virtualities’ are the categories of self, world, others and values on the 
perceptual level, and if presentifi cation takes up materials from perception, 
our retentions and memory, then it stands to reason that these virtual elements 
can and even must be taken up in presentifi cation too. However, it is crucial to 
note that this occurs in a modifi ed, present ifi ed  form. Indeed, my self, the 
worldly situation and the other person I remember in a memory are not the 
same as my here and now; the other room next door that I am currently 
visualizing is not the same as walking in there; the future I am imagining for 
my family, what and how many we will be, where we will be, and what we will 
be doing, is obviously a speculative eff ort that can be more or less likely based 
on various factors including my seriousness in thought, the proximity to 
current times and events, and so forth; imagining what my girlfriend is 
thinking of right now is of course an imaginative eff ort that does not really 
have a perceptual correlate, although I do always glean others’ states of minds 
– as real virtualities – from things I can actually see, primarily their language 
(linguistic and otherwise); and fi nally, I can imagine a unicorn but not perceive 
one (yet). 

 I would like to contend that all of these experiences have – what is best 
termed for me in Sartrean language – a sliver of irreality infused in order to be 
possible in the fi rst place. Without a basic phenomenological gap between the 
power of our minds and the physical and causal pull of things, there would be 
little room for such complex and transcendent imaginative eff orts. ‘Irreality’ 
and ‘irreal’ thus do not necessarily mean fake or spurious; they are broader and 
more encompassing in the sense that Sartre and I use them, opposing them to 
the perceptual realm, which is real by its phenomenological fi bre. Actually, we 
have seen that Sartre maintains there is no reality without irreality and vice 
versa, which means there is no proper hierarchy between the two because they 
both depend on each other even if this is, fi rst, through an opposition. 
Additionally, although each can come into question through the other and 
thereby approach the other in various scenarios (for instance, we can sceptically 
doubt the reality of the perceptual realm, and many images can have very real 
eff ects and infl uences), when push comes to automatic shove most of us, most 
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of the time, usually know when we are dealing with realities and when not. In 
Humean language, this is our automatic instinctive belief in reality and its 
opposition to fantasies, something that Husserl and therefore the rest of the 
phenomenology of perception took up as perceptual  doxa  in all its seriousness. 
Our instinctive belief we can doubt through refl ection and philosophy, but in 
our everyday lives, from waking up to backgammon, it is thoroughly inevitable 
and inviolable for the majority of us (see: Hume [1739–40] 2001: 1.4.7; and 
[1748] 2007: Ch. 5). 

 Opposed to this, and quite logically, anything from memories to phantasies 
needs to be experienced as otherwise than real if they are to be automatically 
distinguished in the fi rst place. Th us the content of a memory can and even 
should be real because it happened; however, the way we remember, the mode, 
is irreal in the sense that it is not present to me like a perceptual object is – it 
 has  happened, and I can never actually perceive it again exactly how it was in 
my current here and now. All other objects of presentifi cation follow this suit: 
the content or noema can of course be real, but the intentional – that is, noetic 
– fi bre is already suff used with a gap and as-if tonality which automatically 
indicates that the objects one is experiencing are inherently not the same as 
perceptions. Indeed, imagine a world where we could not automatically 
distinguish between perceptions, memories and phantasies; it would be a 
highly confusing, almost impossible one, as occurs in some forms of madness. 

 ‘Irreal’ is thus opposed to actual and current perceptions, and is therefore 
quite broad, broader than just phantasy and things that do not really exist. It is 
much of what I can access through my mind other than perception, from 
memories to phantasies. Th e content can be about real things, whether past or 
imaged, but the intentional fi bre always already harbours an implicit knowledge 
that the objects are not completely in the here and now as they are in original and 
originary perception. In this sense, ‘ ir real virtualities’ would be any aspects of self, 
world, others and values that are implicitly (or explicitly) operative on the level 
of presentifi cation and imagination, as opposed to presentation and perception. 

 Irreal virtualities under this conception are thus very broad, like real 
virtualities, because they are any aspects of the four categories implied in any 
act of presentifi cation. Having said this, here I am going to focus on cases 
regarding what I term ‘virtual technologies’. Th ese are relatively recent digital 
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technologies that use the power of the middle category we have seen – image-
consciousness or the external imaginary – in order to allow us to experience 
aspects of self, world, others and values in much more tangible and forceful 
manners than wisps of individual and personal phantasy. I have already argued 
at length why it has become a rather moot question whether this middle 
category is considered a fully fl edged case of ‘presentifi cation’ or not. For Fink 
the answer was no, for Sartre yes, while Husserl had his own structure of 
image-consciousness, and thus his answer was no too, although he hesitated 
and speculated about the issue many times. All this notwithstanding, I also 
showed that, once one gets past the individual terminologies and arguments, 
they all would have been in agreement that such technologies use their 
intermediate status to traverse and utilize the best from both worlds, namely 
they have the physicality of perceptual objects, but the transcendence of 
phantasized ones. Th is combination is in fact the hallmark of virtual 
technologies; they can give us ‘superreal’ experiences because they are both 
material and fantastic. Indeed, because of the physical, digital and oft en highly 
interactive elements in these technologies, they encroach upon, and perhaps 
even surpass, the perceptual much more than other more standard 
presentifi cations. Th is is because they utilize the physicality and increasing 
perception-like qualities of image-consciousness and certain parts of the 
imaginary in order to perhaps ultimately supplant various dynamics and 
purposes of the real. 

 Th is can lead to a narrowing or redirection of the defi nition of ‘irreal 
virtualities’ I just gave. Now they would be all those aspects of self, world, 
others and values that are not so much elements of presentifi cation but are 
those in our digital image-consciousness experiences that tend towards, and 
perhaps ultimately seek to supplant the signifi cance of, our engagement with 
the real. With regard to this, I should now note that there are a number of 
signifi cant types of virtual at work in our experiences, which this work will 
have explained fully by its end. In the fi rst part we arrived at a detailed 
explication of the everyday perceptual real virtualities with their inherent 
‘almost’, just-around-the-corner quality to all that we perceive, the intrinsic 
and always horizonal elements of self, world, others and values that we never 
directly perceive even though we always assume and experience them through 
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so many other related perceptual phenomena. Here the more classical notion 
of virtual (‘ virtualis ’, ‘ virtus ’) as potential, strength and power can be seen as 
well (see: Benham 2003: 24; Gualeni, Vella and Harrington 2017: 2; L é vy [1995] 
1998: 23; Shields 2003: 2). Th en, second, in a general sense all of this can be 
transferred onto the level of presentifi cation, where self, world, others and 
values can all be involved, or even try to be directly aimed at, in acts of memory, 
visualization, foresight and so on. For instance, I can think about my past self, 
think about a future possible world, guess what my friend is thinking now and 
what their main values are. Th e four categories are crucially mirrored into 
 ir real virtualities here, and thus still factor greatly on the level of presentifi cation, 
albeit perhaps in a an even more faded, wisp-like and less concrete manner. 
Th is is because, as Fink notes, ‘imagination is a universal modifi cation of the 
whole of experiential life’ (VB: 21). 

 Th is part will show that although irreal virtualities necessarily pervade the 
level of presentifi cation much like real virtualities necessarily pervade 
perception, with the rise of virtual technologies and their focus on harnessing 
the ever-increasing powers of digital, material and thereby highly realistic, 
interactive and social forms of image-consciousness, ‘irreal virtuality’ can be 
further defi ned and pinpointed into a more specifi c notion of virtual, that is as 
a subsection of the imaginary that is increasingly tending towards the real to 
the extent of supplanting it both in order of importance and engagement. In 
other words, the virtual of digital, computerized technologies allows us to 
experience imaginary and absent objects so forcefully and in such a live and 
material manner that they import extremely real – or even ‘superreal’ – 
experiences into our immediate vicinity even though, strictly speaking, they 
remain phenomenologically of the irreal and imaginary order. Th us there 
is the virtuality of perception in real virtualities, as inherent horizonality 
and potentiality of self, world, others and values in particular. Th is can all be 
presentifi ed, as we have just seen, into a notion of ‘irreal virtuality’ in a broad 
sense. However, third, and with more specifi c reference to image-consciousness 
especially nowadays, there is an increasingly dominant meaning of virtual that 
has emerged which makes it more or less synonymous with digital technologies 
(see: Guidi 2019: 181). Th is will be the second main category of virtuality 
under focus here for the remainder of the work. 
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 Finally, all of this supports a more general notion of the virtual as that 
conceptual, even metaphysical bridge between real and irreal more generally, 
meaning that, from a third-person perspective it is the term we use for the gap 
between real and irreal that these technologies are bridging and even merging, 
including the experiential consequences of this, as I will show shortly by 
analysing specifi c cases. 

 Such is the general scheme of the virtual, where the details for all the 
defi nitions except the perceptual version still need to be fully analysed here. In 
the fi rst part of this work, imagination in a broad sense was any act of 
presentifi cation; imagination in a narrow sense were acts of phantasy. Also 
there, virtualities were real because they were necessary components for 
understanding our complex perceptual experiences completely. Now, although 
‘irreal virtualities’ can be aligned with any act of presentifi cation that imports 
or uses irrealized elements of the four categories of self, world, others and 
values (and perhaps all acts of presentifi cation do this to some extent), I will 
ultimately focus on the narrower segment of phenomena where all those 
aspects of self, world, others and values are powerfully operative in our digital 
image-consciousness experiences of so many virtual technologies, even to the 
point of supplanting our engagement with the real, as well as perhaps blurring, 
if not inverting altogether, the boundaries of real and irreal and perceived and 
imagined. 

 Here then, in the broader realm of presentifi cation irreal virtualities are 
‘virtual’ because, like in perception, they play a crucial but usually horizonal 
role; in the narrower, digital focus of imagine-consciousness, however, I will 
endeavour to show how many of them are designed to be experienced as real 
as possible, if not completely. To show this, I have a chapter each on social 
media and online gaming, as well as on current and possibly upcoming virtual, 
augmented and mixed reality (VR, AR and MR respectively) technologies. A 
fi nal chapter will follow in order to discuss the fi ndings before a more general 
and brief conclusion.  
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   5 

 Social media            

   5.1 Th e signifi cance and infl uence of social media  

 Th e signifi cance and infl uence of social media should be quite obvious to all. 
Since its uptake around 2005, it has veritably exploded (see: Martin 2014: 18). 
Th ere are all kinds of social media sites, from the small and selective to the, at 
the time of writing, whopping 2.41 billion active users on Facebook. What is 
more, it is almost impossible to get by in today’s world without some links to 
social media, even if they are only minimal. It is, in a few words, ‘here to stay’ 
(Zingale 2013: 288). 

 Flanigan and Babchuk (2015: 43) defi ne social media as ‘electronic, oft en 
web-based platforms (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, and sending text messages) that 
allow users to connect with a wide audience (e.g., family, friends, and strangers) 
to share information, ideas, and life updates across numerous types of 
multimedia (e.g., text, images, videos, audio fi les)’. It would have been possible 
through computers and the internet alone, but the advent of smartphones – 
the fi rst iPhone in 2007 – has given this world the ideal analogon. One key to 
this is its mobility. Many of us are never without our phones, even to the extent 
that it can now be seen, functionally at least, as a new body part or organ that 
does a lot of the things our brains used to do. Memory is the most notable 
example of this; to give a small example I no longer need to actively remember 
my plans and deadlines for the week because they can all be set as alarms and 
notices in my phone. Previously I might have had notebooks and agendas to 
help me (see: L é vy [1995] 1998: 50), but usually I would also simply remember 
the most important contact details and events. For many, now, phones do all of 
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this. Going even further, many facts and whole universes of texts can now be 
googled and called up at the drop of a metaphorical hat, which amounts to a 
revolutionary ‘digitization’ and thus a general ‘potentialization’ (see: ibid.: 52) 
or virtualization of facts, information and texts that are all now more easily 
and transcendently accessible to anyone that has a computer or smartphone 
with internet access. Th e very fact that there is a verb ‘to google’ in fact says 
it all. 

 Moreover, from an embodied phenomenological perspective smartphones 
are, functionally speaking, already integral parts of our consciousness, and 
although they are currently still outside of our skins for most of us 
(‘bodyhacking’ already exists for some), it seems more than likely that the 
literal as well as functional borders between minds and machines will continue 
to blur as we proceed, not unlike various scenarios in the  Black Mirror  series. 

 On top of the ridiculously easy mobility of these devices, the touchscreen is 
of course also of vital importance. Th is creates not only a better, more fl exible 
and swift er ease of use; there is also a level of familiarity and even intimacy 
with the various swipes and swooshes and taps – notice the synaesthesia of 
sound here too. In short, it is quite staggering what one can already do on and 
with these devices aft er little more than a decade. 

 Th e focus in this chapter is social media, which is only possible to its already 
colossal extent because of digital screens, not least computers and smartphones. 
Many of us are rarely far from all kinds of digital screens, and many of us now 
spend more time in front of them than we do perceiving, and certainly more 
than we do thinking and phantasizing. We have seen in the fi rst half of this 
work that, of perception, phantasy and image-consciousness, digital screens 
are a powerful and widespread instance of the last category, in that there is a 
physical component that nevertheless opens up a whole digital, transcendent 
universe through a few mere clicks or swipes. Th is realm, because of its 
virtuality and transcendence, is also quite infi nite. It is not practically and 
physically infi nite like the actual world, but virtually and digitally infi nite in 
the sense there is already so much online that countless lifetimes would be 
needed to process even a small portion of it. 

 When any world-changing technology surfaces academics theorize about it, 
and even try to predict many of its infl uences and consequences. Indeed, 
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seminal academic works on virtuality, the internet and related technologies, 
including their infl uence on us and our societies, for better and worse, have 
been around for decades (for instance: Borgmann [1999] 2000; L é vy [1995] 
1998; Shields 2003; Winner [1977] 1978). What is perhaps novel and curious is 
that, in little more than a decade, the digital revolution has been so rapid and 
exponential, and has so transformed almost every facet of our lives, that 
academic and scholarly works on the matter are still playing some quite serious 
catch-up. What is more, by the time this book reaches publication, it might 
already be a bit outdated. Here I will try to strike a balance between the formal 
structures and relevant instances and examples. 

 Th ere are, of course, countless articles on the rise and signifi cance of social 
media and internet use. Many of these are, however, very specifi c and case-
focused, and take place normally within the methodologies of psychology, 
sociology and certain types of anthropology. A lot of these pieces use empirical 
and data-collection research to investigate how social media is eff ecting and 
aff ecting psychological and social phenomena like bullying (Cuadrado-Gordillo 
and Fern á ndez-Antelo 2016); Facebook behaviour and internet addiction 
(B ł achnio et al. 2016; B ł achnio, Przepiorka and Pantic 2016; Liu et al. [2015] 
2016; Young et al. 2017); the persisting signifi cance of face-to-face interaction 
(Knop et al. 2016); the issues of self-esteem, anxiety and misrepresentation 
online (Dumas et al. 2017); eff ects of social media on mood and body image 
particularly in women (Mills et al. 2018); and much more, including the 
importance of these media for dispersed groups (see: Miller [2012] 2014). It is 
of course great to have all of this work, although the more philosophical and 
particularly phenomenological questions remain rather untouched. 

 Regarding slightly more philosophically inclined pieces, perhaps one of the 
most notable is Turkle’s work, not least  Alone Together  ([2011] 2012), which 
represents a more wholesale attempt to get to some of the basic roots and 
fundamental changes that these technologies are bringing. One conclusion 
Turkle makes is that the more seemingly connected we might feel online, the 
more ultimately isolated we are becoming in our own personal here and now, 
hence the title  alone  together. 

 Th is conclusion is naturally up for debate. For many, social media is an 
absolute godsend, a way to keep in intimate touch with friends and loved ones 
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all over the world in ways that simply were not possible or aff ordable before, 
and this has especially proved a quite literal lifeline for many during (and aft er) 
the Covid-19 pandemic. On the other hand, depending on the user social 
media can become all-engrossing and can lead to severely heightened feelings 
of anxiety and inadequacy, and quite ironically to loneliness and isolation as 
well, as Turkle argues at length. In such a shiny and infi nite world, it is quite 
easy to get lost in the digital, glittering haze. If one looks even for a while, there 
is simply too much to compare oneself to (see, for instance: BBC News 
Entertainment and Arts 2021). One will always come out on the losing end 
because there is always something and someone better; with a sharp, critical 
eye, one is always going to come off  second, third or more likely a billionth best 
to all that is out there. 

 Th e key is that all the phenomena on social media are images, not 
perceptions. Indeed, Shields, writing in 2003 just before the release of Facebook, 
already recognized that ‘[i]n the virtual society, image is king’ (212). Nowadays, 
the whole phenomenological point is that social media use means perception 
is frequently being left  by the wayside even to the extent that people no longer 
feel comfortable in their own skins, in the here and now, engaging with merely 
one or a few actually present people in the fl esh. Th e sheer amount of potential 
admirers online is oft en so mesmerizing that one loses sight and even cares less 
for one’s own physical self – or one cares only with the perpetual virtual gaze 
in mind. In short, the ultimate – the be-all and end-all – is how one comes 
across on the virtual, digital wavelengths. To adapt the slogan of a Squarespace 
(a website builder) advertising campaign, an online presence now makes you 
‘real’ (see: Squarespace 2019). 

 Th is development needs to be explicated in a more thoroughgoing 
phenomenological manner. Some studies (for instance: Flanigan and Babchuk 
2015) pretend to do some kind of phenomenology without, however, doing 
any, at least not in any classical meaning of the term. Phenomenology is not 
just describing, or collecting data, or listing a taxonomy. Phenomenology is 
getting to key experiential structures and dynamics through an observational 
and descriptive method. With this in mind, some others do make more 
progress, whether intentional or not, without, however, investigating overall 
structures thoroughly. For instance, Staehler (2014) has a piece that begins to 
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articulate a Heideggerian-inspired account of how social networks are a type 
of ‘inauthentic sociality’ because they cannot contain all of the crucial 
characteristics of traditional sociality, not least one’s actual corporeality and all 
that this entails. Here one could argue that of course the aim is not to mimic or 
even replace such sociality; social media is a supplement to perceptual 
relationships, augmenting and improving them in new and invigorating ways. 
Th is seems correct for most, between the extremes, on one hand, that social 
media ultimately replaces most perceptual sociality; and, on the other, that 
social media relationships are fully real and even ‘perceptual’ to the extent that 
one never needs to meet in person. However, there do remain cases of online 
relationships and associations being the main or even sole relation certain 
individuals have, especially when individuals have thousands or even millions 
of followers, it being practically impossible to ever meet even a portion of all 
of these ‘irl’ (in real life). It will be interesting to see, especially as people who 
knew a time before social media start to die off  and most now grow up with 
social media accounts, whether a new norm and standard for sociality might 
be how many followers and likes one has online, and not the quality of one’s 
personal offl  ine relationships. I generally think that most social media users do 
not and will not look to replace real human relationships based in perception. 
Indeed, although a number of Japanese men have taken to ‘marrying’ their 
favourite anime or video game character (see: BBC News Stories 2019), most 
are using a new and crucial technology which, although it admittedly means a 
lot now occurs online, the anchor and goals are still very much in and for the 
real. 

 An interesting article by Eek-Karlsson (2019) makes, based on interviews, a 
phenomenological-style taxonomy of what occurs on social media, which 
ultimately is a tricky balancing act between ‘responsibility’, ‘saving face’ and 
‘positioning’, and one or the other is done more or less depending on the group 
of people one is engaging with (close friends, acquaintances and so forth). 
‘Responsibility’ is how one stands up for who and what one believes in, and it 
is certainly a very powerful trait on a lot of social media platforms. ‘Saving face’ 
is more associated with ‘the vulnerability that characterizes human interactions 
and the endeavour to protect one’s social value online’ (ibid.: 8), including 
submitting to individuals perceived as more powerful and infl uential as well as 
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oft en performing self-eff acing humour amongst other things. Here, as in 
numerous aspects of social media, ‘a duality appears. Vulnerability increases 
because of the visibility and proliferation possibilities online. . . . At the same 
time, vulnerability decreases since there is a feeling of being hidden behind the 
screen . . . , which leads to a negotiating of moral borders and increased courage’ 
(ibid.: 10–11). Th is is why shy people oft en fl ock to social media sites and 
platforms, as well as people with extreme views who wish to vent their 
extremism with other like-minded people, or against other unlike-minded 
people. In a sense one is more vulnerable because the audience is potentially 
massive; but in another one’s actual self and location is usually protected 
behind one’s screen. Th is means various social media sites can be veritable 
hotbeds of opinion, where there is not only much ducking and diving, but also 
a massive amount of misinformation and outright lying and abuse – so much 
so that the ultimate value and sense of it seems hard to capture until we outline 
the more basic phenomenological structure. 

 In all of this too is Eek-Karlsson’s last characteristic, ‘positioning’, where one 
is, through one’s rather instinctive social skills (which are of course variable 
depending on the person, age and type of group), constantly negotiating one’s 
place in and through various groups online. In this manner, many who use 
social media are involved in many diff erent sites and groups and ways to 
represent themselves diff erently depending on the viewers, listeners, contexts 
and aims. Considering its reach and easy access on top of this, it is no wonder 
that social media has already caused a monumental shift  in many of our lives. 

 Social media cannot do it all, though. In a last article of note, and somewhat 
similar to some points by Staehler, Zingale (2013) shows that social media still, 
of course, lacks many of the main aspects of perception. Th e article only 
highlights two: ‘(i) when separated in space and time from an actual experience, 
the imagination is forced to objectify conditions and can therefore only 
partially assemble an understanding of the whole; and (ii) language is equally 
limited in its ability to express the wholeness of a situation and leaves out 
aspects of aff ected connaturality’ (2013: 289), with ‘connaturality’ defi ned as ‘a 
knowledge that is not merely accompanied  by  feelings, nor  of  feelings, but 
 through  feelings’ (ibid.: 295). I intend to go further than this: the 
phenomenological structure of social media is still, structurally, one of the 
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imaginary, and thus although it can greatly aid and supplement our perceptual 
lives, it is dangerous to think it could ever supplant the latter, a danger that 
perhaps is more probable when one is not overly aware of, or has even forgotten, 
this key diff erence. Social media behemoths like Facebook are accessories to 
this confusion because they are adamant, or perhaps even deluded into the 
belief themselves, that they are truly ‘connecting people’. Of course they do 
connect people  virtually . However, by doing so the more sinister pretension is 
to concomitantly  dis connect people from their own immediate perceptual 
surroundings, which includes other actual people in your immediate or close 
environment. Here one must not underestimate the power of the individual 
wish and need for reality; although the virtual force of online activity is a 
powerful and enticing one, social media is still a far cry from the value of 
everyday perceptual interpersonal relationships, as Covid-19 has again so 
keenly proven to many of us. 

 To explicate this point further, I need to show the phenomenological 
structures and mechanisms at work more systematically in the next section. 
Aft er that, I will be able to show how engagement online has its own advantages 
and forces, but also drawbacks and elements it cannot cover, and thus one 
needs to balance between the various forms of consciousness and interaction. 
In short, everything in moderation. 

 Before I move on to these issues, I want to fi nish this section with a few 
stories and reports that I have been collecting over the past few years from 
only one website, BBC News, in order to demonstrate that we need to 
understand the basic phenomenological structures and dynamics more. Th ese 
are at times rather shocking stories, which substantiate the claim that social 
media is having very serious eff ects on many patterns of thought, feeling and 
behaviour, and not always for the better. 

 Social media has aff ected everything, from what and how we eat to who and 
how we date. Th ere is also not a day that goes by when there are no news 
reports about such eff ects. 

 First, psychological reports are beginning to reach mainstream media, some 
arguing that social media like Snapchat and Instagram are increasing feelings 
of loneliness, depression, insecurity and anxiety, especially in adolescents 
(BBC Newsbeat 2017; see also: Criddle 2021), whereas other reports are more 
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sceptical as to any real link between new virtual technologies and mental 
health (see: Kleinman 2021). 

 Second, there are more extreme stories where the pull of a perfect image, 
being viewed and garnering likes, means people are now committing acts that 
endanger or even kill themselves and others. Th ere is a case of an Algerian man 
who dangled a child off  a high-rise balcony with the line ‘1,000 likes or I drop 
him’ (BBC News Africa 2017). Th ere is the story of a woman who enacted a 
YouTube stunt with her boyfriend, shooting at a book held over his chest in the 
belief that the book would stop the bullet. It did not and he died (see: BBC 
News US and Canada 2017). Th ere are tragic stories of people dying trying to 
capture the perfect selfi e (see: BBC News UK 2017a; BBC Newsbeat 2018). 
Th ere are stories of people having been burned alive for rumours started 
on WhatsApp groups (Mart í nez 2018). Th ere are reports of underage 
and other cultures of ‘sexting’ (see, for instance: BBC News UK 2017b). Th ere 
are murders, both individual and mass, that seem designed for online 
publication and success (see: Cooper 2019; Daseler 2019: 48). In all of 
these, the power of virtual online irrealities has become so great that the 
individuals or groups hooked in by them lose sight of some cornerstones of 
reality to the extent that they end up endangering or even eliminating 
themselves or others. 

 Th ird, social media can even increase things like food waste (see: Rahman-
Jones 2017), where the popularity of Instagram ‘foodies’ has led to dishes being 
prepared primarily for being a top-quality image, with the surplus ingredients 
and unsuccessful attempts simply discarded. 

 A post-truth age also would have been much less likely without social 
media, with massive political events like Trump’s election and Brexit based on 
so many lies and manipulated prejudices. Social media, along with its 
algorithms, is a perfect environment for fake reports and conspiracy theories, 
where even seasoned reporters and people who should generally know better 
are also sometimes tempted to voice their opinions before facts of the matter 
surface. Growing online conspiracy theories abound here too, with Epstein’s 
death being one of the latest (see: BBC News US and Canada 2019). Finally, the 
reach and power of famous people online is now so that an individual such a 
Kylie Jenner or Cristiano Ronaldo can cause signifi cant economic shift s 
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because she might be ‘so over Snapchat’ (see: BBC News Business 2018), or he 
prefers to ‘drink water’ rather than Coca-Cola. 

 All of these are rather extreme, negative examples, a bit in the style of  Black 
Mirror , albeit without the futuristic technology. However, I also fi nd it telling 
from the 2020 Netfl ix documentary  Th e Social Dilemma  that many of the 
biggest wigs in social media from Silicon Valley do not even let their children 
use their own creations. I think it is important to highlight these issues because 
the advantages I have mentioned are quite self-evident, whereas these are less 
well-known and, moreover, show that the negative power wielded by social 
media is considerable, to the point that traditional epistemological values like 
true, factual and real no longer seem to have as much sway for a good number 
of people – as well as the fact that the need to be viewed and liked online can 
be so strong for some that one ends up dying or killing for it. On top of this, 
even a line or simple tweet can have cataclysmic political and economic eff ects 
to such an extent that social media might indeed be where the new reality – 
‘the action’ – is. In general, then, it is a dawn and reign of the digital image, with 
all the acclaim and power it promises, but one that ultimately only delivers for 
the very few, and even when it does many of its brightest stars are totally 
unhappy, with increased anxiety and depression two of the hallmark traits. 

 Th is is not to say that images have not been important before. It is important, 
however, to say that, with the new technologies, images have been digitized 
and virtualized and thus have reached a stature and precedence that for many 
now trumps all else. Indeed, in another small example, a recent trip to Trevi 
Fountain in Rome convinced me that the vast majority of people who go there 
are not interested in the fountain for itself at all, but rather in a selfi e in front 
of it, to be captured, stored and then posted online for all to see. Th is, then, is 
our new social reality: online pseudo-permanent digital images taking 
precedence over transitory and once-special and unique perceptual moments. 

 Many benefi cial and productive phenomena and movements have also 
surfaced from the use of social media, with the Arab Spring uprisings a 
common example, and more recently the Fridays For Future movement. 
However, as we will see in the third section of this chapter, there is also a 
lingering worry that a good deal of this might be a mirage in that acting online 
can mean we are, such good examples notwithstanding, oft en less inclined to 
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act in the real world. In a nutshell, as long as we can have our say in a tweet, this 
might mean we will not be bothered to follow through in any real terms. Th is, 
however, is an issue that can only be fully broached once we understand the 
basic structures, dynamics and mechanisms more. 

 Social media is revolutionizing everything, including our humour, what 
type of language we use, and how we use it. Th e phenomena of memes and 
emojis are showing how humours and manners of communication are evolving 
specifi cally to help us cope in helter-skelter digital environments (see: 
O’Connor 2018). Th ese developments also include practicalities and 
pragmatics, such as the fact that it is quicker to post an image or emoji than 
write something, as well as quicker to write un-proofread sentences without 
any capitalization or proper punctuation. Such swift ness of communication 
can, of course, transfer into the nonsensical and absurd, for example when 
Trump capitalizes any particular word he feels is important (for him, obviously), 
regardless of rhyme, reason or basic rules of linguistic syntax and grammar. 
Th is is Trump and is to be expected; but it is, more generally, a sign of how such 
evolutions are changing our languages and manners of expression, oft en for 
the better but also not without their own hazards and unclarities. 

 Although much content is already censored or blocked, in theory such a 
medium allows for direct and immediate freedom of speech for anyone with 
the technology, which is widely accessible to many people around the world. 
Th is is quite unprecedented, but it is also fundamentally a double-edged sword. 
It is wonderful that social media gives a platform to, in theory, anyone, not least 
people who did not have a voice before. However, with this also comes an 
unimaginable and unmanageable quantity of information – much of it 
pointless, idiotic or downright false and dangerous. Such an amount, even if 
we are quite cautious, oft en leaves many of us spread way too thin. Considering 
this, the world of social media is a labyrinthine one with such infl uence on 
nearly every facet of our lives that we need more theory on the matter, so that 
we may also better educate how to navigate it properly. 

 It might seem daunting to try and couple all of these diverse points together. 
I believe, however, that this can be done through now outlining some of the 
key phenomenological structural elements and dynamics based on and applied 
from the preceding theory.  
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   5.2 Changed selves, worlds, others and 
values on social media  

 I have already mentioned that virtual technologies are a particularly strong 
type of image-consciousness, not least because of their inherently digital and 
interactive natures. No matter the particular physical component, whether it 
be a smartphone, a games console and TV, or a VR headset with its paraphernalia, 
these are all instances of analogical physical materials that allow a universe of 
digitized virtual objects to appear and be interacted with. What is more, I 
contend that these technologies are specifi cally ‘virtual’ in a strong manner 
because they ultimately try to be as ‘real’ as possible for us in the sense that 
many replicate a good number of aspects from our perceptual lives, now in an 
irrealized, digital form. Moreover, some even have qualities and dynamics that 
go beyond the possibilities of mere perception; they are ‘superreal’ in that they 
combine realistic elements from perception with wondrous ones from 
phantasy and imagination. Generally, then, they are ‘virtual’ in a narrower 
sense of a subsection of the imaginary which tends towards supplanting or 
even being the real and perceived as much as possible, by imitation, importation 
or transcendence. Here, although one could argue a photograph (see also: 
Crippen 2019) is likewise a ‘virtual technology’ because it imports an imaginary 
or absent object or person into your immediate awareness through its physical 
arrangement, these more recent computer technologies more oft en than not 
stand out for also being highly interactive and fully digitized. 

 Let me explain this point a little bit further, with specifi c reference to social 
media. For me a little addition like the ‘typing. . .’ feature on WhatsApp makes 
the experience more virtual than a traditional text message, for instance, 
because it makes it more live and thereby makes it feel like the actual person is 
closer to you even though they remain the same distance away. In this manner, 
even little touches like these mean the reality of other people and phenomena 
are imported right into and on your screen, thereby connecting you more, as 
well as allowing you to interact in a more concurrent and live manner. 

 It is not likely – at least for now – that something like social media could 
completely supplant perception. Th ere are nevertheless cases where individuals 
spend so much time on social media that it is by far the most signifi cant mode 
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of consciousness in their lives. Th e expression ‘glued to one’s phone’ captures 
this quite well. However, even in the most extreme cases the person needs to 
return to the world of perception at times, in order to eat, go to the toilet, sleep 
a bit. Th ere are basic bodily necessities that will be around so long as we indeed 
have biological bodies. Nevertheless, in such an instance social media has in a 
way already largely ‘supplanted’ perception, because in these extremes one lives 
one’s existence predominantly online, both in terms of what one values and of 
time spent. 

 Extreme cases are rarer than average cases, but they do exist. More on 
average, a lot of us use social media a great deal, but this does not necessarily 
have to detract from our usual perceptual, social life. Actually, there is a good 
case for arguing that social media augments our social lives; it adds a new 
dimension and in doing so does not detract from our everyday lives but in fact 
can accentuate them. Under this view, social media and its mode of image-
consciousness are not even in competition with the realm of perception – they 
in fact complement each other. Th is would be the most favourable interpretation 
of Facebook’s mantra ‘connecting people’. 

 I think the average case is something in between. Social media does 
accentuate many of our lives, and is even a vital link to friends, loved ones and 
people of interest that we might not otherwise have, at any rate not all the time. 
Having said this, although the medium does make our lines of communication 
much easier, the sheer amount and diff erent types of people to whom these 
platforms open one up can also spread us too thin, and thus lead to issues of 
stress, anxiety and even endangerment. Whether it is from procrastination or 
loneliness or insecurity or addiction or something else, many of us do spend a 
lot of time checking our phone repeatedly, engaging with the media rather 
mechanically and thus not with any real inclination or purpose. Nonetheless, 
so long as the person’s physical and mental health is not in danger, this is of 
course each individual’s choice. 

 Th e problem is that social media does oft en seem to aff ect health in 
detrimental ways. I believe the root here is an actual self who is transformed 
into a virtual one and thereby comes under a constant gaze of potentially 
millions of people in a digital world that has a scope and range of voices and 
values that is inordinately greater than what one usually encounters in one’s 
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immediate, everyday physical surroundings. In a word, the virtual social world 
is oft en just too much. In order to give a more systematic appraisal of this, I will 
now go through the four main virtual elements that I have already highlighted, 
namely our selves, the world, others and values, and show what happens to 
them on a virtual technology such as social media. 

 First, a reminder of the general idea: by going from everyday pre-refl ective 
perceptual consciousness to an engagement on social media, one goes from 
the mode of perception to one of image-consciousness. Perception keeps one 
in one’s immediate, physical environment that is necessarily situated, 
necessarily horizonal, necessarily spatiotemporal and, as I have been at pains 
to express, necessarily and constantly pervaded by four real virtualities of self, 
world, others and value. Perception is also irreversible and non-iterable. 

 With image-consciousness, all of my perceptual materials – not least my 
memories and knowledge, my aff ectivity and emotions, as well as my basic 
bodily and kinaesthetic movements – all of these can be used and combined 
with what is given to me through a screen. Considering this, it stands to reason 
that the real virtuality dimensions of self, world, others and values can and do 
get transported into this realm too. 

 Th e key is that these elements, by entering into a diff erent mode of 
consciousness, get transformed along with everything else. In Sartrean 
language, they are irrealized. Th is is because, as we have seen at length, any 
image-consciousness structure is an imaginary structure for Sartre; all objects 
here are ‘irreal’ because they are not perceptual objects – or, for Fink they are 
special perceptual objects that allow for automatic transcendence. For example, 
I see an image of my parents on Skype when I am chatting with them. My 
parents are real of course (at least I hope so!), but the image  of  them, strictly 
speaking, is not. It has real, physical components, such as the coloured pixels of 
the screen (Husserl’s ‘physical image’) – but the image as such is  ir real; it hovers 
between me and my screen (‘image object’) digitally and accurately represents 
actual people (‘image subject’) who are, in fact, halfway across the world. 

 Image-consciousness is this hybrid: the computer and network present me 
with an image of people on the other side of the world; image-consciousness 
allows me to transcend towards people and objects that are not actually here. 
One key diff erence with perception is that although Skype allows me to see 
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and hear my parents, it does not allow me to experience them or the place 
through my other senses. For instance, if I see some brown bread that my 
mother has just baked, my salivating mouth and knowledge of its taste will 
allow me to imagine – phantasize – what it would be like to smell, cut and have 
some, but I will naturally not be able to actually smell, cut and eat some unless 
I go there. 

 Social media is usually limited to (a combination of) the visual, audible and 
some minimal tactile elements; the other senses and dynamics do not interact 
with the object(s) on the screen except by proxy. It is imaginable that a future 
will come where there are analogons for the other senses too, like in  Ready 
Player One  (2018), although I hope they will be more advanced and tasteful 
than some recent ideas, like the ‘Kissenger’ device that allows you to supposedly 
kiss a loved one from afar (see: Cheok, Levy and Karunanayaka 2016: 310–19). 

 More generally, social media, logically, is also language-based, with various 
moving and static images, messages, memes, emojis and the like all constituting 
complex webs of communication. In all of this, although many of the main 
actors are usually people, false representations, anonymous accounts, artifi cial 
intelligence (AI) bots, ‘deepfakes’ (see: Lee 2019) and even digitally created 
supermodels (see: Fowler 2018) are already quite considerable forces online as 
well. A distinguishing trait of this realm is that, because the people are not 
actually there as in a case of perception, a transcendent space is opened up 
where not only the senses are restricted to sight, hearing and perhaps some 
touches of the screen; through the very transcendence a crucial indirect and 
non-immediate gap is created that allows one to modify very basic elements of 
one’s self, the world, others and even one’s values. 

 My parents are real, but an image of them, from this phenomenological 
framework, is always irreal, which is simply to say precisely an image, not a 
perception. Many objects online of course can never be perceived; the 
Wikipedia page I am reading, for instance, although of course it is stored and 
maintained by a physical analogon, it is only accessible to me thanks to my 
power for image-consciousness. In short, it is only available to me online. On 
top of this, we do not engage with any digital or computer-generated image in 
the same way we do a perceptual and practical thing, or a real animal or person. 
Further, with specifi c regard to image-consciousness, what is simultaneously 
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wonderful and dangerous within this realm is that real people can still aff ect 
and be aff ected from far away, all on their perceptual lonesome. Crucially, 
though, precisely because of a transcendent, non-perceptual gap, all might not 
be what it seems. 

 Let us start with our selves, even though it is of course an abstraction to 
speak of this in pseudo isolation, especially in the context of  social  media. 
Before the advent of the internet and all its devices it was much easier to be 
actually alone. Previously we had all kinds of manners to communicate from 
afar (e.g. letters, and phone calls to and from landlines). Th ese were relatively 
low-tech and used were quite infrequently by the grand majority. Now, unless 
one takes great measures not to engage with any type of internet technology, 
one is no longer able to be fully alone, at least in a virtual sense. A whole digital 
world of others is constantly and perpetually accessible through a few swipes 
or clicks. With this, there is the added and implicit consciousness that others 
are now perennially and always there, pseudo present, hovering on or behind 
our screens, as it were. What is more, even if one’s phone’s battery has died or 
the network is out of range, one still knows that this world is still there, 
constantly buzzing with activity and constantly waiting to be rejoined. 

 Previously, in more perception-heavy situations, relating to one’s self was 
usually restricted to personal refl ections about one’s self along with actual 
conversations (see: O’Shiel 2019a: Ch. 1); one was restricted to physical means 
(e.g. make-up) to alter and maintain one’s appearance; and one was equally 
limited to rather basic and infrequent means of transcendent communication 
(a letter, a telephone call). Letters and phone calls are other instances of image-
consciousness in that they are technologies that allow us to experience others 
without them actually being there. Th ere may not ultimately be a diff erence in 
kind here, namely a structural diff erence because they are all ultimately cases 
of image-consciousness and maybe even of ‘virtualization’ in the sense of going 
beyond the here and now – the actual (see: L é vy [1995] 1998: 29, 38). However, 
within this basic overall structure images have undoubtedly evolved into types. 
Wiesing names ([2005] 2010: 100) four: fi xed images of paintings and 
photographs; moving images of fi lm; manipulable images of animation; and 
interactive images of simulation. Ultimate diff erences in kinds and particular 
subdivisions notwithstanding, with social media the possibilities are now so 



Phenomenology of Virtual Technology138

grand and expansive, for both good and ill, that the diff erence in degree is now 
so big it might as well be one of kind. In other words, through the array of 
functions one can now enact on images, combined with the possibility to hide 
or manipulate one’s real self online if one chooses, one can now change, distort 
and, yes, even misrepresent a great deal online, not least one’s self. In sum, 
because of the medium’s diff erent nature and capacities, the self can now be 
virtually represented, promoted and changed like never before. It is, ultimately, 
an irreal self, part of the communal digital imaginary and subject to 
revolutionary alterations, connections and creations that did not really exist 
before. 

 Even if one tries to represent one’s self as accurately as possible in this realm, 
it still is never the real perceptual self that can be seen, heard, touched, smelled 
and so forth. Online images and accounts can be very detailed and even 
contain elements that perceptions cannot. However, due to the medium, 
including its current sensuous limits, only a portion of one’s self can really be 
represented online and, moreover, always already in an irrealized, imaginary, 
digitized and oft en highly ‘fi ltered’ form. 

 An interesting case is that of Scarlett Moff att, who, when warning of the 
potential ills of social media applications like Instagram for young girls, posted 
a heavily digitally manipulated (i.e. ‘fi ltered’) image alongside a supposedly 
more natural one (see: Sini 2017). Th e idea here was to promote or even remain 
closer to one’s more natural self and appearance, and yet, even the more natural 
image had to be taken and selected – i.e. ‘curated’ – to then be presented as a 
contrast online. It is perhaps much less curated, or at least it has no fi lters. 
However, the very act of taking most likely numerous photos and then selecting 
the ‘best’ is already an act that cannot be done in perception. Th ere is an 
inescapability and irremediability to the latter, where if one does not want to 
be seen one literally has to run away. In images, to the contrary, one can bracket 
the constant presence of one’s actual self, extract a literal snapshot for all the 
world to see, as well as change, reverse or eliminate it if one so chooses. 

 People go the other way too: whether through shyness, shame of self, desire 
for anonymity or even criminal activity (e.g. paedophilic grooming), people 
transform and lie about themselves online to the extent that they become 
unrecognizable. In dating apps this is known as ‘catfi shing’ and in fact it is not 
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uncommon for people to create totally imaginary, diff erent selves online, like 
digitized alter egos, which can then be so appealing, engaging and captivating 
in contrast to one’s everyday person(ality) that one becomes consumed and 
has feelings of revulsion whenever one is forced to return to one’s everyday 
perceptual life. Such plasticity and creativity can be great for exploring and 
playing with diff erent possible selves; social media has introduced fl exible new 
dimensions into personalities that were not there before. One can advertise 
one’s self online, engage with many others in a manner whereby the gap and 
digital environment created allows one powers for irrealization, manipulation 
and also downright fabrication that were simply not possible, or at least much 
more diffi  cult, before. Such engagements can be life-enriching and helpful, 
allowing one to explore one’s personality and even evolve in many ways; but 
they can also become so consuming that one ends up detesting one’s actual self 
and alters it for the virtual one, seeking and craving a constant online life where 
one even tries to fl out the laws of duration, causality, disease and ageing by 
existing predominantly online for one’s whole life, and perhaps even beyond. 

 With online selves comes an online world. Th is world is a rather strange 
one. It is certainly not the one of perception, with all of its physical causal laws 
and things, actual spaces and temporal structures, and horizonal endlessness. 
One might say that cyber space  is a kind of ‘space’, granted, in that it is created, 
supported and maintained by physical machines which give us access through 
our screens and their pixelated arrangements to realms and environments in 
which we may digitally move and exist, thereby allowing us to transcend many 
perceptual limitations even though these spaces are also ultimately still 
restricted by (constantly developing) bandwidths, hardware, memories and 
the like. Our newfound hunger for this digital, virtual world is immense; it 
abounds with fascinating people, stories and information. One can now know 
and experience a great deal about the actual world without ever going anywhere 
in it; one can investigate pretty much anything from one’s phone. 

 Th is has massive advantages for all kinds of people, and as long as one is 
comfortable spending the majority of one’s time in such an environment and 
is not hurting anyone, it is for each individual to decide. Th e real texture of this 
world is a bunch of coloured pixels maintained through code and an array of 
computing hardware and connections. It is a comforting world for many, 
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fascinating and informative too. Th e benefi t  and  the problem is, once again, 
that because theoretically anyone can upload data, it is a world where great 
information abounds, but also one where a whole host of misinformation with 
oft en more sinister or even evil intentions exists as well. 

 Offl  ine there are heinous acts and crimes; what online gives is a greater 
chance for hiding and evasion, as well as reaching and infl uencing previously 
unimaginable numbers of people in a direct though virtual manner, initially at 
least. Hate speech and abuse of all kinds, hacking and manipulation of 
information, lying and fake news, and generally a universe of misinformation 
and misrepresentation is not only possible because off enders are harder to 
track; it is also because this space can be directly accessed by anyone and, by 
transcending usual physical restrictions, many actors also bypass any stringent 
regulation or possibility of prosecution. One may say that there is simply too 
much to keep up with, and a great portion of the creators are not easily 
identifi able or located. On top of this there is also the ethical question as to 
whether and how far free speech should be allowed, regardless of the content, 
in this realm. 

 Th ese are issues I cannot resolve here. Nonetheless, a main point is that our 
current post-truth world has only been possible because of an imaginary, 
digital revolution where false information and sinister or criminal intentions 
are too oft en taken up and believed without being detected for what they really 
are. We will see how anti-misinformation mechanisms and policies develop in 
the future; for now, such is the power of concerted online lies and denials, oft en 
supported and fuelled by powerful algorithms which only wish to garner more 
clicks and likes for your already highly personalized, truth-indiff erent streams, 
that it is already a serious social and political issue in many parts of life (e.g. 
anti-vaxxers). 

 Education is once again key here, because as technology continues to 
advance so will the means and capacities for subterfuge and manipulation, as 
well as, conceivably, technological mechanisms and policies (e.g. banning 
Trump) to counteract these movements. Generally it should already be clear 
that the more misinformation can spread online, the more it will have real 
consequences, through people’s (in)actions, in the real world. Th is means that 
although the new digital world has the power to unite and drive productive 
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causes and movements in the actual world, it equally has the power to seriously 
damage it as well. Th is already happening through benefi cial movements and 
dedicated people (e.g. Fridays For Future), but also the opposite through others 
and their misguided beliefs and actions in many walks of life (e.g. climate 
change denial). 

 Social media worlds can have gatherings that are hardly possible physically. 
Even in the biggest social venues and stadia in the world, only around 100,000 
people can be present to each other at once. Of course radio and television 
reached many more already some time ago, thereby demonstrating the crucial 
power image-consciousness has had for decades if not centuries (newspapers). 
Social media has, however, taken the numbers to new levels. Th is is thus an 
unprecedented realm for social infl uence, on all human levels, including 
economics, politics and ethics. 

 In fact, this is the irreal virtuality of others in this realm too; instant and 
direct – albeit virtual – access to previously unobtainable numbers of people. 
Social media once again allows the laws of physical space, of physical people 
fi tting in a room, fi lling a stadium, or accessing even a certain TV channel, to 
be transcended to the  n th degree. Social media is aptly named; it is where a 
great deal of the most important social events and developments now occur, 
much of it therefore in a thoroughly mediated and virtual fashion. 

 Social media from a social phenomenology perspective is a tale of a double-
edged sword. It is a digitized realm where one can socialize with all kinds of 
people from all walks of life, but there are also a not-insignifi cant number of 
people whose agendas are to deceive, corrupt, abuse and even destroy. Th is is 
because, strictly speaking, one oft en does not know who or what one is actually 
communicating with online. Some applications and sites have identifi cation 
checks, but many can be bypassed with minimal eff ort, and many more simply 
do not have any. Here it is important to know who or what one might be 
dealing with, where they are coming from and what their agenda is, and as 
always education regarding how to maximize the benefi ts while minimizing 
the dangers of these social interactions is key. 

 More structurally speaking, what happens with the irreal virtuality of others 
– or the other – on social media? Th e answer has already been detailed somewhat, 
and to expand it is none other than a constant virtual look in the Sartrean sense. 
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Briefl y put, the look in Sartre’s philosophy (BN/EN: 276–326/292–341; see also: 
O’Shiel 2019a: 83–7) is the principle by and through which one has a dimension 
added to one’s own being – objectivity, being-for-others – that one oneself cannot 
add. When I feel the look, primarily through what Sartre technically calls ‘shame’, 
I am aware of an other subject for whom I am an object. Th is is a normal 
experiential occurrence and is indeed the primary mechanism for our experience 
of others as  real  virtualities, as has already been described in the fi rst part. Th e 
thing with the  ir real, especially digital, variation is such ‘looks’ are harboured in a 
practically infi nite number of people and things that, moreover, never really 
switch off , and they can thereby be much more relentless and disturbing. Online 
I am both linked to and separated from others (see: Zhou 2005: 391). With phones, 
computers and the like – or even just knowledge of them – I am always already 
implicitly aware that others can access and get to me, even if I am not currently 
doing anything online. Th e second I have a Facebook account, a website, an 
Instagram account or just a phone I am setting myself up for an irreal, digital look 
that, because it is perpetually maintained by machines and million if not billions 
of users, it  never sleeps . Th is is cited as a sense of ‘eternal presence’ by Berger (2020: 
7), which largely contributes to constituting a ‘digital self ’ that is perpetually open 
to the ‘looking glass’ of many, including ‘intimate strangers’ and ‘anonymous 
friends’ (see: Zhou 2005: 387). It is a crucial development: as long as I have an 
online presence I am always open to the opinion and judgements of others – and 
I can even be judged for not having such a presence. Furthermore, although I can 
present and retract multiple selves in various online manners (see: ibid.: 398–9), 
once I have engaged – or even if I do not – there are few places to hide, no real 
means of suspending or switching off  this online social buzz. Out of sight is not 
necessarily out of mind – oft en quite the contrary. Th is explains the increased 
anxiety felt by many; being a perpetual digital object for potentially billions of 
other people is a level and rate of scrutiny that we did not have before. Or on the 
fl ipside, if you only have a few tens of ‘followers’ while others have thousands or 
millions, this can be quite demoralizing too. Couple this with all the curated 
images of stereotypically beautiful, powerful and interesting people that constantly 
bombard us, as well as many already growing up in diffi  cult adolescent years, it is 
no wonder that there are quite widespread negative psychological eff ects for many 
individuals and groups. 
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 Pervading all of this are of course one’s values. In social media there is a 
high level of interaction with the values of others in a world that allows one to 
express oft en the best and worst sides of one’s self. It is again, a dual, oft en 
confusing and polarized world, where people can unite in productive and 
inspiring moral, economic, political and environmental projects and 
movements; but it is also one wherethrough one can spread hatred, deception 
and evaluative manipulations, sometimes at wildfi re pace (i.e. ‘going viral’). If 
values are lived at least initially through our emotions (see: O’Shiel [2016] 
2017; also 2019a: Ch. 2), online our values are, through our aff ectivities (which 
here function as analogical materials), projected onto these platforms through 
our online engagements, as well as provoked through what we witness there as 
well as about the actual world. A lot of this can oft en be highly subjective. An 
off ensive comment or slur will spark outrage in many but also pride and a 
sense of solidarity in a small group of others. Indeed, in a world where little is 
prohibited, contrasting values fl y around even more than in our everyday 
perceptual interactions, and this can descend into abhorrent idiocy at the drop 
of a hat (e.g. racist abuse aft er a football team loses). Generally perception has 
more immediacy and stringency; it is easier to be racist online because one can 
both attack  and  hide with greater facility. Th e actual world has laws, physics 
and stronger norms of decorum that our values, when irrealized into the 
virtual, digital plane, can transgress and abuse more easily. 

 Th is is the crux of the whole matter: self, world, others and values are all 
automatically irrealized on the virtual, digital social plane. One can of course 
represent all these things as accurately as possible in this realm, from actual 
videos and recordings to faithful descriptions, characterizations and arguments. 
However, one can also transform these categories in both creative and 
damaging ways. If one leaves accurate depiction behind, the variations, 
adaptations and possibilities are endless, and they are only likely to grow as 
technology continues to develop. We have seen that this is for both good and 
ill. Th ere are immense possibilities and advantages for the irrealized, digitized 
versions of self, world, others and values, to the level of personal and social 
growth, as well as high creativity, experimentation and art. However, there are 
also considerable disadvantages and dangers, not least illusion, subterfuge and 
abuse. Who or what is ‘winning’, or where all this might ultimately end, is 
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anyone’s guess. For now the key is to be aware of such fundamental 
phenomenological diff erences, how precisely real virtualities are irrealized, 
used and viewed, so that we may understand and use these media in their 
more benefi cial and harmonizing manners.  

   5.3 Breeur’s challenge: a possibility for real 
engagement on or through social media?  

 On top of the preceding points and issues, an important question can now be 
raised: does social media provide the platform to unite and act in unison? Is 
this an imaginary mirage? Perhaps a mixture of both? For this I will turn to 
a chapter by Roland Breeur, who presents us with a challenge as to the 
phenomenological and real effi  cacy of virtual platforms like social media. 

 Based on the fi ndings from this present work, engagement on social media 
cannot in and of itself be ‘real’ because it is, essentially in its phenomenological 
structure, an imaginary conduct, an engagement with transcendent irreal and 
irrealized – namely digital, virtual – objects. Th is does not, however, mean it 
cannot infl uence and cause actual social change. 

 To corroborate this, I will draw upon some insights from a chapter by 
Breeur, which can be used to present a challenge to champions of the 
unequivocal powers of social media. Th e main point will be that, although we 
might oft en think social media is an effi  cacious and powerful tool for actual 
change, this can quite oft en be an illusion unless one persistently and 
conscientiously acts in the real world. 

 Th is will take a bit of time to explain, because Breeur’s text is not aimed at 
social media per se. Nonetheless, for me it is crucial to invoke because it can be 
seen to challenge the actual effi  cacy of social imaginaries, not least social 
media, whereby many pressing societal issues which need action now (e.g. 
climate change) and which rely heavily on social media as a tool for positive 
change, will not achieve their goals if this challenge generally upholds. 

 Th e title of Breeur’s chapter is ‘Imaginary Passions and the Neutralization of 
the Real’  34   (Breeur 2010: 63). ‘Th e neutralization of the real’ is thoroughly 
Husserlian (and indeed Finkian and Sartrean) because we have seen that for 
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each thinker the real (i.e. the perceptual) is neutralized – which is to say 
bracketed, put on the back burner – in order to presentify something. In short, 
the real takes a back seat precisely when the irreal arises. 

 ‘Imaginary passions’ is a more thoroughly Sartrean reference. With Sartre, 
we have seen that aff ectivity is a key constituting factor in many of our images. 
For instance, my love for my grandmother is going to aff ectively charge an 
image of her when I am missing her, or while looking at my favourite photo of 
her. Th is passion is ‘imaginary’ because it goes into and indeed helps constitute 
an object that is not actually there, perhaps never was, or may never be again. 

 Breeur’s example (see: 2010: 70) of an imaginary passion is when I am insulted 
by Pierre but do not react until the moment has already gone. If I reacted immediately 
this would be an emotion right in the middle of one’s perceptual, interpersonal 
reality. However, when I vent my anger later, alone in my room, it is decidedly not 
the same experience; I am still angry at Pierre of course, and I might even tell him 
what I precisely think of him now  in absentia , even gesticulating and banging the 
table. All of this is analogical behaviour to evoke Pierre even though – or precisely 
because – he is no longer there in front of me. Th e anger in this scenario has thus 
become an imaginary passion; through my capacity to imagine and evoke things 
not perceptually there I can still direct and vent my anger, although crucially now in 
an irrealized manner. Additionally, through this behaviour ‘I irrealize myself into an 
imaginary me’ (ibid.); through my emotive incantations (cf. also: O’Shiel 2019a: Ch. 
3) my whole self enters the imaginary fi eld. 

 Many of Dostoyevsky’s characters, not least the protagonist in  Th e Double  
[1846] (1997), have this frustrating, imaginary passion aft er the right moment 
has gone. It can indeed leave one feeling impotent and obsessing over what one 
should have done in the perceptual instant, or in a future moment to come. 
Th is is the harsh reality of perception: it does not care if you fail to seize or 
confront the moment. As already mentioned, there is an irreversibility and 
non-iterability to perception that neither memory nor imagination can ever 
fully recapture. In fact, if anything the imaginary is of an opposing nature in 
that we can return to things in our minds as much as we like, even ad nauseum, 
to the point of torment. Here, the feeling of real satisfaction will probably 
never be reached precisely because of its irreal register. We might fool ourselves 
into thinking the issue has been resolved, but the cold fact of the matter, 
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following Spinoza’s dictum that only like can infl uence like, is that real mistakes 
can usually only be corrected by real actions. 

 What relevance does this have for social media? Well we have seen that 
social media has an essential imaginary structure, or what Husserl and Funk 
would call image-consciousness. Th is means that emotions essentially function 
in the same way as they do in Breeur’s example: through engaging with physical 
analogical materials such as a digital screen, my aff ectivity goes into the objects’ 
constitution as well, thereby greatly determining how I feel about the images I 
am seeing. Th is is why we can laugh at a YouTube clip, feel aff ection for a cute 
meme, and get angry at a post we do not agree with. Social media is thus the 
realm of imaginary passion par excellence, where instead of emotionally 
engaging in a perceptual manner with someone right before me, I am 
interacting with imaginary structures (mainly texts and images) of people and 
other objects. In these instances our aff ectivity is always already irrealized into 
a register that can still nevertheless be very emotional, and perhaps even more 
than in our perceptual lives. Moreover, it is because of irrealization that people 
can act diff erently or with higher or lower intensities on social media than ‘irl’. 
For instance, shy people might become more open and talkative because their 
self can be displayed if, when and how they choose; and suppressed or already 
angry and hateful people might fi nd more voice to abuse individuals and 
groups who irk them online, from the safety and comfort of their own homes. 

 Th is last issue is a serious one, but is there a more general, structural one 
too? Why should it matter if you prefer to pour out your emotive being into 
predominantly irreal online activities rather than real ones? In the case of shy 
individuals and even online abusers, perhaps it is better that people are able to 
use this space to open up or vent than to be either silent or abusive in the actual 
world? 

 Th e problems is that words still hurt no matter the medium, and reality 
does not go away either. Th us, for the shy person an acclimatization to the 
irreal virtualities of social media might be to their ultimate detriment when 
they actually have to engage with others in everyday real-life situations. Also, 
for the many trolls and other online abusers, social media might give them 
access to an online community where the hatred can build, be galvanized and 
even be supposedly systematized into ‘manifestos’ that are posted before a 
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heinous act in the real world (e.g. a mass shooting). In all of this, the problem 
seems that one can become so engrossed and captivated in the virtual realm, 
playing with one’s own imaginary and oft en irrational passions, that one 
becomes anaesthetized (see: Breeur 2010: 65) to reality, and thereby loses sight 
of it, even including one’s ultimate actions within it. 

 Th is is also what Breeur means by ‘neutralization of the real’: current 
culture’s tendency to transport itself into imaginary worlds of passion means 
that our attention to the real is oft en signifi cantly hindered or distorted; we can 
become disconnected (see: 2010: 78) quite comprehensively from many serious 
issues and consequences in reality, which is not wise given that we need reality 
in order to live. In this manner, engaging our main passions in and through 
social media can lead to self-serving, imaginary and, yes, even wholly irrational 
and heinous stances and interactions which either do not really have any 
proper eff ects on the real world when they should, or which end up having 
catastrophic, grossly misplaced and destructive ones. Even liberal movements 
have seen (for them) shocking election results because they have become 
caught up, overmuch, with the online frenzy of rallying with like-minded 
people, instead of looking to engage with diff erent-minded, unsatisfi ed and 
disconnected people online and in their own communities too. 

 Th ere are cases where social media has seemed to be pivotal in stimulating 
proper, positive social change. Although only some of these revolutions, such 
as in the Arab Spring, have actually stuck and led to progress, they are still clear 
instances where people have been virtually stimulated to go out, present their 
thoughts and emotions and struggle for what they believe in to the point of 
bringing about a result. Breeur of course does not deny that this can and does 
occur (see: 2010: 82); his worry though would be that such is our fascination 
for, as well as the self-serving nature of, imaginary passion, that the chances for 
real infl uence are slipping away in a time where we really can no longer aff ord 
to let them. 

 Breeur pushes the challenge even further: many movements that supposedly 
try to enact change in fact just end up contaminating and even irrealizing the 
real, thereby not only failing in the task but also completely inverting and 
corrupting it. In Breeur’s words (2010: 69), this is ‘a radical inversion in the 
imagination with regard to our relation to the real’. Here, we dupe ourselves 
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into acts which we think are really helping but which are actually just magical, 
imaginary conducts contaminating the real, and which can thereby lead to a 
dangerous ‘vertiginous spiral’ that actually results in an ‘impotence’ (ibid.: 79) 
with regard to real and sustained action. 

 Breeur’s example (see: 2010: 79–80) is of a scheduled day in winter in 
Belgium where one goes to school and work wearing more clothing, turns the 
heating off , as well as the lights for fi ve minutes, all as ‘symbolic’ gestures. Th ese 
acts are supposed to raise awareness about our climate and energy crisis, and 
indeed they might for a day or two. Th e problem is that such a day is ludicrously 
not enough to seriously change anything regarding the crisis. Perhaps such a 
day might inspire a few people to do more, more oft en; but honestly, Breeur 
contends, this day is at bottom an imaginary, ‘bad faith’ conduct where we 
might all give ourselves a rather playful and self-satisfi ed pat on the back that 
we have ‘done something for the environment’, and then go back to our usual 
and quite rampant energy overuse all the other days of the year. 

 In this case, our perhaps very real emotion for helping in the environmental 
crisis is irrealized into an imaginary conduct and passion through wearing 
something extra to work and turning the heating off  for a while. Th is at the 
same time neutralizes the severity of the climate and energy crisis, including 
any real consideration of the actual, sustained and life-changing eff orts that 
would in fact be required for some more serious change to occur. In this 
manner, Breeur’s challenge is a good one because it really asks us to think and 
actually act in a more concerted and sustained way for things and issues in our 
realities that are not going well and which need to be rectifi ed quite urgently. 
In this context, a good start is the Fridays For Future movement sparked by 
Greta Th unberg, which has gained many followers on- and offl  ine even though 
it remains to be seen whether governments and big polluters will listen and act 
to the extent they need to. It does not currently look good, resulting in another 
daunting task: even with concerted, persistent and global protests, online and 
off -, the silent and invisible powers seem to be more or less continuing as they 
see capitalistically fi t, occasionally satisfying our imaginary passions with the 
latest environmental advertising fl avour of the month (‘greenwashing’), while 
ultimately leaving us in the dark – or simply lying or denying – as to the reality 
of the actual dire situation. 
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 Although social media has already proven a great tool for raising awareness, 
the danger is that we might end up spending a lot of time talking about change 
and progress online without doing enough off -. As long as we merely remain 
in the virtual realm nothing is actually going to happen. What is more, the 
allure of imaginary passion is so strong and automatic for us (see: O’Shiel 
2019a) that even many symbolic actions end up being self-serving ones that 
bracket a more serious and persistent confrontation with the actual problems. 
Reality takes sustained eff ort, pitiless and thankless; social media, with its 
blinking fl ashes and busy, frantic forums, can be a good platform to set up 
movements, debate and infl uence other people. However, if one remains in this 
realm alone, and if one even transports its transitory and imaginary mindset 
into real and serious issues, it is simply not going to be enough.    



150



               6 

 Online gaming            

  If games are a form of structured play (see: Caillois [1958] 2001), then they are 
probably as old as humanity itself; play that we share with many other species, 
who especially when young use this activity to relax and bond, but also to 
develop and hone crucial skills that will be needed, sometimes for matters of 
life and death, as they grow and mature. 

 Like many general concepts, a game is hard to pin down with any absolute 
precision; there will always be borderline cases and seemingly curious 
exceptions. Nonetheless, generally a game may be conceived of as a playful 
activity structured by a set of rules, usually having at least one objective (even 
if this is just amusement or interest), as well as involving props of some kind 
(even if this is only one’s own body). 

 Board games have been around for thousands of years. Nowadays the digital 
revolution has brought games to levels of prevalence and complexity that could 
not have been foreseen only a few decades ago. With the internet, online gaming 
has already become a massive communal virtual and digital phenomenon, and 
has also already been quite quickly monetized and professionalized through 
various competitions and esports. Th ese developments are set to augment in 
the future and, given that digital and online games are a quintessential instance 
of a contemporary and signifi cant virtual technology, it is perfect for a focused 
study in this chapter. 

 Before outlining a general phenomenology of online gaming (section 6.2), 
I will need to fi rst (6.1) engage with some game studies and philosophy of 
games literature in order to make a fundamental point that is lacking from the 
vast majority of it. With these two steps under our belts, I will then (6.3) be able 
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to show the prevalence of the main four types of virtual irrealities in digital 
and online gaming, before fi nishing (6.4) with a quite special phenomenological 
element that this technology embodies most forcefully (‘superreality’), as well 
its main potential pitfall (addiction).  

   6.1 Games are not perceptions  

 Since the 1970s, the domain of games has become staggeringly more intricate 
and digitized. With ever-increasing computing power behind such a key 
human activity, the industry is now colossal. Along with the usual types of 
games played for amusement and to attain goals, there are also games with no 
set objective (e.g.  Minecraft  , from 2009), casual games (e.g.  Bejeweled , from 
2001), artistic and independent (indie) games – the list goes on. Indeed, 
although the majority of people might only be familiar with mainstream 
‘triple-A’ (AAA) games like the  FIFA  (from 1993) and  Call of Duty  (from 
2003) series, as well as more recent phenomena such as  Fortnite  (from 2017), 
the more one delves into gaming and game studies the more one realizes it is a 
complex and sophisticated universe unto itself, with its popular bright beacons, 
some of which can fade quite quickly, as well as its more marginal creations, 
experiments and refl ections, and its cult classics. 

 What I also realized upon investigation into game theory – not least game 
studies and the philosophy and phenomenology of games – is that much work 
has already been carried out. However, there remains a rather serious oversight, 
or even an error to my mind, with regard to the perspective being developed 
here. At a Digital Games Research Association (DiGRA) conference in Turin, 
Italy, in 2018, I was surprised to hear most speakers talking about how digital 
games are ‘perceived’ or at least involve ‘perception’, even though all of it takes 
place on a screen or through a headset. Another instance of this assumption is 
a recent book by Keogh, whose subtitle to  A Play of Bodies: How We Perceive 
Videogames  (2018), for me kind of says it all; it is more oft en than not taken for 
granted that we ‘perceive’ videogames because they involve some of our senses 
as well as a very clear and concrete interaction with external and physical 
things like controllers, keyboards, screens and headsets. 
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 I hope any reader of this work will have already realized that the case cannot 
be so simple, and it should certainly not just be presupposed. Works such as 
Keogh’s make many valuable insights into the phenomenality and nature of the 
gaming experience. However, until this basic question is cleared up I fear many 
of the analyses will remain skewed, if not simply incorrect and on the wrong 
theoretical and phenomenological foundations. Th e dominant discourse in 
game studies and the philosophy of games, which are both heavily infl uenced by 
phenomenological ideas and insights, was strange to me, ironically, because of 
my own training in phenomenology. According to the theory I have explicated 
here, gaming experiences are decidedly not perceptions, at least not 
straightforward ones. Th e very fact that they are experienced through screens 
and the like, never use all of our senses completely, and thereby are always still 
distinguishable from the perceptual, already shows they have a fundamentally 
diff erent phenomenological structure. Th e experience of various digital games, 
especially nowadays, can be ‘as if ’ one is experiencing perception-like qualities. 
However, the precise point here is the  as if . For example, although fi rst-person 
shooters (FPSs), especially now and surely to continue, are becoming increasingly 
realistic, we still inherently know that we are not actually being shot at, that our 
life is not actually in danger – that, in short, if we die in the game, we can simply 
‘respawn’ and are not actually dead in real life. Th is may seem stupidly simple, 
but it is phenomenologically very signifi cant; even though the gameplay and 
realism can make us feel as if it might be do or die while we are immersed in the 
game, we always implicitly know that it is and remains a game, which is to say 
not real and thus not a matter of actual and complete perception. 

 Of course digital and other games have perception-like qualities, 
predominantly of vision and sound as well as some touch and movement – all 
of which are improving greatly and rapidly at that. Th is, however, is a far cry 
from saying they are perceptions, or even involve them. According to the 
modes of consciousness presented here, involving a physical sense does not 
make the experience perception; perception is a complete experience and 
structure with actual consequences. If digital games were perceived in this 
strict sense, how would we even be able to distinguish games from reality, 
digital and virtual bullets from real ones? Th is basic point already shows there 
is some kind of basic diff erence, one we need to understand more completely. 
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 Philosophical studies of digital games have already made theoretical 
progress, not least the acknowledgement that their objects are experienced as 
virtual as opposed to actual. Th is distinction, we have seen, stems from 
Bergson’s philosophy, and has also been popularized and stressed by 
Deleuze, as well as a number of subsequent philosophy scholars (for example, 
Ansell-Pearson 2005; Smith 2009). What is more, it has also made its way 
into the work of a number of philosophy of games scholars. Juul’s work 
 Half-Real  (2005) characterizes games as between real and fi ctional worlds 
and is well-known within the fi eld. Calleja thematizes a similar point 
by situating the virtuality of computer and digital games between the real 
and the imaginary (see: 2006, 2008). In both cases, games are between real 
and not. 

 More recently, Vella and Gualeni (2019) are careful to show the diff erence 
and relation between actual and virtual experiences, with digital games falling 
into the latter category while still being greatly capable of infl uencing the 
former. In this manner, even a brief look at a snippet of the literature already 
shows that many inroads have been made with regard to the experiential 
nature of digital games, not least the very plausible characterization that they 
involve virtual objects and experiences which nevertheless stem from, and can 
have great infl uence upon, actual ones. 

 I do not think the same can currently be said of the basic nature of perception 
in the literature, and this oft en comes from silence with regard to a crucial 
question as to whether actual and real are the same, as well as how the two 
might need a complete perceptual apparatus or not. It is fi ne to make a 
Deleuzian distinction between actual and real, where the virtual can then be a 
type of real. However, this should be explicitly argued for, and even if it is done, 
the analyses will still fall short until perception itself is fully addressed. Once 
this is done – and as I have done in the fi rst part of this work – I think the most 
plausible answer is that real and actual are phenomenological synonyms, 
meaning the virtual is something else and is therefore at the very least not a 
straightforward case of perception. 

 More oft en than not the terms ‘perception’ and ‘to perceive’ are not even 
defi ned or looked at for themselves in the games literature; they are just used, 
very oft en in rather loose and fast manners. For instance, Asheim (2012) looks 
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at the issue of ‘reality’ and ‘pretense’ of objects in digital games from the 
perspective of Ingarden, but this again largely bypasses the more fundamental 
issue of perception. Coppock argues (2012: 274) that ‘we can conceive of 
computer games as ontologically real since they embody aspects of three 
principal types of cultural units –  material ,  immaterial  and  mediated cultural 
artifacts ’ without ever, again, getting into the true phenomenality of the 
experience as opposed to other ones – for example, actually playing tennis 
against playing a tennis computer game. Th is oversight becomes blindness 
when IJsselsteijn and Riva (2003: 6) state that ‘[t]here is no intrinsic diff erence 
in stimuli arising from the medium or from the real world – the fact that we 
can feel present in either one or the other depends on what becomes the 
dominant perception at any one time’. Such a claim, from a rigorous 
phenomenological perspective, is quite staggering because it does not even 
consider that a restriction of stimuli in one world, namely to only some limited 
and digitally mediated elements of vision and audio and touch, might already 
change the very nature of experience of such a world, even to the extent that it 
is misguided or simply incorrect to apply the term ‘perception’ to it in this 
context. Similarly, even Calleja, who is well aware of the diff erences and 
interrelations between real, virtual and imaginary (with the second between 
the other two), manages to employ a rather indiscriminate use of terms like 
‘perception’ and ‘agency’ in his own defi nition of virtual environments (2008: 
14): they ‘are computer generated domains which create a perception of space 
and permit modifi cation through the exertion of agency’. Is our so-called 
‘perception’ of space precisely the same in a virtual environment as it is when 
we get up in the morning? Our ‘exertion of agency’ too? What would this even 
mean, and how would we, in such a case, know any diff erence between a game 
and our everyday perceptual reality and situation? 

 Although it has been acknowledged by others that ‘digital embodiment 
diff ers so signifi cantly from primordial embodiment that any idea of total 
immersion is simply fantasy’ (Farrow and Iacovides 2013: 221), the more 
widespread trend seems not to really be aware of this and, more importantly, 
of the reasons for it. For me, it comes down to the infi nitely complex nature of 
perception I have been at pains to show through Husserl and other 
phenomenologists in these pages, and indeed the way a signifi cant portion of 
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the games literature simply takes and uses this term unquestioningly shows its 
uninformed and unphenomenological character. Th is is indeed the point: 
although the philosophy of digital games has already produced many rich 
texts on the nature of the objects of digital games, and of our experiences of 
them both specifi cally and more generally, the precise question pertaining to 
what perception might actually entail has been largely overlooked when it 
should not have been. Considering this, in phenomenological terms we need 
to step back from the content or the ‘noema’ of the experience, and categorize 
precisely the structural fi bre or mode – the ‘noesis’ – of it. Here we fi nd it is not 
a case of perception but something else. 

 In Part One, we saw three of the most profound phenomenological thinkers 
on the natures of perception, phantasy and image-consciousness. Taking 
the lead from the incredibly detailed insights of Husserl, all three agree 
that there is a clear and crucial diff erence between acts of perception over 
against acts of phantasy, the latter of which, remember, are basically just acts of 
‘internal imagination’ (e.g. imagining a unicorn with your head). Even though 
vocabularies oft en diff er, all are ultimately in agreement that the structure and 
objects of these two fundamental types of experiences diff er widely, and I have 
explained in detail how perception is essentially about real, inexhaustible and 
mind-independent things, whereas objects of phantasy are not. 

 Th e sticking point among the three thinkers was the problem of image-
consciousness, which we have seen is either a distinct mode of consciousness 
in its own right (Husserl); a special kind of perception (Fink); or a part of the 
imaginary with external components and props but ultimately the same formal 
structure (Sartre). Th ese were the three characterizations in which, diff ering 
details and terms notwithstanding, all had the key that image-consciousness 
is our capacity to experience transcendent objects – including digital ones – 
through present, physical and external materials (including ‘props’ like 
controllers, keyboards and screens) that are necessarily combined with 
elements of our own psychophysiology. 

 With the ever-increasing presence of such technologies as digital screens, 
and the development and use of new body movement capture technologies, 
image-consciousness is a more predominant and important category than ever 
before. In Sartre’s terminology, the analogical materials are becoming more 
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sophisticated and are expanding to cover more of our psychophysiology. Th is 
can hardly be overstated, and it is where the theories’ relevance to digital games 
comes in. Indeed, playing a digital game is a paradigmatic example case of 
image-consciousness, where one’s own psychophysiology (memories and 
knowledge; one’s aff ectivity (i.e. one’s feelings and emotions); and one’s bodily 
movements) allows one to partially constitute, control, interact with and 
inhabit the transcendent and virtual game world. It is thus a quintessential 
structure of image-consciousness (Husserl and Fink) or the imaginary (Sartre) 
and actually makes the diff erences in terminology between the three thinkers 
rather moot, for the key is that all three agree it is  not  a case of (straightforward) 
perception. Digital games of course use materials from the perceptual world, 
not least external physical materials, pieces of knowledge, feelings and bodily 
movements. However, such materials, by their very structure and arrangement, 
ultimately allow us to interact with transcendent, digital objects and worlds 
that are not physically in front of us, and which do not obey the laws of 
perception that I have explained at length in the preceding chapters. Naturally 
the player, console, pixels and controllers are all physically present and subject 
to physical laws. However, the game world opened up through these is not in 
the same way – it is virtually, digitally present, where our actions therein are 
not perceptual but are irreal, digital, transcendent and very oft en fantastical. 
Moreover, through this we already inherently know, if we have remained sane, 
the diff erence between shooting a gun in real life and shooting one in a game; 
the ‘certain and impressional belief ’ of perception is missing, as are real 
consequences. In short, we know we are in an as-if situation in a game, no 
matter how ‘lifelike’ it may be in some respects. 

 Unlike perception, digital games are not inexhaustible; they are limited by 
their coding and specifi cations, as well as what we as players put into them. 
Th ey do not go on forever of their own accord like the natural world does, 
experiments and speculations about ‘playerless’ or zero-player games 
notwithstanding (see: Bj ö rk and Juul 2012). Moreover, although most games 
use situatedness, perspectives and kinaesthesis, all of these are again in an 
imaginary, as-if register the moment one picks up a controller and peers into a 
screen or headset, whereby our actual psychophysical engagement, along with 
the game’s props, are all taken up into a new structure – in short as crucial and 
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constitutive analogical materials for the imaginary experience. In digital 
games, this includes our commands for avatars or other elements in the game 
world. Further, there are always horizons of space and time in game worlds, but 
again they, by the very nature of being on the screen, are not of the same order, 
tonality or infi niteness as the space-time of perception. 

 As digital games continue to advance it looks like many will increasingly try 
to match our senses, and thereby the perceptual world, as best they can. Some 
games already approach audio, and even visual, reality quite well, and there are 
also tactile and proprioceptive advances, particularly in head-mounted 
displays (HMDs) and their accompaniments. Nevertheless, these advances 
remain a far cry from becoming indistinguishable from our perceptions, which 
constantly involve all of our senses in highly complex interrelations (i.e. 
synaesthesia) over long lengths of time, meaning these advances remain ever-
more sophisticated analogons for a still fundamentally imaginary or image-
consciousness experience. Considering this, it is a matter of speculation 
whether complete indistinguishability would ever be possible, or even 
desirable, for it seems games, as games, precisely do not want to have all of the 
real-world consequences (e.g. actually dying) our daily lives have, as well as the 
fact that ‘stepping into’ a game from reality and back out again, and the memory 
of this, are also crucial factors for knowing the basic diff erence. In this manner, 
digital games can be engrossing because they take up many vital elements 
from perceptual life. However, they also crucially contain many non-real 
elements, which ultimately means they belong to an experiential, imaginary 
structure that does not use physical materials to stay with the physical thing 
right in front of you, but rather to go automatically beyond it into a digital 
universe. 

 Th e fact that games are not tied to the stringency of perception is actually 
one of their main strengths, and it should therefore be emphasized. It opens 
games up to a more wholesale form of magic (see: O’Shiel 2019a: particularly 
Ch. 3) that the world of perception is oft en bereft  of. Digital games, especially 
in many of their current forms and where they might be heading, are such 
powerful media because in a way they can have the best of both worlds, namely 
the best of the perceptual and the imaginary. Many digital games (for example 
FPSs, racing and sports games) take up many rules and laws of perception, 



Online Gaming 159

physics and nature and try to represent and simulate them as accurately as 
possible in order to make the gameplay as lifelike and realistic as possible. On 
top of this, though, any game designer can add in elements and capacities that 
we do not have in our daily lives – the ability to fl y and soar for instance – and 
so many, if not most, digital games harness the lifelike qualities of our 
perceptual experiences while also adding and combining more fantastical and 
imaginary elements. Th is is summed up well by what I would call ‘superreality’, 
and we will see more on this in the last section of this chapter. First, however, I 
need to home in on a phenomenology of the online gaming experience (next 
section), and what this means for our irreal virtualities (section 6.3).  

   6.2 Th e online gaming experience  

 Once one realizes games are not ultimately about perceptions, this allows one 
to describe the gaming experience – not least the online gaming experience – 
more faithfully and richly. Th is is something I will now do based on a good 
portion of the relevant literature, as well as my own phenomenological 
understanding. 

 I focus on online gaming because, fi rst, it is better to concentrate on a 
subsection of the gaming industry, and even a subdomain of the digital gaming 
industry, for it is too large otherwise; and second, online gaming is clearly the 
most virtual in the strong sense. Indeed, one can see how an offl  ine videogame 
such as any of the  Mario  series (from 1985) allows you, as your avatar, to 
explore, act in and complete tasks in a virtual, digital world, also interacting 
with various virtual, digital characters and phenomena. Th is is clearly virtual 
in the straightforward sense of a computer-generated, digital environment in 
which I can also exist and be active virtually as Mario, Luigi or whoever. 
However, I believe virtuality gets even stronger when it is online in the narrower 
sense I have been promoting in these pages, namely as the irreal approaching 
and even supplanting the real. Th is idea is summarized very well by Calleja, 
although in a diff erent, wider context: ‘[c]ontemporary computing media have 
brought the imaginary closer to the real than ever before in the form of virtual 
worlds’ (2006: 138). Calleja is speaking of digital virtual worlds in general, but 
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I think it is particularly apt for the strong virtuality of online games due to the 
ceaselessness, expansiveness and massive intersubjectivity of many of these 
environments, where thousands of actual people can interact through them at 
any one time, thereby making these games impinge on one’s own room, mind 
and environment that bit more forcefully and constantly. Of course, as we will 
see in the last section, one can be hooked by any type of game. However, there 
is an extra force and phenomenality to online gaming, I would argue, which 
makes it that more present to one’s mind, desires and values, even when one is 
not currently playing. 

 Having said this, most of what I will say also applies to offl  ine digital games, 
and a good portion also applies to games in general. Considering this, I will 
now go through some of the main phenomenological characteristics and 
tropes of digital games, as identifi ed by some of the gaming literature, before 
then concentrating on the general online gaming experience and its particularly 
unique or accentuated characteristics. Th is should give a good overall 
phenomenality to the (online) gaming experience, thereby setting the stage for 
understanding the role of irreal virtuality therein. 

 One of the main discussion topics within the literature regarding games is 
the issue of engagement, immersion and even incorporation (see: Bianchi-
Berthouze, Kim and Patel 2007; Calleja 2011a; Farrow and Iacovides 2013; 
Klevjer 2012). Here, although it might be clear and obvious that games ‘engage’ 
us in some manner, the nature and level of engagement is up for debate. Some 
go so far as to say that the immersion and feeling of embodiment 
(‘incorporation’) can be so strong that it is really as if one is in the game, 
completely enthralled and invested, losing sight of all else – even reality for 
protracted periods of time. Now, although it is true one can ‘get into’ a game so 
much that one loses sight of actual time and space and even of basic needs like 
sleeping and eating, these latter actualities are never fully eradicated and the 
gamer, no matter how hardcore, must always return to them and almost always 
(unless one has become rather psychotic and lost the sense of the basic 
diff erence) intuitively knows what is the game and what is one’s everyday, real 
life. In this I am in complete agreement that although immersion and even 
incorporation can feel quite to very strong, and thereby admits of degrees, it is 
simple fantasy that the boundaries between actual and virtual embodiment 
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ever fully collapse, or ever would. One can imagine a  Ready Player One  (2018) 
scenario where the virtual environment is so captivating and engaging that 
one prefers being and existing there than in the real world, and functionally it 
thereby kind of becomes one’s ‘new reality’. In fact, one need not even imagine 
this; there are gamers who already live in this manner, simply preferring an 
imaginary, digital life. Nevertheless, this does not mean they make a categorial 
phenomenological mistake between perceptual and virtual. Th is could 
theoretically occur if virtual experience became indistinguishable from 
perceptual experience, with the crucial ‘stepping in’ element also required to be 
forgotten. However, on this score technology is still very far away from 
achieving some kind of all-encompassing VR body suit, platform and game 
that would replicate absolutely everything of perception, even basic needs. 
Moreover, this does not even seem to be the goal of games, which is more to 
entertain, challenge and exhilarate through a combination of material and 
imaginary qualities and phenomena. Such a theoretical proposition is thus 
more of the age-old philosophical conundrum of ‘How do we know our reality 
is not just a dream?’ – an issue that goes from Plato’s allegory of the cave ([ c.  
375  bce ] 2012) to Descartes’s evil genius ([1641] 2011) to  Th e Matrix  (from 
1999) to brains in vats. In this manner, immersion and incorporation in gaming 
is not about being actually immersed to the extent of permanently forgetting 
one’s real origins. It is not even about an explicit choice of a constant digital 
hedonism, something that was proposed by Nozick ([1974] 2013) and 
subsequently refl ected upon in a portion of the gaming literature (Silcox 2017), 
as well as some  Black Mirror  (from 2011) episodes. In actual gaming, strong 
immersion and incorporation are more temporary but forceful experiential 
properties of a captivating experience. 

 Closely linked to the themes of engagement, immersion and incorporation 
are discussions regarding the use and employment of various bodily senses 
and movements, as well as one’s concomitant complex aff ective and emotional 
engagement and interaction (see: Bianchi-Berthouze, Kim and Patel 2007; 
Calleja 2011b; Calleja, Herrewijn and Poels 2016; Cogburn and Silcox 2009: 
17–21; Garner 2016; Kotsia et al. 2016; Lankoski 2012; Yannakakis, Martinez 
and Garbarino 2016). I think much of this research can be excellently 
summarized and phenomenologically grounded in, unbeknownst to him, 
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Sartre’s conception of the analogon, where cognitive and sensuous knowledge, 
our emotions and aff ectivities, and a good number of our kinaesthetic and 
proprioceptive capacities all provide and produce concrete materials through 
which our interaction and engagement with a game and its digital environment 
and characters are constituted. On top of this, the key insight with Sartre is that 
all of these materials are used for an ultimately imaginary – which is to say 
digital and transcendent, and thereby virtual – experience. Indeed, from this 
perspective, although the peculiar mixture of anger and sadness might, in 
lenient circumstances, be at least similar in tonality if not in strength regarding 
the death of an actual loved one and the death of a cherished avatar, the mere 
fact that such emotions and aff ections are directed at phenomenologically 
diff erent objects – a real person and a digital construction – already makes 
them belong to diff erent registers. Here, when a loved one dies it is so hard 
precisely because we are then consigned to evoke them only imaginarily, for 
they can no longer be present perceptually, which is to say actually. Nevertheless, 
due to immersion and emotional attachment imaginary objects such as a self-
created avatar can, at least in extreme cases, be invested with perhaps as much 
emotional power as actual people can. Th is is the captivation and pull of the 
imaginary, digital realm, and is thus a key phenomenological reason for its 
strong virtuality because it can hold great sway over, and even take over, our 
everyday emotional lives. 

 Technological development within gaming is expanding to cover more 
analogical materials of our lived bodies, including movements and even more 
of our feelings. As already noted, vision and sound (see: Grimshaw-Aagaard 
2019) are the most advanced and have been for some time. With new controllers 
and interfaces, some head and mainly limb and hand movements and 
sensations have all also already been incorporated quite well in various games 
and ways. However, we are still a far cry from being able to incorporate the 
whole of the living, breathing body, not least its complex tactility, which is not 
even to mention smell, taste and all of our other cognitive processes. Even 
discounting things like smell, taste and complex cognitive processes, movement 
and touch are only minimally captured when compared to actual everyday 
activities. For instance, think of playing tennis on a Nintendo Wii and actually 
playing tennis; although some good hand and arm movements and swings are 
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captured quite well in the former, it is still a categorial universe away from the 
pace, precision, sweat, grunts and complete exertion of an actual match. If 
technology ever gets all the way, such a complete analogon would, theoretically, 
no longer be recognized as an analogon because it would have fi nally matched 
the perceptual experience in every single way. However, I have also already 
noted that this remains a mere theoretical supposition and is, moreover, not 
even the aim of games, which usually seek to combine the real and perceptual 
with the fanciful, captivating and imaginary. 

 Personal identity, subjectivity and their already rather complex instantiations 
and projections in games are lines of enquiry that have already been 
signifi cantly developed as well (see: Cogburn and Silcox 2009: 1–16; Gualeni, 
Vella and Harrington 2017; Vella and Gualeni 2019). Such accounts again 
mesh well with Sartre’s analogical account of virtual engagement, not least 
with regard to our personal refl ections, memories and emotions – all of which 
can feed into our gaming as analogical materials and can thereby help to create 
and develop characters and personalities online that can nevertheless oft en 
end up quite diff erent from our own in actual life. Such developments can also 
provide added dimensions to our own everyday personalities, which again 
marks gaming – and especially online gaming where there is much interaction 
and development with other avatars controlled by other real people – as a 
strong virtual technology in that our irreal experiences online can have a very 
real impact and infl uence on us offl  ine too. Going the other way, although 
Gualeni, Vella and Harrington admit (2017: 11) that ‘the player’s investment’ in 
an online role ‘is never total’ (ibid.), it can nevertheless become very strong 
even to the point of one preferring one’s online digital creation to one’s 
everyday personality and life. What is more, individuals with severe offl  ine 
disabilities can leave them almost thoroughly behind when online (Schaubert 
2019). Strong virtuality thus goes every way here, from augmenting one’s 
offl  ine life, to suff ocating it, to being able to leave it behind. 

 Such investment links into another theme that, although not as prevalent in 
the literature, is still nevertheless worthy of mention. Th is is gaming’s – and 
especially digital and online gaming’s – capacity to facilitate an at times rather 
wholesale escape from one’s everyday lives (see: Calleja 2010; Silcox 2019: 10). 
Humans seeking an escape from everydayness and a sublimation of basic, 
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perhaps even socially impermissible actions (e.g. shooting someone) is of 
course nothing new, with a general social imaginary having already been 
installed for centuries and contemporarily reaching its apex in Hollywood 
fi lms, where violence, sex and moral intrigue oft en reign supreme. Th e 
complexity and interactivity of online games, however, can bring this escape to 
whole new levels, where one can spend weeks, months or even years immersed 
in an online virtual saga. Of course such immersion can have negative eff ects 
in its strong addictive form; however, Calleja (2010) is also quick to note 
that escapism need not always be negative, with precisely the virtual and 
digital realm of online gaming providing aff ordances, cognitive challenges, 
scenarios and other phenomena that simply could not exist in the normal 
world. In this sense, one can ‘escape’ into virtual worlds in order to learn and 
develop as much as to shoot and crush; it depends on the person and game 
in question. 

 Th is brings me to my last main point garnered from the literature, and 
already touched on a handful of times: there is a fi ction and virtuality to games, 
and especially online games, that is simply not present in the real, everyday, 
perceptual and causal world, thereby providing a digital, transcendent and yet 
also immediate type of interactivity with sometimes thousands of other users 
spread all over the world (Cogburn and Silcox 2009: 6; Meskin and Robson 
2012; Tavinor 2012; Van de Mosselaer 2018; Wildman and Woodward 2018). 
Although the specifi c nature of fi ction and its relation to virtuality is debated 
in the literature, here fi ctions would simply mean irreal scenarios, that is, as-if 
situations that are represented through an imaginary structure and medium, 
be it a complex computer game or one’s own thought. For example, a complex 
narrative story in a computer game that is nevertheless based on some facts is 
a fi ction because of its ultimately imaginary register. Indeed, fi ction in games 
oft en involve narratives and stories, and although they can be based on, related 
to and even infl uence real things, people and events, when treated in their 
essential phenomenological nature they remain of the irreal, digital and hence 
virtual register. Th e fascinating thing with game fi ctions is indeed their 
interactivity; in a game one can not only interact with, but also be and develop 
fi ctions. Th is virtualizes fi ctions again in a strong, highly interactive sense that 
can thereby have a very real infl uence on, and relation to, the user. 
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 Such are the main phenomenological themes I have seen in the literature, 
which now can be supplemented with a few more of my own phenomenological 
points and insights, now concentrating on the online gaming experience even 
further. 

 First of all, and this may seem trivial, is the moment of ‘stepping into’ a 
game. Th is can be as simple as turning on the screen and console, grabbing the 
controller, and waiting for the game to load so one can enter and start to play. 
Simple as it seems, this is already a key phenomenological moment: just like 
sitting down to watch a movie, to paint or to read a book, in all of these one is, 
by the very act, largely bracketing one’s immediate perceptual world in 
temporary favour of an imaginary one. Moreover, so long as one retains a 
memory of such ‘stepping in’, one will retain a contrast between the two and 
will thereby be able to ‘step out’ once again, which can be voluntary (e.g. too 
tired; the game has fi nished), or involuntary (your child disturbs you; you have 
to go to work). 

 Perhaps the most unique thing about stepping into a gaming environment 
as opposed to other imaginary engagements is that it is highly interactive. Th is 
has already been mentioned, but it needs more emphasis. One can arguably 
‘interact’, or at least mentally play with, other imaginary media. In reading a 
novel one can imagine and even manipulate the various characters and 
scenarios with one’s own mind, perhaps changing details here and there as one 
reads on and gathers new information. Watching fi lms entails all kinds of 
cognitive and emotional involvement, where one might need to fi gure out 
details regarding plots and characters, and many fi lms can also be very 
emotionally engaging and moving for a whole world of reasons. However, it is 
in digital and online games where most would reserve the term ‘interactivity’ 
because the medium is most agent-like and thus causal, as well as the fact that 
more oft en than not there are also other real people infl uencing events in the 
game. In short, one can have a consistent and long-term infl uence within the 
content of the media itself. Games are in fact designed precisely for this 
purpose. In this manner, although there are now a few fi lms (e.g.  Black Mirror: 
Bandersnatch , 2018) that allow for some level of interaction with regard to plot 
choices and consequences, it is in digital and online games where interaction 
is continuous and integral to the fabric of the medium itself. Th is increases the 
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virtuality of the experience greatly, and must be a major factor for the high 
level of immersion and transportation that occurs. 

 Transportation onto a digital plane leads to a very strong feeling of 
situatedness too. In digital and, especially, online games this oft en feels like one 
has been taken quite completely beyond one’s paltry four walls into a fascinating 
and exhilarating world. Th is mainly occurs through a human or other living 
avatar, and is usually of a fi rst- or third-person perspective. It can also be 
through non-living items like a car, and even can go to abstract and minimal 
points like a cursor. Whatever the particular instantiation, this is digital 
technologies’ main basic point of reference for a mind to inhabit a virtual 
platform, and this situatedness can be very comprehensive in games. 
Nonetheless, no matter how lifelike this situatedness may be, it is never as 
complete, original, complex or infi nite as our original perceptual situatedness; 
it is always second-order and virtual, drawing and ultimately relying upon our 
more basic and prevalent situatedness, even though this latter can be bracketed 
and largely forgotten while engrossed in a game. Th erefore, although it 
phenomenologically always remains an imaginary, simulated situatedness, it is 
still another chief factor for games’ strong dynamic virtuality. 

 Perhaps the most telling and important characteristic of online virtual 
games in particular is their interconnectedness, not least the intersubjective 
interconnectedness that can be with thousands and even millions of other 
actual and potential users and viewers. Th is is not the case with offl  ine digital 
games. One can have computer-generated avatars, or even a few friends in the 
room with you. Nevertheless, the transcendent and expansive experience of 
comprehensive otherness opens up wildly with online digital games. Th is is of 
course not only in the gameplay, where, for instance, massively multiplayer 
online role playing games (MMORPGs) like  World of Warcraft   (from 2004) 
have many subscribers who can all be involved and interacted with in a 
constantly developing online virtual environment. Additionally, through 
esports and other tournaments (e.g.  Rocket League , from 2015) there are now, 
on top of the more usual foes and teammates in the game, also real 
commentators, global audiences and fans, as well as busy social media threads, 
links and webpages, most of which are ultimately anchored in real people too. 
Th ese developments look set to further augment the status and popularity of 
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online gaming in the years to come, with top prizes already in the millions of 
dollars, and top players, oft en very young, already with their own specialized 
coaches (see: Tidy 2019) 

 In this manner, if social media is already the bastion of online virtual presence 
for billions of people, millions of people are now also investing signifi cant 
portions of their lives into online gaming platforms and the increasingly large 
intersubjective webs these platforms also contain and develop. Real social 
bonds, popularity and even fame and money can all be attained through online 
gaming now, as can the darker sides of abuse, insecurity, torment and addiction. 
In fact, although minimal, there already exist tragedies and crimes where 
gaming became so competitive and abusive that it led to problems in the real 
world, even death (see: BBC News Technology 2018). In this manner, online 
gaming is a new and unique intersubjective realm, one where people can play, 
create and experiment in a highly interactive and engaging ways, thus building 
up imaginary and virtual lives that can also aff ect your actual one in very 
signifi cant concrete ways. It also, however, has the potential to have detrimental 
eff ects on the personalities, emotions and values of a good number of people 
playing in these worlds, as I will spell out a little more, soon. 

  Rocket League  and many other online games have tens of thousands of users 
online around the clock. Th is is highly phenomenologically signifi cant too, 
because it means the games, as we saw with social media, no longer turn off ; 
there is always someone – and more usually thousands – on there playing, no 
matter the time of day or night. Th is means they have already reached a level of 
inexhaustibility that other imaginary media never have, because one can play as 
much as one’s own reality allows. Previously it was you and perhaps a few friends 
with a game in a room. Now, with online games – and especially a popular 
intersubjective one – the amount of intrigue and entertainment can be endless.  

   6.3 Changed selves, worlds, others and 
values in games  

 Digital and online games take up the real virtualities of self, world, others and 
values and irrealize them into many forms, both creative and constructive as 
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well as numbing and damaging. I will do well now to spell this out a bit more 
pointedly and systematically. 

 First of all, it should be clear that online games give quite expansive and 
even unique possibilities for one’s self (see also: Berger 2020: 6). If social media 
already allowed one to play with one’s self-image and explore various digital 
and colourful instantiations of one’s (primarily visual and audial) personality, 
albeit oft en in rather superfi cial and insecure manners, then digital and online 
games allow one to fully enter the explorative and fantastical. Th is is because 
of various games’ possibilities to create and develop one’s own avatar(s) over 
time, as well as the possibility to digitally inhabit, for instance, one’s favourite 
football team, tennis star or racing driver. In this manner, the self can be 
projected into other (famous) personalities, including avatars that can range 
from the mundane to the otherworldly. Th e possibilities are quite endless and 
depend largely on the personality and mood behind the controller, as well as 
the game one is playing. One can, a bit like social media again, represent one’s 
physical and mental self as faithfully as possible; or one can live out other 
desires and fantasies by creating avatars quite far removed from your everyday 
worldly self and personality. Th is is where gaming really opens up the self; one 
can change sex and species, as well as physical and mental capacities very easily 
depending on the game in question, and over time, if one becomes adept, one 
can amass powers and possessions that become highly valued and powerful 
and which, if in a particularly strong intersubjective setting like an MMORPG, 
can increase one’s status online as well as one’s self-esteem and worth offl  ine. In 
this manner, online games oft en augment the self so much precisely because of 
their highly intersubjective, digitized and creative capacities. Th is can also be a 
reason why, along with the time, eff ort and money one puts in, one can come 
to feel that one’s true or proper self is actually more online in games than it is 
in the body sitting in the room. Th is can even lead to a feeling of ‘[h]yper 
presence’ (ibid.: 7) where one has an ‘impression of having a more authentic 
experience of oneself, of others, and of distant places in the virtual environment 
than in real life’ (ibid.). It is thus a double-edged sword; the online world of the 
self gives digital and magical possibilities where one can freely explore one’s 
more creative and experimental side, including fantasies and desires that are 
not too probable, or fl atly impossible, in the real world. However, precisely 
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because of such enticements and intrigues one can get submerged in such 
imaginary and captivating selves to the detriment of one’s actual self. Th is is of 
course the choice of any person. Nevertheless, as with so many human 
phenomena, the balancing act between creation and captivation against 
addiction and desperation can be a tricky one, with online gaming thus 
presenting another seesaw for the self. 

 Th e real virtuality of one’s actual self, including one’s everyday psychical 
and physical characteristics, tastes and even behaviours, can have a good 
portion irrealized into the virtual online digital plane of a particular game. 
Th is means the self is a crucial irreal virtuality at work in the fabric of many 
digital games, not least certain online ones, where intersubjective interactions 
with a whole host of other virtual, irrealized selves reach their zenith in terms 
of creativity, interactivity and fantasy. 

 Th e pattern of irrealization continues for the second main real virtuality, 
the world, too. Remember that the laws and form of the perceptual world are 
very strict; the sun always rises in the morning, things are always subject to 
gravity, humans do not have wings, extraterrestrial lifeforms are not yet known 
to be among us, let alone interacting with us – the list goes on. In this manner, 
although the real world is temporally and spatially limitless, its content is 
created and regulated by strict and predictable natural laws and processes. 

 In the online worlds of games, all bets are off . Many games do take up 
various elements of the natural world. However, every game, precisely due to 
its artifi cial and human-created nature, is free to cherry-pick whatever it wants 
from the real world, and thereby leave whatever out – and, crucially, add 
whatever fantasies it wants in. It is thus a blend of perception and fantasy. 
Some game worlds try to be as perception-based as possible – many sports and 
racing games are like this – representing and simulating the laws of physics 
and movement as accurately as possible, as well as capturing the likeness of 
actual people and sporting venues in an as detailed manner as possible too. 
Th ere are real sponsors, famous commentators and even the crowds are 
designed to appear as dynamic and realistic as possible. Still, in all of this there 
is a basic fantasy: I, the gamer, can be a top F1 driver, or a top football team. Th e 
technology allows me to inhabit a particular racing car or team that I am never 
going to be in real life. Th is digital, realistic but imaginary world is thus created 
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to be based on the perceptual one, but also so I can live out the desire to engage 
directly – through the game – in a lifelike simulation that virtually instantiates 
my mind and commands. 

 On the other side, there are worlds created by designers that retain very 
little of the actual world. Here the process of irrealization is still formally and 
structurally the same, although one now aims more for the magical, imaginary 
and fantastical, in construction, content, themes, characters and storylines. 
Nevertheless, no matter how fantastical, never can the whole world of 
perception be left  behind completely, for even the most random or abstract 
game will still contain some remnants and forms of our everyday perceptions, 
not least basic movements, colours and shapes. Moreover, even if the universe 
created is wholly devoid of familiar human fi gures and everyday artefacts, the 
imaginary, as we have seen, can only create what has been put into it; namely, 
it can only irrealize reality, the world of perception. Given this fundamental 
and basic limit, it is a testament to the creativity and vision of game designers 
that they, much like in some of the most notable fantasy fi lms (e.g.  Avatar , 
2009), can reach levels of content, character and gameplay that really do feel 
otherworldly and fantastic. When online, this expansiveness and transcendence 
can feel wonderfully liberating, with each game coming with its own particular 
digital world, structures and personages that all feel seemingly endless, where 
laws of everyday nature (e.g. humans not having wings) can be openly fl outed 
through the code the game designer has developed. Th ese are thus irreal 
virtualities par excellence, picking up motifs and elements from the actual 
world, but transforming, splitting and adding elements in such diff ering ways 
and scenarios that, when immersed, one can feel one has left  the mundane 
realm almost completely behind. 

 Just as one can change one’s self in previously unimaginable ways in a game, 
so too can others. Indeed, one of the main points of interest for playing online 
games is its engagement with other avatars, which is felt all the more forcefully 
because they have been created and are controlled by actual people from all 
over the world. Th is engagement can take on many forms: a teammate or ally, 
a competitor or foe, a source of inspiration or desire, or target of hatred and 
abuse – the intersubjective world online can be almost as variegated and 
intriguing as can perceptual intersubjective life. Of course, unless one goes to 
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actually meet these individuals – which precisely would be an exchange of 
irreal to real virtuality once again – there are various limitations to 
intersubjective relations and connections in a game, usually of digital vision, 
audio and text chat. Perhaps technology will get to a level where more advanced 
touch and even smell and taste might one day emerge in game scenarios too. 
For now the other online is usually restricted to what their avatar visually and 
audially does, perhaps with live cameras, sound and text of the actual player 
too, and a bit of haptic feedback. In this manner, not all of the other can be 
irrealized into the online game – the real other remains infi nitely more complex 
and physically complete than online instantiations – and yet, what online 
games have already captured greatly augments the force of virtuality one feels 
when engaged with such games, scenarios and people. 

 Otherness in online games makes up for some of its perceptual defi ciencies 
in other respects, too. As we have already seen with digital transfi gurations of 
the self, in much the same manner others can be presented in games in a way 
that transcends usual everyday appearances and capacities. We may not be able 
to feel the actual touch of another’s hand in a game. However, our characters 
can fi ght a duel to the death, or bond in a fantastical team quest, compete in a 
race, or win a competition watched by thousands. Because many online games 
also allow otherness to go beyond our everyday lives, we are also presented 
with characters and types of beings that we would struggle to imagine, let 
alone engage with in a meaningful way, in our usual earthly activities. On this 
note, the instantiations of otherness are limited by the game’s design. 
Nevertheless, increasing technological capacities and levels of creativity mean 
every game also allows for others to appear in ways which are oft en quite 
unique to that game, and which can be quite diff erent, in a positive way, to how 
the other is in our daily lives. 

 With the last irreal virtuality, value, it again pervades the preceding three 
dimensions, with the category itself going through a very signifi cant – and 
perhaps  the  most signifi cant – transformation when on the online gaming 
plane. Online games may be seen as a playground of values; they unfetter the 
latter in quite a special way, precisely due to digital and online games’ 
combination of irreality with interactivity. Th is allows one to irrealize  and  
interact with values to levels that are just not possible in everyday life, or even 
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on social media or other imaginary structures like fi lms. You can be personas, 
enact scenarios and perform value-laden actions online that are just not 
possible (e.g. euphoria in fl ying) or usually done (e.g. killing) in the everyday 
perceptual universe. Th e real virtualities of values in everyday life are tied 
much more strictly to laws, rules, social norms and taboos because many real 
consequences are much more permanent and life-altering than digital ones. 
Online one can be loving, promiscuous, mean, angry, fl irty, or even downright 
evil if one so chooses; one can live out and experiment moral situations and 
dilemmas that one would hardly even dream of in one’s normal life – and all in 
a safe digital space usually without real-life consequences. 

 Because of the strong intersubjective element of many online games, one 
can also be presented with scenarios, values, acts and personas that one simply 
does not get in one’s daily routines. In this manner, online gaming becomes a 
veritable hotbed for values and their transvaluations. Precisely because of its 
digitized and thus simulated and ultimately inconsequential nature, one is 
freer to explore all types of value-laden characters and themes in a manner 
that can nevertheless still have very real infl uence on you as an actual person, 
for both good and ill. 

 I have already alluded to the tragic ‘swatting’ case of two feuding gamers 
that led to the death of an uninvolved person (see again: BBC News Technology 
2018). Th is is a case where one’s anger with an online competitor and lust for 
victory and revenge can become so heated and short-sighted that it boils over 
into the real world, sometimes with horrible consequences. Nonetheless, these 
tragic instances aside, much gaming can be so inspiring and creative for real 
selves, the world and its relationships precisely because one can fi gure out with 
freedom what one values, not only by choosing to play particular games, but 
also through developing and engaging with the irreal virtualities of self, world 
and others that the games allow one to interact with and develop in quite 
special and lasting ways. Because of their irreality, magic and captivation, as 
well as, usually, their ultimately inconsequential nature with regard to actual, 
natural causality, individuals and groups can explore and mould themselves 
through the game they invest time and energy in. Values pervade all of these 
choices and details, here again in an irrealized, virtual form that nevertheless 
can have real sway and eff ect on one’s actual values in everyday life. Th is is, 
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once again, why online gaming is a virtual technology in the strong sense of 
irreal, digital phenomena impinging upon, and oft en signifi cantly infl uencing, 
the nature and signifi cance of real people, the actual world, existing others and 
our everyday values, meaning irreal virtualities can come to condition or even 
supplant real ones.  

   6.4 Reality, irreality, superreality and addiction  

 Perception is about reality, and phantasy certainly about irreality. Image-
consciousness, although using real props, also ultimately represents something 
in an irreal manner, even if the content is or was real (e.g. a picture of my 
grandmother). In this middle category, ‘irreal’ simply means not physically 
present like a perception would be; more positively termed it means that the 
image one is experiencing, although constituted by physical materials and 
one’s own psychophysiology, always has a transcendent element that goes 
beyond what is immediately and physically given. If I were to just try and focus 
on the mere physically given of a digital screen, for instance, I would just 
perceive so many coloured pixels, and not the transcendent virtual universe of 
a game. 

 Th ere are many instantiations of image-consciousness, from paintings to 
photographs to music to digital screens. All have, as we have seen at length, this 
middle status between reality and irreality – and actually it blends these two to 
such an extent that it is best considered as its own distinct category with its 
own unique structure in this context. With screens, and especially more recent 
digital ones, the complexity and detail of this blending has already reached 
such a pitch that I think one may now speak of real and irreal joining together 
to make a kind of ‘superreality’ – one that, moreover, can lead to great 
enjoyment, but also damaging addiction. 

 Cultural phenomena like fi lms may have already harboured such a blend 
for decades; we are taken up by them because they present real people and 
narrative scenarios through a physical and immersive medium that still 
harbours a content and experience which is ultimately a transcendent, 
imaginary one, even for the simple fact that the actors are not really on the 
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screen in front of you when watching. Even a play, where the actors really are 
there in front of you, if they are doing their job and you are properly committed 
and engaged in the imaginary attitude, you are not going to perceive John 
Smith the actor, but transcend towards Hamlet through his portrayal. In this 
manner, if ‘superreality’ is characterized as a particularly forceful blend of 
reality and irreality in one unifi ed phenomenon, there have been such instances 
ever since imaginary cultural phenomena like plays have existed. 

 Th e thing with digital screens is that they bring such supposed superreality 
to a new level and dimension, not least because of the high complexity, detail 
and, most importantly, interactivity. Th ey allow you interactive and long-term 
access into transcendent virtual realms and items fi lled with interesting 
phenomena, information, people and characters. In digital games, and 
particularly online ones, this engagement and immersion can reach a fever 
pitch because one is not only interacting in a highly detailed manner; one is 
also allowed to create irreal selves in order to exist in online virtual worlds 
with many other irrealized selves – all of which creates the space and narrative 
for a multitude of irrealized values and experiences to constantly play 
themselves out and develop. One can truly infl uence storylines, characters and 
materials in these dynamic, virtual universes, oft en in quite fantastical ways 
and all of the time supported by real physical and psychophysiological 
materials stemming from the world of perception. 

 ‘Superreality’ thus combines elements not only from our perceptual realities 
but also from our own creative, imaginary irrealities, thereby becoming 
phenomenal objects that are neither just real nor just imaginary, but are a 
forceful fusion of the two – superreal. In short, the content of digital and online 
games always takes the best from both worlds, the perceived and imagined, 
even if a particular game leans more towards representing reality, and another 
more towards capturing phantasy. All of this, fi nally, is always experienced 
through a phenomenological image-consciousness or imaginary structure. 

 As digital and online games continue to develop they will be increasingly 
able to approach and very accurately represent the laws of perception and 
physics, while also being able to continue developing ever-more fantastical and 
enticing elements. Th is means digital online gaming is the realm of creating 
superrealities par excellence, where the interaction and involvement of its 
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users can be enchanting, captivating and mesmerizing in the extreme. Indeed, 
I dare say a not-insignifi cant number of people now enjoy and even feel at 
home in these worlds more than the actual one. Generally I believe this is 
because oft en more joy can be aff orded due to a more liberal mixture between 
selected elements from basic perceptual reality, coupled with more enticing 
and manipulable elements of fantasy and irreality, as well as the privacy of 
choice, command and creation – in a way there is more in a game you can 
control, quite literally. Sartre indeed argues (see: IM: 146–8/282–5) that many, 
not least artists, opt for primarily imaginary lives, and they have been doing so 
for millennia because reality is oft en way too coarse and nauseating. From this 
context, the life of a serious gamer would be one more instance of such a life. 

 Of course, there is, in some of these cases, a more negative fl ipside, namely 
a tendency to addiction that essentially involves what I would term a persistent 
form of ‘hypervirtuality’. I think it is rather clear that various (digital) games 
are addictive. One could even argue that they are designed that way. What 
interests me here beyond these rather commonplace observations is more 
precisely how games can be addictive in a phenomenological and behavioural 
manner, and what this might mean for the people involved. 

 Th ere are many theories of addiction and many addictive objects. A few 
decades ago the theory was largely limited to physical drugs (see, for instance: 
Goldstein [1993] 2001). Now it is much more accepted that many objects and 
behaviours – or pretty much any object or activity, depending on the person 
– can have rather hook-like qualities (see, for instance: Bartlett and Bowden-
Jones 2017; Grant, Schreiber and Odlaug 2013; Heyman [2009] 2010; West and 
Brown [2009] 2013). Digital games would certainly be one such category, and 
a strong one at that. 

 First of all, digital games have many or all of the empirical qualities of 
addiction. Many operate on the basis of providing (very) pleasurable stimuli 
that tap into our natural reward system (see: Goldstein [1993] 2001: 52). Th is 
can set up a craving that induces individuals to play more and more, in its own 
turn setting up a tolerance and the seeming need to up the dose (usually the 
amount of time played). Th en, when away from the favoured game or games 
withdrawal symptoms can kick in, whereby all one can think about is getting 
back to the game. Th is creates a dependence in the sense that the game or 
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games now have a hold on you, which, along with overindulgence, can lead to 
ambivalence and attempts to abstain, as well as ensuing relapses (see, for 
instance: Schlimme 2010). 

 Phenomenologically, addiction is essentially experienced as what I would 
term ‘hypervirtuality’. Th is is to say, whichever object, activity or person one is 
hooked on, and no matter whether the craving is more physiological or 
psychological, at certain moments and in certain conditions – or in chronic 
cases pretty much all the time – the desired object or activity is so dominant 
that it is pseudo present to one’s mind to the extent one cannot be rid of it until 
it is attained, or the craving eventually subsides and goes away. Th is can be so 
predominant and overpowering that it is diffi  cult to think straight or focus on 
any other tasks in your life. For instance, think of a gamer at school who cannot 
think of anything except running home and going back online. Underlying 
this is, for me, a phenomenological notion of ‘hypervirtuality’. 

 Th is idea is not explicitly present, but is nonetheless inspired by, Husserl. We 
have seen at length that for him conscious experience – and especially 
perceptual experience – is essentially horizonal. For Husserl there are always 
inner (looking closer) and outer (looking beyond) spatial horizons to absolutely 
everything we perceive, as well as temporal horizons of past, present and future 
that all interlock in an incredibly complex dynamic under the rubric of ‘time-
consciousness’. In this context, such inherent horizonality can be applied to our 
own minds and desires as well, whereby something is horizonal – or indeed 
‘virtual’ – when it is present without actually being fully so. Th us when I want 
a glass of water, the desired object hovers before my mind, stimulating me to 
go and get it. 

 Addictions would then be when such virtualities become ‘hyper-’, which is 
to say more intense and beyond what is strictly necessary or even healthy. 
Someone who is addicted to nicotine, for instance, and is out of smokes in the 
middle of the night, is going to fi nd it very diffi  cult to sleep or do pretty much 
anything until the fi x is attained. Th e desired object hovers before one 
agonizingly until it is attained – it is hypervirtual. 

 It is well known to what lengths people under the infl uence of such 
hypervirtuality will go. Whatever the trigger, whether it be the body’s craving 
in relation to the time of day or situation (e.g. aft er eating), or some kind of 
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emotional upheaval or event, or a more constant behaviour or way of existing, 
in all cases the objects of one’s desire hover about to such an extent and 
intensity that they can block out almost everything else, or even arrange all else 
under subservience to this hyper, privileged desire. Depending on the nature 
of the object and the strength of the addiction, the feeling will subside while 
actually present with the object – a transition from hypervirtual to actual – 
only for the movement to reverse again aft er the eff ects have worn off , including 
when one has been separated from the object for an intolerable amount of 
time, which of course is variable depending on the person and the strength of 
the addiction. 

 Addictive objects and activities, in a multitude of diff erent manifestations 
from complete chemical euphoria to utter electronic escape, leave such 
imprints on our minds and desire that when we are apart we simply want more 
and can think of little else. Th en, when chronic and absolute we no longer 
(want to) leave the object at all, except through death (e.g. a complete heroin 
addiction). When this is particularly severe and persistent it is a constant and 
relentless form of hypervirtuality; there is only one thing and it is nonetheless 
never enough. It is a hyperprivileged object that is not only constantly on, in 
and around one’s mind; the desire for it also governs all else one thinks and 
does. 

 With regard to gaming, a notable case was that of Billy Brown (see: Carr 
2018), who left  his house no more than ten times in a seven-year period, and 
now he helps others try and escape from the isolation and ultimate misery this 
can bring. 

 No object is addictive in itself; there are always people who partake and can 
then leave it alone when they want, thereby preserving crucial autonomy (see: 
West and Brown [2009] 2013: 235). However, for those that do get hooked the 
idea of hypervirtuality ties in with the fact that in addiction a special kind of 
magic trick is also oft en operative, namely of making a want to be felt as a need, 
which can damage other aspects of one’s life quite gravely. Th e idea that one 
‘needs’ to get to the next level, or one ‘needs’ to play through the night for hours 
even though one had promised oneself not to; such behaviour is a hallmark 
not only of being under the sway of what I call hypervirtuality, it is also a quite 
potent form of negative magic where the objects of one’s desire have become 



Phenomenology of Virtual Technology178

the more active force in the relationship. In a word, one cannot simply take it 
or leave it, and in extreme cases it enslaves you against your better judgement 
and wishes, ultimately leading to a highly unbalanced life where other aspects 
and relationships suff er greatly. In the online gaming world, it is possible to be 
consumed by and come to identify with one’s virtual self so much that it can 
lead to ‘social phobia’ in the real world (see: Sioni, Burleson and Bekerian 
2017). 

 Considering all of this, digital and online games are a particularly potent 
form of virtual technology, with extremes of creativity, euphoria and personal, 
social and artistic developments on one side, and lows of desperation, addiction, 
abuse and unhappiness on the other. As with social media, the key is to fi nd a 
manner of utilization that maximizes the benefi ts and wards off  the dangers 
and pitfalls. Th is is no easy balancing act for many, not least because of our 
tendencies to addiction as well as many game designs. However, it is 
nevertheless a dynamic that can be understood better once one understands 
the phenomenological nature better. Digital and online games are virtual 
technologies that can be so powerful, captivating and engaging that they can 
supplant the real almost completely, leaving only basic needs like some food, 
sleep and going to the bathroom left  over. If this is done in good faith and with 
enjoyment, who is anyone to judge of the behaviour if it is not damaging 
others? However, we have also seen that the addiction and hypervirtuality can 
oft en pull one in to such extremes quite against one’s will, thereby having long-
term detrimental eff ects to one’s person, world, friendships and values both 
online and in real life.   



               7 

 VR, AR and MR 
technologies            

  Th e last main case study is virtual, augmented and mixed reality (VR, AR and 
MR respectively) technologies because they are on the cusp of many of the 
most innovative developments in virtual technology, with their analogical 
materials becoming ever-more sophisticated and covering increasingly more 
elements of the lived body. Th is means any applied phenomenology without 
them would be thoroughly insuffi  cient. Indeed, we will see that it is precisely in 
the future of these technologies where the traditional line between real and 
irreal, as well as other related couplets, might be in ultimate danger of inversion 
or even collapse, and thus it is something that is crucial to consider the 
ramifi cations of as we progress in our digital lives and societies.  

   7.1 A summary of VR, AR and MR technologies  

 Virtual reality (VR) has been around, on and off  and in various forms, since 
the late 1960s (Baudisch 2015: 92; Cipresso et al. 2018: 2; Friedman et al. 2016: 
iii; Martinez Plasencia 2015: 20; Nunes de Vasconcelos et al. 2019). However, in 
recent years, due to technological, functional and economic advances, it has 
augmented in stature and use considerably, not least in the personal gaming 
industry. Augment reality (AR), for its part, is a much more recent phenomenon. 
However, as we will see, it is already showing signs of surpassing VR in its 
potential scope, popularity and use. Finally, mixed reality (MR) is a new idea 
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that is not yet really fi xed, neither in concept nor in a particular physical piece 
of technology. Nonetheless, it is an important idea to fi gure out within this 
family of technologies, including what it means for our basic experiences of 
perception and imagination, as well as where all of this might be heading. 

 Since around 2010, literature on VR, AR and MR technologies has 
burgeoned. Th ere have already been quite staggering recent eff orts (see, for 
instance: Cipresso et al. 2018) to catalogue most, if not all, highly indexed 
academic writings on the matter, as well as countless particular and focused 
eff orts and studies. Predominant lines of research seem to be the technologies’ 
potential eff ects and uses in education (see, for instance: Barbalios et al. 2013; 
Bujak et al. 2013; Yilmaz 2016), medicine and healthcare (Kleinsmith et al. 
2015; Lee, Kim and Hwang 2019), as well as the massive realm of retail, industry 
and manufacturing (Coles 2020; Flavi á n, Ib á  ñ ez-S á nchez and Or ú s 2019; 
Malik, Lhachemi and Shorten 2020; Sun et al. 2020; West et al. 2015). In all of 
these, as well as hundreds, if not thousands, of other articles, the overarching 
interest is based on decidedly scientifi c and technical grounds, with the aims 
primarily practical and economic. 

 When it comes to philosophy of virtuality and virtual technology, there is 
relatively little. Th ere is the odd phenomenological attempt here and there, 
whether it be regarding embodiment and the arts (Katan-Schmid 2020; Morie 
2007), or the infl uence of a particular type of AR technology (Liberati 2018), 
or an interdisciplinary treatment with sociological accounts that emphasizes 
the various dimensions of virtual space presence in certain online experiences 
like gaming and Skype (Berger 2020). Metzinger (2018) also has a rather useful 
article demonstrating how VR can be of interest to a whole host of philosophical 
domains, although he does push the boat out rather as to how high the interest 
might be, actually and potentially. 

 Perhaps the most dominant and well-known issue in philosophy is about 
the specifi c status of virtual objects, although this debate is much broader than 
VR technology alone. Here, Chalmers’s quite well-known claim (2017) that 
virtual objects are real has met with answers (notably McDonnell and Wildman 
2019) and relates to a more general debate about (ir)realism and fi ctionalism 
with regard to many mental or virtual objects (see also: Beisbart 2019; Juul 
2019; Laas 2015; Van de Mosselaer 2018). On this score, it should be noted that 



VR, AR and MR Technologies 181

such objects have been proven to be irreal here, which of course in no way 
makes them insignifi cant – far from it, in fact. If, on one hand, the debate is 
signifi cant then my account is clearly in line with what McDonnell and 
Wildman classify (2019: 1) as a Waltonian type of fi ctionalism and make-
believe. Here every act of representation, whether digitally aided or not, is an 
act of the imaginary that uses ‘props’ as part of its analogical materials, the 
latter going, as we have seen, from thoughts and feelings to physical materials 
like books and digital screens, in order to automatically go beyond these 
towards transcendent, imaginary and thus  ir realized objects, ranging from 
unicorns to stories to gaming universes. In this manner, although my basis is 
not Walton’s  Mimesis as Make-Believe  (1990) but the classical phenomenological 
ideas of Husserl, Fink and Sartre – ideas that Walton, whether wittingly or not, 
seems to have picked up upon – one can here see a consistent line of 
philosophical thought. 

 If virtual objects are ‘real’ it is because supporters take, again wittingly or 
not, a more metaphysical path (as we have seen with Bergson and Deleuze), 
where virtuality is seen to have reality just as actuality does. In these debates, 
this stance is usually due to a deep-rooted trend in philosophy of mind and 
cognitive science where many factions still claim a rather wholesale 
representationalism – in Sartre’s terms the ‘illusion of immanence’ (IM: 6/19) 
– where all, even perceptions themselves, are still just ultimately ‘in the head’ 
(see: No ë  2010). From this epistemological, metaphysical and ontological 
standpoint, claims can then even be made that perception is somehow just the 
most ‘close-to-perfect VR experience we currently know’ (Metzinger 2018: 3; 
see also: Friedman et al. 2016: ii). Once one is in this mindset, one is far down 
the rabbit hole of representationalism (see also: Wiesing [2009] 2014: 34–7). 
Here I hope it has been clear that, given what I have presented on perception 
and imagination, in a proper phenomenological account this is a rather absurd 
claim in that, fi rst,  both  perception and imagination always already go way 
beyond the head; and second, I have demonstrated so much experiential and 
structural diff erence between these modes of consciousness that accounts 
based on mental representations simply do not cut the mustard – a full account 
needs to include the world and its things, as well as the situated mind’s 
inherently diff erent ways of experiencing various types of objects. 
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 Recently there have been acknowledgements and developments of ‘4E 
cognition’ in cognitive science and analytic philosophy of mind, where the 
overlapping ideas of ‘embodied’, ‘embedded’, ‘enactive’ and ‘extended’ have 
gained signifi cant traction. Phenomenology has, however, known, studied 
and explained these elements for over a century, and thus although this 
new trend might reach a wider and new audience, little signifi cant has been 
added and the original ideas might have even been corrupted by lingering 
representationalist proclivities. 

 If, on the other hand, ‘real’ just means ‘there are such things as virtual objects’ 
in these debates (and sometimes Chalmers seems to speak this way himself), 
then it is not even trivial. Of course, phenomenologically and otherwise, there 
 are  virtual objects for the simple fact that we experience them. What is not so 
obvious though, and what I have demonstrated in these pages, is that they are 
given to consciousness through the mode of the imaginary, and thus are irreal 
even though they are supported and constituted by real analogical materials, 
and can even oft en have contents that are in fact perceived in other everyday 
life scenarios. 

 Th is is indeed the recurring point: no matter how elaborate VR technologies 
are or become, they remain of the imaginary, digital and irreal order and 
structure, and are thus virtual in the broad sense, so long as they do not cover 
all of perception (currently an impossible task), as well as the fact that we 
remain aware of stepping into them from our everyday perceptual lives. Even 
further, though, they are also virtual in the stronger and narrower sense 
because they are a type of experience designed to supplant, or even ultimately 
replace, the real and perceptual. Perhaps even more so than any social media 
platform or any digital, online game, VR is a technology that tries to be as real, 
lifelike and thus perception-like as possible. Of course, in games – and much 
of the relatively aff ordable, popular and usable VR is still limited to games – a 
mixture with irreality and phantasy (i.e. ‘superreality’) always remains and is 
up to the designers. Nonetheless, VR systems, as they continue to develop, are 
clearly trying to cover the lived body as much as possible. Th ey are trying not 
to only attain visual and audial verisimilitude, but also to cover other elements 
of our psychophysiology and movement. VR vision and audio are already at 
high levels, with some head and limb motion also already well incorporated. 
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Th e next challenges will be to incorporate more haptic, proprioceptive and 
wider movement elements. Beyond this, although some original VR in the 
1960s simulated phenomena like wind and even certain smells (see: Stein 
2016: 53) in a highly specialized, tailored and large setting, incorporating 
widespread touch, smell and taste nevertheless does not yet seem to even be on 
the radar of mainstream, aff ordable and practical VR technologies. 

 Th e interesting phenomenological and philosophical point is that VR will 
only ever cease to be  V R if every single facet of our perceptual experiences is 
covered to the level of indistinguishability, including an erasure of the ‘stepping 
in’ moment to the technology, as well as, quite obviously, no leaving. With the 
rise of supercomputers and AI, perhaps uploading our minds into a  Black 
Mirror -scenario digital paradise (or hell) we are unaware of as so is more 
theoretically possible than a one-size-fi ts-all VR body suit. Th e latter case 
would need to accommodate not only all of our bodily movements and 
sensations, both inner and outer, but also all of our basic biological and bodily 
functions like drinking, eating, sleeping and going to the toilet, all in a seamless 
manner and with no recollection of a former or other world. Th is is a radical, 
far-fetched scenario and is one, moreover, that in the gaming world at least, 
seems to not even be a goal. However, it must be the general, or at least one, 
end-template of VR experiences as such: create the technology to cover  all  
of our perceptual life – then, and only then, would one have a perfect, 
unrecognizable analogon. 

 Th is must be seen as more of a theoretical guideline than an actual goal, at 
least for now. However, in a not-so-distant future it is conceivable to have 
 Ready Player One -style VR body suits and treadmills that would take the 
immersion and completeness of at least four key elements (vision, sound, some 
touch and various bodily movements) to new levels. Where the developments 
go aft er that cannot be foreseen, but by this logic they would try to gradually 
match up with the capacities of the perceptual world, even to taste and smell 
– while also, not least in game scenarios, adding in fantasy elements as designers 
so choose. 

 VR is more mainstream nowadays, but it is also something that the majority 
of people have still not experienced, and might never experience. Th is might 
be for reasons ranging from high price or lack of interest in gaming, to the 
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rather simple but seemingly powerful observation that the devices are still 
rather bulky, with wires, and thus decidedly unmobile and uncool, in 
contradistinction to smartphones and their apps. Some smartphone companies, 
like Samsung, have tried to market smartphone-VR hardware and experiences, 
but it does not seem to have taken off . Considering this, VR has not (yet) 
revolutionized every facet of modern life as the smartphone has. Th e latter is 
more than mainstream in that it is one of the main pieces of technology that 
constitutes and maintains the mainstream itself. With the relatively marginal 
status and success of VR therefore, it might be unsurprising that a good deal of 
research and focus (see, for instance: Carter 2016) is already moving on from 
VR to its younger and potentially more explosive and popular cousin, AR. 

 Generally speaking, AR is when a primarily real image – i.e. an image that 
has real, perceptual content, usually captured by a (video)camera – is overlain 
with some digitally or otherwise projected or manipulated elements. Although 
one could argue for images being manipulated and doctored before the rise of 
digital technologies, this latter is the widely accepted realm where such content 
usually occurs, especially nowadays. In the research, a good number (for 
instance: Boland and McGill 2015; Cipresso et al. 2018: 4) posit a reality–
virtuality continuum that was originally introduced by Milgram and Kishino 
(1994; see also: Flavi á n, Ib á  ñ ez-S á nchez and Or ú s 2019: 548). Th is is where, at 
one extreme, you have ‘pure reality’, namely the perceptual, real world without 
any mediation through digital screens or similar devices; and on the other side 
you have ‘pure virtuality’, namely a wholly digital experience where perception 
has been fully bracketed or blocked out, as is the case when one puts on a VR 
headset and fully engages with the game or programme. Between these two 
extremes are mixtures of reality and digital virtuality, which is indeed what 
many (for instance: Boland and McGill 2015: 42; Liberati 2018: 213) refer to as 
MR. In this in-between land, there are two general categories (Boland and 
McGill 2015: 42; Chalmers 2017: 344; Flavi á n, Ib á  ñ ez-S á nchez and Or ú s 2019: 
548): AV is a predominantly digital, virtual environment with a few real, 
perceptual objects called in and overlain when required (e.g. a keyboard – see: 
Boland and McGill 2015: 43–4); and AR is when the opposite occurs, namely 
an image of the real and perceptual world that, however, also has a few digital 
and virtual objects projected into it. Both are, of course, images. However, AV 
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is a digitally created one (e.g. a videogame) with some perceptual items brought 
in, whereas AR usually uses a video camera to produce a perceptually faithful 
image, at least in terms of vision and sound, with some digital objects 
superimposed. 

  Pok é mon Go  (2016; see also: Liberati 2018) is one of the better-known 
instances of AR. You search, through your phone and its camera, the real, 
actual world for digital, virtual characters that are superimposed into this 
world. On top of this, perhaps less well known or acknowledged, I would 
contend, are instances that are already quite prevalent outside games. One is 
some contemporary car windscreens. Th ese screens allow one to see the road 
ahead whilst protecting one from the wind and other natural forces as usual; 
they are and have always been designed based upon real, perceptual concerns. 
However, now in certain higher-tech car models, classic screens have become 
(partially) digitized and are thus overlain with digital, virtual images and 
pieces of information, such as the speed one is going, whether one is in lane 
and so forth. Th e purported advantage is that important pieces of information 
can now be in your eyeline, meaning you do not have to take your eye off  the 
road. Th is is a small everyday case where some realities already have 
superimposed information and images on them, supposedly to aid us in an 
important real task like driving. 

 AR keeps its base in reality by either recording, with a camera, that reality, 
or by providing a transparent screen (see also: Feiersinger, Friedrich and 
Queisner 2018: 7) that allows us to continue perceiving reality while at the 
same time creating the possibility of projecting and displaying data, information 
and images on that screen or surface.  Pok é mon Go  is, of course, an example of 
the fi rst; the digitized car windscreen is a case of the second. 

 Th ere have already been advanced AR technologies that have failed 
commercially, none more so than Google Glass. However, although it may be a 
long time or even never before everyone has a piece of AR eyewear like they 
do a smartphone, at least in certain domains like education, medicine, 
manufacturing and more, world-leading AR technology looks here to stay and 
increase. In fact, AR is already a signifi cant part in many of our lives, perhaps 
without us even noticing. Th is is thanks to our smartphones and their 
applications. For instance, an Instagram fi lter is technically nothing other than 
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a piece of AR because it takes an accurate representation of something (e.g. 
one’s face) and then adapts it through various digital and virtual manipulations. 
Even further, many memes and online posts, from funny pieces of entertainment 
to dangerous pieces of misinformation, use the same tactic: they take visual or 
factual things, images and information and then adapt them for various ends, 
from entertainment to outright deception. We are thus already living, through 
our phones and social media accounts, in a partially AR universe, where that 
which has a real source, and that which does not, has already become quite 
fused and even indistinguishable at times. Th is trend looks set only to increase 
as these technologies, their employment and use all develop and grow. 

 Th e fusion and indistinguishability even in AR are reasons for the latest and 
last term, MR. Indeed, the more one looks at AR and AV the more one sees it 
is ultimately rather useless to distinguish between technologies that have a 
predominant basis in perceptual reality through cameras, and those with a 
predominantly digitally-created base. Ultimately anything on the reality–
virtual continuum, if it is not a simple case of reality or virtuality, is a mixture 
between the two. ‘MR’ would then just be any image that is a combination of 
real and digital elements. Th is is indeed where the technology seems to be 
heading, with two of the currently most promising, the Microsoft  HoloLens 
and the Magic Leap 2, able to capture, create and develop a wide range of 
phenomena on the reality–virtuality continuum. In this manner, AR and MR 
become almost synonyms (see: Martinez Plasencia 2015: 20) – or MR comes 
to cover both AR and AV – because it is any technology that uses both real and 
virtual elements together. 

 Flavi á n, Ib á  ñ ez-S á nchez and Or ú s (2019: 549) argue for a ‘ pure  mixed 
reality’ supposedly right in the middle of the continuum, whereby the eff ect ‘is 
not superimposed on the physical environment (as in AR) but virtual objects 
are rendered so that they are indistinguishable from the physical world’. Th is, 
for me, would be a mixed reality of a diff erent order, and one that I can only 
fi nally address in the last section of this chapter. For now I think it is important 
to note the power of AR as a type of MR too because it situates the experience 
squarely in one’s home universe. To paraphrase Bujak et al. (2013: 542), AR 
does not, unlike VR and even AV, separate the user from their reality. If VR is 
about transporting one into a fantastic digital world in order to play, escape 
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and transcend, and AV is the same with the appearance of real aids from time 
to time, then AR as well as MR are able to keep one situated in one’s actual 
environment while also bringing the transcendent and fantastical into one’s 
own classroom, home or phone. Th is is the virtual in the strong sense I have 
been explicating, and although it may seem a rather trivial point, the very fact 
that these technologies allow the virtual and digital to quite freely infi ltrate and 
inhabit our immediate lives, habits and surroundings, is already a testament to 
their power. Nowhere has this occurred more seamlessly than with our phones. 
Th e ease of fi lters in a simple social media app, or altered data in a piece of fake 
news, are precisely testaments to AR’s early success, once one thinks about the 
true meaning and scope of the term. Indeed, conceived broadly AR already 
has, through our phones, facilitated a great deal of fun and novel representation 
of information, but it has also already been highly misleading and dangerous. 
Excuse the pun, but this situation looks set to augment in the future as well. 

 AR takes what we are used to and supposedly ‘augments’ it through its 
digitization. Little by little, swipe and touch by touch and swipe, this is 
becoming a new norm for many, something that has massive phenomenological, 
experiential and behavioural implications because it goes way beyond any 
niche market or realm, embedded in our phones and lives in a manner that is 
already changing how we experience even basic objects like our own faces and 
facts. 

 VR is transportation into a digital, virtual realm and thus is wholly 
imaginary. AR, when it takes place through some kind of digital screen, 
remains an imaginary experience. On the other side, transparent natural 
screens like windscreens remain perceptual with some imaginary, digital 
elements superimposed. However, it should be becoming clear that the lines 
are already starting to blur. Indeed, the whole point of AR technologies is to 
superimpose objects into our realities to the extent that, functionally at least, 
there is little diff erence. Th is, along with AV, is already the whole of MR, which 
more generally blends all kinds of perceptual and digital objects. Here I may 
now ask: is there a world, like Flavi á n, Ib á  ñ ez-S á nchez and Or ú s suggest, where 
this mixture can become ‘pure’, where one would no longer know the diff erence 
between real and virtual? Some fi lters already do a pretty good job, in that on 
fi rst or even multiple looks one can oft en not recognize which elements might 
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be superimposed and which not. And this is not to even mention the rapidly 
increasing capacity of ‘deepfakes’ and similar images and technologies. In this 
manner, as technology continues to advance and our experiences become 
increasingly mixed, who knows where this might end. I will provide some of 
the main conceptual elements and changing dynamics to look out for in what 
follows. First, though, I would like to go through what these newest and most 
advanced of virtual technologies do to the real virtuality concepts of self, 
world, others and values, as has been an important wont in each of these three 
chapters.  

   7.2 Changed selves, worlds, others and values in 
VR, AR and MR technologies  

 Th e changes to the four types of real virtuality into their irreal counterparts 
have signifi cant overlap with the two types of virtual technology treated in the 
preceding two chapters. Th is is mainly because, as I have just shown, VR is 
closely tied to digital and online gaming, while AR, once one thinks about its 
general phenomenological nature, is actually already quite prevalent in our 
smartphones and computers, not least a whole host of social media applications, 
including their fi lters as well as any kind of manipulated image or piece of 
information. Nevertheless, there are some points of emphasis and rather 
special elements that are still worthy of note with regard to VR, AR and MR 
technologies as a general, and perhaps the most advanced, family of virtual 
technology. 

 Starting as always with the self, one of the main points to highlight with VR 
in particular is that one can already bring more of one’s self with one into the 
experience, not least physical aspects like some movement and proprioception. 
VR games are so much more immersive because they take up more aspects of 
the ‘lived body’ ( Leib ) and irrealize a good number of these elements almost as 
perfect replicas in the game. One’s vision, hearing, as well as one’s head and 
even hand and arm movements can all be taken up in such a way that one feels 
one’s physical but also mental self as really centred in the game or virtual 
environment. Th is immersion, if it is an action, adventure or shooting game for 
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instance, makes the action feel all the more real, serious, exhilarating and scary, 
as if one’s body automatically recognizes that one is now more invested than 
before. One does not usually fear for the actual existence of one’s self; one does 
not believe one could really die in the experience. Nevertheless, this technology 
do transport more elements of the basic perceptual, lived and bodily self into 
a highly immersive virtual environment. 

 With AR, the physical and especially the visual self, not least on social 
media, is the main element usually under scrutiny. We have already seen this in 
Chapter 5 on social media. However, here it is worth further noting that an 
increasing number of people are now growing up with an online virtual 
presence that is not only oft en curated, doctored and manipulated to high and 
quite constant degrees, but which might now be how most people know you 
for the most part. Many people, not only ‘infl uencers’ and celebrities, have 
online followings that are much larger than the pool of people they can ever 
actually know. One can represent one’s self in a rather unmodifi ed and 
uncurated form online. However, such is the ease of use and apparent fun of 
many fi lters and the like, plus very real social pressures, like following dominant, 
fashionable and famous trends and people, this is oft en not done. From a more 
psychological perspective the world of infl uencers and celebrities is oft en so 
staged and doctored, and yet seemingly also so captivating and appealing, 
especially to young and impressionable people, that it causes more normally 
and acceptably blemished selves, through a combination of social pressure, 
insecurity and thirst for recognition, to follow artifi cial and augmented suit, 
eliminating supposed personal and visual fl aws through the technique of AR 
described here. In this manner, it is becoming increasingly common for social 
media users to rely quite heavily on AR selves online, which can become so 
popular and be so dominant in one’s life that the more mundane, basic self and 
self-image from the everyday world gets left  by the wayside, and ultimately 
even despised. Depending on one’s values then, but also caught up in the social 
and psychological structures and mechanisms of our time, AR meshes digital 
and virtual elements with a primarily visual and audial self in a manner 
whereby viewers, and even the person behind the posts, no longer realizes 
what is them and what is not, including what is important and valuable and 
what is not. In this respect, this is already a type of MR too, where the real and 
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virtual elements have been blended and prioritized diff erently to the extent 
that one no longer really recognizes what is what, or perhaps even cares. 

 VR ‘worlds’ have already been covered quite well in the previous chapter. 
Here the idea was that because they are irreal, digital realms they can be 
fascinating mixtures of both perceptual and fantasy elements – in short 
‘superreality’. In this sense they are also mixed realities, although in the case of 
VR the structure and digital content clearly remains imaginary. What is 
signifi cant about VR worlds is that they can feel even more lifelike, three-
dimensional and thus immersive precisely because one is situated in them 
through a rather convincing and entertaining virtual embodiment. Further, as 
VR technology looks set to develop further, there will be such captivating 
worlds and activities that the original, everyday world might be – or perhaps 
already is for some – decidedly drab and uneventful by comparison. Th is is a 
theme that Spielberg’s  Ready Player One  (2018) has already investigated well, 
although admittedly the technology is a long way off  from what is portrayed 
there, if it will ever make it. 

 AR ‘worlds’, for their part, are a bit more subtle. For instance, the ‘world’ of 
 Pok é mon Go  is just the natural world captured and represented through a 
video camera, with its usual boundaries and limits and with the superimposition 
of characters to fi nd and collect that makes certain areas of the actual world 
more signifi cant and valuable than others. Th is has led to clashes in fact, such 
as a rare Pok é mon character being located on private property, with swarms of 
gamers congregating to try and capture the rare (in the game) and forbidden 
(in the real world) prize. Generally though, here is where the real world stays 
more or less the same but with some digital elements superimposed through 
one’s screen. On the other side, a digital car windscreen is a case where one 
even remains in a perceptual attitude but also has digital information in or on 
the border of one’s eyeline as well. 

 As AR continues to develop, similar phenomena might become more 
commonplace. In a sense AI virtual assistants and the general ‘internet of 
things’ (IOT) are already augmenting our natural environments in a manner 
that, through our voice for example, we can access things and carry out orders 
in a fl ash (‘Hey, Siri. . .’), and sometimes from great distances. Indeed, generally 
human–computer interaction (HCI) and ubiquitous computing are already 
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massive fi elds and industries. If it were to ever reach a level of smart and widely 
used vision technology, such as transparent AR glasses, then our natural 
everyday environments could be changed even further with potentially 
everything we see overlain with digital and virtual images, pieces of information 
and, in our capitalistic societies, a lot of advertising and marketing too (see 
also: O’Shiel 2019a: Ch. 6). Much of this is in the name of ease of use and 
making life supposedly better and more interesting for the user. A sinister and 
pessimistic mind would declaim a lot of it as super-capitalistic and hyper-
hedonistic forces needlessly monetizing and besmirching yet more of our 
everyday interactions and desires, with many gimmicks at best. For now at 
least, the technologies are in their early mainstream stages, are not aff ordable 
for most, and even then it would be a question of personal taste whether one 
chooses to buy and engage with them or not. Nevertheless, in the future it 
could reach a stage where, as with smartphones now, if one does not have the 
technology then many necessary social and practical elements to living one’s 
life could be barred, or at least made much more diffi  cult. We are not there yet, 
of course, but it could be coming, where a purely perceptual world unmediated 
by fl oating and virtual digital objects might become a thing of the past. In such 
a case, we should still be able to distinguish real from irreal elements. However, 
as the technologies increase and screens and surfaces become less conspicuous, 
this might start to blur or even collapse the boundaries between perceptual 
and digital over time. Th is would then become a ‘pure’ MR world where 
real and irreal are not only functionally not distinguished, but are 
phenomenologically not recognized as diff erent either. 

 With others, although one might experience their presence more online 
through these technologies, similar to how one can feel more immersed as a 
self, a key with VR and especially AR is that others can morph into many 
forms, oft en in disingenuous and even highly dangerous and abusive ways. In 
VR, on top of computer-controlled agents it is clear that we still interact with 
human others through their digital instantiations, their avatars. Feeling their 
engagement more would then be due to the higher immersion of the 
technology. 

 In AR, though, and not least on our phones, there are already digital actors 
and personalities that are becoming increasingly close to, and indistinguishable 
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from, actual people. For instance, I have already mentioned digitally created 
supermodels (see: Fowler 2018) that have already established large followings, 
and thus signifi cant fi nancial and social infl uence both on- and offl  ine. From 
here one can also mention the phenomenon of ‘deepfakes’, where a real image 
of someone is transformed into an image of someone else in usually a very 
realistic manner. Th is is oft en used for deception, manipulation and abuse, and 
along with the growing presence of ‘bots’ and other AI online (see, for instance: 
Lee 2017), it is oft en becoming increasingly unclear whether we are interacting 
with a human or computer-generated source, or a mixture of the two. Th e 
freedom to represent one’s self online in many games, webpages and apps is of 
course a blessing for many exploring their personality. However, it is also a 
dangerous window for people with illegal aims to lure in victims both digitally 
and actually, ranging from fraud to all kinds of online and actual abuse. 

 All in all, AR with regard to otherness is not just interacting with a digital 
avatar; there are a growing number of cases whereby, if one has not been 
educated and warned and is not vigilant, digital elements can be rendered – i.e. 
‘augmented’ – into believable human images, sounds and behaviours that trick 
and scam individuals and whole groups. Th ese cases are ultimately more 
instances of MR and even ‘pure’ MR because one can no longer distinguish 
between what has been digitally created and what has its source in an actual 
and verifi able person, phenomenon or fact. 

 A related developmental point is that, as more time is spent online in 
communal digital imaginary worlds, the other as human can become less 
valued by a not-insignifi cant number of people, not least by some younger 
individuals and groups. Indeed, there seems to a growing trend that a 
distinction between human and machine no longer matters so much. Th is 
could be down to observations in disciplines like postphenomenology (such 
as: Ihde 1990, 2010) and, more generally, post- and transhumanist studies (e.g. 
Haraway [1985] 2016), as well as philosophies of technology (e.g. Stiegler 1994, 
1996). In these disciplines it is oft en claimed that it is an illusion to think we 
are not already integrated with technics and machines to a highly functional 
extent, meaning the distinction between ‘human’ and ‘machine’ is a false one to 
make in the fi rst place. Be this as it may, as technology and especially VR, AR 
and MR develop, the bounds between human and machine do look set to 
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narrow even further, not only functionally but also experientially. Th is is 
already leading to an evaluative preference for the irreal, even when it comes 
to otherness. Indeed, I have already mentioned the story (BBC News Stories 
2019) of a Japanese person ‘marrying’ his favoured anime character. Th is might 
be a radical case, but for me it is already quite indicative of an increasing AR 
world where genuine otherness as human is no longer simply assumed. 

 Th e psychological reasons behind any individual’s life choices are of course up 
for speculation, and the choices themselves are private so long as they are not 
illegal or damaging. Nevertheless, one wonders where this might end, especially 
as VR, AR and MR technologies look set to develop and increasingly enter 
mainstream populations and systems of thought. It looks like they will be 
increasingly used to present otherness beyond the merely human, and here 
education with regard to other species and diff erent types of lifeforms could be 
especially promising. Nonetheless, in the more frenzied capitalistic and hedonistic 
parts of our societies, as well as the criminal and dangerous ones where true 
identities can be hidden for subterfuge and abuse, one wonders what kinds of 
fantasies and strange amalgamations of real and irreal might develop, from acts 
that are not legal in the real world, to crimes and abuses stemming from mixtures 
and deceptions online, to whole sectors like the sex industry where AR and VR 
developments could ultimately draw us even further away from our everyday 
perceptual lives and the people we know and love there. Th e jury is out for the 
most part with respect to these technologies, although AR and VR can already be 
recognized as a space for great novelty, education, expansiveness and creativity, as 
well as overindulgence, danger, abuse and even madness. 

 Within all of this, once again, are our values, which again oft en have freer 
rein in these domains. Moreover, because of the added immersion, as well as 
potential addiction, to these technologies and applications, perhaps our very 
values themselves are starting to change with regard to even the basic categories 
and distinctions. It has already been stated that some simply prefer a 
predominantly imaginary, digital life. However, as AR and MR seem to be 
increasingly merging real and virtual aspects, perhaps even traditional 
phenomenological and value distinctions are ceasing to hold as much sway. In 
a word, maybe the very value distinctions themselves are starting to erode or 
lose meaning. Th is is a key issue phenomenologically as well, and is one I can 
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only fully broach in the last chapter of this work. Nevertheless, these 
technologies – especially certain types of AR and an idea of ‘pure’ MR – show 
more than any other that, not only is the irrealization of values occurring on a 
large and signifi cant scale for both good and bad within the technologies’ 
contents; irrealizing itself is becoming so predominant and signifi cant in 
our lives, and its contents so intriguing and oft en lifelike, that our basic values 
and phenomenological experiences which usually and automatically 
distinguish perception from image may no longer be holding in all instances. 
In this manner, the urgent question now is how far this blending, inversion or 
even collapse might go, and what this might mean both phenomenologically 
and more broadly. In order to answer this fully in the last chapter, I need to 
delve into the issue of MR, and ‘pure’ MR, a little more (see also: O’Shiel 2021).  

   7.3 ‘Pure’ MR and the case of tactile holograms  

 A recent advertising mantra for the VR headset Oculus Rift  summarizes VR’s 
position, in my view, very well: ‘defy reality’. In other words, VR brackets or 
even rejects the real for a transcendent, immersive and even transgressive 
digital paradise. When it comes to AR, in many of the specifi c and usual 
instances, such as  Pok é mon Go  and even a digital car windscreen, even though 
perceptual and digital elements are both present in the same frame, it oft en 
remains very clear what is real and what is digitally superimposed. However, I 
have also argued for an extended notion of AR, namely any type of virtual 
technology that takes up real elements and augments them with digital and 
virtual elements. Th is can be done in an obvious and explicit way (e.g. many 
fun fi lters), but it can also be done in a manner where one no longer recognizes 
which elements are real and genuine, and which are digitized and fake 
(examples: an airbrushed image; a deepfake; a piece of fake news). In these 
latter cases, we enter MR in a narrower, more interesting and phenomenologically 
thought-provoking sense: what Flavi á n, Ib á  ñ ez-S á nchez and Or ú s (2019: 549) 
have dubbed ‘ pure  mixed reality’. 

 It has already been clarifi ed that MR generally is just any kind of blend of 
real and virtual, and thus covers all of AR and AV, and basically anything that 
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is not pure unmediated perception or pure fi ltered VR. ‘Pure’ MR, for its part, 
is when the mixture is so blended and fused that one no longer is able to 
distinguish real from virtual elements. Th is can be problematic in itself, such as 
coming to overly rely on fi lters for one’s online digital appearance, to being 
duped by a piece of fake news, to being fi nancially scammed online, to even 
being groomed and lured into a dangerous and abusive situation in your actual 
life. Conceived in this way, MR generally is already a quite prevalent 
phenomenon that can be used for benefi cial endeavours in domains such as 
entertainment, education, business and art. However, pure MR can also be 
used to deceive and abuse. 

 If these contents stay within our digital screens, then at least we know where 
to be wary. With the right awareness and education we can be continuously 
cautious of potentially damaging uses of (pure) MR on and through our 
screens and other devices to come, both for our own selves and values, but also 
for others and the digital and actual worlds in general. In short, the mere fact 
that these contents appear  through  a virtual technology still clearly delineates 
them from the real, perceptual world, and thus, structurally speaking at least (if 
not functionally, evaluatively and cognitively speaking, as we shall see), we can 
still tell a case of immediate perception from a mediated image or piece of 
virtual and digital information that might oft en need to be checked and taken 
with various pinches of salt. 

 However, there is already evidence that MR, and even pure MR, might 
eventually explode beyond our neat little digital rectangles and vistas. Th e 
latest transparent AR technologies, not least the Microsoft  HoloLens and the 
Magic Leap 2, look set to take on many applications throughout various 
educational, medical, business, engineering and manufacturing settings, all 
transporting digital phenomena and aids into one’s perceptual environment. 
Th is is all well and good and could even be greatly benefi cial for various 
reasons, and one could still remain phenomenologically and experientially 
aware of the diff erence between what is real and what is digitally imported. A 
next possible step, though, seems phenomenologically and experientially more 
challenging and, even worrisome. Th is would be a pure MR where the diff erent 
elements can no longer be distinguished or diff erentiated. Th e issue of learning 
has always been a factor here, like how the fi rst fi lms confused if not outright 
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deceived some viewers; and then, once we got used to fi lms and public fantasies, 
a very real gunman abused this mindset to murder twelve fi lmgoers, and injure 
many more, at a Batman screening in Aurora, Colorado, in 2012. No one knows 
where pure MR will ultimately lead, but if it becomes pervasive and the 
categories of real and perceptual on one hand, and irreal and imaginary on the 
other, become phenomenologically indistinguishable, previous momentary 
misunderstandings and confl ations could become more permanent, to the 
point of the distinction maybe collapsing altogether. 

 It seems we are technologically still rather a long way from this. Nevertheless, 
in the research I was surprised to fi nd an article that is already investigating 
and showing, with technology that already exists, how to be able to see, hear 
 and touch  one’s own virtual heart without any haptic gloves or noticeable 
physical screens. Th is technology (see: Romanus et al. 2020) uses a combination 
of a Magic Leap AR headset, an Ultrahaptics pad and an Apple Watch that are 
all synchronized together so that one can see, hear and haptically engage with 
a ‘mid-air haptic bio-hologram’, in this case a representation of one’s own heart, 
right before one’s eyes, ears and hands. Th e fl oating hologram is not only 
synchronized to beat as the user’s own heart is beating; one can actually ‘touch’ 
and handle it through ‘touchless ultrasonic haptic technology [that] employs 
electronically controlled phased arrays of ultrasound speakers (or transducers) 
to create high acoustic pressure points in mid-air that can be felt with bare 
hands’ (ibid.: 2). Th e authors are notably silent on how lifelike this ‘touch’ might 
be. Nevertheless, it is already a case of being able to physically interact with a 
fl oating digital object through three of the fi ve chief senses, and arguably the 
three most important senses when it comes to covering the most basic aspects 
of perception. 

 For now, such interaction must of course be in a controlled, set-up 
environment and, although a hard, physical digital screen is not there, the 
phenomenon does use a good deal of virtuality-making hardware that is, 
moreover, very conspicuous and obvious. Nevertheless, it is already quite a step 
to be able to situate a digital object in a way that is much more conducive and 
natural to our ingrained perceptual instincts and habits. Holograms from a 
distance can already be visually and audially quite convincing, especially if one 
is not paying full attention. However, further scrutiny and the fact they are 
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usually projected onto a fl at two-dimensional surface then gives the game 
completely away. With this latest instance, though, one can see a pathway to 
full three-dimensional holograms that could be convincing in a visual, audial 
 and  tactile manner. 

 Touch is key, and was Husserl’s most valued and basic sense for the world of 
perception (see: Husserl 1989/1952: 73–4/69). Without a sense of touch no 
physicality, self-awareness or even movement seems genuinely possible. It is 
even unlikely one would be able to stand up without touch. Indeed, without 
this and the ‘distal attribution’ (see: Riva, Waterworth and Waterworth 2004: 
405) it facilitates – namely the automatic referencing of our body to external 
space – it would be impossible to even basically navigate any kind of external 
world, real or imaginary. In the latter, beyond clearly touching and interacting 
with physical analogical materials (e.g. a screen or keyboard), the current 
technological situation with regard to touching immaterial, digitally created 
images like holograms is highly staged, controlled and limited, meaning one 
still easily knows one is engaging with an imaginary structure, albeit very 
elaborately. Nevertheless, it is not much of a stretch to imagine that technology 
could advance and become less obtrusive and bulky, and thereby so embedded 
and inconspicuous that holograms and other similar phenomena could come 
to be treated functionally and maybe even phenomenologically in the manner 
of real, nondigital objects. 

 A hologram one would see, hear and touch fully is already quite signifi cantly 
on its way to a type of ‘pure’ MR, with the other two senses surely at least 
theoretically possible in the long run, too. Combining such technology with 
AI, our imaginations and desires might mean fi lm scenarios like  Blade Runner 
2049  (2017), in which there are AI hologram individuals and personalities 
(notably Joi) that we can almost fully interact with, even to the point of having 
sex with them, are not as outlandish a prospect in thirty or so years as one 
might initially suppose. Th us pure MR, not least as situated and realistic 
holograms, are a theoretical possibility as well as a live technological work in 
progress that could revolutionize a great deal of our experiences, and although 
it could probably never replace everyday natural perception completely, it is 
conceivable that it could rock basic phenomenological distinctions to their 
core, if not completely collapse some altogether.   
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               8 

 Considerations and 
consequences            

  So ends our tour of the latest and greatest virtual technologies. What remains 
is to summarize a fi nal understanding of what I mean by ‘virtual technology’, 
not least its current status and scope (section 8.1), before then outlining, in a 
fi nal and systematized manner, the phenomenological and other results with 
regard to its current trends and possible futures (8.2).  

   8.1 Virtual technology: its current 
status and scope  

 All virtual technologies use some kind of hardware to present a transcendent 
experience. Th is broad defi nition, however, seems to include any type of image-
consciousness, from classical paintings and sculptures, to previously state-of-
the-art media like newspapers and telephones (see: L é vy [1995] 1998: 38), to 
the recent explosions of smartphones, personal computers and laptops, HMDs 
and virtual assistants. From this perspective, all phenomena that qualify as 
‘image-consciousness’ could thus be seen a ‘virtual technology’ because they 
are some kind of hardware designed to make something present that is not 
actually, perceptually there in the precise and comprehensive phenomenological 
manner I have been at pains to explicate in this book. Indeed, if one retains this 
conception then even sculptures and paintings can be included because they 
are always  of  something; they always represent something more than the mere 
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formation of stone or arrangement of colours. On top of this, if one takes 
‘technology’ to be any human-produced artefact to be used in and aid our 
societies, for whatever purpose, then more classical media like newspapers and 
older fi xed telephones are virtual technologies too because they present one 
with whole arrays of information and people that could never be accessed only 
by you in your localized here and now. 

 To narrow down, one could exclude the more unique, stand-alone artworks 
from the category, at least if their original form is nondigital, because they lack 
the clearly practical purposes and functions, namely to present one with 
information and people from all over the place. Indeed, in this respect a 
classical and unique artwork seems to do the opposite, in that it can only really 
be viewed from one place in the world (e.g. the Louvre), whereas one of virtual 
technology’s main functions is to increase ease of access through the digital 
wavelengths. Museums do now do ‘virtual tours’, especially in pandemic times. 
However, there is still something to be said to seeing an original artwork in the 
fl esh. 

 Going even further, as technology and times have rolled on, especially since 
the rise of the digital age, the nature and level of the technologies have 
augmented at astounding rates, with a concomitant narrower defi nition of 
‘technology’ oft en now reserved for the products of scientifi c and commercial 
industry, not least digital, electronic devices. In this respect, although I do not 
wish to quibble too much about the broadness or narrowness of a certain 
defi nition because I believe it oft en misses the point, I think the current study 
has shown that ‘virtual technology’ is ultimately best understood as the more 
clearly digitized, computerized forms of image-consciousness and their 
applications that have come to predominate in many of our lives since the 
mid-2000s. Th ese, in their details, functionality and reach, are in the end quite 
far removed from more classical types of image-consciousness like nondigitized 
works of art. Additionally, although they might not ultimately diff er in kind, 
basic structure or even in function from older and more classical types of 
media like letters, printed word, radios, fi xed telephones or even analogue 
televisions, their increased instantaneity, processing power, graphical, audio 
and other capabilities, wealth of functions and options, as well as their inherent 
digital interactivity and intersociality, are all rendering the older types quite 
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outdated, obsolete or even already extinct. Indeed, increasingly few people 
now own and use a landline, or might already not even know what that means; 
newspapers can of course still be bought and read, but a newspaper without an 
online version or advertisement can hardly survive these days, with an 
increasing number of news outlets already converted to completely online; 
and the wealth of options and capabilities of new internet-savvy digital 
television systems could be argued as a technological world away from the 
more classical analogue access to a handful of national or local channels. 
Pushing this logic to its limit, and echoing jokes already in circulation, even 
paper, books and basic activities like handwriting might have already been 
consigned to a bygone era for many, or just be rather ‘retro’ quirks for some 
afi cionados and hangers-on. 

 Th e rise and explosion of digital screens connected to the internet thus 
harbours a new, absolutely dominant age for virtual technology (see: Shields 
2003: 205) that is separated from more classically aesthetic pieces of art because 
its main functions are to provide information, entertainment, professional and 
personal access and interactivity on an instantaneous global level, which these 
more isolated and circumspective forms of image-representation never even 
pretended or wanted to do. On top of this, fully digitized, computerized 
versions of media have all but superseded their analogue and paperback 
cousins, meaning the former make up an immense and ever-growing 
subcategory of image-consciousness that ultimately best fi ts the designation 
‘virtual technology’ in the fullest sense of the term. 

 In this part, we have seen three of the most current and powerful types 
of virtual technology. First, social media is already a massive domain, 
veritably revolutionizing the lives, habits, values and beliefs of billions of 
people, with many already anecdotally and actually more consumed online 
than off  it. 

 Second, although serious gaming interest and activity is still relatively small 
when compared to current behemoths like Facebook, it doubtless goes into the 
millions. Historically, although there have been a few exceptions (for instance: 
Fink [1957–75] 2016/2010), play, games and gaming are still relatively 
understudied in philosophy despite the fact that they are very prevalent 
phenomena in the human world and beyond. DiGRA is a large and already 
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well-established group of interdisciplinary researchers, and there also exists a 
growing ‘Game Philosophy Network’ and some specialized departments. 
However, the subject still needs a lot more attention. Here I have shown 
how digital gaming, and especially online gaming, is a powerful virtual 
technology that will only continue to grow in power, popularity and infl uence 
as our digital societies continue to develop. Indeed, these environments allow 
you to play with identities, in worlds and with others and values in ways that 
are oft en not possible in the actual world, nor even in one’s social media 
universe. 

 Finally, immersion and interactivity are taken to new heights in the last 
category, VR, AR and MR technologies that, although still in relative infancy 
in terms of widespread use and popularity, look set to explode in various 
crucial human domains in the years to come, from education and healthcare to 
industry and engineering. On this note, although games and VR usually keep 
one in a clearly demarcated digital fantasyland that is all about (serious) play, 
some of the latest AR and MR eff orts are already beginning to decidedly blur 
the real and practical with the transcendent and more fantastical. 

 We have seen that all of these technologies are ‘virtual’ in the straightforward 
and rather obvious sense that they are digital technologies that allow us to 
interact with objects, people and worlds that are not actually there, right in 
front of us, in the fl esh. However, I have also argued that along with this they 
are also ‘virtual’ in a more specifi c, perhaps less-obvious and stronger sense 
because they have the power and sophistication to represent and import digital 
phenomena into our worlds even to the extent that these latter come to 
supplant the real and perceptual, if not in terms of experience then at least in 
terms of function and value, and thus also in terms of the amount of time 
spent and engaged with. Th is is ‘virtual’ to the second, stronger degree here: 
digitized, imaginary phenomena that also have the power and signifi cance to 
supplant the real, at least temporarily. Th e question we are then left  with is: 
how far can this ultimately go? If the latest and greatest virtual technologies are 
already beginning to blur, invert or even collapse more classical distinctions 
and patterns of behaviour, where might all of this end up? It is time to address 
this in a fi nal and systematized manner, based on the current state of aff airs but 
also keeping one half eye to the future.  
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   8.2 Blurrings, inversions and collapses? 
Current trends and future possibilities  

 I will tackle this fi nal issue from a number of interrelated conceptual angles. 
Th e fi rst task will be to outline some basic classical distinctions that I have 
been using throughout this work, such as between real and irreal. I will then 
need to analyse if, at all, these categories are being, or might be, blurred, 
inverted or collapsed through the increased prevalence and use of virtual 
technologies. I will then fi nish these refl ections in terms of some brief 
functional, evaluative and phenomenological appraisals in order to see whether 
some basic distinctions do, can and even should, hold. I think that although 
functionally and evaluatively many things have already blurred or even 
inverted for a good number of people, some basic experiential – i.e. 
phenomenological – diff erences still very much hold, and should hold in the 
future. However, with advanced MR this is not a foregone conclusion forever, 
and in fact never has been theoretically. 

 Real and irreal is probably the most basic and prevalent distinction that has 
been running throughout this work. Real, from this method and perspective, is 
the necessary correlate of the perceptual and has all of the following and more: 
it is automatically and necessarily experienced as physical, immediately 
available to all of our senses, independent from us, subject to strict causal and 
natural laws, and so forth. Th e irreal, we saw, has a broader and narrower scope. 
Broadly it is consciousness’s capacity to evoke any absent or inexistent object. 
In the narrower scope it is the irrealities we can produce with our own minds, 
untied from the perceptual spatiotemporal world. Th is latter in classical 
phenomenology is known as phantasy, and I have kept and used this term 
consistently throughout. A paradigmatic example is a unicorn: a wisp-like and 
yet somehow colourful object of my own mind, spontaneously and even 
frivolously produced. It is clearly not physical in itself, is not open to any of my 
external senses, is totally dependent on me, is subject to no external, actual 
laws but only the whims of my own fancy, and so on. 

 In the middle of all of this were physical, external images necessarily 
supported by external physical materials. Today a paradigmatic example is a 
digital screen, which makes a whole virtual universe present to me from my 
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own room. Initially this seemed to be a category in its own right (Husserl), or 
a special type of perception (Fink), or a subsection of the imaginary (Sartre). I 
concluded that diff erences in terms and nuances notwithstanding, it is a 
decidedly middle category that ultimately uses real props to evoke irreal 
objects. Th ese technologies use very physical things to nevertheless make us 
aware of and engage with objects that do not and cannot meet all of the criteria 
of perception. What is more, we saw that even pure phantasies need physical 
materials in order to evoke their objects, namely our own psychophysiology. 
And thus, the irreal is that grand realm of image-consciousness (Husserl and 
Fink) or the imaginary (Sartre) with two broad subdomains: external images 
depending at least partly on the determinacies of the particular physical 
analogical materials; and ‘mental’ images depending more completely on our 
own bodies and minds. In this manner, an image, whether external and realistic, 
or faint and merely mental, nevertheless remains an image in its basic structure 
in both cases: materials used to evoke an object that is transcendent to one’s 
immediate surroundings and thus does not fulfi l all the criteria of perception, 
nor should it. 

 Other distinctions follow quite logically on the back of this main experiential 
one. First is ‘true’ and ‘false’ which, we all know, have massive import in our 
lives, both theoretically and practically. Here I wish to merely highlight that 
although the two couplets are not the same, oft en there is a great deal of overlap 
with real and irreal. In short, ‘true’ here may be understood as that which can 
be verifi ed, based in fact, knowledge or actuality, and thus it oft en has its roots 
in the perceptual and real. Of course there are deductive truths and idealities 
that do not rely, at least according to some, upon perceptual realities – and yet 
here too there is a kind of automatic and instant correspondence that obeys 
quick and strict natural or logical laws and occurrences. Th e ‘false’, for its part, 
is then when such conditions or roots are not met; it is when something claims 
to be what it in fact ultimately is not. Here, in terms of the irreal, phantasy and 
virtual technologies, being ‘irreal’ does not of course make them ‘false’. However, 
the content of these phenomena can oft en make claims and pretend to hold 
truths that they do not in fact have or hold. In this manner, the realm of the 
irreal, although much of it makes absolutely no claims to truth  or  falsity – they 
just are as they are – can also be used, due to its mediated, transcendent, created 
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and oft en manipulated nature, to represent falsity as truth in order to trick, 
deceive or otherwise spread deception throughout its networks. Considering 
this, the realm of perception and ideality hold more immediate and obvious 
truths – it is usually more diffi  cult to be deceived here – whereas the irreal 
provides the platform that oft en brackets any concerns of truth or falsity, but it 
can also actively blur the two, and the latter can masquerade as the former as 
well. 

 Quickly on the back of this I may comment on genuine and fake. Th is is a 
related opposition to the two preceding where again the ‘genuine’ is usually 
that which is authentic, that which is rooted in some kind of reality or at least 
plausibility, whereas ‘fake’ is indeed the opposing term, that which is not quite 
genuine, only masquerading as so. Here, again, virtual technologies and 
irrealities can, because of their plastic, created, manipulated and oft en 
anonymous nature, also be a realm where the fake and superfi cial can thrive 
quite easily. Our societies are full of a whole world of extremely useful and 
beautiful artifi ce. One may even argue artifi ce is an especial quality to human 
beings in that our cultures are oft en considered advanced and intelligent 
precisely because of it. However, precisely within these creations, not least 
virtual technologies, the contents and aims can become more sinister. Th is is 
when the media can harbour misleading and damaging fakeness and falsity, 
and thereby become types of artifi ce with less positive connotations, infl uences 
and consequences. 

 Fourth, and again related to what has just been said, is a distinction between 
the natural and the artifi cial, not least the digital. Th is is humans, other lifeforms 
and the natural world on one hand, and the world of machines and artefacts on 
the other. We have already seen that humans are already highly integrated with 
machines. In this context, one thing that has clearly occurred with the rise of 
digital virtual technologies is that the gap between the biological and the 
digital, between human and machine, between nature and artifi ce, has 
narrowed even further. In future this looks set to continue and even break, 
quite literally, the barriers of our skin, as some bodyhackers are already 
endeavouring. Such future developments and explorations put to the side for 
the moment, it is already clear that we are utterly dependent on our artifi cial 
and digital creations, and are thus already in a very tight bond, although I 
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believe we can still usually distinguish what remains more natural and 
biological and what not. 

 Fift h is another distinction running throughout this work, namely between 
presence and absence. Generally there are competing theories of presence, 
whether it should be an either-or aff air or a matter of degree (for the latter, see: 
Riva, Waterworth and Waterworth 2004). I think the paradigm of presence is 
still perceptual presence, namely fully physical presence (e.g. this chair right 
here in all its boring glory), and then on the other pole there is a unicorn 
‘present’ to my mind in a non-physical, purely imaginative way. Th us there is 
perceptual and non-perceptual presence. However, image-consciousness and 
virtual technology again take the middle ground and blur a more clear-cut 
distinction. Th ese structures involve physically present items, like a computer, 
its screen and pixels – and yet the experience, images and information as a 
whole are only virtually present. For instance, talking to my parents on Skype 
makes them present to me digitally and virtually, although this still is far from 
the presence felt by actually embracing them and spending an evening together 
in their home. Nevertheless, in this manner image-consciousness and especially 
the virtual, digital space and phenomena created by this structure does 
somewhat blend the distinction between fully present and not, between the 
perceptually present and only imaginarily so. Indeed, my parents feel more 
‘present’ to me on Skype than just imagining them, even if it is not the same as 
seeing and being with them in person. 

 Lastly is the dynamic between actual and potential. We have seen that 
‘actual’ can oft en be equated with the real – indeed in this study, and especially 
in the fi rst three chapters, it has oft en been used as a synonym with rather 
specifi c reference to the physical and perceptual here and now. However, when 
opposed to ‘potential’ and put in the context of virtual technologies, some 
other important points arise. Historically, ‘potential’ is that which could be 
actualized quite easily, and is thus more dynamic and usually more imminent 
that the merely possible, which many consider as way more speculative and 
distant (see, for instance: Bergson [1934] 2015). Actuality and potentiality are 
thus in a constant dynamic in our lives, and indeed we saw on the level of 
perception that the potential ends up being the virtual – that which is just 
around the corner, so to speak, both spatially and temporally. With virtual 
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technologies, there again seems to be an augmentation and transformation of 
actual and potential; they have become very prevalent and have a much wider 
scope and application than the previously merely perceptual actual on one 
hand, and the merely perceptual potential or virtual on the other. I can actually 
see something right now on my screen, but there are also millions of potential 
other images only a few clicks, types or swipes away. In this manner, previously 
actuality and potentiality were primarily to do with a perceptual actuality and 
potentiality, or at least conceptual or speculative actuality and potentiality. 
Now we also have an imaginary, digital universe that is quite literally at our 
fi ngertips, just waiting to be constantly actualized in all of its virtual glory. Th is 
has already grown to a level of predominance and has thus changed our 
behaviour, even how we record, remember and know a whole world of 
information, facts and objects. For instance, the ease with which we can now 
google something is an unparalleled way of fetching facts and pieces of 
knowledge that would previously have taken trips to libraries and searches 
through numerous volumes. On this new digital, virtual plane, although one 
can still distinguish actual and potential somewhat, the amount of information 
that is potentially at our fi ngertips has veritably exploded. 

 Such are the basic distinctions that I believe virtual technologies especially 
have come to blur, invert or even collapse. Indeed, as I have already alluded to 
in the explications, because of image-consciousness’s and particular virtual 
technologies’ strong and now highly infl uential middle position between 
perception and phantasy, it is the precise phenomenological playground where 
these distinctions are oft en no longer as distinct as before. Previously, the real, 
true, genuine, natural, present and actual were all either clearly or at least 
ultimately based on the side of perception and its empirics; whereas the irreal, 
false, fake, artifi cial, absent and potential were all more possible because of our 
capacity for imagination, whether externally or internally enacted. Recent 
virtual technologies have picked up and blended elements from both perception 
and image, and thus have oft en blended these conceptual poles too, whereby it 
stands to reason that the basic distinctions would also oft en enter a kind of 
haze that is neither just perceptual and real, nor only irreal and fantastical. 

 By ‘blur’ I mean when a particular virtual, digital object is set up and 
experienced in such a way that one experiences a whole, blended image with 
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both real and digital aspects, which a particular user can recognize or not to 
varying degrees. A fi ltered Instagram image is one simple example, where one 
person might clearly see what has been added artifi cially whereas another 
might not. Even more clearly, in  Pok é mon Go  it should be obvious to almost 
everyone that digital characters have been projected into real live recorded 
environments, which means the image as a whole still ‘blurs’ to the extent that 
real and digital elements are represented together through the set-up of the 
game and screen. In this manner, many virtual technologies blur reality and 
irreality all the time, from very obvious cases (e.g. Pok é mon) to ones that are 
designed to go completely unnoticed (e.g. deepfakes), and this trend looks set 
to continue and augment. Actually, blurring reality and irreality is how the 
harmlessly artifi cial (e.g. a funny meme) as well as the inspiringly creative (e.g. 
a digital artwork) are oft en produced on these platforms. On the other side, 
blurring truth and falsity is how much of the fake and deceptive arises. Fake 
news, for instance, oft en works better when it has some misleading falsehoods 
sprinkled into an otherwise believable and mostly true story. On top of this, 
our time and dependence on virtual technologies also means the natural and 
biological is oft en quite blurred with the artifi cial and digital. Further, absence 
has also been clearly blurred with presence through these technologies, not to 
mention how they present new digital actualities with seemingly infi nite 
potential, not least in terms of digital capacity and ease of use. Indeed, I can 
feel and truly experience the quite live and detailed presence and actuality of 
someone halfway around the world through these technologies, something 
that was only minimally or not even possible through a telephone call or letter 
only a few decades ago. In this manner, I think it should be clear that virtual 
technologies have blurred, in great, bad and indiff erent ways, all of the 
categories of real and irreal, true and false, genuine and fake, biological and 
artifi cial, present and absent, and actual and potential, at least in some cases 
some of the time. 

 By ‘inverted’ I mean that preference, value and the amount of time spent has 
switched from one pole in the category to the other. Inspired by Guy Debord, 
McLaren (2012: 400) puts this trend in rather radical, dystopian terms: ‘Th e 
society of the spectacle is one in which all of reality is reduced to simulations, 
where the virtual becomes the real, lies become the truth and where all become 
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integrated into a virtual world where all is controlled, all is measurable and all 
is for sale.’ Although we are still a long way from this being the case across the 
board for everyone, some inversions like this have already occurred at least in 
some places online, and they also look set to continue and even augment. 

 In previous decades, I would maintain, the real, true, genuine, natural, 
physically present and actual were more clearly delineated and thus easier to 
spot, more oft en preferred, as well as the fact that one spent more time with 
them because virtual technologies (in the narrower fully digitized defi nition) 
did not yet exist, but only more standard image-consciousness (e.g. a landline 
and a television) and phantasy. On the other side, artists have always sought 
out the irreal, fantastic and inspiring, oft en discovering diff erent or even more 
fundamental truths and meanings. Nevertheless, even in these cases the 
boundaries of a good number of the categories were usually clearer. Now, with 
virtual technologies embedded in so many everyday activities I think one can 
see that the irreal, artifi cial as well as the physically absent and potential are 
oft en engaged with more, even if they are not ultimately preferred, by a larger, 
more general population. For the vast majority virtual technologies are still a 
means to, or a temporarily replacement of, real events, experiences and 
relations; or they carry out functions (e.g. at work) that were not really possible 
before; or they simply off er new and enticing ways to produce and enjoy the 
irreal and fantastic itself. 

 However, a not-insignifi cant number of people now seem to prefer online, 
virtual life even to the extent that it is seen as containing more ‘truth’, ‘reality’, 
‘genuineness’ and ‘actuality’ than the perceptual and everyday world, which is 
oft en viewed as more diffi  cult, out of one’s control, dull and even depressing. 
Th is would be a full-blown inversion of the terms from their original 
(phenomenological and experiential) meanings. Further, although I do not 
think any agent seeks out the false and fake purely for itself, but more to deceive 
and for profi t, it is already the case that these technologies now make it easier 
to mislead and benefi t from this, thus meaning falsity and fakeness as means 
for illusion, deception and abuse are also oft en inverted to dominate on this 
level over the true and genuine. Th is is particularly signifi cant because many 
people spend and constitute massive portions of their lives online, including 
(most of) one’s beliefs, habits and sources of information and interest. Th us, 
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with many now spending the majority of one’s waking hours on some form of 
screen or technological medium – some studies (see: Fottrell 2018) showing 
averages of more than eleven hours per day in the US, for instance – the order 
of engagement with the irreal, potentially false and fake, the artifi cial, physically 
absent and potential has inverted for many people for whole swathes of their 
time. Th is is having many and quite massive psychophysical consequences we 
are still trying to understand, including warping our sense and appraisal of 
reality (see: Gorvett 2020). Most people may still use these technologies as a 
means for access to people and phenomena ultimately still anchored in the 
real, genuine, biological, natural and actual. However, as our use continues to 
grow, and as the technologies continue to develop, it would be wise to remain 
aware of a possible danger that this inversion in terms of use, value and even 
behaviour and psychophysical consequences might increasingly leave the 
more basic realm of unadulterated perception behind, fl oundering and 
forgotten. 

 Th ird, by ‘collapse’ I imagine a rather strange world where these distinctions 
no longer even hold or are experienced as such. Basically one would not even 
be able to speak of real and irreal and the like because there would no longer 
be any experiential diff erence. For now, so long as all of these phenomena, no 
matter how advanced, remain within the confi nes of our screens, headsets and 
AI assistants, this is highly unlikely to occur. However, one can imagine a 
possible future world – and many science fi ctions have already explored this 
– where these phenomena are no longer so confi ned and moreover have so 
many properties of perceptual objects that the basic intuitive and experiential 
boundaries have (all but) collapsed. Th e main case I saw in the research that 
was even a bit close to this was the hologram that could be seen, heard and 
touched; and there are also new versions of an old philosophical trope of a 
fantastical scenario where a fully capable VR suit or full digital upload would 
replicate everything about one’s life and experience, as well as wipe one’s 
memory of having entered, so that one could never know whether one was 
already in a full-blown simulation or not. Th e latter is indeed an old 
philosophical issue and remains theoretically possible; the former, however, is 
more a technological possibility or even probability, where holograms and a 
pervasive pure MR system could reach a level of technological acuity that 
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makes even foundational distinctions in this work – like perception and image, 
real and irreal, present and absent – all rather obsolete non-starters. 

 Normally a complete collapse between reality and irreality would be the 
hallmark of a kind of serious pathology, basically an all-consuming psychosis. 
However, if holograms do ultimately manage to become indistinguishable 
from classical perceptual objects – and this is a colossal ‘if ’ – that would be a 
scenario where the real and irreal, as well as genuine and fake, natural and 
artifi cial, present and absent, have all more or less collapsed, while also leaving 
the status of true and false rather teetering too. Actual and potential might 
survive and peel away from real and irreal, because we would still be 
experiencing something in the here and now, and then everything else 
potentially. However, these rather doomsday collapses are probably not even 
the goal of MR technologies. Nonetheless, it is at least a theoretical possibility 
that is important to bear in mind and keep an eye on as these technologies 
continue to develop. 

 Another, fi nal way to look at blurring, inversion and collapse would be 
through three other conceptual lenses, namely the functional, evaluative and 
phenomenological – which, in fact, have already been used somewhat in these 
preceding analyses. 

 ‘Functionally’ can quite simply mean how something is used, and here I do 
believe that virtual technology has already blurred, inverted and even collapsed 
some of these basic distinctions. Th ere is even a rather widespread argument 
that ‘using the internet does not suspend actors’ default natural attitude and 
pragmatism, but only modifi es it slightly’ (Berger 2020: 9); the internet is 
simply an extension or update of one’s general offl  ine behaviour, especially 
when it comes to digital technologies that give one access to another real-
world place remotely (e.g. a Skype call – see: ibid.: 16). Although I believe this 
misses the signifi cance of key structural and experiential diff erences I have 
been emphasizing throughout this work, the argument can be seen to have 
quite considerable traction from a general functional perspective. Indeed, 
when it comes to real and irreal, functionally many people, especially nowadays, 
do not care if it is primarily perceptual or digital – as long as it works and 
serves its purpose. Naturally one would not wish to speak to one’s loved ones 
on Skype forever. However, in certain scenarios and relations (e.g. professional) 
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it now oft en makes little diff erence if the conversation is held in person or 
virtually. In fact, virtual relations could even be seen as advantageous in some 
contexts and scenarios because they can cut out all but the strictly necessary. 
What is more, virtual and online technologies have massively revolutionized 
functionality, automatizing many previous arduous and time-consuming 
operations and tasks (e.g. personal banking), thereby making them so much 
more accessible, easier and quicker that they are not only preferred but the old 
perceptual way (e.g. actually going to the bank) is detested or even extinct. In 
this manner, functionally many people already do not care about the 
distinctions, or even actively prefer the irreal, artifi cial (i.e. digital) and absent 
– in short the virtual – so long as it works and serves its purpose, or even 
makes one’s life considerably easier. 

 Th e mention of ‘care’ of course brings us to the evaluative, the realm of 
values. Here Turkle ([2011] 2012: 21–147) has already analysed how many 
people now, especially growing up, do not much care for any real distinction 
between various categories, not least natural or artifi cial, biological or 
mechanical. Of course, this might change as one matures. Nevertheless, the 
point remains that virtual technologies and their contents are now so 
predominant in our lives, especially for younger generations, that older 
distinctions might not only not hold but might even be harder to recognize in 
the fi rst place. Of course most of us still intuitively know many basic diff erences, 
and indeed we have seen this is due to the basic modes and structures of sane 
and informed human consciousness. However, virtual technologies have 
created a space and have a content where the fi rst pole (e.g. real and natural) 
oft en gets forgotten or devalued, or it is not even experienced as ‘fi rst’ and thus 
the other is actively preferred and valued as fi rst and primary, which is thereby 
a case of value inversion. Th is phenomenon has a history that virtual 
technologies have considerably augmented: previously, too, we oft en saw some 
objects (e.g. a lion) as an image (e.g. in a Disney fi lm) before the real thing, if 
we ever did. Some may always end up valuing the real more, but this can no 
longer be taken for granted, if it ever could. In extreme cases it is easier to get 
lost in the irreal, dally in falsity and fakeness, not care for the organic and 
natural, and generally take leave from one’s more immediate senses and 
actualities in order to lead a more digital and distant life. Th is might be an 
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extreme example, but it does show that values, even the absence of them, are so 
crucial because they constitute our behaviour and beliefs, and they will, 
moreover, continue to be challenged by the constantly evolving virtual 
technologies that can once again blur, invert or even collapse our 
acknowledgements and appraisals of distinctions which still have a great and 
actual bearing on how we live, enjoy and ultimately survive in our environments 
– digital  and  otherwise. 

 Lastly, ‘phenomenologically’ means how these phenomena and objects are 
experienced, and here I think it is clear that although there is already much 
blurring, inversion and even collapse in the contents of the technologies 
themselves (i.e. what one experiences through the screens, headsets and the 
like), in terms of the basic structure and partition between perception and 
imagination I maintain the phenomenological laws still hold both intuitively 
and conceptually, at least for now. In short, we are still a long way off  from a 
pure mixed reality being the one and only (new) reality, where obvious physical 
screens and the like would be replaced with holographic and other phenomena 
that are no longer even recognized as such. Th is would occur if technologies 
advanced to such an extent that one no longer, not even intuitively, knows one 
is dealing with an image as opposed to something real. Here I believe we are a 
long way off  practically, even if it has always been possible theoretically. All in 
all, perception and imagination are still crucially diff erent experiential 
categories and will remain so for the foreseeable future even given the ongoing 
march of image-consciousness and its powerful augmenting virtual 
technologies.   
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               Conclusion            

  Foresight is at once an enticing and dangerous thing. Speculation about the 
future can fi ll one with hope and inspiration but also trigger pessimism and 
despair. We can probabilistically envisage what is to come, but our visions and 
predictions can also turn out misguided, wrong and even disastrous. We have 
seen this because foresight, looking to the future, is a type of presentifi cation or 
image-making that takes up materials we have at our disposal to then project 
an irreality to various degrees of possibility, probability and certitude. With 
this in mind, I think in section 8.2 especially I have landed on a good balance 
between actual phenomenological insights and some points for where this all 
might be heading; something between considered certainty and speculative 
refl ection. In short, crucial issues, for now and heading forward on this subject 
matter, have been explained and established, although of course there should 
always be one half eye open to the unforeseen. 

 In this journey through perception and imagination I have spoken of things 
like rocks and tables, digital screens and their objects, as well as a fair share of 
unicorns and other wisps of phantasy. It has been a story of real and perceptual 
on one hand, and irreal and fantastical on the other, with a whole host of 
external physical images in between. Th ese distinctions, even now, are still 
phenomenologically very sound, as I think I have proved beyond doubt. 
However, with image-consciousness and particularly virtual technologies 
there is now indeed a middle category of experience that has, I believe, already 
superseded many people’s capacity and predilection for rich and numerous 
acts of phantasy, and it is also already signifi cantly reduced much of our time, 
valuation and even experience of the real and perceptual. 
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 Th e real and actual cannot ever, if we are to remain conscious humans, 
disappear. If my whole mind and world has already been uploaded onto a 
computer simulation and I did not even notice, even here I still have 
phenomenal experiences supported by an underlying reality that give me 
inviolable senses of reality  and  irreality, truth  and  falsity, genuineness  and  
fakeness. Th is means even here that these diff erences and categories are 
phenomenologically hardwired into the very fabric of my conscious make-up, 
even if this has been created, maintained and manipulated by some ‘evil genius’ 
or matrix programme. In this context, although the new realm of virtual 
technology has already changed a lot especially in terms of function and 
evaluation for many, there is still and has always been other perceptual and 
phantasy levels under- and overlying this middle realm. 

 Th eoretical and metaphysical speculation aside, to the best of my knowledge, 
scientifi c probability and inherent realist tendencies, the most underlying is 
not some kind of super simulation but precisely the natural world and all of its 
laws and matter. Th e reality of this world overfl ows me at all times and 
inherently constitutes me as a living, breathing and conscious natural organism. 
Th us, along with the most likely third-person metaphysical picture, we also 
have – or have even more – an unquestionably intuitive, fi rst-person perspective 
with its crucial diff erent modes of consciousness, all of which have their uses 
and benefi ts but also their misuses and aberrations. 

 Th e rise and anticipated continued growth of virtual technologies will bring 
about developments both foreseen and not. However, in all of this some 
fundamental experiential structures can and should remain if we are to stay 
aware of basic categorial and experiential distinctions that still very much 
matter if we are to lead healthy and prosperous lives as individuals, groups and 
ultimately a successful species on this earth. I hope that this work has helped 
in this regard, for clarifi cation as well as going forward. 

 At the time of writing I think Covid-19 makes us keenly aware more than 
ever that, although our virtual technologies provide wonderful transcendent 
materials for work, enjoyment, sociality, creativity and inspiration, and 
although they might be even further utilized and harnessed in a ‘new normal’ 
aft er the pandemic eventually subsides, they are still not and can never be 
replicants of an infi nite array of perceptual experiences, both simple and 
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complex. Just think of the stiff  breeze on one’s skin in the park, the smell of a 
spring morning, the warm embrace of a loved one – none of these images, 
whether purely mental or also digital, ever really compare to the actuality we 
feel when out there in the physical, fully intersocial and natural world. In this 
manner, perception is and must be here to stay; it provides us with foundational 
and expansive experiences that can be taken up, utilized and even transcended 
through our irrealities, but never fully replicated or replaced. To be fully human 
thus involves perception  and  imagination in all of their forms, in mutual 
dynamics rather than damaging competitions and deceptions. Th e ever-
exploding world of images looks set to continue to help, educate and mesmerize, 
but also mislead, hurt and addict. One will do well, then, ever and as always, to 
fi nd a balance between all the diff erent modes of our being, which are all 
equally important but for diff erent and – if understood and harmonized in the 
right way – highly complementary reasons.   
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   Chapter 1  

     1  Th is is my focus here, sensory perceptions as opposed to internal perceptions like 
feelings, so from now on I will just use ‘perception’, dropping ‘external’.   

    2  In phenomenology, an ‘object’ can be a physical object, an imaginary object, an ideal 
object, etc. It is thus much broader than ‘thing’, which I use for physical (perceivable) 
objects.   

    3  Translation modifi ed: ‘Derselbe Leib, der mir als Mittel aller Wahrnehmung dient, steht 
mir bei der Wahrnehmung seiner selbst im Wege und ist ein merkw ü rdig 
unvollkommen konstituiertes Ding.’   

    4  Th is ties in with Husserl’s idea of ‘non-independent parts’, which is a rich idea present 
since the  Logical Investigations  ([1900–01] 2009), particularly the third and fourth.   

    5  I treat ‘primal’, ‘absolute’ and ‘primordial’ all as synonyms here.   

    6  Another case would be ‘internal’ perception, i.e. feeling.   

    7  Th is term can also be translated as ‘making present’, and has also been rendered a 
‘re-presentation’ and ‘presentiation’ in translations of Husserl and other 
phenomenologists writing in German. ‘Presentifi cation’ is, however, now the most 
standard and accepted, as well as the fact that its verb ‘to presentify’ works quite well 
too.   

    8  Th ere is no strict correlation between passive and perception on one hand, and active 
and imagination on the other, although generally here we may accept this as so for 
now. For a more nuanced account, see: Biceaga 2010.   

    9  Translation modifi ed: ‘horizontm ä  ß ig in der Wahrnehmung Vergangenheit und 
Zukunft  mitbewu ß t ist, aber nun leer, obschon anschaulich nachtr ä glich zu enth ü llen’.   

    10  I use this term and its cognates (irreal and irreality) in the Sartrean sense, namely as 
explicitly opposed to perception, which latter always has to do with reality and real 
objects (things). Husserl uses this term like this too in certain places (for instance: 
Hua23: 84/77), but is less strict.   

    11  Translation modifi ed: ‘Wahrnehmung ist das Bewu ß tsein, eine Gegenwart sozusagen 
selbst beim Schopf zu fassen, es ist  originaliter  gegenw ä rtigendes. Demgegen ü ber gibt 
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es verschiedene Weisen von Vergegenw ä rtigungen. Eine Vergegenw ä rtigung weist in 
sich selbst auf Gegenw ä rtigung zur ü ck, ist aber keine Gegenw ä rtigung. Sie l ä  ß t das 
Vergegenw ä rtigte, in unserem Fall das Erinnerte, so erscheinen, “als ob” es wieder 
gegenw ä rtig w ä re.’   

    12  Th e ‘ Bild ’ of  Bildbewusstsein  can be rendered as ‘picture’-conscious too (see: Jansen 2016: 
78). I choose ‘image’-consciousness, however, because, although Husserl speaks of the 
sculptures, paintings and photographs of his time, I want to show that this is a highly 
signifi cant mode of consciousness not only for these older phenomena, but also for 
contemporary ones, including digital images and images that are not (primarily) visual 
(e.g. a song). Th us ‘image’ is slightly more suitable because it is broader than ‘picture’.     

   Chapter 2  

     13  I am in the process of rectifying this. All translations provided here are from this work 
in progress, with references to the German, which is available already.   

    14  It is not clear whether Sartre read Fink’s text, although his time studying 
phenomenology in Berlin in the 1930s makes it quite possible.     

   Chapter 3  

     15  Translation modifi ed:  « La conscience transcendante d’arbre en image pose l’arbre. Mais 
elle le pose  en image , c’est- à -dire d’une certaine fa ç on qui n’est pas celle de la conscience 
perceptive. »    

    16  Translation modifi ed:  « discontinuit é  au plus profond de sa nature, quelque chose de 
heurt é , des qualit é s qui s’ é lancent vers l’existence et qui s’arr ê tent  à  mi-chemin » .     

   Chapter 4  

     17  Translation modifi ed: ‘l ä  ß t den Gegenstand  f ü r  den Blick durch als einen sichtbaren 
und l ä  ß t den sehenden Blick hindurch  zu  einem zu sichtenden Gegenstand’.   

    18  Translation modifi ed: ‘das Sehen und das verstehende Beherrschen einer Sache’.   

    19  Translation modifi ed: ‘Gegenw ä rtig-habens von etwas’.   

    20  Translation modifi ed: ‘wie es um das Seiende als ein solches bestellt sein mu ß , auch wenn 
es  noch nicht  ist oder  nicht mehr  oder in einzelnen Falle nicht unmittelbar zur Hand ist’.   
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    21  Translation modifi ed: ‘sich erstreckend Verh ä ltnisses zu etwas’.   

    22  Translation modifi ed: ‘Vor-sich-halten von etwas, eines Seienden, und zwar auch dann 
und gerade dann, wenn dieses Seiende  abwesend , nicht leibhaft ig in unmittelbarer 
Gegenwart vorhanden ist; oder, was dasselbe sagt: ein Seiendes uns gegenw ä rtig halten 
auch dann, wenn wir selbst bei dem betreff enden Seienden  nicht mehr anwesend  sind’.   

    23  Translation modifi ed: ‘ist ein Verhalten, das in seiner Einheitlichkeit  zumal  gerichtet ist 
gegenw ä rtigend auf etwas leibhaft  Begegnendes und  ver gegenw ä rtigend auf ein im 
voraus Vor-gestelltes’.   

    24  Translation modifi ed: ‘Die  Gabel  ist Bedingung der M ö glichkeit der Unwahrheit, aber 
zugleich Bedingung der M ö glichkeit der Wahrheit’.   

    25  Translation modifi ed: ‘das Bild der Grundverfassung des menschlichen  Daseins , seines 
Wesensbaues.‘   

    26  Translation modifi ed:  « toute absence n’est que l’envers d’une pr é sence  » .   

    27  Th is is much easier to do in French than in German because there are two diff erent 
terms,  r é el(le)  and  actuel(le) , with two quite diff erent meanings in French, the second 
term precisely referring to something currently present, existing or the case in the right 
here and now. Th is distinction will be utilized even further with Bergson and Deleuze 
in the next section.   

    28  Translation modifi ed:  «  un ensemble d’ « images »      » .   

    29  Translation modifi ed:  «  par  « image »  nous entendons une certain existence qui est plus 
que ce que l’id é aliste appelle une repr é sentation, mais moins que ce que le r é aliste appelle 
une chose – une existence situ é e  à  mi-chemin entre la  « chose »  et la  « repr é sentation »      » .   

    30  Translation modifi ed:  « une perception qui existe en droit plut ô t qu’en fait, celle 
qu’aurait un  ê tre plac é  o ù  je suis, vivant comme je vis, mais absorb é  dans le pr é sent, et 
capable, par l’ é limination de la m é moire sous toutes ses formes, d’obtenir de la mati è re 
une vision  à  la fois imm é diate et instantan é e. »    

    31  Translation modifi ed:  « v é ritablement partie des choses » .   

    32  Translation modifi ed:  « mesure notre action possible sur des choses » .   

    33  Translation modifi ed: ‘Jede Wahrnehmung, als wirkliche Gegenst ä ndlichkeit 
vermeinendes Bewu ß tsein, hat ihren Horizont des Vorher und Nachher. Sie weit 
zur ü ck auf vorher Wahrgenommenes, das in Erinnerungen vergegenw ä rtigt werden 
kann, und zwar auch dort, wo diese nicht unmittelbar mit der jeweiligen 
Wahrnehmung zusammenh ä ngen, sondern von ihr durch dunkle, unerinnerte 
Strecken getrennt sind. Abgesehen von dem erst sp ä ter zu besprechenden 
Zusammenhang, da ß  jedes Wahrgenommene an Vergangenes,  Ä hnliches oder Gleiches 
“erinnert”, auch wenn dieses zeitlich von ihm getrennt ist – einer Beziehung also von 
Gleichheit und  Ä hnlichkeit – besteht hier auch noch eine andere, tieferliegende Art der 
Einheit: wenn ich durch Erinnerungen, ausgehend von einer Wahrnehmung, 
zur ü ckgef ü hrt werde in meine eignen Vergangenheit, so ist diese Vergangenheit eben 
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 meine , desselben gegenw ä rtigen und lebenden Subjektes Vergangenheit. Und die 
vergangene und nun erinnerte Umgebungswelt geh ö rt zur  selben Welt  wie diese Welt, 
in der ich jetzt lebe, nur vergegenw ä rtigt in einem St ü ck ihrer Vergangenheit.   
    Ebenso ist es, um nun auch die Intersubjektivit ä t hereinzuziehen, wenn ein Anderer 
mir von seinen vergangenen Erlebnissen erz ä hlt, seine Erinnerungen mitteilt; das in 
ihnen Erinnerte geh ö rt in dieselbe objektive Welt wie das in meiner und unserer 
gemeinsamen Erlebnisgegenwart Gegeben. Die erinnerte Umwelt des Anderen, von der 
er erz ä hlt, mag zwar eine andere sein als die, in der wir uns gegenw ä rtig befi nden, und 
ebenso mag die eigene erinnerte Umwelt eine andere sein; ich kann meinen 
Aufenthaltsort gewechselt haben, in ein anderes Land mit anderen Menschen, anderen 
Sitten usw. gekommen sein, oder dieselbe r ä umliche Umgebung mit ihren Menschen 
kann sich im Laufe eines Menschenlebens so ge ä ndert haben, da ß  sie geradezu zu einer 
anderen geworden ist: aber trotzdem sind alle diese verschiedenen erinnerten 
Umwelten  St ü cke aus der einen und selben objektiven Welt . Diese ist, im umfassendsten 
Sinne als  Lebenswelt  f ü r eine in Gemeinschaft  m ö glicher Verst ä ndigung stehende 
Menschheit,  unsere Erde , die alle diese verschiedenen Umwelten mit ihren Wandlungen 
und Vergangenheiten in sich schlie ß t – da wir ja von anderen Gestirnen als Umwelten 
f ü r eventuelle auf ihnen lebende Menschen kein Kunde haben. In dieser einen Welt hat 
alles, was ich jetzt urspr ü nglich sinnlich wahrnehme, was ich je wahrgenommen habe 
und woran ich mich jetzt erinnern kann, bezw. wor ü ber mir andere also ihr 
Wahrgenommenes oder Erinnertes berichten k ö nnen, seine Stelle. Es hat seine Einheit 
dadurch, da ß  es in dieser objektiven Welt seine feste Zeitstelle, Stelle in der objektiven 
Zeit hat.   
    Das gilt f ü r jeden Gegenstand der Wahrnehmung als solchen’.     

   Chapter 5  

     34  Th is text only exists in French, so all the translations are mine.      
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