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Abstract 

The main purpose of this contribution is to figure out the development of competences out of 

the perspective of bodily phenomenology. Seen from this angle, certain basic existential 

conditions of mankind come into sight. To consider these conditions an art-based approach to 

the development of competences is unfolded. 

 

 

Theoretical Frame: The Relation of the Development of Competences to Bodies and 

Absences  

 

“To be here is neither somewhere in a space as a location beside others, nor is it nowhere, 

awthe ay from spatiality. To speak with Husserl to be here is moreover a life zero at a starting 

point for the master plan of space with its directive differences and leeways for movements“1. 

(WALDENFELS 1997, p.195)  

It is to say: We exist as a living body at a point zero. Considering this notion, the central role 

of the “Non(e)“ in the field of phenomenological research becomes obvious. Edmund 

HUSSERL and Maurice MERLEAU-PONTY outline this conceptualization of perception 

without working out the effects of situating the living body at point zero, or the types of 

rationality deriving from such a concept of negativity. Neither does Bernhard 

WALDENFELS to whom I will mainly refer.  

However, in my contribution I will outline the “Non(e)“ as the centre of reference by referring 

to Liberal Arts in educative practices. By doing this, I also want to point out some ethical 

questions in educative practices.  

In these practices the displacement of knowledge transfer to competences as the ultimate aim 

of education world-wide represents a fundamental change in the diverse systems of education, 

especially in schools. Consequently, the attainment of knowledge for its own sake has been 

                                                           

1 WALDENFELS refers to HUSSERL 1950, p.158; all quotes of German texts are translated by the 

author. 
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superseded by the acquisition of skills that can be used in practices in which unpredictability 

plays a major role. (Cp. BÖHLE et al. 2004) Competencies are meant to facilitate active, 

open-minded, exploratory, dialogical and empathical approaches to situational challenges in 

society, in school and in private life. The competence regarded as the most important in this 

regard is the ability and willingness to learn from one´s own experiences. This presupposes 

awareness of oneself, and it requires the ability and sensitivity to be guided by events and 

occurrences that arise individually in one’s personal experience. BÖHLE et al. show the 

parallels of the development of competences to artistic practices (ibid. p.67).  

Regarding the development of competences we are also confronted with a fundamental 

negativity: the unpredictability of the living conditions and the own future. 

But: How to get awareness of oneself, if it is a point zero (phenomenology)? How to develop 

the ability and sensitivity to be guided by events and occurrences, if they are unpredictable 

(see the discourse on competences)? 

Let me go a little deeper into the phenomenological concept of the “non(e)“: 

As Edmund HUSSERL points out, the moment of perception excludes the perceiving organ 

from the objects perceived: “The same body that serves me as a means of all perception 

stands in my way in the perception of itself and is a remarkably incompletely constituted 

thing.” (HUSSERL 1952, p.159) MERLEAU-PONTY in a way agrees as he writes: “[…] as 

for my body, I do not observe it itself: to be able to do so, I would need the use of a second 

body, which would not itself be observable” (MERLEAU-PONTY 1962, p.91). MERLEAU-

PONTY here veers away the currently widespread differentiation between “having a body” 

and “being a body”, introduced by Helmuth PLESSNER (1982). The conception of 

corporality introduced by Maurice MERLEAU-PONTY in contrast provides shelter for 

looking at corporality as a substance and at the same time as a sensitive and vivid organism. 

MERLEAU-PONTY (1962, p.92) thus argues: “Insofar as it sees or touches the world, my 

body can therefore be neither seen nor touched as a whole. What prevents its ever being an 

object, ever being completely constituted, is that it is that by which there are objects.” On one 

side, we cannot position ourselves outside our bodies. “The distinction between subject and 

object is blurred in my body” (MERLEAU-PONTY 1964, p.167). We are not standing in 

front of the objects, but within them.  

For this reason nobody is able to reflect on his living body as such - respectively as a point 

zero.  

On the other side, moreover inside our perception a rift, a rupture, an alienation, an object, an 

Other is situated or is supposed to arise constantly, taking  over various shapes. That means, 



the “invisible”, “passio”, diverse tacit dimensions of knowing, aliens, incalculables, the 

“Epoché”, diverse techniques different from our spontaneous living, events etc. form our life-

worlds. One could think that meant is here unconsciousness, but it lacks the concept of an 

individual psychic dimension (cp. Sigmund FREUD) as well as that of a collective structure 

of language (Jacques LACAN). The prereflexive dimensions are even regarded as a “matter 

of potential insight” (MERLEAU-PONTY 1966, p.282), made thematic by reflecting on it. 

When HUSSERL observes that “the eye does not appear visually” (HUSSERL 1952, p.147), 

and MERLEAU-PONTY writes, “[…] my visual body includes a large gap at the level of my 

head” (MERLEAU-PONTY 1962, p.94) they describe the very bodily structure of perception 

as rifted.  

To read this with FUERY (1995, p.158), it implies a “heterology of absence”. FUERY shows 

that and how absence transforms or modifies presences through the qualities of negativity. He 

points out that in phenomenology the Epoché, the phenomenological intuition, gaps and the 

original Otherness etc. all function as indices. He writes: “They establish forms of quasi-

presences to fill the gaps, the holes, the blanks, the simulacra, complex orders of signs which 

point and indicate until the absences themselves are denied […] This position is a constructed 

presence which takes on primacy, irrefutability, and, often, a sense of truth.” (FUERY 1995, 

S.2) Absence proposes thus a kind of fundament of human being.  

To figure out how absence, blanks, omittings effect our everyday life, I choose some 

examples in visual and literal arts as well as in architecture. 

 

Art-based Approaches to Bodies and Absence 

Armin BERGER (2008) points out the position in liberal arts that puts the dichotomies 

spectator-actor, significant-significat into brackets and not only reckons with the interpreting 

activities of the spectator/recipient/visitor. (Cp. ECO 1989) Meaning as well derives from his 

non-acting by which comes about something. 

 

I 

On occasion of their participation in a group show Marina ABRAMOVIC and her partner 

ULAY stood naked, facing each other, in the narrow entrance to the exhibition, leaving only a 

Photos from a performance: 

Marina ABRAMOVIC / ULAY Performance in the Galleria Civica in 

Bologna of Marina ABRAMOVIC and ULAY 1977 called Imponderabilia  

 

 



restricted passageway which could be used by one person at a time, moving sideways and 

pressing against both of the artists’ bodies. The artists themselves, immobile, appeared to be 

immersed in an interplay of intimacy excluding all else, while the members of the public were 

forced to physical intimacy set against a gaping emotional divide. (Cp. ILES & DEBBAUT 

1998) 

The sense of the performance (discursive repression of the sexus, not being seen as a living 

body etc.) derives from the forbearances of the public. 

 

 

Bruce NAUMAN draws our attention on a happening taking place in his atelier while he is 

absent. Recorded is the nocturnal activity in his studio of his cat and an infestation of mice. 

With seven projections and multiple audio tracks of ambient sounds, NAUMAN, in his words, 

"used this traffic as a way of mapping the leftover parts and work areas of the last several 

years of other completed, unfinished, or discarded projects."  

Referring to this action Hans-Friedrich BORMANN (2008) unfolds our responsibility for that 

that lies beyond our gaze. 

 

  

 

In Ingeborg BACHMANNs novel „Malina“ in a bourgeois milieu - supposed to generously 

constitute space and distance - a fire (inscenated or real) takes over the centre and the 

peripheries of the living space of a couple as well as their topics of conversation, the 

telephone, the typewriter.  

German and Austrian post war authors like Ingeborg BACHMANN, Günter GRASS, Max 

FRISCH, Paul CELAN, Arno SCHMIDT, Peter HANDKE and others, regarded themselves 

in a way guilty born as children of National Socialists. They thus tried to deal with the silence 

of their fathers, themselves more or less always threatened by various modes of aphasia 

(wordlessness, voicelessness, dumpness etc.). A quote of Burkhard LIEBSCH articulates their 

Film still: 

Bruce NAUMANN: Mapping the studio I (Fat Chance John Cage), video 
installation, 2002 

 

 

Film still: 

„Malina“ (novel: Ingeborg BACHMANN, script: Elfriede JELINEK, Werner 

SCHROETER, main character: Isabelle HUPPERT), 1990  

 

 



distressed endeavour: “Is it actually possible to detect that the deliquents have renounced the 

claim that derives from the face of the victims?  If Levinás is right, is it possible to figure out 

the indifference against the mortality of the others we are supposed to exhibit?“ (LIEBSCH 

2001, p.154) 

 

 

 

Cutral Có is a city in Neuquén Province in Argentine. The settlement is located in the desert, 

it was founded in 1933 after the discovery of oil. The majority of the economy is based around 

the petrochemical industry. Cutral-Có is home to several multinational corporations such as 

Repslo-YPF and Petrobars. In 1992 after the privatisation of YPF thousands of people lost 

their jobs. The staff is now coming from western countries without having contact with the 

inhibitants of Cutral Có.Maurizio Vazquez visualizes abandonment, disregard, the waste of 

his land with its people.2  

This topic resembles that of fragmented cityscapes as a re-thinking of the modern 

megavisions, a re-engaging of contested spaces, balkanisation, micro-topias and the neoliberal 

climate of lawlessness. 

 

 

 

In “Art Mama”, ORIMOTO uses his aging mother suffering from Alzheimer's and bouts of 

depression as a primary subject for a variety of motives. 

                                                           

2 These informations are deriving from a dialog of Maurizio VAZQUEZ with the author. 

Film Still 

Maurizio VAZQUEZ: Woman against the wind, 2004, Cutral Có 
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Tatsumi ORIMOTO: Art Mama (In the Big Box), 1997; 

Source: http://www.dna-galerie.de/en/artists/tatsumi-

orimoto/tatsumi-orimoto--works.php 

 

Source: 



ORIMOTOs topics are old age and the bodily and mental decline as a phenomenon that in our 

youth-oriented society is often disregarded. He presents not only the strange, but also a 

familiarity within it.  

 

Conclusions 

These are just a few examples for omittings, absences etc. taken as a starting point for a 

master plan of space with its directive differences and leeways for movements, as 

WALDENFELS (1997) points out.  

The list could be perpetuated nearly endlessly.  

Interpreting liberal art as a trial to get or to formulate, to shape or to deny a kind of orientation 

mostly every work of art could be interpreted as to show aspects of a “heterology of absence”.  

In pedagogy (Greek παιδεία education, Bildung as παίς = child, boy and άγειν to lead), as we 

have seen above, to get or to formulate, to shape or to deny orientation stands right in the 

centre. 

Thus, by looking at art constructive potentials, but also the downside of the “heterology of 

absence” becomes clear. It is the ethical side, implying the thesis, yet to be proved, that each 

artistic work is socially dimensioned. Some works of art thematize existential possibilities of 

man in an inhuman way. Not only deviant behaviour and thinking is imaged. The difference 

between images and ethical thinking is also sometimes shown as a sharp contrast. Obviously, 

there is a certain ambiguity of art, which blurs the ethical impacts of it.  

Pedagogy, in contrast, is obliged to a deep respect to the child facing the pedagogue.  

As Burkhard LIEBSCH (1998) points out, the phenomenological approach of 

WALDENFELS is in danger to blur ethical claims.3 The same could be said about 

MERLEAU-PONTY. - 

In phenomenology not primarily the rational thinking, but the body is supposed to be the 

primary medium of the task to get orientation. At the NERA-congress in Trondheim I already 

pointed out the ethical fundaments in our body.  

To find out the potentials of art in the field of education we therefore should stay apart from 

artworks that may produce prior experiences that could hinder a child from striving for 

experiencing this field.  

Looking at what is to be seen and what this may do with children, is thus primary to the 

decision to put it on the pedagogical agenda or not. Children Research realizes that children 

                                                           

3 Reinhold ESTERBAUER (1995) points out that this claim of the other can be made noticeable by 

works of art, while Emmanuel LEVINÀS himself argued strongly against the Liberal Arts. 



look for orientation completely different from our way and their aim is to explore this. I 

suppose that such an awareness for a child is neither merely given nor is it completely 

enacted, much less cognitively.  

WALDENFELS (1998) points out the significant difference between that what shows itself 

and the modus in which it shows itself.4 He describes the latter as the adequate 

phenomenological perspective.  

In the endeavour to introduce pre-predicative aspects of ethics in the field of education, we 

therefore have to look at the how to do this, thus, we should look at how an item comes into 

sight in an art work.  

It is the advantage of pedagogy to be in the first hand a practice. Settings of learning based on 

art works or based on artistic principles can be used for didactics starting from individual 

experiences.  

Within classroom lessons teachers use works of art usually in order to mediate ideas and 

theories about subjective realities. Pictures, sculptures, installations are meant to be 

representations of insights or illustrations of certain imaginations in general. In contrast, one 

could also interpret works of art as translations of theories in special settings of experience. 

Here, we also take into account that works of art themselves can make something appear. 

Martin Seel (2002) describes it as a “staging” or performing character of art works as not only 

condensing real things, topics, and constellations, but also producing visibility. Here the thesis 

is to be discussed, that these processes are invoking as well an apprenticeship by corporal 

means of understanding as they are provoking theories.  

My hypothesis is: The questions, how to get awareness of oneself and how to develop the 

ability and sensitivity to be guided by events and occurrences, if they are unpredictable can be 

answered by looking at art. By means of artworks, it can be revealed in a pedagogical 

situation how specific picture matters are aesthetically organized into a hierarchy, ordered, 

and how they are related and subordinated differently to one another by the perceptive subject. 

It can also be extracted, whether and in which respect such arrangements are somewhat 

socially decreed, or at least seem to be. 

For instance forms of forbearance, concealment, disruption allow (in art studies) that a 

perceived reality can be linked to other associations than the familiar ones or can also be 

justified differently than before. This involves the process of getting orientation. Only: 

Phenomenology is speaking of man as an adult. To face negativity in the dimensions 

                                                           

4 See f.e. WALDENFELS 1998, p. 44 und 81ff. 



described above is due to an adult thinking and orientation. I will start thinking about 

children. 

 

 

 

Sources 

 

Iles, C.; Debbaut, J. (1998): Abramovic/Ulay: Performances 1976-1988. Art Data 

 

Berger, Armin (2008): Das philosophische Problem der Unterlassungen in Kunst- und 

Kulturwissenschaft. In: Lagaay, A.; Gronau, B. (Hg.): Performanzen des Nichttuns. Wien: 

Passagen Verlag, S.59-66 

 

Bormann, H.-F. (2008): Warten, Schlafen, Sterben. Über Bruce Naumann, Mapping the 

Studio I (Fat Chance John Cage). In: Lagaay, A.; Gronau, B. (Hg.): Performanzen des 

Nichttuns. Wien: Passagen Verlag, S.77-88 

 

Esterbauer, R. (1996):: Schattenspendende Moderne. Zu Lévinas' Auffassung von Kunst. In: 

Thomas Freyer; Richard Schenk (Hg.): Emmanuel Lévinas – Fragen an die Moderne. Wien: 

Passagen Verlag, S. 25–49 

 

Fuery, P.: The Theory of Absence. Sujectivity, Signification and Desire, Westport London 

1995 

 

Eco, U. (1989). The Open Work. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 

 

Husserl, E. (1952): Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen 

Philosophie. Zweites Buch: Phänomenologische Untersuchungen zur Konstitution. 

Husserliana IV. (ed. by M. Biemel) The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff 

 

Husserl, E. (1950 [1913]): Ideen zur einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen 

Philosophie. Husserliana. Den Haag/Dordrecht: Nijhoff 

 

Liebsch, B. (1998): Vom Versprechen, das wir sind. Versuchung einer Annäherung an das 

Thema ‘Genozid und Moderne’. In: Dabag, M.; Platt, K. (Hg.), Genozid und Moderne. Bd. 1: 

Strukturen kollektiver Gewalt im 20. Jahrhundert. Opladen: Leske & Budrich, S. 39-80.   

 

Liebsch, B. (2001): Überlieferung als Versprechen. Rudimente einer Ethik des 

weitergegebenen Wortes. In: Matthias Fischer, Hans-Dieter Gondek, Burkhard Liebsch 

(Hrsg.), Vernunft im Zeichen des Fremden. Zur Philosophie von Bernhard Waldenfels, 

Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp, S. 304-344 154-182 

 

Merleau-Ponty, M. (1962): Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith. London: 

Routledge & Degan Paul 

 

Merleau-Ponty, M. (1964): Signs. (trans. R. McCleary). Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern 

University Press  

 

Merleau-Ponty, M. (1966): Phänomenologie der Wahrnehmung, (dt. Boehm, R.), Berlin: 

Walter de Gruyter & Co. 



 

Plessner, H. (1982): Aspekte einer philosophischen Anthropologie. Stuttgart: Reclam  

 

Waldenfels, B. (1997): Topographie des Fremden. Studien zur Phänomenologie des Fremden 

1. Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp 


