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Editor’s Introduction: Traversing the Beyond with Jean-Luc Marion

Rachel Bath and Kathryn Lawson

Hard and blue hangs the horizon

In its perfect circle curled,

While we teeter, swing and stagger,

Shifting in a shifting world.

One would think it had existence,

This horizon form and stable,

Lying like the sharp-cut edges

Of a blue and cosmic table.

Knowledge sometimes is a burden.

I could wish I did not know

What a sharp illusive circle

We fling round us as we go.

—Eunice Tietjens,

“Horizon at Sea,” Poetry: A Magazine of Verse LV, VI (1940): 318.

The horizons that enfold us appear fixed, but this sense is ultimately illusory. If we take Eunice Tietjens’ poem as an example, when we gaze upon the ocean on a clear afternoon, we witness the horizonal line that acts as the boundary of our visual experience. There is a distinct edge where the sky touches the water. Despite its clarity, this contour can never be reached: if we sail out toward the horizon, it moves ever farther away. In all forms of horizons, there is always an excess beyond the reach of our perceptual capacities, our understanding, and our experience. In this light, the horizon is an illusion that is forever beyond our grasp. It marks the edge of one of many circles. Despite our practical knowledge of this illusion, there is an ever-so human appetite to somehow breach the horizons that bind us. To provide another literary example, in the opening of Moby-Dick, Melville claims that the sea is the cure for a drizzly November in the soul. We wonder, however, whether it is perhaps not the water that draws us, but the horizon that the sea occasions. The horizon is a source that calls, dares, beckons, soothes, taunts, and entices. It is the human condition to be enfolded within a horizon, but so too is it human desire to reach beyond, to breach the horizons that hold us.

In this volume, we take up this notion of the “horizon” as our framework for examining Jean-Luc Marion’s thought. The concept of the horizon in its philosophical sense is one of the most central ideas of the phenomenological tradition. Phenomenology uncovers the world as a horizon of experience that is fashioned by our social norms, expectations, and human psychology. In turn, phenomenology forms its own horizon within which all further phenomenological thought must unfold. We begin with the notion of a horizon—a breached horizon—because it opens our discussion onto the ways that Marion’s work moves between worlds and creates spaces where the horizons that constitute those worlds can be transcended.

This volume situates Marion’s thought in some of its nearest horizons, including those of phenomenology, philosophy of religion, and theology, and it highlights the ways Marion’s work already transcends those horizons, as well as how novel applications of his thought can overcome disciplinary and thematic boundaries. Some of the contributions to this volume mine Marion’s ideas in order to present original and important applications of his thought to the study of art, literature, theology, philosophy, and psychology. Some cover Marion’s wider corpus, including later works such as The Erotic Phenomenon, Revelation and Givenness, and In the Self’s Place, all of which have been previously unaddressed in the Anglophone literature on Marion. Others consider the historical context of Marion’s thought, including the figures he converses with in his work, his place in and between various traditions of thought, and the way he has renewed the traditions he inherited.

A careful reader of both Husserl and Heidegger, Marion’s thought has, over time, moved beyond the grounds cleared by his predecessors. For Marion, the horizon is a boundary, a limitation upon phenomena that excludes radically different or unforeseeable possibilities. Thus, Marion’s interest in the horizon exceeds the horizon as such and moves outward to that which defies, transcends, and breaches the horizon. While Marion and his readers note the perspective of one horizon and suggest other possible horizons, it is the liminal leap, the airborne moment between two worlds, in which Marion’s thought truly takes flight. It is here that we understand Marion to be bringing together the phenomenological tradition and the theological tradition. In this regard, thinkers such as Augustine of Hippo are as present in Marion’s thought as are the phenomenologists.

Adapting the notion of horizon to a givenness that is breached by an experience of excess known as God, Marion challenges the Husserlian and Heideggerian notions of horizon, ultimately breaching the horizon of phenomenological thought as it had been circumscribed. More forcefully, Marion returns to the phenomenological reduction an essentiality that Heidegger had challenged, but with the addition of an erotic reduction, Marion moves beyond Husserl. In the erotic reduction, we stand upon the shore asking, “Does anyone out there love me?” We make the leap as we bravely suspend ourselves over the abyss of loving another first, breaching the horizon of our own being by daringly asking ourselves, “Can I love first?” And, finally, we land upon the shore of a new horizon when we realize that another, namely, God, has always loved us first. For a successful erotic reduction, we must breach horizons of self, other, and world.

The volume works on the premise that the richness, diversity, and far-reaching extent of Marion’s thought must not only be seen from traditional disciplinary standpoints. Rather, Marion’s thought flourishes in liminal spaces between disciplines. Hence, to fully recognize the value of Marion’s work, we contend that it must also be viewed from the intersections of a variety of disciplines. In this way, the chapters of this volume maintain an acceptance of the significance and efficacy of Marion’s work while presenting unique analyses of Marion’s thought and its relevance to aspects of other fields of inquiry. Some of the chapters return to the past with an examination of the different trajectories of thought that have motivated Marion’s work, the relationship of Marion’s work to the history of Western thought, and Marion’s own intellectual history. Other chapters enter into the present instances in which his work already breaches the horizons established by his predecessors and the textual ways in which his thoughts can jump off the pages and into our lives. Finally, some chapters leap toward possible futures and the novel directions opened by the excess of his thought.

This collection begins with Kevin Hart’s introduction to Marion’s phenomenological thought. Hart explains Marion’s thinking alongside a general discussion of the foundational question of phenomenology itself: “How? How do things give themselves to us, and how do we receive them?” He elaborates Husserl and Heidegger’s place in the phenomenological tradition in terms of the way they relate to this foundational question, and then introduces Marion as a thinker who has learned from both philosophers and who has in turn opened phenomenology toward a new direction. In this way, Hart suggests that Marion’s work on the “saturated phenomena” is what radically opened phenomenology toward this novel direction. Asking “How?” of Marion in relation to the heritage of phenomenology, Hart illustrates three key features of Marion’s thought. First, Marion refuses to allow being to be the endpoint of reduction. Second, Marion reorients phenomenology toward absolute givenness, enabling it to be a study of that which is prior to both being and beings. And, third, Marion underscores the importance of the reduction while also modifying it. This historical contextualization of Marion’s intellectual background situates the work that is to come in later chapters by way of shoring up Marion’s renewal of the tradition he has inherited.

Following Kevin Hart’s introduction to Marion’s thought is a chapter by Jean-Luc Marion himself. His chapter addresses the question of the reduction in the phenomenological method, specifically Michel Henry’s formulation of the fourth principle of phenomenology. Henry discards the principle “as much reduction, as much givenness” based upon its implication of the structure of call and response. This is because the formal structure of call and response repeats the gap of the intentional ecstasy. In contradistinction, Marion shows that call and response liberate the gap of intentional ecstasy because the call is paradoxically always already given but not yet rendered into a phenomenon, and the response constitutes the phenomenon of the call after the fact. Marion’s contribution here demonstrates the way he is already overcoming the classical horizons of phenomenology. In doing so, he is opening phenomenology toward fields of possibilities that were previously withheld.

After these introductory chapters, the subsequent works are divided into three sections. In the first section, “Reflections on the Past,” we look at Marion’s place in the history of philosophy and his intellectual history. In the second section, “Present Openings,” we consider how Marion’s work can move from a textual exercise to a way of informing lived experience through reflection upon the boundaries constituted by our horizon. In the third section, “Breaching Future Horizons,” we turn to new directions in which Marion’s thoughts can be guided and to novel applications of his ideas. Situating Marion in the history of philosophy presents us with the opportunity to better understand where he can take us in the future and how he can affect us in the present. The same is true of the chapters that push us to reexamine and reorient our own lived experience by means of going beyond present boundaries, for they also help us see links to other experiences of philosophy in the past and give us the courage to leap into his future thought.

Reflections on the Past

This first series of chapters situate Marion in the history of philosophy and offer a grounding in the philosophical and theological past that has created the foundation of Marion’s work. We must not be deceived by the historical nature of these thinkers: each chapter offers a new interpretation of how Marion is situated in Western thought and inevitably offers the reader genuine moments of openness and natality in the return to the past. From Plato to Descartes, and from Augustine to Husserl and Levinas, these chapters seek the convergence of philosophy and theology as they situate Marion’s work in the canon by utilizing new interpretations to hold open the past.

We begin this section with a sweeping overview of the philosophical tradition in Ugo Perone’s chapter Amor et Memoria. Perone traces the relationship between love and memory as it has developed over the course of the history of Western philosophy in order to reveal how modern secularization has altered the meaning of both. In the history of philosophy, love and memory are viewed as intertwined: we see this in Plato as well as in Plotinus and Augustine. Modernity, from Descartes onward, challenges this intimate connection. The interruption of continuity caused by secularization has resulted in the need for religion to rethink the unity of love and memory, for the classical model is no longer tenable. In response to this problem, Perone argues that Marion has reconceived love from a phenomenological viewpoint. This chapter, which takes a hermeneutic approach to the question of love and memory in modernity, attempts to sketch an account that focuses on memory. With hermeneutics, we mend the torn fabric of time by way of expressing risky interpretations which are open to being tested as successes or failures in our lived experience. For Perone, then, it is memory as interpretation that can encounter the love that transcendentally supports knowing.

For Felix Ó Murchadha, the movement beyond metaphysics happens with the merger of philosophy and theology through Marion and Augustine. In “Givenness, Grace, and Marion’s Augustinianism,” Ó Murchadha posits Augustinian grace as the central point of exploration in Marion, even though he admits that it is not always acknowledged as such. Ó Murchadha suggests that Marion engages in an Augustinian critique of the “capable ego” from Descartes to Kant. In order to support this claim, Ó Murchadha calls upon the second epigraph in the English edition of The Erotic Phenomenon, which is the Augustinian quote: nemo est qui non amet (“there is no one who does not love”). As the recipient of potential grace, Marion’s gifted ego displaces the capable ego. The freedom of the gifted is a leap of faith which loves but which also requires the grace of a divine command in order to rationally do so. From this perspective, the phenomenology of givenness, as Marion accounts for it, ultimately depends on the Augustinian logic of grace. Through an openness toward the rationality of the Augustinian God’s grace and not through one’s own assertion of rationality upon God’s grace, philosophy reaches its theological fulfilment and the difference of philosophy and theology dissolves. Ó Murchadha hence shows us Marion’s deep connection with and radical rethinking of his predecessor, Augustine.

In “Ways of Being Given,” Pierre-Jean Renaudie looks at Marion’s philosophical engagement with Husserl and argues that Marion must rethink this “conversation.” Marion claims that Husserl’s categorial intuition achieves an expansion of the intuition as well as a broadening of givenness as such, which brings legitimacy to the third reduction, therein providing the foundation for Marion’s phenomenology. However, Renaudie’s chapter critically argues that Marion misses an important aspect of Husserl’s phenomenological breakthrough and that there is a more interesting concept of the given within Husserlian thought. Renaudie argues that Husserl offers an original intuitive fulfilment wherein the given extends beyond givenness, but he simultaneously maintains a classic notion of the given, which is grounded in sensibility. Hence, it is the given, and not givenness, which makes up the horizon of phenomenality.

Interested in the conceptual origins of the gift-question, Ryan Coyne maintains that Marion relates this question to the absolute distance between the “I” and the source of its vitality. In his chapter “On the Threshold of Distance,” however, Coyne notes the absence of a specific term to link the gift-question and distance. Coyne suggests that a displaced notion of “Levinasian paternity” can fill this absence. Through the Levinasian notion of paternity, Coyne suggests that we can acknowledge the crucifixion of Christ as the hidden ground for the Nietzschean death of God, and the end of metaphysics. In questioning the gift, then, Marion takes on a Levinasian vision of philosophy that takes questions of religion to be an important part of philosophy itself, and not belonging to the separate field of theology. Similar to Ó Murchadha, that which is beyond metaphysics, for Coyne, is reached by blurring the lines of the lines between theology and philosophy, and it is Marion’s rethinking of his intellectual predecessors that brings this intimate connection to light.

Present Openings

In this second section, we turn to chapters that show how Marion already breaches classical horizons, allowing us to move from the text of Marion’s philosophy to a reexamination of our lived experience. After all, the epoché is essentially a method for moving beyond our intellectual theories to an actual experience of the phenomena. We must not forget that this is the goal of phenomenology and Marion is no exception. These chapters challenge us to go with Marion beyond ourselves and beyond our boundaries. We have the opportunity through these chapters to examine our own lived experience in light of Marion’s work as it is showcased in discussions of art, literature, and religion. In this section, the reader is asked to reflect upon the boundaries constituted by their present horizon.

Stephen E. Lewis examines the philosophical engagement of Marion with the philosopher Emmanuel Levinas in “Reading Textual Dramatics.” Lewis goes a step beyond the “conversation” between Marion and Levinas by considering the comparative dramatics that both thinkers have with their readers. In other words, Lewis reads Marion and Levinas in a way that takes the affective impact of their texts seriously. He focuses on how each thinker wrests an emotional reaction from the reader and, through that reaction, stages a philosophical drama. The reader is not an audience member objectively observing the production but an actor in the production who contributes both affection and reason. Each in their own way, the philosophies of Levinas and Marion engage the reader in a dramatic movement from being to that which is beyond being. Lewis argues that the inclusion of the reader in the conversation yields insights that bring clarity to the assumptions and aims operating in each thinker’s work. Thus, while Lewis offers us insight into the conversation between Levinas and Marion, it is ultimately the conversation with the reader that Lewis brings to the fore in his chapter. In this way, we are challenged to consider actively our engagements in the philosophy we read and to reflect upon what those engagements evoke.

In “The Moving Icon,” Jodie McNeilly explores the place of God in art through an investigation of the icon in the work of Marion. Calling upon Marion’s treatment of the visual arts, McNeilly argues that the icon is ultimately grounded, not in Marion’s phenomenological work, but in his theological authority of scripture. McNeilly notes that Marion participates in an aesthetic argument to account for the icon and that this mode of neutralized belief provides a phenomenological discussion of the idol within the philosophy of religion. However, it is only via a return to the experiences of the faithful, as set out in scriptural authority, that the experience of veneration can be described and the icon wholly accounted for in Marion’s work. Here, McNeilly reminds us that experience of the scriptures in the present moment is a condition for the possibility of grasping Marion’s phenomenology of the icon.

Following Marion’s distinction between the flesh as the house of lived experience and the body as the mere existence of the physical form, in “Love without Bodies” Cassandra Falke aims to show how our love of works of art relates to our love of people. Of course, works of art are not persons; they cannot be killed, and they cannot invoke ethical responsibility because they do not have flesh. And yet, we can make love to both books and people. In terms of the erotic reduction, because books cannot abandon themselves to love as can people, and their body is separated from flesh as can never be the case with a person, this means that reading literature can move us to the first stage; we have made the lover’s advance, and we have committed ourselves to loving first and to being open to the unpredictability of our beloved. With a book, we can begin the erotic reduction; the erotic reduction cannot, however, be fulfilled because a book lacks flesh and cannot give itself. Yet, by entering us into the erotic reduction, a book gestures beyond itself toward the embodied beloveds through whom we discover ourselves in-the-flesh. As the reader engages in Falke’s argument for the power of the text to act as a catalyst toward love, we are called to experience this very process through Falke’s own text.

In an Orphic incantation all his own, Kevin Hart explores a myriad of literature in his chapter “As an Orpheus of Phenomenality … .” Calling upon a variety of texts, he places Marion’s philosophy within this literature in order to explain and apply Marion’s thought. With a specific emphasis on poetry, Hart explores how Marion’s phenomenality is related to love. It is through careful attention to the saturated phenomenon that Marion allows the lover and the artist to be overcome with excess. Through lyric poetry, Hart notes that commonplace phenomena either break down or they appear as saturated phenomena. Similarly, the beloved appears as saturated phenomenon and is not merely seen in a commonplace manner. Thus, in the reading of poetry, one experiences the beloved as phenomenalized in love. Hart’s invocation of Marion’s concepts breaks down the boundaries between the phenomenality respectively embodied by philosophy and poetry.

Breaching Future Horizons

In this final section, Marion’s thought is projected along new and different paths. Some chapters reveal openings for Marion’s work that had not yet been discovered. Others present applications of his ideas to different fields of study, primarily psychology, in order to show how Marion’s work can overcome traditional disciplinary boundaries and offer novel perspectives on these different disciplines. In short, the authors in this section show us future directions for and novel applications of Marion’s work, orienting us toward a new way of doing philosophy with Marion.

Jennifer Rosato places Marion into conversation with Augustine of Hippo in her chapter “Discovering Human Insufficiency with Marion.” For Marion, the discovery that the entirety of the world is mere vanity arises from boredom and leads to melancholy, but Rosato notes that Marion also calls upon a positive outcome from this experience. By revealing the insufficiency of our lives, vanity asks us to see that which truly matters: love. And it is love that gives our activity in the world meaning. Rosato argues that Marion
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