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INTRODUCTION 

But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with 
which he loved us even when we were dead through 
our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ-by 
grace you have been saved-and raised us up with him 
and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ 
Jesus, so that in the ages to come he might show the 
immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward ns 
in Christ Jesus. For by grace you have been saved 
through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the 
gift of God-not the result of works, so th al no one may 
boast (Eph. 2:4-9). 

IN CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY, the way in which the relationship be­
tween God and human beings is accomplished is frequently de­
scribed as gift. It is God's seH~gift that initiates this relationship, 

- . 

facilitates it, and enables it to be sustained. This is the meaning 
of grace: that God is for the world giver, gift, and giving, a trinity 
of self-e1nptying love who is beyond all in1agining, and that in this 
gift what seems like an in1possible relationship is 1nade possible. 
So it is suggested in the letter to the Ephesians, that relationship 
with God-which is the very meaning of salvation-is tnade possi­
ble only because of God's mercifulness and love ("God, who is 
rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us ... 
n1ade us alive ... "). The initiative and the capacity to achieve 
relationship lie totally with God ("this is not your 0\1Vl1 doing,,), 
and the movement toward relationship is seen to be n1otivatcd 
not by justice (which is essentially a moment of recuperation-
justice tries to restore a certain balance to the scales) but by a 
merciful love that is pure expenditure ("so that in the ages to 
come he 1night show the imn1easurable riches of his grace in kind­
ness toward us in Christ]esus''). The n1ove1nent toward relation­
ship is 1nade without the motivation of return. In other words, 
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relationship with Cod (salvation) occurs in the self-offering of 
God, V1lhich does not hinge on any condition. The gift of God is 
pure as it is perfect and absolute. To speak of God as gift is theo­
logically cmupelling, not. least because it appeals to a particular 
aspect of Christian experience: if it is possible at all to describe 
an "encounter" with Godl it \'\1ill he one that is utterlv graciot1s, 

I (_ 

itnpossible to predict, manipu1ate, or ol~jectif)1-shecr gift. And 
yet here we begin to glimpse the prob1em that rnoti\'ates the writ­
ing of this book. For how might. such a gift-pure! abso1ute, un­
able to be oqjectified-be received? 

The probletn of God ls sclf-givi ng has a number of faces~ \iVe are 
immediately referred to the \vholc question of human experi­
ence, which resonates in many registers and wiJl of necessity be 
treated here within particular limits. The more strictly lheological 
angle on this question is well worn but no less pressing for being 
repeated: if God is utterly great.er than that which human experi­
ence can contain, how is God to enter into that experience at all? 
But in this context a further question arises that will serve as the 
prism through which the previous questions will be examined: 
the question of the gift it.self. Significant in the passage from 
Ephesians noted above is the unconditionalit:y of the gift, and 
even n1omentary reflection on a conunon understanding of the 
word "gift" reveals that. uncondit.ionality is one of its n1ost in1por­
tant conditions. If I give expecting· so1nething in return, I have 
not really given in the right spirit. But unconditionality extends 
further than not intending that the gift be returned; it extends to 
the fact of its not being returned or even returnable. Fe'v theolo­
gians would contest that God's gift. is too great to be returned, and 
therefore the difficulty does not seen1 to apply in this instance. Yet 
there is an argument e1nerging frmn the work ofjacques Derrida, 
and yet to be fully articulated or tested here, to suggest that no 
gift that is recognized as such in the present is ever given uncondi­
tionally because such a gift is ahvays and inevitably returned. In 
my receiving the gift as a gilt, the gift is undone~ it turns to ashes 
in my hands, it is no longer a gift. The question of the gift here 
closely resembles the question of how God is to enter into human 
experience. "If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill hi1n." If 
you have seen God, what you have seen is not. God. 

The question of the gift as it is analyzed by Derrida arises in a 
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ve1y' specific context~ one that assumes a heritage of that type of 
philosophy known as phenmnenology while pushing that heri­
tage to the limits~ Given the extent to which the phenomenologi­
cal and post-phenomenological debate dominated European 
philosophy in the twentieth century~ as well as the intersection of 
this debate with Christian thought at various points and in differ­
ing ways, it see1ns appropriate to question the relationship be­
tween philosophy and theology anew with phenomenology in 
mind. It is all the more pertinent in the light of the work of an­
other contemporary Frenchman, Jean-Luc Marion~ whose phe­
nomenological investigations of the possibility of revelation focus 
the difficulties with precision. For our purposes, Marion ~s re­
sponse to Derrida on the question of the gift serves to gather 
together all these faces of the problem of God's self-giving. The 
question of whether or not there can be a phenomenon of gift 
frames a discussion of the successes and failures of phenomenol­
ogy as well as its theological possibilities. VVhat follows proceeds 
by way of phenomenology, as it is read by each of the two main 
protagonists, in an examination of the gift and a consideration of 
sonic of the theological in1plications that emerge as a result. 
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1 
The Problem of the Gift 

THE QUESTION OF THE GIFT 

A GIFT 1s ANY O~JECT given by one person to another, gratuitously 
(in the OlffJwe read that it is the "voluntary transference of prop­
erty without consideration," where "consideration n is taken to 
mean ~~reward" or ~~c01npensation"). This gratuitousness is em­
phasized as an essential part of the gift: a gift has to be given in a 
certain spirit if it is to be a gift at all, and that spirit is sheer gener­
osity. The purest of gifts is the one that is given without rnotive, 
\vithout reason, without any foundation other than the desire to 
give. A gift is, in the best sense, something that emerges from 
a preparedness to expect nothing in return, to be dispossessed 
unconditionally. The attitude of the giver of the true gift nn1st be 
to expect nothing in return. And the recipient, in like spirit, 1nust 
accept in complete surprise and genuine appreciation. For a gift 
cannot be something earned, something auto1natically due, any 
more than it can be something passed on rnerely out of obliga­
tion. \Vhen I re<·eive a gift that is not given in a spirit of generosity, 
I am instantly suspicious. Once there are ''strings attached,,, what 
is given is no longer a gift, hut a sign of s01nething else. Perhaps 
it is a bribe. Perhaps it is like a contract, binding me in debt once 
accepted. Perhaps it befalls me as a blow, s01nething intended to 
en1barrass me, a sign of an unequal relationship between rnyself 
and the giver. And I n1ay son1etin1es give a gift simply because it 
is expected or necessary. There may be a situation where a gift is 
appropriate hut where my intention is begrudging rather than 
generous. In each of these cases, the gift becomes something bur­
densome, and the title '·gift" is used only tentatively. There is no 
other word, but we recognize a certain lack that underlnines the 
very gift itself. 

Of \VhaL, then, does the gift consist? It would seem that the gift 
is the object that passes from one to another. Or does the Lruc 
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gift consist in the givenness? Does the gift-object serve only as a 
conduit for a certain excess: an excess of generous intention on 
the part. of the one who gives, and a recognition and acceptance 
of that excess on the part of the one who receives? This focus on 
the excessiveness of the intention forms part of the work of Rus­
sel1 Belk, who tries to define the characteristics of the '~perfect 
gift."' Belk interprets the expression of the perfect gift as agapic 
love, where the gift "is not selected and given to c01n1nunicate a 
n1cssage p •• but rather to express and celebrate our love for the 
other. It is spontaneous, affective and celebratory rather than pre­
meditated, cognitive~ and calculated to achieve certain ends~ n 2 

Such a gift, he suggests~ would have the following properties: the 
giver nrnkes an extraordinary sacrifice; the giver wishes solely to 
please the recipient; the gift is a luxury; the gift is something 
uniquely appropriate to the recipient; the recipient is surprised 
by the gift; and the recipient desires the gift and is delighted by 
it.:~ Belk's list does not reduce the gift solely to the intentions \vith 
which it is given and received, but the detern1inative value of the 
g-ift clearly resides in the intentional realm. Nevertheless, there 
can be no gift-intention without a gift-object, \Vhether that object 
itself he real or ideal. Yet is there such a thing as an ideal gift­
ol~ject? It is corr1mon to speak of gifts such as friendship, although 
there may be a degree of imprecision in their definition. If a gift­
object were ideal, would it be possible to separate this object frmn 
its givenness? hnagining such gifts as forgiveness, friendship, love, 
or inclusion, it is interesting to note that the same measure of 
freedom and generosity that \vould characterize what has been 
called "the excess'· also necessarily characterizes each of these 
particu1ar gifts. So at least in son1e cases, there may be ideal gift­
objects that also embody the quality of givenness, although they 
are not inevitably identical with it. 

Perhaps there is still something else to learn regarding the 
definition of the gift frmn the way in which it can also be known 
as a present. The use of the word ''presene~ to mean a gift appar-

1 Russd1 Vt/. Belk, HThe Perfect Gih~' 1 G1ft-Givmg: A Re.\-erirrlt Anthology, ed. Cele 
Otne.s and Richarrl f~. Beltramini (l\owlll1g Green, Ohio: Bowling Green State 
University Popular Press. 1996), !)9-84 [hereafter Belk, JT'G]. 

~Belk, TP(;, 61. 
:\Belk, 'JP(;, 61. 
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cnt1y originates in the Old French locution mettre une chose en prls­
ence ti quelqu ·'un, to put a thing into the presence of s01neone 
(OED). We also speak of presenting someone with something, 
making a presentation, or making a present of something. So a 
gift see1ns to have so111ething to do with presence in the present. 
A gift is made present, it is brought hefore its intended recipient, 
it enters into the presence of the one who is to receive. Does this 
mean that there can be no giving in secret? If I an1 present to a 
present do I have to be completely aware of it, or aware of its 
value as a gift? On the basis of the definition suggested earlier 
(that a gift is something given to so1neone, gratuitously), possibly 
noL A gift 1nay be present, but it need not necessarily be present 
as a gift. 'This introduces a distinction between receiving and ac­
cepting. To receive is to lake sornething into one's possession, 
which does not focus the attention so much on its origins. To 
accept, on the other hand, ineans to ''consent to receive

11 

(OED), 
to agree to take something, \vhich i1nµlies a greater scrutiny of its 
importance or its i1npact. But can someone give without knO\"iting 
that he or she gives? At first glance this \Votild not appear to fulfill 
the conditions of gift-hood, because it would alter the necessary 
factor of gratuity. One cannot give freely without some intention 
of the will. At the same time, a puzzling passage in the Christian 
scriptures suggests that in giving alms, the left hand should not 
know what the right is doing.·1 And if it is possible for a gift. to be 
received without being identified as such by the recipient, why 
should it be impossible for a gift lo be g-iven without a similar 
identification? If I accept as a gift what I understand to be freely 
given, it effectively operates frff ine as a gift. In other words, to 
the extent that I perceive a gift to be gift, on one side or the other, 
it functions as a gift, and this may well be sufficient to detine it as 
a gift. On the other hand, the risk of self-deception seems large. 

This leads us to the consid~ration of another~ related \vord lhat 
emerges in this context, the given~ If something is a given, then it 
is assu1ned, it is already there, or it is siinply what presents itself. 

·1 Matt. fr~1-4: ··But \•1,,rhen you give alrns, do not let your left hand know what 
yuur right hand is dmng-~ so that your alms may he done in secret; and your 
Father \\rho sees i11 secrel will rewarrl you ... All quotations from the Bible will be 
from the !\ew Revised Staudard Vcrs1011 with Apocrypha (New York; Oxford 
U11iversity Press. 19:-m). 
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In this last sense, the given is that to which the ph1losophical disci­
pline of phenomenology is oriented. Th~ origin of a given 1nay 
well be unknown. So the given may also be a gilt. or it might not 
be. At times it will he impossib1e to say, or the affirmation that the 
given is a gift \Vi1l rest on criLcria other than demonstrable proofs. 

At the inost fundamental level, then, giving takes p1ace where 
a gift-o~ject is transferred freely from one person to another. But 
additional specifications have e1nerged that inevitably amplif)1 this 
definition. It is clear that for a pure gift to oc.-cnr, there should be 
no motive of return on the part of the donor and no anticipation 
of reward on the part of the rccipien L. Funher~ according to 
Belk's analysis~ a gifl should involve some sacrifice by the donor, 
and it should have luxurious and particularly personal qualities 
that place it out of the reahn of the ordinary for Lhe recipient. It 
has also been noted that it is givenness on the one hand and/ or 
acceptance 011 the other that moclih·· a real or an ideal object into 
a gift-o~ject. Further, a gift is a present~ that is, something brought 
into the presence of its recipient. Finally, a gift is a given, al­
though a given may bear son1e or even no relation to a gift. vVith 
regard to the phenomenon or concept \Ve cal1 gift~ these appear 
to be its conditions of possibility. Summing up, it seems to n1e 

that these conditions are reducih1e to two. One is that the gift is 
free. That is expressed in the demand for no mo1ive nf return, 
the requirement of sacrifice, and the need f<ff placing the gift 
beyond the necessities of the everyday. The other condition is 
that the gift is present. This relates to the recognizability of the 
gift as a gift and draws i11 the coro11aries of giving and receiving 
(or accepting). Freedom and presence arc th~ conditions of rhe 
gift as we know it. 

T1-rn hvIPOSSTHILITY OF THI< GIFT 

In the preceding analysis of the gift, I descrihed those conditions 
that seem to determine what can be known as a gifr. But has a gift 
ever met these condit1ons? There is a kind of purity ahout giving 
reflected in the <lesire that such conditions he met, but this is 
ahnost inevitably lost in the fact. The na1nc of gift seems to pre­
serve the hope of its integrity, hut it leaves unspoken the constant 
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compromise of that integrity~ The gift is never as we would like it 
to be. For is any gift given in complete freedon1~ where nothing 
returns to the giver, even gratitude on the part of the recipient? 
\\Then I acknowledge the birthday of a friend, do I really relin­
quish the expectation that I will be similarly acknowledged in due 
course? Do I ever give when there is no reason to give, or if I give 
spontaneously and not in relation to any occasion or act, do I not 
enjoy the excitement and surprise of the one to whom I give? And 
if I give anonymously, do I not still receive 1ny reward in the subtle 
self-congratulation that frequently attaches itself to acts of altru­
ism? In short, does not the whole enterprise of giving essentially 
depend on conditions to which it cannot adhere? The pure gift 
must not return to the one who gives, but as soon as we recognize 
a gift, the gift gives back, contradicts i tsclf, stubbornly resists 
being truly given. Our gifts are tainted with the stain of self-inter­

est. \\Thy is this the case? \i\11y is it so difficult to give without 
getting, to avoid what in effect becon1cs a series of exchanges? 
\t\Thy does my gift always end up having a purpose, or being a 
response to someone or something? \\Thy does your gift to me 

never say everything? Why are gifts always set in the context of 
other gifts, of lesser or greater gifts, of gifts that 1neasurc each 
new gift within an inch of its life? Perhaps it is because our gifts 
always take place according to a particular horizon, and therefore 
within a restricted economy, whose 1neasure cannot be escaped.:) 

In nuce, there are two dimensions of gift-giving that make it 
- -

proble1natic The giving of a gift depends on freedon1: the free-
dom of the giver to give and the freedom of the recipient to re­
ceive. Any compulsion on either side fundamentally alters the 
gift-character of what is given. The first part of the problem there­
fore resides in the relation between freedom and the economv. If 

I 

the gift forms part of an economy1 it is i1nplicated in a process of 
exchange, and the gift is no longer gift but obligation, payback, 
return, tradition, reason, sweetener, peace offering, or a thou­
sand other things. The giving of a gift also depends in varying 
degrees on its presence, that is, on our ability to identify it as 

:l Regarding the association hclween gifts. relat10nship.s. and eumomies. see 
the introduction by Aafke E. Komler, editor of Thr Gljt: An lntrrdiwijJlinm)~ Pn­
.\prrt111r (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1996), 3-14. 
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something that is a present, that is transferred between one per­
son and another. lt depends, in other \Vords, on our kncnving that 
it is a gift, our perceiving its dimensions or bnrdersp The second 
part of the prob1cm therefore resides in the relation between 
presence and the econon1y. If lhe gift is present-that is, if iL can 
be identified as such-then the gift is no longer gift. but. commod­
ity, value, n1easure~ or status syinboL The basic definition of the 
gift (someone freely gives sorncthing to someone) never sec1ns to 

accord with its practical reality. A gift is ideally so111ething for 
\vhich we do not try to take account, and yet our gifts seem to 
suffer the malaise of being measured. This difficulty relates espe­
cially to two factors that are central to the whole idea of the gift, 
the features of freedo1n and presence. The significance of these 
features, and the way in which they become problematic, is 
brought out in the analysis of giving offered by Jacques Derrida 
in Given Time: I. Counterfeit i\!loney, which I shall now fr>llow in 
some detail." 

In his discussion of the gift, Derrida locates one of many points 
of resistance to economic thought, that is, to thought that tries 
to take account. of everything. That there can be such points of 
resistance does not mean it is possible for us through them to 
escape an economy altogether, for ·we always and already find our­
selves \vithin at least one~ hut instead indicates that it is impossible 
to reduce e:vet)'thing to economic tenns.7 There arc some ideas, 

"Jacques Den-ida, Civrn Time: 1. Countr~/nt Monf')', trans. Pcgh'"Y Kamuf (Ch1-
rago: U niversiLy of Chicago Press, 1992) f hereaftcr Dernda, GT/ J. I.>ounPr le 
tniz/1s: 1. ta frm.nt mmwall' (Paris: Galilee, 1991) [hereafter Derrida, .IJTJ J. 

7 TJ11s is where a <listiuction drawn by Georges Bataillc a11d 01 hers becomes 
highly re1evant. Bataille compares "restricted economiesn tn ''gt'neral ct~ono­
mi-es '': the former term refers to systems where the capnal that is mves1.ed t_·ven­
tually returns to the investor; the latter refers to the situation '"'here expenditure 
occ11.rs without return; or apparently goes to waste. Batai1le aq{tH'S lhat eco­
nomil· growth cmuol be separated from Joss., that unconditional expenditure, 
which l1as no end in ttsdf. is mevitable. No system can escape this loss; a1l organ-
1sms are slructured in such ~way that lherc is an excess of energy for ,vhich we 
cannol take an-ount. The idea or a totality I~ in fact impossible. F.conomies bear 
an cxct>ss~ or helter, econ01mes are interrupted by an excess, which meaus that 
there is ultimately no bottom line. The books are never complete. We may always 
and alrcad\' flnd ourselves wiLhin a general economy, but that docs uot mc:an 
\Ve can co;npre:hend it as though It V·.i'ere completely restnctcrl. See Gc:orges 
Bataillt\ 'nir Acni-nP.d Share: An Fs.W)' nn Gnwraf Economv, trans. Robert Hurley 
(New York: Zeme Books. 1988). Sec -especially vol. 1, Co~n·w mptw11. Derrida puts 
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for example, that exceed the capacity of economic thinking, and 
hence that exceed the human capacity to achieve their reality. 
Such an idea would be that of the gift. Economically speaking, 
the gift simply does not work. It is resistant to calculation, unable 
to be fu1ly thought, impossible, a black hole. In Derrida's words, 
the gift is structured as an aporia.R 

An aporia is, in the Aristotelian sense, a problern. Derrida sug­
gests it is '~the difficult or the impracticable, here the impossible, 
passage, the refused, denied, or prohibited passage, indeed the 
nonpassage, which can in fact be son1ething else, the event of a 
coming or of a future advent, which no longer has the form of 
the 1novement that consists in passing, traversing-, or transiting."9 

In other words, an aporia is a problem that resists being solved 
because it defies any usual frame of reference. An aporia is a prob­
len1 that exceeds our capacity even to hold onto it as a problein. 10 

It is resolved~ not by reasoning or by proof, but only by derision. 11 

Derrida is not the first to write on the question of the gift, but 
it. is he who powerfully highlights the contradictory tension in 
its very definition, who points out its aporetic qualities. ""These 

forward the idea that it is nol possible to attam to a position of complete exteri­
ority with regard to 1extuality 1 and we can apply t.his very widely as an example 
of the funclionmg of Lhc economic. Jacrp1es Derrida, OJ Grammatolog)\ trans. 
Gayatri Chakr~l\'orty Spi·vak~ rev. ed. (Balt]morc:.Johns Hopkins University Press. 
1998), 1 S8. On economy gt'"nerally. se~ (a·1. and also Derrida, ''From Restncted 
10 General Economy: A He:g·dianisrn without Reserve." Wnlmg and DUJi>renf'P, 
trans. A.Jan Bass (Loudon: Routledge! 1978)~ 251-77. 270 [hereafter Derrida, 
\.t-Vj. 

x Derrida, CTI. ~7~28. 
''Jacques Dernda . . 4jwn.a.\·, trans. Thomas Dulrnt (Stanrord: Stanford Univer­

sHy Press, I 99:\) ~ 8 [he n~afl el" Derrida, A.Ji] . 
ici Derrida. AjJ, 12: .. I knew \Vhat. was gomg to he at stake m this. word was Lhe 

·not knowing \"r'here to go.· It had 10 he a matter of the nonpassageJ or rather 
from the experience ohvhat happens and i."t fascinating in this non passage, para­
lvzmg us m this separation m a wav that is not ncccs.sarilv negative: befon: a 
cioor, a threshold, a border, a line, ~>r simply the edge or itu_· ~pproach o[ the 
other as such. It shou1d hC" a matt('r of what, in sum, appears to block our way 

or to separate us in the very place wht>re 1/ would no longer bt' fwssible to roust1Jute 
a /Jroblnn, a prqject, or a pn~jecllon." 

11 On the decision that resolves the aporia; see Derrida's essay '"Saur le nom, 11 

trans. John P. Leavey, Jr., in On the Na-uu\ ed. Thomas Duloit (Stanford: Stanford 
U nivcrsity Press, 199!)), ~!i-85, 54 [hcrrafler Derrida, SL1\f]. On undendabilitv 
generally, see his lhssf·m11wlwn, trans. and ed. Barhan1 Johnson (Chicago: Uni­
n~rsny of ChKago Press, 1981) I hereafter Derrida, Dl. 
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condit-ions of possibility of the gift (that some ~one' gives son1e 
'thing, to some ~one othe1·') dc-signate sirnultaneously the condi­
tions of impossibility of the gift. And already we could translate 
this into other terms: these conditions of possibility define or pro­
duce the annulment, the annihilation, the destruction of the 
gift." l:! In Derrida's analysis) the gift cancels i tse ]f by being ele­
m en ta} in an economy, a cycle of return. The gift cancels itself 
because as a present, it is never co1nplctely free. Derrida analyzes 
these conditions rigorou.sly \\'it.h reference to each elernent of the 
gift formula: donor, recipient and gift-oqjecL 

On the part of the don(ff, any recognition of the gift as gift 
anticipates some kind of return. For according to Derrida, 'vhen­
ever I intentionally give, I invariably receive. I 1nay receive an­
other tangible gift, or I may simply receive gratitude. Even if the 
worst happened, and iny giving were greeted with displeasure or 
n=:jection. there would still be some return, if nothing more than 
the reinforce1nent of mv own identitv as a subiectY~ From the 

' j ~ 

point of viev~' of the recipient~ any awareness of the intentional 
lneaning of a gilt pJaces that person, too, in the cycle of exchange. 
vVhen I receive something I perceive to be a giftt I have a1ready 
responded with recognition. Even if my response to th~ giver is 
one of indifference, it would be in 1ny recognizing the gift as gift, 
in recognizing that I am indebted~ that I would have unwittingly 
entered the gift economy. 1·1 The goodness of the gift is trans .. 
formed into a burden as soon as I recognize it and therefore con­
tract it as a debt. 1

:-· Considering the gift-object itself, we are faced 
itvith further difficulties. The gift-o!~ject may be a real thing or it 
may be sitnply a value, a symboL or an intention. ff· Again, the 
problem is one of recognition. which ahvays has a reference to 
perceiving subjects in the prescn l. So the problem is not whether 

I:! Derrida. CTJ, 12 
1 :~ "If he recognizes it as gifL; if the gift a/1/1nff\' to !um as .mfh, if che present is 

present Lo h11n as /m.>sent, this simple rccognit ion suffices to annul the gift. Why? 
Because it gives back~ in the place~ let us say, of the thing itself, a symbolic 
equivaleul.' 1 Derrida. GT!. 13. 

'"' Hit cannot be gift as g-ift except by not being- present as gifL ... There 1~ no 
more gift as soon as the other tfffll'£~.\--and C\'Cll if she refuses the gift that she 
has p~rcc1ved or n·<.·ognised as g-ift." Derrida~ GT/, 14. 

ir, Dernda. GTl, 12. 
11

i Dcrnda, GTJ, 12-13. 
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or nol Lhe gift 1s phenomenal, but the fact that as soon as it ap­
pears as a g·ift1 ics gift-aspect disappears. As Derrida notes~ ~~ils very 

appearance, the simple phenon1enon of the gift annuls it as gift, 
LransfrH'ming the apparition into a phantom and the operaLion 
into a simulacrum. '~ 17 

The conditions of possibi1ity of tlu: gifr are also its conditions 
of in1possibility. Those conditions that make the gift what it is are 

also the very conditions that annul it If to give a gift means to 
give so1nething freely, without retnrn, then in its identification as 
a gift in the present, no gift is ever accomplished. Derrida insists: 

"If the gift appears or signifies itselC if it exists or is presently as 

g':ft, as 'vhat it is, then it is not, it annuls itself .... The truth of the 
gift (its being or its appearing such, its as surh insofar as it guides 

the intentional signification of the meaning-to-say) suffices to 
annu] the gift. The truth of the gift is equivalent to the non-gift 

or to the non-truth of the gift." IK One of the critical points in this 
analysis is that the investiture of a gift-o~ject with an excess of 
givenness on its own docs not suffice to make the gift possible as 
such. The question has not only to do with givenness or generos­
ity but with whether or not the gift. becomes part or a circle, or is 
reduced to the terms of a restricted economy. At the same tin1e, 
it is impossible lo imagine the gift in t.erms other than these, since 
it seems that they are all \VC ha\'e. The difficulty that Derrida iso­
lates is borne out. by his reading of the linguistic, sociological, and 
anthropo1ogical material available, where it seems that the word 
.. giff~ is frequently used in a highly ambivalent \vay .. 

From the linguistic side, a tension emerges vvithin Hgiftn (and 

related words) benvecn good and bad. A gift is most often taken 
to be a positiYe thing, but the \Vord nevertheless de111onstrates 
some instability. For example, the Latin (and Greek) dosis,. which 

enters English as '
1

dose,~~ bears the rnean1ngs of both "gift" and 

"poison." 1" Or ag-ain, ··gjftH in English can translate as either 

''poison" or ·~married,, in languages ba!-ic<l on German.:?0 Derrida 

also makes reference to Gloria Goochvin Raht:ja's study ThP Poison 

11 Dt>rrida. (~'fl. 1 ·t 
1
,.. Derrida. (;'{ l. 26-~7. 

El Dernda. (:Tl, ~~6 IL See also Ikrnda, /J, 1:~1-:~2 n. 
~0 Sec Derrida, /), 1 ~H, in a noh' hy the t ranslal or. 
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in the G~ft.'2' This study explores how, in a society in northern 
India, a gift ( dan) involves the transfer of .. inauspiciousness" 
from giver to recipicnt.~'2 In other '''orcls~ the gift works for the 
good of the donor, but the recipient obviously fares less welL 
\'\That these instances collectively seem to suggest. is that a gift 
need not be a good thing. Referring to the work of Emile Benven­
iste, Derrida observes the tension betvveen giving and taking 
within the family of gifl-related words.~:l Benveniste traces the verb 
"to give" (in French donner) back to the Hittite do, suggesting 
that it lies at the origin of most Indo-European versions of giving. 
Yet he notes the similarity of this root to the Hittite da, which 
refers not to giving but to taking. He then concludes that giving 
and taking actually have the same origin~ or at least that it is im­
possible to derive one from the other. To solve the linguistic prob­
lem that thus arises, Benveniste proposes a syntactic rather than 
semantic solution. The meaning 'vould thus depend on the \vay 
the word was used.~"1 Yet as Derrida observes: ~~This syntactic de­
cidability can function only against a background of ~se1nantic 
ambivalence,' which leaves the problem intact. Benveniste seems 
to recognise this.":?:, Then there is the tension in the word "gift" 
between son1ething that returns and sornething that does not re­
turn. In his analysis of five Greek words that can be rendered 
"gift," Benveniste observes that at least one includes the recogni­
tion of necessaq1 return, the \\'Ord bDJtlVll ( doline): u0ne Would 
not kno\v how to underline n1ore clearly the functional value of 
the dotine, of this gift that obliges a counter-gift. This is the con­
stant sense it has in Heroditus; that the dotine is designed to 
pron1pt a gift in return or that it serves Lo compensate for an 
anterior gift, it always includes the idea of reciprocity~"~'~ Benven-

:!I Gloria Goodwin Rah~ja, Tl1P J>ouon 111 thP G~ft: Ritual, Presta/1011_, and thr Dom1-
nant Casfr m a Nmth Indian Villagt: (Chicago: University of Chicago Press~ 1988) 
[hereafter Rah~ja, PGl. 
~~Raheja, p(;, 3lff. 
~:'Derrida, GT/~ 78-82. f:mile Benvemstc, Problhnes de ling111Sllq11r. gh1halP 

(Paris: Gallimard, 1966) f ht!reafter Benveniste, PLCJ, t>spc('i~lly £he chapter 
enLuled "Don el echanH"e dans. le vocabulaJre indo-europ{~(~11.'' 31!l-~h. 

~4 Ben\'eniste, PLC. 316: ""Nous con~iderons qne *do- ne signifiaiL proprement 
nt 'prendrc' ni "donnrr' mais run OU raulre selon la COl\SlntCLion.~' 

'H' Derrida, G'J'J, i9. 
~t) Benvcnistc, PLG. 319; hon nc saurait souligner plus clalremem la va]eur 

fonctinnnclle de la Cl(l)tl-Vll1 de cc rlon qui oblige a un contrc-don. Ccsl la le 
sens constant du mol ch~z Hcrndote; que la (>(rJTLVll solt rkstinec ~1 prnvoqucr 
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isle further makes a connection between gift and hospitality. 27 

Studying the Latin lwstia, Renveniste relates it to a kind of com­
pensatory offering to the gods. In turn, this is related to hoslis. 
"Through hostis and allied tern1s in old Latin we can grasp a type 
of comj;ensalm)' jJrestation that is at the foundation of the notion of 
hospitality in Latin, Germanic and Slavic societies: equal condi­
tions assert then1selves in the right to parity between persons that 
is guaranteed by reciprocal gifts."~~ This adds to the sense of am­
biguity in the gift-how can a gift be obligatory, or reciprocal? 
How can hospitality be smnething that is owed? 

Some associated observations can be made on this point. Re­
sponsibility, or the ordering or obligation to hospitality, is an im­
portant part of the work of Enunanuel Levinas. ~~) He suggests that 
the order to hospitality is an order to an excess: I am called upon 
to welcome the Other out of iny own very substance, and ulti­
n1at.ely beyond n1y capacity. In another context, but expressing 
this very idea, Levinas writes: '~The in11r1ediacy of the sensible is 
the immediacy of enjoyment and its frustration. It is the gift pain­
fully torn up, and in the tearing up, i1n1ncdiately spoiling this very 
enjoy1nent. It is not a gift of the heart, but of the bread from one's 
inouth, of one\ own mouthful of bread. It is the openness, not 
only of one's pocket-book, but of the doors of one's hmne, a 
\sharing of one's bread with the famished,' a 'welcmning of the 
wretched into your house' (Isaiah 58). ":m Crucial to Levinas's un-

un don en re tour ou qu 'e lie serw-~ a compenser un don an terieur, cllc mclut 
tmqours l'idfr d'une rl'ciprocni"." 

·D Bcnvenistc, PLC. ~~20: u Un rapport (~vident unit ~l la notion de don cellc de 
l 'hospitalite. ~· 

:!H Bcuveniste, P/.G, :=\~W-21: hA lravers hostis ct les tcrmcs apparenLes en v1eux 
latin nous pouvons saisir un certain type de Jm•slatum mm/Jn1satmrl' qm est le 
fondcment de la not1011 d''hospitalit(~· <lans les sorietes latine. gcnnanique et 
slave: l'egalite de condit1011 transpose <lans le drmt la paritc assuree entre ks 
personnes par <les do11s r(--ciproques." 

~~'Derrida does not rcfor to this part of lhe Renvernstt· text m Given Timr, but 
he deals extensively with Levmas's trcatmclll of hospitality in two more recent 
books, .A.dime ri Emmanuel f ,l'1.nnas (Paris: Galilee. 1997) ~hcreafte1· DeH1da, Ad], 
now in translation as Arlifu: to Emmanw'l {nnnas. trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and 
Michael Naas (Stanford: Stanford Umwrsity Press. 1999L and A.imc Dufour­
mantellc and Jacques Derrida, De L 'hos/ntnlitF (Paris: Calmann-Lcvy, l 997) [here­
after Dufourmantelle and Derrida, DI. 'H]. ncm: available as Of H~!jp1talily. trans. 
Rachel Bowlby (Stanford: Stanford U nivcrslly Press~ 2000). 

:w Emmanuel Levmas. Othnw1sP 'JJzan Rnng or 111j'Ond. E.-.,.~ma:~ Lrans. Alphonso 
Lmgis (The Hague: Mart mus N~jhoff, 1981) ~ 74 [ hcreafler Levmas, OBBrJl for 
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derstanding is that my being called to excess involves no reciproc­
ity. This lack of synunetry is reflected in the saying from 
Dostoyevsky

1

s Thr Brotlwrs Karamazov, which Levinas regularly 
quotes: '-~Each of us is g·uilly before evciyone, for everyone and 
for each one, and Im.on .. titan othrrs.ll :11 

vVhat are the limits of hospitality? This question is picked up by 
Derrida in the ''Villanova Roundtable" and is also explored by 
John D. Caputo in his discussion of that text. Derrida 1 s point, as 
it is explained by Caputo, is that essential to any understanding 
of hospitality is its being a generous welcoming of a11other into 
one's home. But at the same time, H [a] hosL is a host onlv if he 

I 

owns the place, and only if he holds onto his ownership, if one 
limits the gift.,,:~~ Caputo describes the necessary lensiou built into 
hospitality, and asks: ~' 1-frnv can I graciously '\Velcomc the other 
while still retaining my sovereignty, my mastery of the house?":~:1 

A~ \Vith the gift, the conditions of possibility f.or hospitality are its 
conditions of iTnpossibility. The gift of hospitality has to do with 
unconditioned generosity, but it inevitably confronts us with the 
limits of ownership-limits that exclude the stranger but make 
hospitality possible. The question of hospitality, of the gift of hos­
pitality, is confounded not only by its obligatory aspect but by the 
fact that it must be limited if it is to be \r\.rhat it is, and therefore 
what it is not. 

Turning to the anthropological material, there is only one 
point to be made, although several illustrations 'vill serve as useful 
reinforcements of this i<lca. T'he question Derrida raises concerns 
that to 'vhich social scientists refer when lhcy use the \'\'onl ·~gift. H 

Standing almost at the head of a long line of sociologists and 
anthropologists whose work h>cuses otl the phenomenon of the 
gift is ivlarcel Mauss.:~·1 \1auss 1 s professed interest in the gift relates 

Lhe origmal French~ sec Emm4muel Lc\'lllas. Aulrnnml yu '<;In' ou rw-dr!ri rk l'r,ss­
enrp (197 4~ Paris: Lwre ck Poche, 1990). l l ~)-~0. 

:ii Quoted, for example. in "God and Philosophy" [hereafter Lt-'vi11as, (;p], 
trans. Richard A. Cohen and AJphonso l.mg1s, Tiu· l.n1mas RNufrr, ed. Sc:m Haml 
(Oxford: Blackwell. I ~)8~)), I ()6-89. 18~: <·mphas1s added. Sc<' h·<>dor Dosloycv­
sky, Tiu) /Jrothrn K1ir1mu1zm1, 1rans. Constance Garne11 (:'o.;c~w York: :Xew Am~rira11 
Library. 1957). 264. 

:1~.John D. Caputo, in Capu1n. t·cl., /Jno11slrurtwn rn a Nulslwll: A Com'n.wtwn 
wlfh .Jarqurs Drnula (New Yofk: Fordham l'. 1m·t"r.~1 Ly Press~ l ~m7), 111 [ hcreaflcr 
Caputo, nVI. 

·~:~Caputo. nv. 111. 
:\.I ~farcel f\.fauss~ nu1 G1jl: Tht· Form and ffra.wnr .fCn· l-.'xrlwng1~ n1 1\rdwlf .)ondws. 

trans. \V. D. Halls (London: Rout]Nlg-e. 1990) f hercaftt=>r ?\fauss. (;f]~fASI. 
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to that which prompts its inevitable repayment.:):) He observes in 
particular cultures the superimposition of the form of gift onto 

what is in fact an obligatory exchange. "We intend in this hook to 
isolate one important set of phenomena: na1nely, prestations 
which are in them)' voluntary, disinterested and spontaneous, but 
are in fact obligatory and interested. The form usually taken is 
that of the gift generously offered; but the accompanying behav­
iour is formal pretence and social deception1 while the transac­
tion itself is based on econon1ic self-interest. n:)E} However, \Vhile 

Mauss exposes the ~ 1 social deception" of gift-giving in some socie­
ties, he explores how the .syste1n of exchange operates to create 
and preserve relations bet\-veen people in these societies. To do 
this, he must reconsider the gift itself. His explanation of why the 
gift must return is a spiritual one: the gift is an inalienable part of 
the giver, given to create a bond with others, and is necessarily 
returned as part of' that bond. Mauss posiLively evaluates gilt-based 
economies, finding them superior to harter or cash economies 
because of their e1nphasis on the itvell-being of the whole group. 
Giving occurs as part of a circle of reciprocation that maintains 
social cohesion through the redistribution of wealth.:'7 In some 
cultures, Mauss asserts, the gift-ol~ject it.self is understood to hold 
a spirit (hau) which determines that it cannot rest as the posses­
sion of any one owner. It must therefore be kept on the move 
as a perpetual gift, passing through the social group via many 
te1nporary holders.:u" In other cultures, the cycle relies on each 
giffs prompting not only the return of an equivalent outlay~ but 
an increased expenditure that goes to express the givenness of 
the gif('.V) ()verall, I\fauss suggests that there is an attribute of sur­
plus about the gift in a gift economy which, in spite of the circular 
movement in which it is involved, expresses relationship and is 
therefore non-economic. This quality distinguishes the gift econ-
01ny from the barter or cash economy, assures distribution, and 

:{:, HWe shaH nmfine our detailed study to the enquiry: In Jmmtlwr or arrlum· 
ly/Je.~· tJ_f .rnnffy what is thr /mndjJlf' whn"f!V)' the gift nwmnJ has lo bf re/mu/? Wlwt f>rrf 
H lhnP 111 lhP th mg g·iven which mmjHJls thr rnijnml to makt' a rrtum ?'' Mauss, 
GFREAS, 1. 

% Mauss, Gl11lliAS, 1. 
:n Mauss, CFRtAS, 31. 
:\1:1 Mauss. CFREAS, 22. 
·m As well as the social superiority of the giver. See Mauss, GFW.~'AS. gr,. 
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maintains a kind of spiritual health in the society. Later anthro­
pologists~ such as Raymond Firth, Claude Levi-Strauss, and Mar­
shall Sahlins, argue extensively about i\1auss's interpretation of 
the gift in tenns of its spirit:w Instead of einphasizing the spirit 
of the gift., these researchers focus on the factor of reciprocity 
underlying social cohesion. Ironically, conte1npora1y research has 
returned to a consideration of the inalienabilitv, and hence of the 

I 

spiritual quality, of the gift:t 1 Yet at stake in Mauss and in what 
follows frmn ~iauss, for our purposes, is ulti1nately not the ques­
tion of n·ciprocity, but whether reciprocity is al1 there is, and 
whether reciprocity nullifies any surplus. 

An almost romantic attempt to locate in gift exchange some­
thing more than simple exchange is exemplified in the work of 
Lewis Hycle:1 ~ Hyde attempts to underline the property of being 
uncakulated as the central feature of the gift, especially in the 
sense of the sharing· of artistic gifts: •'The 1noral is this: the gift is 
lo.st in self-consciousness. To count, 1neasure, reckon value, or 
seek the cause of a thing, is to step outside the circle, to cease 
being 'all of a piece' with the flow of gifts and bccorne, instead1 
one part of the who]e reflecting on another. \Ve panicipatc in 
the ese1nplastic power of the gift by way of a particular kind of 
unconsciousness, then: unanalytic, undialectical conscious­
ness. ".J'.{ Hyde raises the issue of ''unconsciousness," and Derrida 

anticipates this possibility as an o~jection that 1night be made to 
his analysis: "One could object that this description [of givingJ is 
still given in t.efms of the selt of the subject that says I, ego, of 
in ten ti on al or intuitive perception-consciousness, or even of the 
conscious ego (for Freud the ego or a part of the ego can be 
unconscious). One n1ay be tempted to oppose this description 
with another that would substitute for the econo1ny of percept.ion­
consciousness an econo1ny of the unconscious. "H Nevertheless, 

'°For a clear and cm Kise- summary oft his dcve1opmen t. see Yunx1a11g Yan, 'J/u· 
Now tif GUls: Rt·ri/Jrortl_''t' and 5)orwl Ne!wm1.:s m n Chnu•st' Villagr (Stanfrml: Sta11foni 
LTmversity Press~ 1 ~J96), 4-13 [hereatkr Yan, H;l. 

-1 1 Yan. FG, 11. 
-1'.! \V. LewL"i H ydt · ~ The Gijl: /mag1 na tw n au d thr f;roti c l .ift ~( PmjJrr/)' ( Nt'\\' York: 

Ranrlom House. l983) {hereafter Hydf'. (;JJ-.,'/Pl . 
.n Hyde, GlELP 1!>2. 
-H Derndal GT!, 15. 
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in response to such an o~jectio11, he maintains that the cover of 
unconsciousness is insufficient to conceal the gift: 

But such a displacement docs not affect the paradox wiLh \vhich we 
are struggling, namely, lhe impossihility or the double bind of the 
gift.: For there to he gift, it. is necessary that the gift not even appear, 
that it not he pcrcei\'ed or received as gift. ... For there to be gift, 
nor only must the donor or clonee uot perceive or receive the gift 
as. such, have no consciousness of it, no memory, no recognition; 
he or she must also forget it rig-ht away and m01T0Yer this forget­
ting· must he so radical that it exceeds c\'Cll the psychoanalytic ca­
tegoriality of forgetting. This forgetting of the gift must even no 
longer he forgetting in the sense of rcpression:F' 

It. is ironic that Hyde understands the reckoning of value to be a 
·•stepping out of the circle'' rat.her than the other way arouncL 

His explication of the unrcckoncd aspect of the gift says exactly 

the opposite of what he apparently intends. But further, if we 
observe his stated meaning (that. "unconsciousness" preserves 
the spirit of the gift), he still cannot escape the circle of return 

that puts the restriction back into his economy. 
Referring as he docs to Mauss, Sahlins, and Hyde, Derrida con­

cludes that, evidently regardless of whether or not a redemptive 
surplus can be observed in gift exchange, the very fact of reciproc­
ity is sufficient. t.o undermine how the word "gift', is used in each 

of Lhese studies. Derrida asks whether or not it can really be gift 
to lvhich these" authors refer.-:i'; For in each case. the gift is en­
closed within the totality of a system, and is in this way sul~ject to 
return. On Derrida's reading, no generosity, no excess, no lack of 
measure \vould be sufficient to transform the gift-o~ject into a 

1:-) Dernda. GTJ, I fi. 
-H> "\i\,11at remains problematic 1s ... the \Tl)' existence of som('thing like tht• 

gift, that is, the common referent of rhi~ sign that is itse]f unccrtajn. If what 
Mauss demonstrates, <me way or the other, 1s indeed that e"\Try gift is caught in 
lhe round or the nmtnwt of lLSUI}. then not only the nnity of the meaning 'gif1' 
remains clnubtful hut, on tht' hypothesis that givmg would havt' a meanrng and 
Olli' meaning, it 1s stilJ the possibility of an effective existenn\ of au tffcctuaoon 
or an event of tht' gift that seems excluded. Nmv1 this problematic or the differ­
ence (in the st'nse that we evoked earlier) between 'the gift t>xtsts' and ·tht""re is 
gift' 1s never, as we know1 deployed or even approached hy Mauss, no more than 
jl StTIUS ln he, to my knowledge, hy the anthropolog1sts who come after him or 

refer to hmt. ·· Dernda, GT/~ 26. 
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pure gift, for it could not satisfy the n1ost basic condition that a 
gift never pro1npt an exchange. 17 In this \vay, inost of the studies 
on the gift are open to critique. 

It is easy in the face of this rat.her ovenvhelming analysis to 
assume-and according to Derrida many do-that his last word 
on the gift is that there is no gift..·1K Such a reading tends to elicit 
very pragn1atic responses: of course there must be such a t.hing as 
a gift, and therefore this Derrida is a mad1nan (or a shaman); if 
the gift is caught up in a systen1 of exchange, perhaps exchange 
is not such a bad thing after all. Fron1 a theological perspective, 
and crude as 1ny interpretation may sound, this is the core of the 
response of John :Milbank in Hean a Gift Be Given? n ·~'Just touch­
ing on Milbank,s argument. here, there are two features of partic­
ular interest: the assertion that what is needed is not "pure gift" 
but ''ptirified gift-exchange''; and the defense of the gift as ''delay 
and non-identical repetition .. ,rlo Milbank allows that "Christianit:y 

transforms but does not suppress our "given' social nature which 
is cxchangist," or in other words, he argues that it is not the eco­
nomic element that has to be purged from gift-giving, but rather 
the n1otivation for giving that has to be altered. The 1neaning of 
purified p;ift exchange is Christian agape.5 L He further allows that 
where Lhe gift is returned by 'vay of a delay or a difference it is no 
longer simply quid pro quo. In these terms, the gift that docs not 
con1e back exactly the same escapes simple reciprocity. And there 
is something to be said for this argu1nent, given that GilJen Tirnr 
ponders not only giving but the giving of tin1e.:,~ For Milbank, the 

47 HFor there to be a g-ift. Lhcrt'. must be no reciprocity, relurn~ exchange; 
countergift. or debt.;, Dermia. GTl, 12. IL must neverthe1ess be pomtcd out that 
Dcrnda docs. not discourage the attempt l-tl generosity without measure. This 
way of addressing the problem is discussed by Caputo, D.N, 145-4 7. 

· 1 ~ See his comments m HOn •he Gift: A Discu~sion bet\veen .Jac<Jtws Derrida 
and Jean-1.uc Marion, :Moderated by Rkhard Kearney,·· God, thr C~/1_. and Po.11t­
modernw11. ed. John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon (Bloomington: Indiana 
U nivcrsity Press, 1999) [hereafter Caputo and Scanlon, GGPL 54-78, fiO [here­
after Dernda and I\farion, OT(;]. 

P1.John Milbank, "Can a Gift Be Given?'' RrtlunlunK A1etaphJ~s1rs, ed. L. Gregory 
Jones and Stephen E. Fowl (Oxford: Black we IL 1995), 1 19-61 [hereafter Mil~ 
bank, CGGJ. 

:)~ 1 Milbank, CGG. 131-~~2. 
!' 1 ~·filh;:.inkt CCG. 131. 
:.'..! Milhan k re~1ds this as the solut10n to the problem Dernda poses: time c~m be 

given because Hil 1s a non-iclentkal rept·1i11011 whirh can never actually occur." 
~lilbank. ux;, l31. See also Alan D. Srhrift, "Introduction: \Vhy Gift?'" in The 
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disparity between givers and hcl\\'een gifts is enough to take the 
heat out of the exchange: God gives, and while the believer is 
obligated to return, he or slw can never return nwugh. \ 1Vhat is 
returned is not the given gift bttt something different altogether, 
albeit in response lo the gift_:·,_, The econmny is thus affirmed and 
even explicitly sanctioned in Lhc realm of diYine-human relations. 

A pragmatic response such as Mi1bank 's is in many senses ap­
pealing, particu1arly lwcause it. seems to make sense of the hun1an 
condition: we may not always give with the best of intentions now~ 
but gnnvth in the Christian life can purify our motives and 
thereby undercut the negative aspects of exchange. The gift 
would then serve as a model for other human goods that. stand in 
need of transformation, snrh as love,_juslicc, or peace. But a num­
ber of difficu1ties emerge from this view. One is that it forces us 
to maintain an inhernit co11tradiclion in the word ugift," so that 
it means something that. is given freely but also in response to 
another gift. An altcrnt-ltive difficulty is that it clai1ns to enable 
our knowledge of the gift (I have rereived, I therefore g-ive) with­
out making it possibh ... for us to know which gifts meet the condi­
tions of purified exchange (was your gift cntircJy disinterested?). 
In an interesting way. this second problem places us squarely back 
in Derrida's court: if a gift is present-that is, if I know it as such­
then I cannot know if it is free. And then there is the further, 
theological problem, vd.1ich is that if God enters into a system of 
exchange, we cannot he free not to return the divine gift in some 
measure. Nli1bank has no apparcut p1~ob1em with the type of obli­
gation a ·~purified" exchange syste1n still necessarily involves, 

and, in fact, he embraces it.· .. '"' But I cannot believe in a God \Vho 

obliges my belief, and similarly! a God who constant1y places n1e 
in debt seems not particularly loving. The incorporation of the 
elen1e11ts of difference and dday do not solve this problem. If the 
gift. returns in a different measure or kind Cff after smne delay, it 
still undoes itself, for it can always be the result of a need for a 

Log1r of th,· CUt: ~fowmd an r:1h1( "/ Crm'msil)'. eel. Alan D. Schrih (New York: 
Rolllledgr. l~l97). 1-~~' 10-l l I hercaf1er Srhr1ft, /.G]. 

-,: 1 .\hlhank. (.'(;(;, l:>O. 
~·· 1 

"\.\
1

t" pan1npat~ m the trm11anan ~xd1~Ulgt· such lhat the divine gift. onh' 
begms lo bt" as gih lo us al al] r~/fff Jt ltas lxTn received-which is lo sa~' 
n_·cm·ncd with the rct urn ol" grat 1LlHk and charitable gwmg-in-turn-hy us." !vlil­
bauk, (.'(X;. l :~I)_ 
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certain circu\arity, keeping it all in the fan1ily, as it were. One 
can dislike Derrida\ analysis of the gift, and many do, but it is 
i1npossible to argue against it without accepting so1ne sort of com­
promise on its terms. Yet Derrida clairns not that there can he no 
gift. but that a gift. cannot be known as such; in other '\Nords, he 
claims that no phenomenon of gift can be known. ~'I never said 
that there is no gift. No. I said exactly the opposite. What are tlw 
conditions for us lo Sa)' there is a. g{fi, if we cannot detprmine it theoreti­
cally, fJ/ienomenologirally ?'':i:, Now we have come to the heart of the 
matter. For Derrida, the gift cannot be phen01nenologically de­
scribed; \Ve cannot reach the gift through pheno1nenology. This 
judg1nent will place Derrida in direct opposition to Marion, k>r 
whom phenon1enology re1nains a viable way to approach even 
phenomena that cannot be seen. Already the theological implica­
tions are becoming apparent. It is, then, necessary to explore fur­
ther the histot)' and lin1its of pheno1ncnology. 

:~.r· llcrnda and Madon, ff]'(~, 60: cmphas1s added. 



2 
Husserl and Heidegger 

A PHENOMENOLot;rcAL SrAKTlNC PotNT 

A COl'\ClSF. 'VAY of defining phcno1nenology is to say that it is 

characterized by nvo questions: \i\11at is given {to consciousness)? 
and Ho'v (or according to what horizon) is it given? \Vhile what 
is given may not necessarily be a gift, it is already evident from the 

framing of this definition that the question of the p;ih 'vill not be 
irrelevant in this context. Just how that is so will become clearer 
in later chapters. For the mon1ent, however, it is sufficient to note 
that the reading of the gift that Marion propounds aims to be 
a strictly phenomenological one, and therefore that in order to 
understand both his and Derrida's viewpoints on the question of 

the gift, both \'\Titers need to be situated in relation to phenon1e­
nology. The amount of literature produced by each author is ex­
tensive. Nevertheless, English-speaking readers have had far 

greater access to the works of Derrida, and only relatively recently 
did the task of translating Marion's works begin. For this reason, 
I have chosen to sketch in this chapter, and the following, aspects 
of the phenomenological background along with smnc of the 
main points in Derrida~s response to phenomenology. In the suh­
sequen t chapters I will examine Marion's reading or phenon1c­
nology in more detail, allowing for a general unfan1iliarity \vith 
his works. 

HussFRT.IAN P1tENOMENOLO<~Y 

Husser1ian phenomenology arises at a time \Vhcn philosophy is 
suffering a crisis of purpose and credibility, and it marks an at­
tempt to reestablish philosophy as the science of the sciences by 
providing a sure foundation fc)r knowledge in a specifically fo­
cused exaniination of what presents itself to consciousness. Its rev-
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olutionary character lies in its suspension of questions of 
existence and in its attempt to withdraw from the crude division 
of reality into subject and oqject. In the surnmary he originally 
made onlv for hi1nself at the end of a lecture series, Husserl out-

/ 

lines three stages in the phenornenological method. 1 The initial 
stage involves finding an appropriate starting point for philosoph­
ical reflection. This~ he suggests, can be achieved by adopting a 
form of Cartesian doubt. If we arc not to drown in a sea of unlim­
ited skepticism~ there n1ust. be something that is known about 
which we can be sure. "Without doubt there is cogitatio, there is, 
namely) the 1nental process during the [subject's] undergoing it 
and in a sin1ple reflection upon it The seeing, direct grasping 
and having of the cogi,tatia is already a cognition.~~~ VV11y is this 
cognition more certain than any other? It is more certain because 
it is genuinely in1manent, whereas the possibility of transcendent 
knowledge is much rnore difficult to affirm.:~ In this way Husserl 
reaches a first principle concerning the exclusion of all transcen­
dence: "I n1ust accomplish a jJhenomenological reduction: I niust ex .. 
elude all that is transcendentl_~ posited. ,,4 

At the next stage, Husserl affinns that "the Cartesian cogi,tatio 
already requires the phenon1cnological reduction. "!"1 He is basing 
his method not on the mental activity of a person but on the pure 
phenomenon of cognition.f> His next question therefore concerns 
how this phenomenon can have access to that which is not imma­
nent to it. 7 \\lhile it is possible to Bsee" various isolated pheno1n­
ena, Husserl considers this an inadequate path to the sure 

1 LaLer prefaced to the published version of the lectures as 'The Tram of 
ThoughL in the Lectures,H in Edmund 1 lusserl, The !rim n/Phmomnwlog:;', trans. 
William P. Al~ton and George Nakhnik1an (The Hague: Martin us Nijhoff, 1964). 
1-12 [hereafter Husserl, IP]. 

'.!Husserl, !Pi 2. 
:~ "The genuincJy immanent is taken a.s the indubitable just on account of the 

fan chat it present."i nothing else. 'poi1w;' to notJung 'outsid~ ~ itself, for \·vhat is 
here intended is fu11y and adequately given in itsdC' Husserl, II~ :1. 

·
1 Husserl, /~ 4. 
:; Husscrll IP, 5. 
r. uThe truly absolute datum is the purP j1Junomn1on.~ thal which is reduced. The 

mencal1y active ego, the object, man in timct the thing amongst things, etc, are 
nol absolute data; hence man 1 s mental activity as his activity is no absolute 
datum either. We abandon jinal~v the ... tandpomt of psJdwlogv, ~tJeu n_f dew1ptnw psy­
cholog;i.,, Husserl, IP, 5. 

7 Husserl, //~ 5. 
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knowledge of the universal.H Instead, he sugg·ests that eidetic ab­
straction will yield the most helpful infonnation about the es­
sence of cognition. ~'Cognition belongs to the sphere of the 
cogitationes. Accordingly, we must through 'seeing' bring its uni­
versal oqjects into the consciousness of the universal. Thus it be­
co1nes possible to have a doctrine about the essence of 
cognition. "H But while this brings us to the point of being able 
to assent to the ol~jectivi ty of essences, a further clarification is 
required. Husserl n1akes a distinction between the "absolutely 
given n and the Hgenuinely immanent," obse1ving that what is 
universal n1cets the conditions of the fonner but not of the lat­
ter. w He then refines his notion of the phenmnenological reduc­
tion: "IL 1neans not the exclusion of the genuinelv transcendent 

'l J 

... but the exclusion of the transcendent as snch as something to 
be accepted as existent, i.e., everything that i~ not evident given­
ness in its true sense~ that is not absolutely given to pure 
'seeing., nll For Husserl, the stance of ol~jectivlty is achieved in 
relation to E1•itlrnz, to '"the pure vie\\.'ing and grasping of .some­
thing oqjective directly and in itself.'~ 1 ~ This point is crucial he­
cause it is not only in lhe exclusion of the existence of what is 
transcendent but also in the emphasis on its givenness that the 
real possibilities of the phenomenological inethod lie. 13 

The chi rd stage in Husserl's description of the phenomenologi-

H ··At rirst ll St:"ems beyond question that on the basis or these ~.seeings' Wt' cm 
uuclenakc logical operations. cau compare. contrast., sub!-iume und~r concepts, 
predicate, although, as appears tater, h<"hind these operations slaml new o~]cc­
tivHlcs. But CV('Il if \vhat here seems hcyo11cl que.stion were taken for granted 
and rn11s1dered no further, \\'C could uot uudcrsLand hm·v \·Ve could here atTt\'t' 

at universally valid findings of 1he son we nt'e(l. n Husserl~ IE 6. 
11 Hu~ser1~ fl~ 6. 

111 Hus~crl. IP. 6-7. 
11 Husserl; IP. 7. 
I:! Husserl, IP, 6. 
1

:
1 HThus the field 1s now charanensed. It is a fidcl of abso1me cogmtions. 

within \\r'hich 1he ego and the world and Corl and the mathematical manifolds 
and whatever elst" may be a sc1en titically ol~jective matter are held in abeyance, 
cngnitums which arc, Lherefore. also not depeHdcllt on these matters, which are 
\'al id in I hetr own nght. whether we are sceptics with regard to the others or 
not. AJI thar remains as it is. The root of the matter, h~nvcvcr, is to grwj1 thr 
mmnmg of llU1 ab:wlutl'~)' gnwn, lhf' ahsollllf' dm1('v <f thr t,1111rn, which excludes every 
meanmgful doubt. in a word, to l-,rras/J th11 absolutP~)' \n•mg' l'l.wienfl' w/11rh gpts hold 
of 11.\P(j:'' 11 usserl, TP. 7. 



ca] method involves e\'cn gTeater rdinement.i.;~ Husserl now distin­
guishes between ·~ a/1/Jn1mnct and !hot whidt a-jJ/Jtan, '' or as he next 
expresses it~ behvecn ~~the gir<-·nncss of the appearing and Lhe 

givenness of 1 he ol~ject. ·· This distinct ion is again one \vherc ""it is 
a consciousness which ronstitut~s s01nething selr-gin>n \Vhich is 
not contained within what is occurring l_in the world I and is not 
at all found as mgitot10 .. , 1-1 The rask of phenotncnology thus he­
cornes one of <-'Orrelating how something is giYei1 \\'i1h \vhat it ""is'' 
that is given. Husserl summarizes the phenomenology or cogni­
tion as follows: ~·on the one hand it ha.s 10 do with cognitions as 
appearances~ prcsentati<.ms, acts of consciousness in which this or 
that ol~ject is presented, is an al't of consciousness~ passively or 
actively. On the other hand ... [it] has to do with these objects 
as presenting themselves in this n1anner." 1

:-, This accords \Vith the 
distinction I-1 usserl makes elsewhere between the nocsis and the 
noema, bearing in mind that neither of these rders to the 
Hreally'~ existing ol~ject, but only to its giycn ness to the phenome­
nologica11y reduced consciousness. Li"· 

vVith regard to the last point, it is important to ad\'ert to the 
further distinction made by Husserl regarding experience as it 
refers to 1 he r~al or e1npirical-theoretical experit>ncc u~·~/ahr­

ung)-and experience as it refers to intentionality (Frlt'hrus). The 
former is the realm of the natural attitude (which Husserl seeks 
to suspend), and of natural knowledge: ""Natural knowledge be .. 
gins with experience (/~·~/a/zrung) and remains Wtlhin experience. 
Thus in that theorc.-ical position which we call r-he ·naniral' stand­

point, the total field of possible research is indicated by a swgle 
\vonl: that is1 the H-()r/d. ~~ i

7 In contrast. experience as it refers lo 

11 llu:-;serl, //~ 9. 
i-, Husserl. IP 1 I. 
1i.Eclmtmcl lluss~rl, /rims: Cmf'ml lntmdur/t()Ji to Purt' l-'hmo1111'1w/op,)·, ,.,,}, l, 

trans. W. R. Boyce ( ;ibson (London: Allen and l~H\\'ltl. E>7~). ~~H7ff. [hl'n-·ahcr 
HUSS('}" I, 11 1. 

17 Husserl, II. f)~. Hicoc11r. rn dcscrihmg· F~Jidtnmg accordi11g to llusst"rL ob­
sern·s Lhc belief 1hat 1s part ol" the natura\ atmudv: "Expt·nenn· mcan5 more 
than perccp11m1 lll the pht'IJ(lllH.'Il01ogist's lau,u;uage-. The sense or p('rn.:-puou 
onl~· appears tw tht-" 1rd11n10n of certain diararters of expent·nn\ a rt'duc11011 
that m1rm·crs the dcflnellt and mcompklt' asp('ct of cxpenenn·. In cxpt"nc1HT 
'n.' an-" already on lhc lc\·d of a perCt'ptm11 shot through with a 'thesis." tha1 is 
to say \\'Ith a bt .. licnng that posits its ol~]{'CI as l>cmg. We live lhrough pt'ITt'pltoJL 

m gwmo· nedit to l he \'<..--'hcnwnce of }Hl'Sl'llCt'. ir 1 mav use such \awrmtHt·~ to ( t"> ' ,.., :..... 
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intentionality~ or Hlived experience,,. is ideal experience~ al­
though it does nol n:late solely to inner cxperie11ce. 1x .. Thal an 
experience is the consciousness of something: a fiction, for in­
s1a1u-c~ Lhc fiction of this or that centaur ... this docs not relate 
ro the cxperimc1ual fitct as Jived within the world ... hut to Lhc 

pure essence g1·asp~d ideation ally as pure idea.·~ 1
q Additionally, 

H usser1 speaks of in Len tional expet"icnce (the consciousness of 
somethi11µ:) and non-intentional experience (e.g .. sense data to 

whirh we do not necessarilv advert) .:!0 HFor it is casilv seen that 
I ' 

not Pvny rral phase of the cmHTcte unity of an intentional experi-
ence \1as itseU" the lm~ic rhamrln t!f mft>nliona/llJ, the pn>perty of 
being a ·consciousness of something.' H::i This adniission of two 
types of intentionality might be seen to 1nai111ain the priority of 
the constituting sul~jeCL, hut it can ht" understood inorc positively 

as a reassertion of the priority of the giYcn phenomenon (which 

~1arion wi U underline with his constant refrrence to what ~~gin~s 

itself" or ~\ho\vs itse1f'~).'.1'2 \Vith that ~mphasis in plact.:\ it is possi­

ble to see why phenomenology is so revolutionary, and why it has 

a possible connection with theology. 

1 he point of forgcuing oursdw·s 11r losmg onrselws 111 11. Th1s hdit·Ying ( r/v.rn) 
hao,;;, rcrtllml~ as lt." Cundamt'IHal lllOdt'. 1 he corn---la1e or wh 1ch IS the mdcx of 
an ua 1i1y. ·' Paul Rin>c11r. H u.\snl: An A u11l_)'.\H of J-1 ;., Phl'lunnnw!ogy. trans. Eel ward 
C. fbllanl and Lester E. E111hrrc (h·;mston: !\;ortlnn ... stern l 1ninTslty Press. 
1~)()7), ·W [hereafter R1cocm, //.:\Pl. 

l.'\ L~n11as t·xpbrns: ··\.\~c han ... sa1d thal rnlt'llCionality Ls not tlw mere n_.pn:se11-
tat1on oLm ol~Jl'Cl. Husst·d ralb :-iCalt'S ol"consriousue.'i~ f~-r!t·bwssrL.._what 1s "liw·d· 
m lhe scn~c of what 1s cxperienn·d-nnd t}1p; n-r-y c-:X[>r-C,"iSLon com1ects ltw Ho­

llon of consnm1sncss to that ol' life. 1.c., ll leads us to consider r011scHn1sness 
under the nch and multiform a~pects charancristte or our coJHTt.'ll' cx1stcucc."' 

Emm;n1 ut'I 1.cnnas. ·n,,, 'J/u·m!' of /n/111/wn w I lu.\·.w·r/\ !Jh~·mmu'1mfo,t,1)~. tri-ms. Andrt" 
Onar i 1 u·. ~nd ed. ( Fxanstm 1: N < H"t h Wf'Stcn l l 'n J\"(_TSL ty Press. l ~N:1), ~) '.~ l 1 LtTeaftcr 

Levm as. Tl fl P] . 
['I Hu:-;scrl. fl. l'.:!O. lie develops llHs undt.'rsfanding 11f ('X]Jl'IWlll"t' rrnm Dil-

1hcy. Sl'c, for l'Xampk. Wilhelm Dilthey. ·'The L1ndt'r.~tanding of Other Persons 
and Their Exprt'~s1011s of l .ifc'' ( l 9 l 0), lh1_\0'J/1ln''' l\vrholr~~·)' mu/ 1-!islonm/ f 'nd1·r­
slt1 ndi ng. t ra 11.~. K~n nct h L I letg('s (Th c Hague: l\larl JmLs ~- ~jho [f, L ~~77), I~ J -

14. I '.2-+-2fl. 
::i; H usscrl, JI. l :!'O. 
:![I lusscrl. IJ. l':!O. 
~:! 1 rl'fer hen-_. to \lannn 's constant use of w1 r/01111'' a11cl st' mon/rt'. \\'hilc tt is 

usual to t1·an!'\latc these third-pcrsol\ cot~Ju~attnns (iu the impersonal sense) as 
"i:-1 gin~u .. and "is shown." ll is of course possible to play on the Ltmb1gmty of 
the pt-'rso11al ~md 1r~td "gtn·s 1 tsclr'" and "shows Itself'." 
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Having sketched an introduction to phenomenology as it is de­
veloped by Husserl, we can now ask how il sits in the light of the 
two questions with which I framed the discussion: what is given, 
or gives itself (to consciousness), in pheno1nenology ~ and hfnv is 
it given (i.e., according to what horizon)? For Husserl, what is 
given are present, intentional ol~jects, according to a horizon of 
the phenmnenologically reduced consciousness. But there may 
be more than thaL It may be that ~~non-intentional experience" 
is also given according to the horizon of the reduction~ This is a 
point of an1biguity on '"rhich much will rest. 

Dt:ilRIDA AND HUSSERL 

Derrida begins his pubJishing career with several me:tjor works on 
Husserl in which he traces the metaphysical residue inherent in 
Husserl's phenomenological inethod. In F.rlmund Husst>rl's "Origin 
of Geometry" he observes the a difference and delay'· that charac­
terize all thought, and the failure or the phenon1enological re­
duction to overcome such dijfemno~. 2~~ More strongly, in 5,jJeffh and 

Phnwmena Derrida writes: 

~:~'"The discursive and dialectiral intersuh1t·c1.iv1tv of Time with Itself in the 
" . 

infinite multiplidty and infinite implication of its absolure ongms entitles every 
other intersul~jectivity in general to cx1~t. and makes the polt'mkal unity of ap­
pearing and disappc"'.'aring irreducible. Here dday lS the philosophical absolute, 
ha:causc the beginning of mcthodic reflection Ci.lit onJy consist in the con.i;;cious­
ness of Lhe implkaLion of rrnothn previous~ possible, and absolute origin in gen­
eral. Since this altenty of tht' ahsolute origin sl_rncturally ~ippcars m u1y Twmg 
Presml and smc~ H can appear and hl' recognized only iu the pnmor<liality of 
something Hke mJ Lwmg Prrsm.t, thi:-; very fact s•gnili.c:-:. lhc ~nHhenlkity of phe­
nomenological delay and limilation. ln the lackluster g·uise of a technique, the 
Reduction is only pure tboug-ht as lhat dday, pure tlnmg-ht mvcsugatrng the 
sense of itself a.s dday within philosophy. n JacqU('S Dc:rrida, Fdmund H-u.urrz:,­
"Ongm <f Gnmirtr)' ··.An lnlrodurlwn. trans. John P. Lewey. Jr.~ rev. ed. (I .mcoln: 
lJniversitv of Nebraska Pr~ss, 1989). 152. As Kc\'in Hart nolcs. Dcrridats thinking 
of giving, and the m1possibility of giving is also set up in Lhese pages: \> Derrid~ 
observes that 'Being itself must always already be given to thinking I donne ti 
/'~nsrr]. m the pre-sumption-which is also a resumption-of :\fethod' (p. 152). 
And he goes on to claun that 'In the lackluslrc guise of a tcchmque, the Reduc­
tion is only pure thought ... investigating the sense of 11sclf as delay within 
philosophy' (p. 153). If the first remark anticipatt's a t hi11ki11g of the gift and in 
particular the impossibility of ~1vi11g in the prcscur, rhe second JUSL as surely sets 
death on the agcn<la of such a thought. Dehiscencc is proper to consciousness, 
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Do not phenomenological necessity, the rigor and subtlety of Hus­
serl's analysis, the exigencies to which it responds and which we 
must first recognize) nonetheless conceal a metaphysical presuppo­
sition? Do they not harbor a dogmatic or speculative commitment 
which, to be sure, would not keep Lhe phenomenological critique 
from being realized, would not be a residue of unperceived na­
ivete, but would ronstitute phenomenology from within, in its proj­
en of criticism and in the instructive value of its own premises? 
This \4r'otild b~ done precisely in what soon comes to be recognized 
as the source and guarantee of a11 value, the ''principle of princi­
ples": i.e.~ the original self-giving evidence, the present or presence of 
sense to a full and primordial intuition.~4 

v\Thile Husserl maintains the admirable ambition of suspending 
qthe natural attitude," of doing away with all presuppositions to 
consider the phenomenon as it gives itself in person to conscious­
ness~ Derrida shows that this ambition is not realized in Husserl's 
work. Far from being value-free, it appears to be value-laden. Hus­
serl depends on the interrelated presence of the (noematic) ob-
ject to the self-present subject, on the guarantee that presence 
provides of evidential force. Derrida's argu1nent that Husserl's 

phenomenology is essentially metaphysical relies on tvm prob­
lems related to the question of presence: time and language. 

vVith regard to time, Derrida argues that the perfect presence 
to consciousness of the intended object, which Husserl requires 
to n1eet the conditions of Evidenz, is inevitably undone by the fact 
that presentation involves the temporally divisive rnovements of 
re-presentation and appresentation. 2

:' vVhat is supposedly present 

we are told, and it follows that death cannot be regarded as an empirical mo­
ment that leaves consciousness in tact. No, death threatens transcendental life. 
And this threat forms the condition of possibility for discourse and history." 
Kevin Hart, rev. of Thr C~ft of Death, by Jacques Derrida~ Modem TheologJ 12, no. 
4 ( 1996): 495-96. 

:!-t Jacques Derrida, Speech and Phnwmena and Otlwr Essays on Hu.uPrl ·_\ Throry 
of Signs, trans. David B. Allison and Newton Garver (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 1973), 4-5 [hereafter Derridal SP]. 

~:.~~Briefly. it ts a question of (1) the necessary transition from retention to re~ 

fnt>smtntwn . .. in the constitution of the presence of a temporal object ... whose 
identity may be repeated; and (2) the necessary transition by way of ajJjrresenta­
lum in relation to the nltn ego, that is in relation to what also makes possih1e an 
ideal o~jectivity in general: for mtersul~ject.ivity is the rondition for ol~jectivity, 
whICh is absolute only in the case of ideal ol~jects. ,, Dernda~ ,\1~ 7. 
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to consciousness is never actually present, but slightly "ouL of 
sync n with the reflection that must always follow or anticipate it. 

For the san1e reason~ Derrida is able to criticize Husserrs founda­
tion of phenomenolobl)' on the sell~prescnt subjecL Never present 
at its n\vn origin, the subject is neYcr able to recuperate itse)f.:!li 

\\Tith reganl to language, Derrida observes that Husserl tics it 
to the expression of an idea that is perfectly present: the linguistic 
sign is invested with meaning because it reflects the presence of 
the idea within the perft1 ct self-presence of consciousness~~; But 
this understanding comes undone with the recognition that lan­
guagt: is not a purely internal syste1n~ but a means of communica­
tion. \·\lwn language is used to con11nunicate, iL invariably falls 
away from the perfect self-presence it is supposed to express.~H 
Derrida sug~csts that rather than ideas preceding their expres­
sion in lang-uage, language actually constitutes ideas: there can be 
no ideas that do not depend on the mediation of signs. Further, 
since language relics on the possibility of repetition, ideas are 
subject to the same dissemination that such repetition invites .. As 
soon as a word is repeatable (a condition that is essential if lan­
gnag-e is to be meaningful) it bears the potential for a 1oss or 
alteration of meaning. Language therefore reflects not. full pres­
ence, but a play of presence and absence: language operates as 
an infinite net\vork of references that cannot be held at hay. This 
infinite play is in1plicated in Derrida's ne0Jogis1n tlzjjf-mnrf', where 
the condition of possibility for meaning (that a word is repeat­
able) is also the condition of impossibility for determinate n1can­
ing~ because a word can always be repeated in a diff(Tcnt context, 
and because its meaning can always be dcfr·-rrcd.~!i For this reason, 
according to Derrida, detern1i11ate meaning is strictly undffidable. 

~ 1 ' Derrida, SI', h~~-64. 
~';Set" D~rnd;\, SJ~ chapter 4, "i\·teamng and Reprcscntation.'' 
~K Derrida, SJ', ()8-69. 
~~I Sec I he essay "Dif1erancc," which appt";trs in Derrida, .)~ 129-60, n9: "'The 

verh 'to diffn' se~rns to clilfrr from llsdf. On the mw hand, ic indicates differ­
ence as clistmction, mt'cp1ality, or discernibi1ity; on the other~ 1l cxprcsse~ the 
mlerposttion of delay~ the 11Hen.'al of a .\jmn11g and Jnnpomllzwg that puts off 
until ·1atcr' wh<\t is presently denied~ the possible that 1s presently impossible. 
Sonw1inu~5 the dl}j(}roit ancl sonH:time:-i th(.' dt'fi~rrNI correspond fin French l to 
the \'l'rh 'to differ.· This correlation. howc\Tl', is not simpJy one- between act and 
ol~jcct, ctusc and effect, or primordial and derived .... In the one c.tse 'to rliffer' 
signifies nonic.knt1ly~ m the olher case 11 s1gnif1es the order of the :wmr. Yet 
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Derrida does not reject Husserl's work, especially since there is 
no si1nple 111oving aside from or out of philosophy, but simp1y 
points out ways in which 1l continues to subscribe to some of the 
presuppositions of metaphysics. Veq1 oft.en he is ahlc to indicate 
within Husserl places where it could have been different, hints of 
an awa1-eness of something else, of an i1npossibili ty that can not be 
readily overco1ne. This occurs~ for examp1e, where Husserl recog­
nizes the potential disruption to self-presence that is implied in 
his theory of internal time conscionsness.:10 Or again~ there is 
great possibility in Husserrs understanding that inte-ntions need 
not he hllfilled.:\i Caputo, in his reading of Derrida and Husserl~ 
marks the distinction between them in terms of the radicalncs.s of 
their respective reductions, and it is a telling point: LLit [lhurmwa­
tion] n1oves beyond the eidetic reduction, \·vhich is a reduction to 
meaning [this is Husserl's position], toward a n1ore radical reduc­
tion of 1ncaning, a grammatological liberation of lhe signifier, re­
leasing it into its free play~":~~ It is as though Husserl orients his 
reduction by a belief (perhaps a natural attitude) in ultimate 
ineaningfu]ness, a co1nmit1nent to the triumph of cosmos over 
chaos. Derrida, on the other hand~ makes no such commitment 
in advance~ It is not that 've surrender all hope of meaning \Vith 
Derrida, but that \Ve are forced to recognize that no one interpre­
tation of meaning is absolute. Yet once this is recognized, it re-

there musl h~ a common, although entirely differanl [dUfhanh'], rnol i,.vnhm che 
.sphere thaL nn1les the two mcwements of diBermg to one another. \Ve provismn­
alh· gtvc the namt' difl'hmnr lo 1his srmu';w~s wh1d1 is not ulmtmtl: lw lht' silenl 
wridng of its a, it h;~~ the desired arkantage of referrin~ to differing, lmlh as 
spanng/temporalizing and as the movement that structures every clissonallon." 

:w Sec- John D. Caputo, f-?adiml l-lrrmmeu/1es (Hloomington: Indiana University 
Press. 1987), 133 [ lwrt>after Caputo, RI f]. 

-·H Caputo obser\'cs: "That is why the Husserlian discovery \vhich Dernda most 
cherislws-and this must seem a sheer perversity to Husserlian orthodoxy-is 
the possihili ty of in ten ti on w1thou I Ill tui t iou, that 1s, of unfulfilled in ten t1otl. Hus­
serl saw not only rhat expressive intentions mn function in the ahsenn-_. of their 
objects. hut also that this 1s their essential fu nct1011. He saw that one can speak 
without seeing .. that one can speak wtt.hout having the truth, and indeed that 
one can speak without avoiding c0111.radicuon. Speech. in order to be speech. 
m order to be ·well-fr>rmed: is bound only hy purely formal laws of lingmstK 
configuration, organized by a theory of linguistic signiffration ( llrdutunKsll'hl"I'). 
Even if speech is deprived of an ol~JtTt. of truth, or of cons1stency, it can remam 
good speech." RIT, H-0. 

:i~ Caputo. RIT, 148. 
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mains possible to suggest that some interpretations can be argued 
more effectively than others.~~:{ 

HEIDEGGERIAN PHENOMF..:-.lOUH~Y 

From Heidegger's perspective, Husserl makes a significant contri­
bution to philosophy with his development of the phenomeno­
logical method. However, Heidegger develops his own application 
of the method, coinciding with his attempt to move beyond phi­
losophy (as metaphysics) to what he perceives to be a comprehen­
sive ontology. Where Husserl uses phenornenology to gain access 
to objects as they are presented to consciousness, Heidegger uses 
phenomenology to gain access to the meaning of the being of 
those objects.~H Heidegger's ontological goal (Bto explain Being 
itself and to n1ake the Being of entities stand out in full relief") 
is to be made possible through the application of the phenome­
nological procedure, but in such a way that he radically alters 
Husserl's original idea.?{, Heidegger notes that the purpose of 
phenomenology is LLto let that which shows itself be seen fron1 
itself in the very way in which it shows itself fro1n itself. '':\ti But he 
then asks, "What is it that phenomenology is to 'let us see'?'' and 
his answer does not refer us to the given objects, but to being 
itself, which is given concomitantly with those objects. \\'hat phe-

:n See Caputo, D.l\', 184; Joseph S. O'Leary, Rehj..,J?.OlH Pluralism and Chnstum 
Trnth, rev. ed. (Edinbur~h: Edinburgh Vniversity Press~ 1996) ~ 40-42 lhcreafter 
O'I~eary'.O RPCTJ. 

:HI wil1 main tam the use of the more ambiguous buL thus more expressive 
"'being~' rather than '"Beingl 11 except in quotations. 

:~5 Martin Heidegger, Bmng awl Tim~~ trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Rob­
inson (Oxford: BJackwclL l 962L 49 [hereafter Heidegger, B'f]. ''For H1u;st>rl, 
phenomenological reduction ... is the method of leading phenomenological 
vision from the natural auitu<le of the human bemg whose life is involved in the 
world of things and persons back to the transcendeiital life of consciousness and 
its noetic-noemat1c experiences, m which objects are constituted as correlates of 
consciousness. For us phenomenologICal reduction means leading phenomeno­
logical vision back from the apprehension of a being, whatever may be the char­
acter of that apprehension~ to the understanding of the being of this being. ti 
Martin Heidegger, Basic Probl.rm.\· ~{Phnwmenolog-y, trans. Albert Hofstadter, rev. 
ed., (Bloomington: Indiana Un1versity Press, 1982) ~ 21 [hcrea!'tcr Heidegger, 
BPP] . 

. '\t> Heidegger! B'J; 58. 
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nomenology enables us to see "is something that proximally and 
for the most part does not show iL"tdf at all: it is sotnething that 
lies hiddtn~ in contrast to that \vhich proximally and for the n1ost 

part does show itself; but at the sa1ne time it is something that 
belongs to \vhat shows itself, and it belongs to it so essentially as 
to constitute its tncaning and its ground. n:~; 

Heidegger's chief criticism of Husserl is that the latter inter­
prets the being of beings iu an on tic rather than a genuinely onto­

logical fashion. Heidegger\ according of a new priority to the 
ontological question is developed in his illustration of the insuf­
ficiency of previous on r.olngies, panicularly that of Descartes, on 
which it may he suggested that the ontology of Husserl is at least 
partially based.:\s Acconling t.o I Iei<legger, Descartes understands 
being in terms of ils substautiality, its presence-at-hand: what re-
1nains constant in an entity is its real substance and hence its real 
being.:~~· This is typical of ontologies where "entities are grasped 
in their Being as 'presence'; this means that they are understood 
with regard to a definite model of t.ime-the 'PrP.wnt.' "-to For Hei­
degger, what. is given is beiHg, but being gives itself not in pres­
ence to knowledge but in withdrawa1 from it:11 The initiative is no 
longer with the subject who seeks to understand but with being 
that calls IJasPin to thought.-t~ The world and all it contains are 
given in their being. All beings are grounded in being, but being 
itself, which is no-thing, is without ground.4:~ 

Of great interest for the present study is Heidegger's use of the 
locution t.5 gibt, which appears in Being and Tim.e but is also found 
in later \vorks, and which seems to becmne a crucial point upon 

:r; Heidegger, BT. 59 .. 
:n-c Set· Husserl, IP 2, or Edmund Husserl~ Car/('.~1an 1\1('(/ilatwns. trans. Dorion 

Cairns (The Ha~ut>: l\.faninus NHhofL tc.JiO) [hereafler Husserl, CA1]. 
:i~ 1 See Heidegger, B~ 1 ~~-~32. 
40 He1dc.:g~er, B1~ 47. 
41 See Martm He1deggcr1 '/'he Prmri/Jf1· of 1-lm.mn. trans. Regmal<l Lilly 

(Bloomington: Incli.ana Univers11y Press, 1991), 70 [ht>reafler Heid~ggert PR]. 
-I:! See fv1artm Heidegger, H-,.lwl ls C'allnl Tlunk1r11.(1 Lnuts. J Glenn Gray (Nev"' 

'lode Harper and Row, 19fi8) [hereafter Hcid<:>gger, H'C'/]. 
·l:' Heidegger. PR, 70. -19. On the difficulties 1-kideµ;gcr'.s thrnkmg of the prin­

nple or reason occasmns. and on his thinking of Frt>1-gms as g-round, see Joseph 
S. o·Leary, "Thcologtcal Resonances o!· fkr Satz 11om Crund." Afortrn HndPK._f(Pr: 

Cnt1ml A.urssmrnts, ed. Chnstopher Maca11n (I .ondon: Routledge, 1992), 214-
56, especially 24:}-46 lhereaflcr ()'Leary. '/RSC). -
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which Heidegger's thought turns. 1·
1 The way in which fS g-ibl is 

situated in I kidegger~s thinking is outlined in the lectures he 
gave in 1927, published as l-fos1r Problnns in Phenonwrwing)'.' 

Perhaps there 1s no other being hcyo11d what has been enumer­
ated, brn perhaps~ as in the Cerman idiom for "there is,,. t>s giht, 
still something else 1s gmm. Even more. In the end somelhin~ is 
g-iven which mus/ he giYcn if we art' to be ahk to make lwmg-s acces­
sibk· to us as beings and comport ourselves toward them. some­
thing \vhich, to he sure, is not but which must be gi\'en if \\'e are to 
experience and underslaud any heiug;s at aJl.r· 

The ambiguity of the phrase ts gihl means that it can be interpre­
ted both as ~~there is~~ and ""it gives."' According to Heidegger's 
translator,John Macquarrie, 1hc second sense is the stronger, and 
Heidegger's intention is clarified where, in the HLetter on Hu­
manism, ,, he insists that the French ii y a C'thcre is") Lranslates 

the Ps giht only Him precisely. "·lb lt seems that he desires to empha-

1
; l-k1dcgKcr, /ff. ~fi. ~~-,~. ·1h-l. 

F· Hnclq.~;~er~ /WP l 0. 
·11John ~b<:quan-ic, llmlr~~.!.}!;t'r and (,'hnslu11uty (l ,ondon: S( :M Prrss, 1994). ()() 

[hereaftt'r !\farquarrie, H(,] ~ \Lnl 111 Ht"1degger, ··Lener on Huma111sm.,. TlaslC 
\Vnlwgs: ;\Jarfw 1-lmlrxgn. re\·. ed. hy lhrnl Farrell Kn·ll (London: Routlt'dgc, 
199:~). ~Ji-fr). ~:rn [hcrcafln H<-·tdcµ;gt·-rl /.HI. l\fanon lnmsdf ref<'rs to this 
prnhlem Ill I .'ido/1· t'f /11 dist a na' (Paris: l ;r:itsst"L 1977). 2l'·n l hcrcafl t-'r !\1 anon, 
!DI: .. Arnst la pe11.\i{·< · qw s 'css~ue (t penscr J'Etrc darn; son essence t""ll vicn t ;1 
latSS('r de ct>t(• la diflt'l'<:Jlet-_. 011tolog1quc COIHJll(' klle, pour eu rcprendn· l"~Il.Jt'll 
sous l'autre form ulauon du don. < )u plut<'>I du ''·\· p.:ihlt que nous tradu1son.'\-ou 
pltut>t ne trachni.;ous pas-par u11 il ya, ol"1 manquc _1astcmcn1 la rotl1l1ltallo11 du 
Ci'hm. du dmnwr: 11 Lmdr~'it lranspnst'r, t-'t demandt>r. dcvau\ un donnt:·. ou 1u1e 

d1mni•t• (pour 1m prohU~me. LHH' CJHt'stlrnl. lHH' elllrcpnse) co11H11cnt n.· dmm(· 
('~t doum\ et surlout ss son cararll'lT <k doJuH·· a quelquc rappm·t an·t· s~t ma­
uic>rl' rretn· tt·I eTanL.·· This t{'Xt is nm,· a\·ailabk 111 En~lish as Tiu- Idol ((J1t/ f hs­

to110': Fh•1J S/111/i1·s. trans. with an i11troduct1<m ll\' Thomas . .\. Carlson (r\cw York: 
Fonlham l' 111w·rs1ty Press. ~001 ) . I\lar10u also ·makes reference to th(" pro hlcm 
111 (;otf \\ltho11! Bnn:!.!.·· 1rans. Thomas A. ( :;1dso11 (Chicago: l 1niw-Tsit~· of Chicago 
Press, 1 ~)~)l), 1 O~ I hereafter \I anon, (;\t'l:I, ~md 111 f,'tanl dnnnf; (Pans: Pn .. '.1.iSl'S 

t' 111YersJlairt.'S d~ Frail('('. I ~)~J7) rhcrcaftcr Manon. FJJI al the l()OtJlOle Oll p. ~li: 
.. En u_· qui nmn·nH' le '1 1J /.!.)ht lHi1is{· par l le1dq.~;g·cr, s~t transpos1(10ll dam lt3 ·ii 
\' tt' lraJH.'~Hs, nt> peut sl·j11s1ifier malgT{~ l'us;1µ;e. L\malyse de /,nt mui St·111 iie vise 
-q u · ~-l Lu re . I ou n 1 e p h t' 11 trc le do 11 dolll I(~' (cm ( ;u/w) {' t u n don n er· ( t;,,f;m) ~ o f1 

Jk1dc..·o-g·t-r \'('lit {•\'Her 'lu·on confomlc la dona11rn1 aver u11 (·vc11t11d don don-,..,,, 

nant:· l k1dq~.'-'t"r's dbtancrn~ from tlw French ii ya is mtcrcstmg m 1ht' light 
of later Fr<'nch philosophers who use the ii y a evocal1n·Iy m sp(·akm~ of 1he 
mterm111ahlc \\Tight of bemg. Sl'c, for example, Fmmanud l .t·vmas, Kx1.~ltnn' 
mu/ J·:.\'t\ft'llh°, trans. Alphonso I .rng·1s (The l laguc: l\farlrnus Nijhoff. I ~)7H), 57 



size the aspect of (generous) giviug in a way that also enables hi1n 
to avoict saying Lhat being His. n 

17 Derrida nbser-ves: H\\le translate 
the idio1natic locution es f_,ri:bt ,\'tin and ts g?.bt Zeil by ·ii y a I' (~tre' in 
French and in English 'there is Being' (Being is not but there is 
Being), "il ya le te1nps,' •there is time' (time is not but there is 
time). I Ieidegger tries to get us to hear in this the 'it gives,' or as 
one might. say in French, in a neutral but not negative fashion, 
·~a donnc,' an 'it gives' that would not form an utterantT in the 
propositiona) structure of Gnxo-Latin gran11nar.. 

11

• 1 ~ As this com­
ment from Derrida indicates iu an anticipatory \vay, Heidegger 
uses ts p;i.bt in ~peaking of ho th being and Lime. N Rut '-vlrnt 1 leideg­
ger mcms W'hen he says this js far from straightforward. \Vhat 
does it mean that being is given? vVhat is the relationship between 
the giving of being and the giving- of titnc especially si11cc neither 
being nor time His" any ~~thinp;"?:-)u And most importantly for the 

l.hercaftt•r Lt'vmas, 1~1~·1: ''This 11nperso11al. anonymous. yt·t mdist111~t11shahlt· 
·consummalion · of bemg, '·vhich murmurs Ill thl' depths of 1mthing·n('ss 1tselh\'c 
shall ctes1~natc by the term lhrrt Js. Tlw lhtrt' 1~. masmuch as it resists a pc·rsonal 
f(ffm, 1s '"hcmg in g;t>ntT~\l.' ., \\\_.are abu remin(h·d of Bhn'lchot 's .. 1WH1t'l. ··John 
Caputo nott's the st"nse of g·e11crns1ty that J le1dcg~er mteucls by ts Kihf hul \·dud1 
1s absent from tht· French tt.'iag-c of ii)' 11. •• "Titer(' i."i' must 1101 he co11111s(~d with 
any ~t-1H.Tos1Ly~ It 1s not to he taken 10 mea11 that it 'giv('.'\

1 

;mything, as. in the 
(;ennan 'there 1s/ I'S giht. · It lin 1h1s c011tcx1. lduJml is rn>thmg k111dly and µ;cner­
ous, and does not 'give' or prondc a place, which ts the trap that l·lt-1dcggn falls 
ttHo when he (iucls a ·~in111 . .( m t lus 1·s ~ihl whtch puts tlunkmµ;-;:\s-thankmg m Its 

dehL Nor is ii properly rcn~ivmg. s11we 1t is unaffect<:d hy that by wluch It 1s 
tilled. It 1s not l'Vl'n absolutely pass1\'c masmuch as hnth acll\'l' and passl\'l' opt-'ra­
lio11s takt' place 111 1L It n·s1sts evt"ry thc.~omorphic or an thropomorpluc analog;,'. 
h is not any kmd of ·it· ( il. ul. qw)(/) that ts or docs or gt\'f"S ~rny1 h mg.·· ( :apu •o~ 
JJ.\i~ ~).t ~~E•. 

~; lkidq..;g-cr. l . .JI, ~:~H: ·~At t1w S<lHH' tmw 'it ~t\'t's' 1s used prellmmarily to 

a\"md thl' lonumn ·Bemg· 1s'~ l(ir 'is' 1s ("OlllllHmiy s;ud of sm1H' th mg thaL 1s. \\'e 
caH s1H"h a thing a he mg. Bill lkmg 'is' pn .. ·l·1~ely 1101 'a Being.· ·· 

1
:-1 Dt'rrnla. ( ;r1. ~o. 

1
" In 'Time and Bemg" he oflt'n plays with the t'xprcss1011, rrt"qucntl~' rq>cat­

mg "It gwes Be mg" and "IL g1n·s tmw.'' ~vlarun He1dq~ger. "Ti me and lkmg," 
On T'imt) and H1'111g. trans. Joan Slamh~mgh (New York: !·Lu-per aud Row, l ~l7~). 
1-~4, for example at 6 and I(~ I hen·aftcr l kidegµ;er. '/'HI. 

~.(. lkrrula comnwnts, wllh rd(·n·nn· 10 H('ide<nTQ·er's On ·n1111' a111/ Ur·nw· "From ',, ,...., 

tlw ht'"gimung of the nu_.dita1i011, J-kidt>gger recalls, if one r1u1 JH1l 1l \his way. 
lhat m Hst'lf lime is 11olhm~ lt"'mpornl, smec 11 is nothmg~ suwc tl is not a 1hmg­
(lwn1 Drng) The lt'tnporality of linw ts not lcmporal, no more than proximity is 
prox1m~lte or UTe1wss is woodv. Ht" aho n---t:alls tha1 lwmg· 1s not bdng (hemg~ 
prcsc~n1/pn ... sent bt""iug-), SllH'{' 111s11ot snnlf'thmg {_knu l>rnf.f). and that thcrdtHT 
one cmnot sa~ .. either 'turn: is~ or 'l\em~ 1s." but ·rs 1:rib1 Snn· aml 'r\· gi/JI '/.n/.~ It 
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purposes of this prqject, what can be made of the ~·it" that gives? 
To refer to Derrida once again, Hthe enigrna is concentrated both 
in the ~it' or rather the 'ts,' the ·(-'ti' of · ra donne,' \vhich is not a 
thing, and in this giving that gives but \Vithout gi\'ing anything 
and without anyone giving anything-nothing but Being and 
time (which are nothing). ~~_,_i1 

It seen1s that there are three ways we might read the rs gibt One 
way is sugg-ested by Rfing and Tinu~. Here being is understood to 
be given by tin1e~ and therefore it could be said Lhat PS gibt Sein 
simply means that time gives heing .. -1~ At this poinr in Heidegger's 
writing, Lhe phrase is ineaningful insofar as it is understood that 
being only becomes luminous in the concrete finitude of Dasein, 
and so is given arcordi11g to the horizon of ecstatic tcmporality 
that is Dasein's way of being/d A horizon is not an agent: time does 
not give being in the sense that it creates it, but is rather a condi­
tion of possibility for Dasein :~· transcendence toward it. Evidently 
this analysis can appear dependent on the initiative of Dasein, and 
Heidegger eventually moves away from this dependence, as he 
makes the l~1mo11s Kehre from phenomenology to thought, ~~from 
There-Being to Being."~ 1 Thus the later Heidegger emphasizes 

would thus he necessary to think a th mg, something ( Sarhe and not Dmf.f, a Sarhr 
that is nol a hnng) 1ha1 \Vould he Bc1J1g and time but woulcl not he ellher a bcmg 
or a temporal thmg. '' GT I, ~O. 

~d Derrida, GTJ, 20. 
r,~ This is anticipated on the very first page of I Ic1dcggcc BJ: 
~.:t Sec the discussion by \1\Tilham J. Rid1anlson, S.J .. Hndt'f.{tt;n-: Through PhmomP­

unlogy lo ThouKhl (The Hague: Man mus :"\~jhoff, 1 ~}t}g), 85-90 [hereafter Rich­
ardson. HTP71. 

'"Richardson, 1/TPT. 624. The 1101 ion of a turn ran lw somewhat misleading. 
and Heidegger himself under~tands hb later '\\'ork as nm1inuons w1lh lhe essen­
tial ronrerns of Bnng a;u/ Tim1_•. Tht' preface by Heidegg-er that Richardson in­
clucks in his sLmly emphasizes this scusc of conlinuity. Rkhardson nevenheless 
affonis wich the jurlgmenl of many other.'\ that T-Ie1deggcr~s work mvolvcs two 
distinct phases, even if they arc to be read as i.l uni•y. See Richardson'~ nmc1n­
.sion, <:specially at 628-28. See also the comment by David Farrell Krell m ··Gen­
eral JnLroducLion: The Quc.i.;tton of lkmg-," Basff lVntmg:s: Alarlw Hetdr,~r-r. '.13. 
The move is complicated by tht' (~1ct that. 1lw thmkmg of being thal Heidegger 
lat.er auempts 1s scill ncn·ssarily linked 'vi th Drunn. By \•lay of cxplanatjon, Rich­
ardson sugg·ests that ·'He1degger".s perspective from begi11uiug to end remains 
phenomenological. By tins m· nwan that he is conu:rned on1y vdth llH:'" process 
by wluch hcmgs are lit up and reveal themselves as what they arc for and to man. 
The lighting-process takes plan .. in man-not through (sc. by reason of) him. 
yet not witholll. 111111 either. If the lightmg-process does not take place by reason 
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the priority of being over Dasein1 even though Dasein is the there 
that is necessary for thought. Thought is a yielding to being, the 
acco1nplishment of letting being be.~>=-, An additional problem with 
this first way of understanding the fS gibt is that it does not take 
account of the giving of time as such, and we have already ob­
served that this is to be a further factor in Heidegger's work. 

Another \\ray of reading the es gibt is suggested in the HLetter 
on Humanism," where Heidegger confirms that the ~'it'' of "it 

gives" is being it.sc]f. 5ri In other words, being gives itself, or being 
gives being~ Again, such a pronouncement requires some inter­
pretat1on~ How exactly does being give itself? According to the 
ontology that Heidegger attributes both to the ancients and, in 
adapted form~ to the tnedicval scholastics and the subsequent 
philosophical tradition, being gives itself as substantial presence: 

It will be manifest that the ancient way of interpreting the Being of 
entities is oriented towards t.he "world" or uNaturc'' in the widest 
sense, and that it is indeed in terms of "time'~ that its understand­
ing of Being is obtained. The outward evidence of this ... is the 
treatment of the meaning of Reing as Jtapovata [parousza, which 
the translators suggest is "'being at," or "presence''] or ovata 
[ ousia, which would he "substance" in the Aristotelian tradition, or 
"essence," "existence," or u hei ng,. in the tradition of Plato], 
which signifies, in ontologico-Temporal terms, ~~presence" ['"An­
wcsenheit'~]. Entities are grasped in their Being as "presence"; this 
means that they are understood with regard to a definite mode of 
time-the ··present. '~17 

On Heidegger's reading, being is in this way modeled, as it were, 
on beings. Further, such an understanding often underlies the 

of man, then t.he Light itself holds the pnmacy in the process; if it doe~ not take 
place without him1 then the There 1s necessary that the Light be able to light­
up, and to that extent may he consi<lcn:d as projecting the light." Richardson, 
l ITVI', 627. See also 532. 

3:• Richardson, HT~ 54 l. 
;,, Heidegger, l.f!. 238. St-"e also the translators' note at p. 255 of Heidegger, 

RT. 11 1n his Jetter UIJer den 1-lummusmus . .. Heidegger msists that the expression 
~es gibt.' is here used deliberately. and should he taken literally as 'it gives.' He 
't'-Tites: 'For the "i1~

1 which here ~·gives'' is Bemg itself. The "gives," however, 
des1gnales the essence of Being. which p;wes and which confers its lruth.t 11 Mac­
quarrie discusses this more fully in llC 60. 

"ii Heidegger, B·1; 4 7. · 
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tran~ition that is frequently made from thinking being (as the 
being of entities) to thinking being as a being an1ong beings, or 
even a being beyond and somehow behind beings.:)~ This is what 
Heidegger uncovers as the difficulty, for exa1nple, in Christian 
metaphysics or Cartesian ontology/'~' 

r,K ~~,,ve :said that ontolOf.'1' IS 1he st·iell('C of bemg. Rut being i.i.; ahvays the being 
of a heing-. Ilci11g is essentiaHy clifferf:"nt from a hcmg, froui bcmg.s. Hmv is the 
dist1nt'1io11 hehveeu be-mg anrl bt"ings lo be grasped?- Hmv can 1ts- possibility be 
explained? II" bemg is 110L itself a being, how then does It nevertheless belong to 
bemgs1 since. after all, hemg:s and on\y bem~s aTP? What does u mean t.o say that 
heing h14nngs to beings: The correct answer to this question is the hasic supposi­
tl<m llcedcd to set about the probl~ms of ontology regarded as the science of 
being .... It is a distinnion whiC"h is first and foremost constitutive for ontology. 
We call tt the ontologmil d{fff>rma'--the diflerent1ation between being and beings . 

. . vVith this di~tinction between hcmg and b('mgs and the seleccion of being as 
the-me we <lepart m pnnciple from the doma1n of bemg-s. \Vt: surmount ilJ tran­
scend 11. We can also call the ~cicnce of being, as critical science, tm.1Hrendental 
Jcwnre. hi dmng so \Ve arc not simply Lakmg over unaltered the concept of the 
Lrans(:cnclculal lH Kant, although we arc indeed adopting its original sense and 
its true lt'IHkncy, perhaps still cmu-ea1ed from Kant. We are surmounting beings 
m order to reach being. Once havmg made the ascent we shall not again de­
scend tn a bemf{~ which, say, might lie like another workl behind th~ familiar 
beings. The transcendental science of being has nothmg 10 do wtt.h popular 
llH.·taphysics1 which deals with SOlllf" being heh ind the known bcmrss. n Heideg­
ger. BPI~ l 7. 

~·~ 1 vVir h regard to the former, h~ com men ts: '"~{et Remg-v-lhat 1s Being? It is 
It itself. The thinking Lhat is to come must learn to experience that and lo say 
it. "Bemg'-that 1s not God and not a C'OSm1c ground. Bemg js farther than .all 
hcinl)"s and ii.; yc·1 nearer Lo man than evt"f\' bein1-1·, he it a nKk, a beast, a work of r-. , i n 

art~ a macl1111e, he it an angel or (~od. Being is the nearest. Yet the near rt"""maius 
fartht',-;1 from man~ !\fan at firsr cling-s ah-vay-s and only to beings. But when think-
111µ; represenls hl'ings as beings H no don ht relates itself to Being. In truth, how­
ever. Lt ah-vays 1.hinks only of beings as surh; precisely not, and never, Being as 
such. The ·q11estion of Being~ always rcmams a question about bcmgs. rt is still 
not at al1 \vhat its elus1vc name indicates: the question in the direction of Being. 
Philosophy, even when 1t becomes 'cn1ical' throu~h Desc:lt"tes and Kaut, always 
follows the coun;e of metaphysical rep1rsc11tatior1. It thinks from bemgs hack lo 

beings with a glan~e in passing toward Be111g. For every departure from bcint-.?/i 
and every return to them stands already m the light of Being."

1 

1 Ici<lcgger, /}/. 
2'.~..t. Amt w11h reRard to Descartes, Heidqmcr 1s readily ahk to observe the con­
fhslOn: ''in th1s wav of ckflnmR a snhs1an(<" throuµ;h some substantial en llt}'~ lies 
the n-"ason whv th~· term "subs.tance' is llScd lll two \Vavs. \\11at 1s here intended 
is snbstanualit)'~ mul 1t gets undcrstoocl in terms of a ~-haractcr of suhst.ance-a 
rharancr which is itself an entjty. Berausc something ontical is made to underlie 
the ontolng\(al~ the expression · sub.slw1f w' functions sometnnes with a s1gnifica­
lion winch is ontological, somt:'timcs with one that is ontical, lml mostly \V1th one 
which is h~\zilv ontico-ontological. Ikhiud 1his slight difference of s1g;11ifiration, 
how<.."ver, thc1~e lies hidden ~l failure to master the basic problem of Being. '

1 

HeH..leggcr. B"J: l '2.7. 
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Heidegger thinks of being as that which brings into presence 
but which itself \vithdraws~ 60 Being "Jights up~~ beings without be­
con1ing a being, since being ~'is,, uol, it "isn no-thing. In this 

sense, being is horizonal. "Being co1nes to destiny in that It, 
Being, gives itself. But thought in lenns of such destiny this says: 
it gives itself and refuses itself simultaneously. " 61 In answer, then~ 
to the question about what it rncans that being gives itself, we 
could suggest that being gives itself as withdnrwa1. Being-, which 
"isn no-thing, gives in a retreat from giving~ Again~ it is thought 
that provides the locus for this ''let.ting-he~ n this gifl of being. ''In 
hailing the thinker into Beingt Being: imparts itself to him as gift, 
and this gift is what constitutes the essence of the thinker, the 
endowment by which he is."6'2 

There is a further possible reading of es gibt, this ti1ne taking 
account of the material still later than the "Letter on Human­
ism," including the 1962 lecture "Time and Being." This reading 
does not exclude the others hut perhaps allows them to be fo­
cused n1ore precisely. Jn "Time and Being," Heidegger plays with 
the phrases "It gives Being" and "It gives tiine."H:\ There is obvi­
ously still a relationship between the giving of being and the giv­
ing of time, but it is via a third "term," if such it can be called. 
This third tenn "is" Ereign.is, which I Ieidegger says Bwill be trans­
lated as Appropriation or event or Appropriation. "frl Heidegger 
also indicates that H 'event' is not simply an occurrence, but that 
which makes any occurrence possible. ,,K) The event of appropria­
tion gives being and gives time; it is the condition of possibility for 
being and Lirne. It is the event of appropriation that establishes a 
relationship between being and the human.fir. The event of appro­
priation establishes a certain rcciprocality benveen being and 

1111 Richard.son, HT/YI: 3 l!\ 532-3~. 
hi I-Ic1ckgg-er, I.II, ~~{~}. 
ii~ Richarrl~on~ I J11YJ~ ~99. '"What is most thought-provoking gives food for 

thought in the origmat sense t.hal it gives us over~ delivers us to thought. This 
gift, \vl11d1 gives to us whal is most thought-provoking, is the true <?ndowment 
that keeps itself concealed rn our essential nature. Wl1en we ask, then, 'V\T:hat is 
it that ca1Is on us to think?~' \VC are Joo king bolf1 lo what it 1s Lhat gwes Lo ns the 
gift of this endmvmcnl~ amt to musdves, whose nature lies in being gifted with 
this endowment.H Ilt'id(_'gg-er. lVCJ: l 26. 

h'.\ Heidegger, TB, 6, l fi~ -
''

4 He1dcg~er; TR l ~). 
i)l") Heidegger, rl3; 19. 
1
''; See Joan Stambaugh 's introduction to On Tinu~ and Bemg, x-xi. 



36 RETIUNKING COD AS CIIT 

time.m But appropriation 
rida comments: 

... tJ 

IS not~ and is not itself given.68 Der-

This word Ern'gnis, which commonly signifies event, signals toward 
a thinking of appropriation or of cle-propriation that cannot be 
unrelated to that of the gift. So from now on it will not he a malter 

of subordinating, through a purely logical inversion, the question 
of Being to that of Eretgnis, hut. of conditioning them othervvjse one 
by the other1 one with the other. Heidegger sometimes says r.hat 

Being ... is Erngm'.s. And it is in the course of this movement that 
Being (S'Pin)-which is not, which docs not exist as being present/ 

present being-is signaled on lhc basis of the gift. 
This is played out around the German expression t!s gibt, which, 

moreover, in Sein und leit ( l ~)28) had made a first, discreet appear­
ance that was already obeying the same necessity. w 

On the third reading of es gibt, transcendent being is most dearly 
situated in its immanencc. 70 There is no "being" so1nehow Hbe­
yondn the world, but only being given in the mode of withdra\val, 
in the event of appropriation .. 71 Being "isH transcendent, but it is 
not a transcendent being. Heidegger speaks of '~being as Appro­
priation," but \\•hat His1' this event of appropriation? 72 Once 
again, he struggles to express his intention. The event of appro­
priation is not an event in the usual sense of the word.n It is 

m .. [The process of] presenc-ing (Being) 1s mhercnt in the lighting-up of se]f .. 
concealment (Time). [The] lighting-up of selfconccalment (Time) brings forth 
the process of presencing (Being) .' 1 Hc1dcgger~ pn·face lo Richardson. HTPT 
xx. 

liH See Stambaugh 's introduction to On FimP and Bemg, xi. 
l}~I Derrida, ra ·1. 19. 
711 George Ste mer comment~ that Heideggt:r 1 s works "are an explicit re;joinder 

to what he calls the "onto-theologicaI1 bias m \Vestern thinking. Whereas the 
latter arnves, inherently, at the mfercncc of the transcendent, at the attempt to 
locate truth and ethical values in some abstract 'beyond,' Heidegger's ontology 
is densely immanent. Being is being-m-the-world. There 'is' nowhere else. Being 
and authenticity can only be realized withm 11nrnanent exisLence and time. For 
Heidegger, there is no divine sphere of imm<1culate ideatmn, no unmoved 
mover.'' George Steiner, HeuleKf{t>r, 2nd ed. (London: Fontana, 1992L 63. 

ii .. The matter at stake fir-sl appropriates Bemg and time mto their own in 
virtue of their relation, and does so by the appropriatmg thal is concealed in 
destiny and m the gin of openmg oul. ALcordiugly, the It thac gives m 'It gives 
Being; ~It gives •ime,' proves LO be Appropnation.'' H~tdeggcr, TR. IY. 

I:.! Heideggerl TB, 21. 
7:t Hel{legger, TB, 20. 
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instead ~'the extending and sending which opens and pre­
serves. "i·t It is the extending and sending of being. 7:) 

Of pertinence to this study is the way Heidegger speaks of 
thought as a thankful response to the gift.it) It is important to 
note here not only the in1portance of the whole idea of giving in 
Heidegger's work, but also the way it is not to be characterized by 
reciprocity4 In Heidegger's words: 

To the most. thought-provoking, we de\'ote our thinking of what is 
to-be-thought. But this devoted thin king is not something that \\''e 
ourseJves produce and bring-along, to repay gifL with gift. \Vhcn ,..,.e 
think what is most thought-provoking, \Ve then give thought to 
\Vhat this most thought-provoking matter itself gives us to think 

about. This thinking 'vhkh recalls, and \vhich qun thinking alone 
is true thanks, docs not need to repay, nor be deserved, in order to 
give thanks. Such thanks is not a recompense; but it remains an 
offering; and only by this offering so \Ve allow that which properly 
gives food for thought to remain \Vhat it is in its essential nature. 
Thus we give thanks for our thinking in a sense rhat is almost lost 
in our language .. ~ . \Vhcn the transaction of a matter is settled, 

71 Heidegger, J'R 20. 
7 ~· Caputo points out that the cruciaI fr"'ature of Heideggenan phenomenology 

is not so much that it uncovers onto1ogica1 difference, bm that it fiiecks to think 
dilierence Itself. the meamng of the givt'nness of liemg. Sec Capulo~ RH, 
178-79. 

-;i; See Heidegger, lVCT, 139-47. ··what gives us food frH· thought ever and 
agarn is Lh~ most thought-pro\'okmg. We take the gift it gives hy giving thought 
to \.\'hat 1s most thought-provoking. In rloing so, \Ve keep thinking vi:llat ts most 
thouµ;ht-provok1ng. \Ve reca11 it in thought. Thus \Ve recal1 in lhought that lo 

whlch '"T give thanks for the endowment of our nature-thinking. As \\'e gl\'e 
thought to what 1.s mo.st lhought-provoking, we gt\'C thanks" ( 145-46). The im­
plications of this positiou are wdl rlescribed by Rkhardson: ·~oncf" '"'e see that 
the onginal German 'vord for 1hought ( (;nfrrnr) .suggcs1s re-nml. it 1.s not difti­
ntll lO undt'r.';t;md in what sense 11 also unp1ics thanks-giving (Dankn1). Heing's 
.supreme gift tot.he thinker is the \'ery B('ing by which he n a thinker: ek-slstence. 
Does H not \varrant acknowledgment on man's part? Snch an a('knmvledgment 
in its punty, hmvever, is not (n the first place a requitmg of tlus gift with another 
gifl. On the contrary, the pmesl form of acknowledgment is sunply the accept­
ing of the gift, sc. assuming it, acqmescing- m It, yiel<ling to its demands. An:t"p­
tance, then, is the most onginal form of thanks. Now when There-being accepts 
the endowment by which the thinkmg comes about, sc. ek-sistence, n accepts 
the Hi ft or thought as such. For Therc-bcmg to accept thought as thought 1s to 
do what lies within its power to accomplish thought. This 1s hy that \'ery fact the 
fulfillment of thinking. Thinkmg thus conceived in the moment of fullfilment 
1s dearly thanks-giving." Richardson, HH)T, 601. 
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or disposed of, \Ve say in Alemannic dialect that it is '"thanked.'' 
Disposing docs not mean here sending off, but the reverse: it 
means to bring lhe matter forth and leave it where it helongs. This 
sort of disposing is called thanking.77 

It seems that Heidegger is concerned with the undervaluing of a 
gift by the offering of a gift in return. Rebecca Co1nay's insightful 
article ~'Gifts without Presents: Econo1nies of ~Experience· in Ba­
taille and Heidegger" provides a nuanced reading of this prob­
len1. 78 Comay maintains that the gratitude of thanking which is 
thought does not provoke a return of the gift, since in Hreignis the 
gift is at once sent and v"rithhekL In other words, since the giving 
which is the sending is at the san1e time a losing 'vhich is the 
gift withheld, there "is" no gift. as such that can be returned. 
Appropriation is expropriation; thinking is the thankful response 
to a gift that is no-thing. 79 ~~Thanking becomes sin1ply the recur­
sive, pcrformative movement ... which knows no ol~jcct. {()r its 
gratitude and thus has nothing with which to pay back. " 80 The 
gift of being, in being \vithheld, can be given without return. With 
regard, then, to the questions about what is given in phenomenol­
ogy and according to what horizon it is given, what is preen1i­
nently given f(w Heidegger is being (which "is" no-thing-, and 
which withdraws in the giving), according to a te1nporal--historical 
horizon in the event of appropriation. 

DERRIDA AND llEIDEGGER 

The relationship between Heidegger and Derrida is a complex 
one: Derrida's work is enabled in smne ways by that of I leidegger, 
yet he still engages deconstructively with Heideggerian texts. t-il De-

'' Heidegger, HlCJ: 146. 
7:-i Reb<.:cca Conmy ... Gifts \Vithout Presents: ~~co nm mes of 'Expencncc · in Ra-

rnillc and Heidegg~r;~ }/-d(1 Frmrh Studirs 78 ( 1990): fi6-89 [hereafter Comay, 
GWPJ. 

~q (' (' tA!p V(' 
J ~otnayl _1 n I (} J. 

Ho Comav~ GWP, 89. 
HI Rodolphe Gase hf underlines this complexuy in Invt'nlwns r~l D~//iTt'Jlt'f': Oa 

Jacques Dnndn (Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 1994-), 78 [ht:n:afler 
Gase he, flljDJ: "Although Dernda has <.:Lumcd Lt to be indispensable, for lll­

stancc, to place onc~elf within the opening of Heidegger's questions. he has also 
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rrida takes up Heidegger's critique of presence, to the point 
where he unravels the dreain or full presence.~2 Yet Derrida is 
wary of other Heideggerian absolutes. The purity of presence may 
be tainted after Heidegger, but the possibility of an absolute truth 
lives on, unfolding as part of a destiny that is German but essen­
tially Greek (or perhaps the reverse) :H:\ 

vVhat l have attempted to do would not have been possible without 
the opening of Heidegger's queslious. And ... would not have 
hcen possible \Vithout the attention to what Heidegger calls the 
difference het\4ti'een Being and beings, the ontico-ontological differ­
ence such as, in a way~ it n~·mains unthought by philosophy. But 
despite this rleht to Heidegger\ lhought, or rather because of it, I 
attempt Lo locate in Heidegger 1 s text-which~ no more than any 
other, is not homogenous, continuous, CVCI)"Nherc equal to the 
greatest force and to all the consequences of its questions-the 
signs of a belonging to metaphysics, or to what he ca1ls onto­
thcology.84 

been ve-ry critical on many ore:1s.tons or Hefrlcggcr's philosoplm:al idiom. But 
even this <Titiosm, including Derrida's 'disseminative geslure,' is made, at least 
to a certam degree, in He1deg-genan language.~~ 

s';.! The extent to whkh Heidegger effectively overcomes prcsen{'l' is LB ques­
tion. Le\'inas, for example, argues that Hetdcg-ger Hncver really escaped from 
the Greek language of mtcl1igibility and presence. Even though ht~ speut much 
of his philosoph1cal career struggling against certain mt'taphys•e:tl notions of 
presence-in particular the ol~jectifyiug notion of presence as Vorhandndinl 
wluch expresses itself in our sne:ntifk and technological categorization of the 
world-he ultimately seems to espous~ a1tother~ more suht1e and complex 1 no­
tion or presence as Anwesm. that is, the nunin~-jnto-prescncc of Bein~. H Em­
manuel Levinas in llicharcl Kearney, lhnloguP.\' with Contemporary Cmitmnilal 
Tlunlm:s: '/111' Plwumnmologmll Hrntagf! (Manchester: !\.fanchestcr Unwcrs1ty 
Press, 1984) l r)6 [hereafter Kearney, DCC'/l. It is lrnc, CfTtainly, that there lS an 
amhig·mty in Heidegger with regard to his use of ·'presence'' and ~·prescncing." 

:-n See John D. Caputo, Dnnythologn.mg Hmlfl{_(ftr (Bloommgton: Indiana Uni­
versity Press. 199~) lh~reafter Caputo, /)/fl. 

s 
1 Jacques Derrida, Pos1l.1m1s~ trans. Ala11 Rass (Chicago: U mvers1ty of Chic-ago 

Pn:ssl Ul81 ). ~}-10 I hereafter Derrida, PosJ. HI believe, in numerous ways, \vhat 
l wrne does not. shall Wt' say. rrwmblr ·~\text of Heirleggerian li.liation ... I have 
marked quite t'xµlintly, m nil the e~says I have published ... a dt1){Jr/un' from 
the Heldeggenan problematic. This dcpanure is related particularly to Lhe con­
n:pts of ongm and fall . ... And ... T have analyzed It as concerns urne, 'the 
rransct-'rnlcntal hori'l.on of the question of Being,' in Bemg a-nd Tim1', lhat is, at a 
stratcg1ra1ly dec:1s1ve pomt. Tins dcparlure also, a11d correlatively, intervenes as 
conl-erns Lhe value jJmpn (propriety~ propriate, appropriation, the entire family 
of 1~~1~~enllidrkl'1!, Eign1. EmgnB) whkh is perhaps the most continuous and most 
dillirult Lhread of Heidegger's •hough1. ~· Oeni<la, Pos, 54. 
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One of these Bsigns of a belonging to 1netaphysics" is the Heideg­
gerian emphasis on hgathering." BBut take the exarnple of Hei­
degger: welL it is at. the n1oment in \vhich \vhat he calls ~ontological 

difference' or the 'truth of Being' seems to assure the most 'gath­
ering1 reading of philosophy that I believe it is urgent. to question 
this veq' gathering, this presu1nption of unity, \\lhat it still excludes 
or reduces t.o sileuce. "Wl Or in a different context, "One of the 
recurrent critiques or deconstructive questions l pose to Heideg­
ger has to do with the privilege Heidegger grants t.o what. he calls 
Vrrsmnmlung, gathering .... Once you grant son1e privilege to gath­
ering and not to dissociating, then yon leave no room f<ff the 
other, for the radical otherness of the other.' 'Hh 

Both the positive and the negative aspects of Derrida's relation­
ship with Heidcg·ger can be best illustrated for our purposes in 
the \vay Derrida reads the eJ t-:,ribt . . An example of his reading can 
be taken fron1 Sjmrs: .Nietzsche's StylP.\·: 

Heidegger ... submits the question of Being it.self to the enigmatic 
operation of the ahyssal gift ( l.e don s 'enddtP/fr don srws dettP). In his 
development ... of the es p;ibt Sein Heidegger demonstrates that the 
gmmg ( Gf'1JPn) and the gift ( GabP) l which in fact amount t.o nothing 
(to neither a su~ject being nor an objct:t bcingL cannot be thought 
of in terms or Reing. Because they constitute the process of propria­
tion, the Kimng and the K{ft can be construed neither in the hound-

w)Jacques Derncla, Pnmls: lnli'"rmeuJs, J 9i4-J 994, ed. EJi.saheth \ 1Veber, trans. 
Pem..,T)' Kamuf ct al. (Stanford: S1anford llnivers11y Press, I 995) t 131 [hereafter 
Derrida, Pol. 

ttiijacqucs Dcrnda, "The Villanova Roundtahle, '' m Caputo, /)/V, ~-48, l!i 
[hereafter Derrida, Wf]. On the question of HPi<legger and gathering~ it seems 
to me that O'Leaq·'s observations on the possible self-limitaLions of Heideggcr­
ian thought arc highly relevant. See- <YLeary, '/RSC. O'Leary also~ of course~ 
questions "denmstruct1011\" prckrcnce for the other, asking '''hethcr or not 
Lhis is just as unitary ~ reading of reality as Heidegger's. ·'Even thC' <leconsLrucL-
1vc vc-rs10n of the f.'rngn1s as essentially differcnct', unless is it w-orked out m 
tt'rms of a concr~lt" pluralism, still risks pn~iccting a uniuu1· in.st~1nce which 
undercuts al1 rt"ligions and philosophies as the unnameabk other." O'Leary, 
:JRSG. 246. The important pmut upon \.Vhich O'Leary seizes here is the need for 
a working out ·<in terms of a concrete pluralism." The difficulty, a.11 we shall see, 
is that llllless it can in some way be concretized, all talk of othernPss can tend to 
reduce \vhat it airns to promote, the otherness m othenwss, the plurality of 
othernesses. I think Derrida recognizes that altcnty is only encountered in the 
concrete, and that ts where, perhaps, a Dcrridean "ethics" is more dk·cttve than 
a I .evinasran ethics. 
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aries of Being's horizon nor from the vantage point of its truth, its 
meaning. Just as there is no such thing then as a Being or an es­
sence of the woman or the sexual difference, there is also no such 
thing as an essence of the es gibt in the PS gibt Sein, that is, of Being's 
giving and gift. The "just as'' finds no conjuncture. There is no 
such thing as a gift of Being from which there might be appre­
hended and opposed to it something like a determined gift .... 
Still, it does not follow from this that one should, by a simple rever­
sal, transform Being into a particular case or species of the genus 
propriate, give/take, life/death. Heidegger himself cautions against 
making of Being a mere incident in the event called Erfignis and 
warns of the futile nullity of a conceptual reversal of this sort be­
tween species and genus (grnre) .Hi 

What is Derrida saying here? He see1ns to recognize that for Hei­
degger the gi:ving of being escapes being: Ereignis cannot be read 
according to the measure of being; the giving is abyssal, without 
ground, beyond being and beyond the "truth of being." Heideg­
ger would this way turn against his own metaphysical ambitions, 
as it were. The "process of propriation" that is Errignis is in fact 
not anything. Caputo (quoting Derrida) comments: 

~'Although this process is as if magnetized by a valuation or an in­
eradicable preference for the proper-ty (propre), it all the more 
surely leads to this proper-ty's abyssal structure'' (S/mrs 117). Al­
though Heidegger is always talking about Being and Ereignzs, he 
invariably ends up in a movement beyond Being, ground, pres­
ence, and truth, landing in an abyss (Alrgrund) of dis-propriation 
(Ent~eignis). HH 

The proper is the improper; the gift a withdrawal or loss. Caputo 
continues: "[Heidegger] sees the Ent-eignis in Ereignis, the dissim­
ulation in all unveiling, what Derrida calls 'le coup de don,' strik­
ing by means of the gift, taking away by means of giving. " 89 

But if we can follow Caputo's interpretation of Derrida on Hei­
degger further, it seems that Derrida is not entirely sure that Hei­
degger is willing to give up on the proper. Caputo suggests that 
Derrida is distracted by it, n1issing Heidegger's meaning: 

87 .Jacques Derrida, .~jmn: Nirtzrhe 's St_vles/f../wmns: Lrs Styli!s de Nietzsche, trans. 
Barbara Harlow (Chicago: Univers1t:y of Chicago Press, 1978), 120-21. 

ttH Caputo, lU--J, 158. 
8~1 Caputo, RH, 158-!19. 
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Erngnis does not mean appropriation in the sense of the hotbed 
and scat of all propriety and ownness. It. means jnoducmg ownness, 
sending things into their own 1 their proper shape in the various 
epochs, giving things (the Being-of-beings) the tenuous identily 
that. is never insulated from difference .... It itself is beyond the 
distinction between proper and improper, identity and difference, 
because it grants these and all distinctions. It gives ownness and 
unnw11cdncss-and hence might be tran~lated as ''en-own-ing~~' 

endowing with ownness-just the way Dasein ~s ''temporalizing'' 
g·h.1ts both authenticity anrl inauthenticity in Bnng and TimP, grants 
them as effects. In my vie\v~ Derrida opens up this reading of Hei­
degger bu l then misses it himsd r. ~~n 

Caputo's reading would seen1 to be in accord with a later com­
ment from Derrida, found in Given Timt.~H Once again, Derrida 
links Ereig·nis with a thin king of the gift .. '"This word Ereignis, which 
con11nonly signifies event, signals toward a thinking of appropria­
tion or of de-propriation that cannot be unrelated to that of the 
gift."!•~ Yet is it appropriation or de-propriation? In the forgetting, 
it is de-propriation, a de-propriation that. enables the gift to take 
place_9'.{ But in the n1ovement of appropriation, the gift can no 

longer he thought. Hin the very position of this question, in the 
formulation of the pr~ject or the design of thinking~ namely, the 
'in order to~ (we think 'in order to' .. ~ think Being and time in 

their 'own element' ... L the desire to accede to the proper is 
already, we could say, surreptitiously ordered by Heidegger ac­
cording to the dimension of 'giving.' "~ 1 ·l It seems Derrida is ar­
guing that I Tcidegger still desires to accede to the jJrojJn~ and 
therefore to appropriate, with a thinking of donaiion that. grasps 
rather than letting go. Where Derrida con1mcnts on the es gibt, 
he links it with propriat.1on, and in so doing he reinforces his 
criticism of I Jeidcgger in that the proper bespeaks ownership, 
thus is an attempt to seize the origin or even to he seized by it.9

'.l 

~'°Caputo, !Uf. 178. 
!II Especially at Derrida. G'f/. 18-23. 
\I~ Dernda. GT/, 19. 
!i:-1 ~·rorgelling and gift would therefore be each in the condHion of the other." 

Derrida, GT/, 18. 
~H Derrida~ GTJ, 21. 
' 6 ~faurice Blanc hot 's gloss is peninent: "The donations which arc the ways 

in \vhich betng gJVes by 'Withholding itself ... would he interrupted from the 
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Yet according to Caputo's reading, Derrida recognizes to some 
extent that Heidegger's propriation is not a possession but a 
being dispossessed. Derrida ,s writing is sul~ject to the sarne decon­
structive forces he obser\'es elsewhere-an ambivalence that 
opens onto what Derrida rr1ay not 1nean to say. 

All this is intriguing in the light of Gasche's comment on the 
relation between Heidegger's and Derrida's writing: " ... so the 
thought of differance-the enabling and disabling structure of all 
thinking, the thinking of Being and the thinking of differance 
included-cannot strictly speaking be said to be Derrida's proper, 
or to be the result of a generalizing extrapolation fro1n Heideg­
ger's thought on difference. "qri \i\That is Derrida's proper, and 
what is Heidegger's proper, and what docs each writer have to 
say on the proper? There is a glimpse of the proper as abyss in 
Heidegger, 'vhich Derrida chooses to read as Heidegger's proper, 
and in so doing 1nakes us aware of what is most not his own. Both 
Caputo and Gaschc have further interesting c01nn1ents to make 
on the thinking of difference and differantf. If Heidegger's differ­
ence is to be understood only as the ontological difference, then 
there is roo1n for Derrida to make his dijfim.nre an Bolder'' "indif­
ference to difference. "~)7 But if Heidegger's difference itself pre­
cedes ontological difference, then the relationship between 
Derrida and Heidegger becomes even closcrY8 

It seems to ine that the real difference between Heidegger and 
Derrida on es Kibt comes down to the question of generosity, and 
this is brought out in Caputo's interpretation of the "Villanova 
Roundtable,'' written in the light of Givt>n Time. Here Caputo points 

moment that the t:rr1g111s. the a<lvent, arrives, ceasmg to let itse1f be hidden by 
the 'donations of meaning' which 1t makes possible by its retreat. But if (since 
there is no other way of puttmg this) a decisive htstoncal change is announcerl 
in the phrase 'the coming comes.' making us come mto our 'most proper,~ our 
·own-most' (being), then one would have to be very naive uot to think that the 
rcquirt>ment to withdraw ceases from then on. And yet it is from Lhen onl'. [sff] 
that 'withdra,~/ rules-more ohscurely, more insislently. For what of ngrn, our 
'own-most' bcmg? We do not know, cxccpl that it refers back to f.'mgn1s, just as 
Emgms 'hirles' e1gen all the while shmving it in a necessarily crude analysis." 
Maunce Blanchot., The lVntmgofthr.Dzsastn, trans. Ann Smock (Lincoln: Lmver­
sity of Nehraska Press, 1995), 102 [hcrcatkr Blanchot, \VOD]. 

% Gasche. ll~jlJ, 79. He refers also to Caputo. 
~r; See Gasd1t'. llHD. chapter 3. 
'
1
H Sec Caputo, RH, l 79ff. 
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out that Heidegger fails on Derrida's terms with regard to the gift, 
no longer with direct reference to appropriation but to the appro­
priation that is implied once the gift is laden with generous intent: 

That gift without gifl, wilhout the swelling and contracting of gift­
ing, could take place only if everything happened below the level 
of conscious intentionality, where 110 one intends to give anything 
to anyone and no one is intentionally conscious of receiving any­
thing. Such ausleret G1·inch-likc conditions are hardly met at all 
anyvd1ere. Not even Hcidcggcr 1s not.ion of the es gibt das Sezn can 
meet this requirement, for Heidegger at once seizes upon the gen­
erosity embedded in t.hc German idiom es gi,bt (geben, die Gabe), 
which is supposed to mean simply "there is." ... On this account, 
the French idiom il y a is better and more "value-free," more neu­
tral and indeterminate. 

What seems best to meet the demands of this ungenerous and 
ungrateful gifting is Plato's kh6ra, the absolutely indeterminate and 
indeterminable receptacle which cannot he determined as mother, 
nurse or receptacle, which is too un-kind, un-kin, and un-gen­
dercd, a-gnwJ, to en-gender anything, which emblematizes or em­
bodies (without a body) the pure ~'taking place" or "spacing" of 
d;Ff' . If"')') 91erance 1c~e . · · 

We are led, then, from es gibt back to khora (and perhaps i,ve 
should have half an eye at the san1e time to Blanchot's "neuter," 
or Levinas's if y a) .100 Khora, however, opens onto many more 
themes than I can address at this point. \Vith regard to the ques­
tion of Derrida and khora, I wish only to note at this stage that it 
does bear on the queslion of God and gift Wl vVith this in mind, 
we turn to consider Levinas. 

99 Caputo, Dlv', 14~; see also 94-95. 
mo With regard to the neuter, sec- Blaud1ot, \'\YJ/J., 4H-49, or 5i, for example, 

or his The Spare of Lztrraturr) trans. Amt Smock (Lincoln~ University of Nebraska 
Pre::;s, 1982), 168-70 [hereafter Blanrhot, SI~]. I \vill discuss the Levinasian il )1 a 

in the next ch apter. 
101 Hence, in ~ 1 Sauf le nom": ' 1 1 God' is the nanw of this bottomless collapset 

of this endless desertification of language. But the trace of thJs negattve opera­
tion is inscribed in and un and as the f.'v.mt . . , . Thert 1J this event, which remains, 
even if {his rernnance is not more substantial, more essential than this God, 
more ontologrcally determinable than this name of God of whom it is said that 
he names nothing Lhat is, neither this nor that. It is even said of him that he is 
not what 1s gmen there in the sense of e.s gibt: He is not what gives, his is beyond 
all gifts. n Another voice responds to this passage, "In and on, you said, that 
implies, apparently, some tojms ... ," and the reply begins h_ ••• or some 
kh6m ... " Derrida, SIN, 55-56. 
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Levin as 

LEVINAS: A DIAl,OGUE WITH HUSSERi, 

THE WORK OF EMMANUEL LEVINAS is in1portant in this context for 
three reasons: first, because it is a dialogue with and a departure 
from the thinking of both Husserl and Heidegger; second, be­
cause it marks a further application and development of the phe­
nomenological method; and third, because in each of the 
aforementioned respects it has had enormous influence on Jean­
Luc Marion. 1 In mv examination of Levinas I will order rnv com-, ~ 

men ts according to these aspects of his relevance. 
In 1930, Levinas produced The 'J1ieorJ of intuition -in Husserl\ 

Phenmnrnolog;)\ in which he gives a largely favorable account of 
Husserl's develop1nent of the pheno1nenological tnethod, al­
though it is tempered with certain criticisms.~ If Husserl's project 
has been to uncover that which has been given to consciousness, 
it is precisely on this area of givenness that Levinas concentrates 
his study, in a very particular way. For Levinas, it is the breadth of 
what is given that is important. In Husserl\ work, Levinas finds a 
philosophical met.hod that is potentially open to the given experi­
ence of life itself. At the same ti1ne, however~ he discerns in the 
application of this method particular presuppositions that limit 
its efficacy, and it is on his concerns about these presuppositions 

1 With regard to Lcvinas and lu;;, re1ationshi.p to phenomenology~ see Kearney, 
DC'fa: 50~ \vhere Levinas states: ~

1

Phenomcnology rcpresenterl Lhe seconcL hut 
undoubtedly most important~ philosophical influence on my thinking. Indeed. 
from the pomt of vic\V of philosophical method and discipline. I remain to this 
day a phenomenoJogist." Neverthdess, Levin as conslan tly goes beyond the 
houndanes of phcuomenolo~'l'· partin1larly as he seeks lo place the encounter 
with Hlhe Other~~ beyond what. can he themati1.ed, hence what can he useen." 
~Many commentators suggest that Levinas~s reading of Husserl at this tune is 

from a Heideggenan perspective, and that his criLicisms are often Heideggerian 
i11 nature. See, for example, A<lnaan Pcperzak. Beyond: Tht' Philosoj;hy of b'mman­
url l.nm1n..i; (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, I 997), 40 fhereafter Pep­
erzak, B]. 
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that I will focus. These concerns have to do \Vith Lhe nature of 
intentionality, the question of representation, the process of intu­
ition, the primacy of consciousness and perception, and the re­
duction of the other person (the Other) to the experience of 
~'the Same.'':~ 

For Husserl, as for Franz Brentano before him, ~'in ten tionality 0 

refers to the relationship bet\veen consciousness and its object; 
stated simp1y, consciousness is ahvays consciousness of some­
thing . .i But the crucial question is whether or not being conscious 
of something means that this so1nething thus becomes an o~ject 
of thematization. In other words, is all consciousness theoretical? 
This is the question that dmninates Levinas,s reading of Husseri.=' 

Levinas points out two a1nhiguities jn Husserl's understanrling 
of intentionality. There is initially an ambiguity that relates to 
Husserl's understanding of experience. Experience for Husserl 
is not pri1narily J:~~frlluung (experience in lhe sense that Derrida 
describes a.s a "moven1ent of traversing"), but } . .'rldmis, which Hus­
serl characterizes as ~\vhatcver is to be found in the stream of 
experience, 11 or according to (the translation of) I ,cvinas ,s trans-

:~I will follow the approach adopted by some of Levinas's translators m render­
ing autrw as "the Othcc" meaning "Lhc other person." aud autre as "other." 
See Sean Hand, s preface to ThP 1 .evnuzs Rf'tuLer. 

1 Lcvinas, '/1H/~ :i7. Brentano himself takes up the idea from tn('dieval theol­
ogy. Peperzak describes the twofold nature of intentmnality as "the /)n~_,pm·r of 
the o~iect to consdousnc~s or as the jJffStn((~ of ('OIHC1ousness lo its ol~1ects. '' 
Peperzak, /J, 41. 

·,·what mtcrests Levinas is that Husserl's understauding of 111lent1onality 
seems Lo embrace the whole of life as it is ]ived, and not to artifln;::ally dinde 
nm.suousnc.ss from its o~'cd.s ... 'The most fundamental contribution of Hus­
serrs phenomenology 1S its methodical disdosure of how me-a11i11g comes to ht\ 
how it emergc.s in our nmsriou.sness of the world, or more precisely, in our 
becoming conscious of our intent10na1 rapport ( T>Hfr) wilh the world. The phe­
nomcnolog-ical method enables us to disn>Ver mcanmg withlll our liverl ("xperi­
ence: it rev-eals consnousncss tn he an i11 tentionality always in mnffld with ol~jects 
outside of itself, other than 11.self. Human experience is not ~ornc self-transpar­
ent substance or pure mg1to; it is ahvays intending or tcrnling lm\'ards something 
in the world whtch preoccupies it." Emmanuel Levinas, in K(·;;trncy, DCCJ: 50. 
"Husserl propose l'intuition ei<ktique, l'intentionnalit<\ 1e prim at de ta l~on­
srience, 'le primal. des essenn:s inexactes, morphologi<~ucs, .G11r }es esst·nce,i;; ex­
actcs. mathematiqucs~~ m1 f'Of;llo inseparable de son rng1tatum. un tJ.fO sul~juguC::· 
par l 'altentc dans rintcntionnalite qu1 est !'essence ck la consdt·nce- et k fondc­
ment <le la ventc. 'l Marie-Anne Lescourret, t:mmamu•{ Lf"11UUH (Paris; flamma­
non, 1994). 84. 
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lation, "everything which takes place in the flow of conscious­
ness. ·•t) \ 1Vithi11 experience as Erlebnis,, Husserl includes scn!SC data, 
or hJl.e,_ 'vhich need not themselves necessarily form intentional 
objects. This would 1nean that hylrrould be described iu Husserl's 
terms as ~~non-intentional,, experience~ according to a definition 
of intentionality as H consciousness of smnething.,, Sense data 
would therefore be that part of lived experience of which we were 
not (usually) consciously aware. Levinas observes, however, that 
Husserl eventually attributes even to hyletic elements the status of 
intentional o~jects, in the sense that they assun1e a transcendent 
meaning.-; In this way, Husserl arrives at a conception of inten­
tionality that is all-em bracing. Experience (ErlRlnus) becon1es 
equivalent to intentionality as the sclf~transcending dynamic of 
consciousne!=is. So the first aspect of ambiguity relates to the way 

that intentionality and experience arc related. Are they one and 
the sa1nc? More precisely, does the fi1ct that Husserl 1nakes h_vletic 
elements intentional objects expand intentionality to include 
what is not. tlU'orf11cally apprehended, or din1inish experience to 
that \.Vhich is then1atized \Vithin il? 

There is next an ambiguity that concerns Husserl's subsequent 
expansion of the idea of intentionality. Levinas explains that for 
Husser1, intentionality is Hwh.at -mahes up the ver11 subjertfoi(y r~f s-ub­
jerts. "H He then indicates that the types of o~jects toward which 
intentionality is directed can be different. "All the f()rms of our 
life, affective, practical, and aesthetic, are characterized by a 
relation to an object. . . . lntentionali(v is d(fferenl in eruh of thPse 
rasPs. In each act the voluntary and affective elen1ents are special 
'vays of being directed toward an outside object, special ways of 
transcending onescl[ n~ 1 This is an itnportant insight, because it 

h Dernda, Pv, 37~{; Hus~erl, ll, 120~ Levinas. 'l1HI~ 38. 
' "vVe can distmguish in consnm1sness an animatmg act whid1 gives to the 

hyletlc phenomena a transcendent meaning: they signify somt'thi1{g from the 
cxt.e-rnal world. they represent it; dt>sirc it, love it, etc. This act is an clement 
which has a mode of l:'xistmg identical to that of hyletK data, i.e., iL is conscious 
and (OUSlltuted in immane1~t time~ it knows itself in the imphdt manner which 
is characteristic of l·.:r!Plnwsf'. Yet i1 gwcs a nwanmg to the flow of consciousness. 
11 mtends somethmg other than it.self~ It transcends itself:~ Levinas

1 
TIHP. 39. 

L.uc:-r Ltvinas suggests thal ~·L11e hvlt'uc <laLa ... are alrcadv constituted bv a 
deeper hncntion~1'fity proper lo co1;~nousnt'.SS.n TJHl~ 47. . , 

~ Levinas, TJHP, 41. 
'I Le\·inas. n.lll~ -l~t 
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attributes n1eaning not only to things that can be grasped theoret­
ically but also to values and desires. "v\le ncnv see that concrete 
life 1nust be taken in a1l its forms and not n1erelv in the theoretical 

J 

fonn. Correlatively, the real ''rorld is not simply a 1vorld of things 
correlative to perceptiYe acts (purely theoretical acts)~ the real 
\vorld is a world of objects of practical use and values." rn If Husserl 
now aHows for different types of intentionality, he is allowing for 
a broader understandiug of t:onsciousness that does not equate 
with thematization~ 11 

The examination of the nature of intentionality is related to the 
question of representation. H ussc1~rs reading of representation 
( \1orstfllt11J an "experienced act of presentation'') is such that in 
it consciousness objectifies its contents to itself.~:! Representations 
are defined by Husserl as "objectifying acts." i:\ Yet this under-

10 Levmas, TJHI~ 44. Peperzak observes: 1 'Husserl's renewal of philosophy 
through phenomcnolohry can be summ;.ffized in the word 'intentionahty.' He 
saw not only that all const:ious11ess is a mglfo ~{something ( cog1ta.tum). hut also 
that the intcntiona] structure of consciousness cannot be charactenzed as the 
relation henvccn a representing sul~iect and o~jects met by that sul~ject. Feeling, 
walking, desiring, ruminating. earing, drinking, hammenng, too, are inten­
tions-or rather clusters of intentions, re]ated in a spccifit·, nonrepresen tat1onal 
way to sperific correlates." Adriaan Pepcrzak, To thr Other: An lntrvdutfum to thr 
Philo.rn/Jh_)1 rf f.'mmrmud L~omas (West Lafayette, Ind.: Purdue University Press, 
199:~). 14 [ hert'after Peperzak~ ITO J. 

11 Le,·inas develops this understanding; of intentionality in "Intent1onalitc et 
metaphys1que." b1 dhmwranl l'fx1stn1rt rmn- Hu.ual et He:1d<~ggrr. 5th ed. (Pans: 
Vrin, l 967), 137-44. I hereafter l.evinas, fl)EHH]. This essay can be found in 
translation in Emmanuel I .evmas, Ut.'ffov1•Jrnf( t:xlsfrnre wilh Hus.wrl. trans. Rich­
ard A. Cohen and Michael B. Smith (EYanston: ;\ortlHvestern Cnivt"rsny Press. 
1998), 127-29. 

1 ~ Lev1nas, TIJJP, ~7. This is in contrast lo Brentano~s view that representation 
means a neutral image of the mtt:ntional o~ject appears m the consciousness. 
There are three German words that Gm he translated by •Crepresentation '':Dan­
trllung (presentauont sensible presentation~ or "poetic presence''); Vonlf'llu.ng 
(rt"prest"ntation, which involves the internal representation or an image); and 
RFpni·sNHatwn (material prcscntation1 Uthe an of making presenl in a malerial 
and visua] but not necessarily poetic sense''). See Azarle Seyhan, ReprPsPntatmn 
mul lt.dhirontml.'i (Berkekv: Univn:'iit\· of California Press, 1992), 7. 

1:1 Levinas~ TIHR 57. 'Tl1t' main nu:1rld f(1r every kiud of inrcnlionahty is the 
perception, or even the v1sion 1 of an ohjert which is there. factng' consciousness 
as a (;f'gnHtrmd (TIH, 135). The structur~ of rhe reflecl.ion Lhrongh which con­
sciousness knmvs itself 1s concel\JPd of in analogy with the perccpt10n of exter­
nal 0~1ects. In transcenden1al phe.nomeno1ogy, consc.:musncss is studied as a 
sort of Gegn1stand, while rdlf'ction, to \vhich consdousncss ts g1ven, is a sorl 
of looking at something before it, a son of \'<Jnlellung (TIH, 184-8[)). The 
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standing of representation raises certain difficulties. If that of 
which I am conscious can only be that of which I can make an 

objective representation, then those experiences that defy such 
objectivity will also defy consciousness (and hence even experi­
ence itself). This seems an impracticable state of affair~, for surely 
consciousness is broader than specific, objective representations 
within it. Levin(1s overcomes this difficulty by making a distinction 
between "representation" and uhaving a sense. n Ile gives the ex­
ample oflove: ''The act oflove has a sense, but this does not mean 
that it includes a representation of the object loved together with 
a purely sul?jective feeling which has no sense and which accompa­
nies the representation. The characteristic of the loved object is 
precisely to be given in a love intention, an intention which is 
irreducible to a purely theoretical representation. ni 4 

\Vhile Husserl docs not strictly confine the structure of inten­
tionality l.O its representation of objects1 Levinas observes within 
Husserl's work a tendency to e1nphasize this aspect of intentional­
ity~ thus relimiting what. he has just expanded~ ir~ The second mo­
ment of ambiguity has been uncovered: there are for Husserl 
different types of intentionality~ not all theoretical, but ultimately 
all coming back to the theoretical. In Total-it__-y and Infinity, Levinas 
makes his criticism plain: "The thesis that every intentionality is 

either a representation or founded on a representation domi­
nates the Logi,sche Untersurhungen and returns as an obsession in 
all of Husserl's subsequent work." 16 In the same passage, Levinas 

'o~jective' (gegnutiindlidw) mode of being is central fr>r Husserl's phenomenol­
ogy, and knowledge is understood on th~ basis of ol~jectification; it is primarily 
Vontdhmg or ~-ppresrntaiwn . ., Pepcrzak~ B, 41. Se~ als<) .John IJewelyn, Fmmanuel 
Lrvmru: The Gn'J.mlogy of Ethw (Lon<lon: Rout1edge, l 99r>) [hereafter LJewelyn, 
ELGf~l. 77ff. 

14 Levma.s, '/1HP. 44-45. 
1 ~) Levinas, Tlfll~ 53. ~'AJthough Husserl rccogmsed the fact that. m addition 

to ol~jenifymg. presenting and representing intentions, consciousness is also 
constituted by affccLive and practical inLentions, he maintaiued-at leasl in his 
earlier vmrks-the primordial and exemplary role of lhc theoretical or doxic 
intentions. Notwithstanding his. cfforL to purify consciousness from all contin­
gent and particular features in order to reach a truly transcendental perspective. 
consciousness remained a panoramic view of a universe of presently given, re­
membered. or anticipated phenomena." Peperzak, TTO. 15. 

lh Emmanuel Levinas, Ti>talil)' and lnjin1ty: An f~'ssay on Exterumty_, trans. Alpho­
nso Lingis (The Hague: Martmus Nijhoff, 1979), 122 [hereafter Levinas, Tl]. 
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goes on t.o ask: "'What is the relation between the theoretical in­
tentionality of the o~jectifying act., as Husserl calls it, and enjoy­
ment?'' l7 For Levinas, enjoyment. is more h1ndamenta' than my 
ability to represent it. "'Enjoy1nent i.s not a psychological state 
ainong others, the affective tonality of e1npiricist psycho1ogy, but 
the very pulsation of the I." 18 \Vhile Husserl explicitly states that 
the real world is what is experienced, and that this must include 
the aesthetic and the practical, his notion of representation as an 
"ol~jectifying acf ~ see1ns to favor the intellectualization of experi­
encc. H' lnLuition (the relationship between consciousnc!Ss and 
ideas) beco111es a purely theoretical act: everything is ol~jectified.~0 

Lcvinas alerts us to the problematic nature of this position, where 
even objects of the will "must have to some extent the n1ode of 
existence of theoretical ol~jccts. " 21 

After discussing intentionality in general, Levinas turns to focus 
IllOlT .specifically 011 the process of intuition itself, that aspect of 
intentionality Hthrough which we enter into contact with 
being~"~~ Husserl contrasts a .. signifying act" (where "ol~jects are 
meant without being givenn) with an "intuitive act,, (' 4which 
1~cachcs its object").!!:~ Levinas explains the difference as not con­
cerning the degree of clarity, but having to do with whether or 
not the object is attained. ~~To say that intuition actualizes the 
mere intention which ain1s at the ol~ject is to say that in intuition 
we relate directly to the object, we reach it. That is the eutire 
difference beru.reen aiming at something and reaching it. A signi­
fying intention does not possess its o~ject in any way; it only thinks 
it. ~~~·t A signifying act-often, but not necessarily, a word-has a 
meaning, but its ohjcctive referent is not directly presented, and 
so its intention is "e1npty~,, Since a signifying act belongs only to 
the sphere of thought, it is possible that it n1ight refer to some­
thing that is not real. On the other hand, an intuitive act encoun­
ters reality in seeing it. Nevertheless, signifying acts are not to be 

17 Levinas, TII 122. 
i ~ Lcsi nas1 Tl. 113. 
1 ~· Pcperzak, H, 4 l-43. 
~0 1.evmas~ 1'/HP~ 6!t 
1: Levinas, Tlff P. 63. 
~~ Lennas, TIHP~ (i~-,. 

~:~ I ,evu1a.i;~ J1HP~ 65-66. 
~ 1 Levinas. Tl/IP, 67. 
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discounted ahogethcr.:!:~1 Signif~.'ing acts on their own cannot be 
taken as knowledge, but when they encounter reality they become 
part of knowledge. This occurs where what is meant in the signit)r­
ing intention is confirmed (or displaced) by an an of intuition.~1 ' 

Hu.~serrs understanding of intuition is completed in his idea of 
L~fullness.,, \\rhen an o~ject that is meant is also given, it has a 
fullness about iL~7 The \Vord is used both to indicate the direct 
presence of the ol~ject to the c.onsciousness and to indicate the 
contents of the intention that are present as a result of the pres­
ence of the object. '.!H When the direct. presence is by way of percep­
tion (i.e., a presentation), the fullness of the intention is 
exhibited in sensations.:!~• When it is by way of 1ne1nory or i1nagina­
tion (i.e., a re-presentation), the fullness of the intentional act is 
exhibited in phantasms. This leads Lcvinas to note the important 
role perception plays in Husserl's work: ''Perception gives us 
being. It is through reflecting on the act of perception that we 
must seek the origin of the very notion of being.'':m It is also 
through reflecting on perception that \Ve are able to speak of 
truth~ v\lhen a signifying act corresponds with an act of intuition1 
it is fulfilled evidentially. ;;Evidcncc 11 refers to the presence of 
consciousness to being, and so being and truth originate in the 
sa1ne source.3 L 

Levinas is keen to pursue any tncntion of intuition that occurs 
in valuing and \villing·. This possibility is raised in Ideas /, where 
Husserl suggests that there can be "practical anrl axiological 
truths" in addition to theoretical truths.:~~ Nevertheless, I Iusserl's 

:2.-. Lc\'lnas, Tl/ I I~ 68-6~), 
~h Lcvinas~ Tll-11~ 74, 6~). 
:2'i Levmas, JJHJ~ fi9. HTht' ct""IHral thought that self-givenness is tht" mam form 

of bemg and that ideal k11owledge ts ndrq1-UJ<J (i.e. the exact 'filling' or the world 
mto consnollMlt'ss) 1s expressed in Husserl's theory of truth as the ·rcali1.auon" 
or the fulfillment (H~jt'illu ng) through mluit1011 of the 's1gnifymg' act which oth­
cnvise would remain empty. hut also in the fundamental ro]e of evtdence for all 
knmdedge and tn Husserrs theory of JUclg-emeut as the dirf'Cl mtuittnn of a 
more complex object.., Pepcrzak

1 
n. 41. 

"21i I .evmas. T!Hl~ t>9. 
~q I .evinas. TIHI~ 70: hst'nsalHHts are elements wl11d1, in lik·. repn.·.o;e1u ol~1ccL.i;, 

ah hough only wi1h the help of mtenuonality.H 
:m Levma.-.;, '/'/Ill~ 7 L The rn~mergcnce or the ontologu·a1 question in this ,,·ay 

obnonsly pn1nts to disagreement with Heidegger_ 
'.II Lt"YJfl(lS, r11HP, 7!'1. 
:i~ Levm as, Tl/ I/-~ LU. 



52 RETI llNKING GOD AS GIFT 

analysis returns quickly to the priority of the theoretical, with his 
notion of "doxic theses. H~13 According to this notion, even intu­
itions that are primarily nontheoretical must return to a theoreti­
cal point (the doxic thesis) before it can be asserted that the 
objects exist for consciousncss.31 Levinas locates here a possibility 
for phenomenology that seems to have been overlooked, that the 
given need not only be that which can be understood. 'What inter­
ests him is the possibility that there might be signification that 
gives meaning but which cannot be thematized as knowledge, and 
his detailed examination of the various elements of Husserl's 
work enables him to lay the groundwork for his own philosophi­
cal position. According to this position, vision (perception, the­
ory, understanding, light) is unable to account for the richness 
and diversity of life as it is lived.:\.'> So Levinas lists three further 
objections to Husserl that are based around this central question: 
is it possible for pheno1nenology to reach, in reflection, life as it 
is, or only life as it is reflected in consciousness? Reflection natu­
rally gives to life, Levinas suggests, a quality of "being reflected"; 
it seems cut off from the reality of life as it is being lived. The 
phenomenological reduction requires a step back that seems to 

:~:-1 Levinas, TIHP, 134: "This doxic thesis is the element of intenLionality which 
... thinks of oqjects as existing." 

'.H Levinas~ TIHP, 134. Nevertheless! Peper7.ak notes a shift in Husserl's posi­
tion: '•Although in his Ideen Husserl stated even more clearly that the central 
place in knowledge is taken not by objectificalion and representationt but by 
'Jived experience' (ErfRbnis), Levinas ho]ds that Husser] continued to consider 
the objectifying acts to be fundamental. The doxic thesis is always included as 
the basic intention positing the existence of the meant oqject. Later on, how­
ever, Levinas puts the accent on Husserl's radical distinction between meaning 
(Sinn, Semsinn) and ol!Ject, a distinction effectively exploited by Heidegger, who 
thereby freed phenomenology from its reprcscntationist remnants." Peperzak, 
B, 4t. The "]aLer on" to which Peperzak refers is the 1940 essay "L'oeuvre d'Ed­
monrl Husserl," which appears in the collcnion EDFHH. 7-52. Of particular 
relevance are Levinas's comments at 23-24. 

:1 ~· Llewelyn comment.;;: "In his placing of the ethical in the economy of being 
and in his placing of the economy of being in the non-economy of the ethical, 
1.evmas vvill call into quesuon the primacy of the.my, that is to say of tJ2eonaJ 
seeing. t, Llewelyn, ELCd'~', 57. Yet Llewelyn goes on to note the puL~ntial difficulty 
in Levinas's position when he constantly speaks of awakening, of the 'Lopening 
of eye.s. u Llewelyn translates the Levinasian metaphor as a kind of Hspiritual 
optics,'! or an "optics without synoptics" (58), which is complicated by Levinas~s 
aural imagery. This leads to a prob1em when Lcvinas seeks to express the en­
counter with the Other. 
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cut across the experience it is designed to highlight, and seems 
removed from the e1npirical, the everyday, the historical.~6 Levi­
nas then points out that the temporal structure of consciousness 
makes it impossible to grasp acts reflectively "in the present" (i.e., 
in all their fullness). Presentation is necessarily re-presen ta ti on. :s7 

Finally, he indicates that phenomena themselves occur differently 
in their immediately experienced state than in their state in re­
flection. :~8 

Another aspect of Husserl's work that Levinas considers prob­
lematic is Husserl's emphasis on consciousness. Not only does 
Husserl not entirely clarify the nature of the reduced conscious­
ness (in distinction from psychological consciousness), but he 
does not deal adequately with intersubjectivity.:~9 While Husserl 
addresses the second question in the later text Canesian Medita­
tions, Levinas will also find his treatment there problematic, since 
it see1ns Husserl reduces the other person to the experience of 
the ego.40 In Totality and Infinity, Levinas describes the problem: 

The constitution of the Other's body in what Husserl calls "the 
primordial sphere," the transcendental "coupling" of the object 
thus constituted with my own body itself experienced from within 
as an "I can," the comprehension of this body of the Other as an 
alter ega-this analysis dissimulates, in each of its stages which are 
taken as a description of constitution, mutations of object constitu­
tion into a relation with the Other-which is as primordial as the 
constitution from which it is to be derived:11 

:~h Levmas, 17HT~ 142: "The natural attitude is not purely nmtemplative; the 
world is not purely an o~ject of scientific mvcstigation. Yet it seems that man 
suddenly accomplishes the phenomenological reduction by a purely theoreucal 
act of reflection upon life." Sec also Levinas, 'JJHP, 119; Peperzak, B, 43. 

:-s7 "Levinas isolates a fl.trther set of problems m Husserlian phenomenology 
arismg from the privilege it accords to presence, the present and 
representation .... Like Derrida in La Vmx et le phenomme, Levrnas submits the 
texts of phenomenology to thorough close examination and finds in them a 
fundamental contradiction: whilst predicated on the privilege of presence, they 
also imply that presence is originally fissured, that it is never fully possessed. The 
key notion of representauon thus also becomes problematic: an object which is 
not present to itself cannot easily be re-presented to a transcendental Ego whose 
own self-presence 1s insecure." Colin Davis, l~evnws: An fnlrodurtion (Cainbndge: 
Polity Press, 1996), 19-20 [hereafter Davis, T.AI]. Sec also Llewelyn, EI.CF:, 48ff. 

38 Levinas, 11HP, 137. 
39 Levmas, Tllll~ 150-51. 
40 Husserl, CM; see especially Meditation Five. 
41 Levinas, Tl, 67. 
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v\lhat emerges as the chief focus of Levinas1s work is the thinking 
of this relation to the Other, this "relationless relation," which 
Levinas places prior to conscious the1natization. In working out 
this relation, Levinas encounters some difficulty wit.h the word 
"experience,, ( l'exprriencp): fro1n his broad and inclusive sense of 
experience. which contrasts with Husserl's narrower, theoretical 
sense~ Levinas inoves to a more li1nited sense when it. comes to 

referring to the encounter with the Other:1~ 

To sum up Levinas's consideration of Husserl, it could be said 

-I;! "The epiphany of the Other subordinates the world of phenomena and 
expencnccs to responsibility. Insofar as \\:e have karned the meaning of the 

l ~ J ' ' 1 I •r ' ! I h ' • } h \Vore s p lenomcnon.. expent·1H~e. mau11estat1on, trut , etc, wit ltn t c 
context of Wf'~Cern e~olot,')-', they art" all marked by the 1egouomic' mode of 
bemg described above. As an in(ruder mto this world, the Other, or the Infi­
rnte, can neither he described as an o~1ect of our knowledge, nor as a plwnom­
enou ii1 the proper sense of the ·word. The supreme demand is not 
'experienced' as a 'presence· and, in us comp1ete difference from any observ­
able figun-. the face is 1nmsihle.'' Pepcrzak, B, 14. '"Both Kant and Levmas re­
fuse Lu call the revelation of the Other ts respectability an "cxpencnce' 
(}J'~f(lfmwg. 1~x/>hunce), because it cm not he understood a.s a p~rception rul~d 
by tht> conditums of empirical schema11sm or phenomcnolo!{ir.al fultillmelll, 
but for both thinkers that revelation is an exceptional sort of awareness, from 
wluch all philosophy should stan.H Pcperzak. H, 19~). Note that l'eperiak sug­
gests H~j(dinmg rather than Erlebms. Yet Lcvinas also desuibes the encounter 
with the Other as ··expenence par f>.\Yl!il1'nff. '' Levmas, 11, l 09. See Uewelyn, 
/:"fhE. 85. Hart suggests that 4

' Levmas proposes a way heyoml roma11dnsm hy 
align mg expcnenn: and presence land] then distmguishing experience ~md 
ep1phany.H Kevin Hart, '"'The Experience of Poeti-y." Uoxk111': A.founwl o/Podry 
mu/ Pof/ns ~ ( 1998): 285-:~04, 291 [hereafter Hart, f}'l 4 [n other \\'ords1 Levinas 
moves beyond spc,1ki11g of the relat1011 to 1he Other as experience~ or at least 
ht>avily qualifies u. ''Th~ relation with mllnily cannot, to be sun ... he stated m 
terms of experience, for mfinity overUows the thought that thinks 1t. Its very 
mjiwf rnn is produced preusely m this overflowing. The relation with infinity 
will haw~ to he statt:d in terms other than 1hose of ohjecuvc experience; but if 
experience precisely means a rclalton with the absolutely other, that 1s, with 
what always overflows thought, the re1at10n with mnnny accomplishc:s experi­
ence m the fullest sense of the word.'' Lt"\'inas, Tl, 25. YeL sec also the 196:j 
c~~ay "Enigma and Phcnomemmt" \n Bns1c Phlln\oplucal \1Vnl1:ngs. ed. :\dnaan 
T. Peperzak, Simon Critchley, and Robert Bernasconi (Bloommgton: lndiana 
L1 nivers1ty Press, 1 ~)96), 65-77 [hereafter Levinas. El'], where. for t>xample, 
when LeYinas speaks of (;od, he says: HThc 1mpossi hility of manifestmg itself 
in an expencnre can he due not to the hnitc or sensible essence of thi~ expen­
e-nce hut to the strnc·1 nre- of a11 thoughc, wlurh is correlation" (67). In "Truth 
of D1sdosurc and Trnth of Tesmnorry'· ( Hl72)., published m the same colkc­
twn (~~-107). Lc\'inas nhsl'rves: ·;?tt.Jy responsibility for the other ts precisely 
this rclauon with an tmthematizabk Infinity. It is neither llw experience of 
In fi111 t y nor proof of If: ti /cJ/~fif's to Infinity'· ( l 03). 
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that Levinas~s work rests on the very possibilities chat Husser] to 

a large extent leaves unthought, while putting in question lhc 
fin1ndations upon which Husserl's project is built-the certainty, 
the self-presence of t.hc rogito. Lcvinas may continue to ca11 him­
self a phcnomcnologist, but he abandons the phenomenological 
bias toward seeing in favor of a more radical "hearing" of a call 
to responsibility that comes frmn the Other.4:~ Resisting the reduc­
tion of experience exclusively to the theoretical, Lcvinas main­
tains that theoretical consciousness docs not and cannot envelop 
the given. 

LEVINAS AND HEIDEGGER 

Levinas initially embraces Heideggerian thought~ particularly as a 
response to the lack he perceives in Husserlian phenomenology 
of a relation to life as it is lived, to existence.-t-t But Levinas's atti­

tude toward Heidegger changes as he observes the way phenome­
nology as ontology not only provides a positive possibility for 
approaching questions about embodied existence but also he­
con1es with Heidegger a negative, all-encmnpassing strategy for 
grasping life in understanding.·t!l This view of Heideggcrian ontol­
ogy is, perhaps~ not uninfluenced by Heidegger's political forays 
in the 1930s, and by the sense evident in inany of Heidegger's 

-B On heariug and prophecy, see Nfarc R.ichir, "Phenotnt"ll(~ ct Iufin1, 1

' Enunm1-
tffl Levmns~ ed. Cathcnnc Chalier and ~Iiguel Ahensour, Cahicr de L'I krne 
(Paris: L'Henw, 1991). 241-61. 254-Sf>. 

H Levinas, ElJElfH, 72: ~'la philosophie <lans .~ou fond n~cs1 pas une l·onna1s­
sance contemplative au sttjct de laquelle il y aurait lieu de se poser des questions 
de methode prealablement, ma1s quc, conformemcnt :t 1 'ontolog1sme de Hei­
degger, dle est 1 dans son esscnn"' la plus mtime, la possihilite <l'une existence 
concrete" C [that l philosophy in its depth is not a contemplative knowledge on 
the sul~jeu of whid1 we should firstly ask questions of method, but that. accord­
ing to the Ontologism of J lcidegger, it IS, Jn its tllOSl intimatf" t'SSt:'llCC, the posst­
biJity of a cnnrrete existcnc(d"). Levinas pos1tlvely evaluates the- work of the early 
Heidegger Ill hi:-; reflections in Kearnev t DCCI'. 51-5~: "I would sav, by way of 
summ~ry. thm if ll ,,~as Hu.sserl \\rho 01~ened up for me the radical 

1

pos~-..;;ibilitres 
of a phenomcnolog1ea] analysis of knowlcrlge, If wa:) Heidegger who first gave 
lhcse pos.sibilitic.s a positivt' and concrete grounding m our everyday existence; 
Heidegger showed Lhat the phenomenological seard1 for eternal trnths and es­
sences ultimately onginatcs in tune. in our Lemporal <tnd hiswnc~il ext~tt>ncc." 

-i:, See the discussion by Pepcrzak. B, 49ff. 
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writings that the question of being is intimately linked with the 
destiny of the German nat.ion.'rn Yet it is expressed most power­
fully not in any personal attack on Heidegger and National Social­
ism, but in a philosophical (or quasi-philosophical) attack on the 
totality and neutrality of being.47 

If Levinas r~jects what he secs in Husserl as a tendency to re­
duce experience to knowledge or objectivity, he no less rejects 
what he sees in Heidegger as a tendency to absorb all meaning in 
ontology, an ontology that ultitnately always comes back to the 
subject:-18 Expressed in the tcnns introduced in the first chapter 
of this book, the totality of being to which Levinas refers might 
also be known as the economy of being, where all is understood 
according to the horizon of His-ness."'19 In other words, where 
being becomes the horizon against which all else is to be judged, 
and judged in terms of critical thought, then that which cannot 
be seen in those terms is overlooked, reduced, or ignored/'° For 

·111 With regard to Heidegger's polillca1 Ieanmgs, see Hugo Ott, Afortm Heideg­
ger: A Politlcal Lip, trans. Allar1 Hl11nden (London: Fontana, 1994). With regard 
to the philosophical implications of Heidegger~s political thought, see Caputo, 
DH. 

·
11 With regard to Levinas on l-kidegg:er and National Socialism, most com­

mentators seem to advert to the cnl1cism but are only able to substantiate it 
indirectly. See Pcperzak, B, 204-5. Lcvinas did recently republish a brief article, 
"1933-l 934: Thoughts on National Socialism: Re.fle-ctions on the Philosophy of 
Hitlcrism," trans. Sean Hanel, Cnt1cal lnqwry 17 ( 1990-91): 62-71 i al though this 
docs not help us a great deal. 

-1s I.cvinas writes: "The welJ-known theses of Heideggerian philosophy-the 
preeminence of Being over bemgs, of on to1ogy over metaphysics-end up af­
firming a tradition in which the same dominates the Other." Emmanuel Levi­
n as, "Philosophy and the Idea of the Infinitc1" in Peperzak, 1TO, 105. 
Peperzak\ commentary on this text, particularly on Lcvinas's relation with Hei­
degger, is exl~ellent at pp. 100-101. "The visage of being that shows itself in 
\var is tixed in tht' concept of totality, which dominates \Vestem philosophy. 
Individuals are reduced lo being bearers of force~ that command them unbe­
known to themselves. The meaning of individuals (inv1sihlt~ out"iide of this total­
ity) i~ derived from the Lolality. The unicity of each present is incessantly 
sacrificed to a future appealed to to bring forth its oqjet:live meaning. For the 
ultimate meaning alone counts~ the last act alone chang·cs beings into Lhem­
selves. H Levinas, Tl, 21~22. 

·H1 On Levinas and economy, sec Lkwelvn, W~Cf~·. fi7~6Y. Levinas writes exten-. } 

sively on the uhome" in Totality mu/ Infimt,v . 
. :;o Llewclyn notes the importance of understanding what Levinas means by 

ontology: "In Totalit_v and h~fimty he asserts repeatedly that he is dislinguishing 



l.EVINAS 57 

Levinas, ~~exemplifying" (if it could) that which cannot be seen 
in terms of being and comprehension is the Other. 51 Totalization 
and the possibility of its exception raises for Levinas the question 
of ethics, and he asserts that it is the ethical, arising in my respon­
sibility for the Other, that precedes ontology. That Heidegger 
does not speak of ethics is, for Levinas, a crucial flaw in his think­
ing. "We the ref ore are also radically opposed to Heidegger who 
subordinates the relation with the Other to ontology (which, 
moreover, he determines as though the relation with the interloc­
utor and the Master could be reduced to it) rather than seeing in 
justice and injustice a primordial access to the Other beyond all 
ontology. " 52 What Heidegger sees as a positive plenitude (es gi.bt 
Sein), Levinas comes to see as a suffocating totalitarianism.-~~~ This 
perspective emerges in Levinas's early texts, such as De l'ivasion, 

ontolo~ical structures or \vays of being. Unless one grasps that when Levinas 
assert-:; this he is continuing a tradition to which Heidegger belongs, one will be 
perplexed as to how that book can be so critical of ontology. There is no reason 
why Lcvinas should not make ontological criticisms of fundamental ontology. 
Rut the ontology he dt!fends in that book is not fundamental ontology in what 
he lak~s to be the sense ontology has in Bein!{ and Time. Levinas's ontology c.alls 
into question the fundamentality of Lhe 'ontological difference,' the distinction 
between being and beings, between the ontological and the ontic, upon which 
Bring an.d Tirne takes its stand. As previously noted, Levinas's ontology stands 
for the ontological significance of concrete empirical, hence on tic, experience. 
\rVhether or not Heidegger does too is not a question we shall reopen here.~' 
Llewetyn, ELGE, 108. See also chapter l of fJ.GE, which Uewelyn entitles "4 0nto­
logical Claustrophobia. 11 

:)~ aln Heidegger coexistence is, to be sure~ taken as a relationship with the 
Other irreducible to o~jective cognition; but in the final ana1ysis it also rests on 
the relationship with bemg m gnieral, on comprehension, on ontology. 1 leidcg­
ger posits in advance this ground of being as the horizon on which every existent 
arises, as though the horizon~ and the idea of limit it. includes and which is 
proper to vision, were the ultimate structure of relationship. Moreover, for H~i­
degger intersnbjecti\~ty is a co-existence, a we prior to the I and the other, a 
neutral inlersubjecti'1ity.'' Levinas, Tl, 67-68. 

5 '..! Levinas, 11, 89. 
:).~ Hlf we seekl in abstraction from Others and from the self that I always am, 

to describe the 'il .r a' that precedes all phenomena. what we find is not at all a 
generous and illuminating origin, hut rat.her the anonymity of a dark, chaotic, 
and direction less rumbling without any structure or shape. Light and order pro­
ceed not from this "Being,' but from something else: from the Other, the 
stranger who comes from afar, from an unreachable unknown, whose visage 
illuminates the world. The human Other's look is the origin of all meaning.'~ 
Peperzak, B, 212. 
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De l'Pxisft'noJ d l'i!xistanl, and LP tnn/Js Pl l'aulrt~, particularly where 
(in the latter two) he explores the malevolence of Being in his 
phenomenological sketches of the ii y a/'·i 

One such sketch etnerges in t.hc co11tcxt of a description of the 
experience of insomnia. Insomnia is a confrontation ,,vith the if J 
a, an experience of watchfulness for no purpose. In inson111ia, I 
am "held by being'': I find it onerous to be.r):) I do not intend 
any particular ol~ject, hut there is a presence Lhat I sense~ "This 
presence which arises behind nothingness is neither a bring, or 
consciousness functioning in a void~ but the universal fact of the 
then' 1s, which encompasses things and consciousness.'':>4

> Levinas 
draws a distinction between attention and vigilance. In the for­
mer, the subject has internal or external ul~jecls in focus. In the 
latter, Lhc sul~ject loses its subjectivity: there arc no o~jects, there 
is no freedom, there is no inside or out.side, there is sin1ply un­
yielding prcscncc~·r~7 He notes the anonymity lvhich this presence 
engenders. '~It is not that there is my vigilance in the night; in 
insomnia it is the night itse1f that watches.,,;,K The I becomes ob-
ject~ rather Lhan subject-it is depersonalized. This contrasts Vt1rith 
consciousness, which "is precisely the breakup of the insomnia of 
anonymous heing) the possibility to 'suspend,' ... to take refuge 

.~.i Emmanuel Le\'mas, D1~ /'rva.rnm (Monlpdlit~r: Fata Morgana, 1982); Levinas, 
J<.1:.:. Lcvinas. f ,f' tnn/J,\ 1tf l'autre. 5th ed. (Pans: Presses l'niversua1res de France, 
1 ~194) [hereafter Levinas. 7Al See 1he discussion hy Davis~ LAI. 22-24. 

~,~, Lc,·inas, F:J 1:, 6~1. 

~.i. Levrna,"i, 11.·11.·. 65. 

~. 7 ·~That does 1101 come dmvn to say 1hat i1 is an ~xperience of nothmgncss. 
but that it is as anonymous as the rnght itself" Lcvmas, 1:1:~:. fr). 

~.s I .ernias. t:f:. GG. This is remm1sccnt of the ''experience~· described by !vlau­
nce Blanc hot 111 the novel Thomas l'Obsnu~ new ed. (Pans: Callimard, 197>0), for 
example at !°'>0-!Jl: "D~ja, alors qu'il s<~ p<~11cha11 ~n<·on~ sur ce v1de m~1 ii voyait 
son image clans }'absence totale d'ima1-?;eS, saisi par le plus violent vert1ge qui ff1t, 
n:nigc qui ne fa1sait pas tomhcr, mais rnnpt-rhait <le tomber t'l qni rendait 
unpossihlc la chute qu'il rendait iHi·vuahlc, di:F\ la tcrrc s'arnincissait aulour de 
lui, et la mnt, une nuit qui ne reponda1t plus '' ncn, qu 'il nc voyait pas et dont 
ii ne sentait la rcalit{~ que parce qu'ellc ctait moins reclle quc luL l'cnvironnait. 
Sous tOlll\S Jes formcs. ii ctan (-"lWahi par l'imprcssion cl 'et re au coeur des 
choses. _\;![·mt" a la surface de ccttc tern_• Oll il l1C pouvail penetrer, ii f'tait a 
l'inte-t·icur de celle terre dont le dedans k touchart de toutes parts. De tout 

parts, la nuit rcnfcrmait. II voyait, ii entendan l'iutimite d'un mfiIH Oll il ctaH 
cnscrr(· par rabsence m(·me des linHl<'S. H Blaud1ol h<'gan ihe nnvcl iu 1932, 
that is. hcfrm:· I .evinas's description of the ii ya. 
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in oneself so as to withdraw fro1n being. ":}~ 1 In trying to describe 
the il )' a, Levinas encounters a 1netho<lological difficulty. For the 
experience of the ii )1 a lies both beyond pheno1nena and beyond 
the intuiting ego, and hence defies phenmnenological descrip­
tion. Nevertheless, he suggests that we are sometimes able to 
gli1npse ourselves divested, as it were, of su~jectivity. In delirious­
ness or madness "'we can surprise this iinpersonal ~consciousness' 
in lo which insomnia sinks. "'m 

Levinas's use of the il J a is all the more interesting in the light 
of its relationship (or non-re Jationship) to the rs gibt, since, as I 
have previously indicated~ es gibt is frequently translated into 
French as ii y a rather than ftl donne. He distinguishes il y a 

strongly from its Hei<leggerian countcrparL 1
>
1 'i\711y so? v\11y does 

Levinas say that Hit has never been either the trans1ationl or the 
n1<ffking down of the German expression and of its connotations 
of abundance and of generosity. H Is it because he is simply not 
speaking of the sa1ne phenomenon (being)? Or is il hecause he 
wishes to characterize that phenmnenon so differently? I an1 in­
clined to favor the latter interpretation.')':! And if it is the case that 
the sonrce of plenitude or gift is not. being (as the il J a) but what 
escapes being (the Other), then this does away with the Heidcg­
gerian orientation of donation altogether. It remains to be seen, 
nevertheless, vvhcther or not it is possible to speak of what escapes 

~. 11 Lcnnas. li..t.:, h5. 
wi Lc\·iuas, Fl·.:. l)7. 

•}I ••LJne llf"~ation qni SC Voudralt ahsoh1e 1 nianl lolll t:Xislanl----:]l1Sqll
1

~~l }\·xis­
tant qu'cs.t la pcnsfe dleclllant cette ni·ganon meme-ne sau.rait meUre fin,). ta 
'scene' lm~jours ouverte de rctre., dt> retre au sens verbal: etre anouynw qu'au­
nm ftant ne reveudique, etre sans ftants ou sans etres~ mcessaut 'remue-m(·­
nagr · pour reprendre uue metaphore de Blancho1. ii y a i1npc:TsomH·l. n.nnme 
un 'ii pleut' ou un "i1 fait nuit. · Tenne frrncii·1Tment di.l\tinn c.lu 'cs g1t'ht' l.Hrj 
hetdegµ;ericn. 11 n ·a ,p:uuais (~tt· ni la traduct10n. m la drmarqm· fk l' expression 
allemande el de ses connotations d 'abondann· et cle gfn{·rositt>. •· Le\'inas, J),, 

l'f~xJslmo- d l'e.us/anJ, 2nd f'd. (Par-is: L,editton du poche. HHm). lO. 
r.·! Tlus is supported hy a comment from Pcpernk: ~- [LcvmasJ is uot at all 

com'inced or the gerwrosity that other thinkers hear m · f:s gibt~ 1 and prefers to 
stress the dark thn.:alcn1ng, and d1aotic side or the mdetermmate il ya. ' 1 Pcper­
zak. B~ 167. Tt 1s also supported by 1\·fanon m ID, in the quote from that work at 
283 which I used e-arlicr: ··ou phHot du es giht. que nous tra<lmsons-----011 pluh"H 
ue traduisons pas-par un ii ya. ot1 manquc justenwnl la nmJH)laLion du Gtbn1. 
du don nn. '' 
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being. In sum, contrary to Heidegger, Levinas puts fonNard the 
thesis that the history of philosophy has been dorninated by ontol­
ogy, and that the project of ontology is doon1ed to failure.fi3 In­
stead of following the ontological path, Levinas suggests that we 
pursue a genuine tnetaphysics, one that has an eye, or perhaps an 
ear, for transcendence and the ethical. 

A LEVINASIAN METAPHYSICS 

Levinas characterizes metaphysics as a radical aiming at exterior­
ity ( transascendence), an exteriority that is beyond our theoreti­
ca] comprehension~ heyond the realm of being and of knowledge, 
beyond what can be reduced to the San1e.6'1 This exteriority is 
transcendcnc but it is not a transcendent object. Levinas claims 
that intentionality, '\vhere thought remains an adequation with 
the object," is not the primary operation of consciousness. 65 By 
way of illustration, he indicates that there are many occasions 
when intentionality encounters a frustrating resistance in its quest 
to reduce all otherness to the Same. These areas of resistance 
include subjectivity itself (and here Levinas demonstrates the fail­
ure even of the phenomenological method he frequently em­
ploys}, the Other~ the future, death, the Infinite, and God. 
Levinas will seek to show that all these areas have a meaning that 
is irreducible to conscious experience. He will seek to show that 

n:~ Levinas, TI, 21 ff. 
M Levinas, Tl, 28-29. "The metaphysical movement is transcendent) and tran­

scendence, like desire and inadequation, is necessarily a transasccndence." TI, 
35. Levinas takes the term utransascendence" from jean Wahl, as he acknowl­
edges in the accompanying footnote. Wahl ·s influence on Levinas is significant, 
especially with regard to "the metaphysical experience;'' as Levinas makes clear 
in the essay "Jean Wahl: Neither Having nor Being," Outside the Su.l?JPri, trans. 
Michael B. Smith (London: Athlone Press, 1993), 67-83. Levinas notes, for ex­
ample, Wahl's speaking of'' [aJ disproportion to oneself that concretely signifies 
subjectivity: desire) quest) dialectic. But a dialectic without ~ynthesis: without 
repose, without tnlality, without closure. without conclusion"" (i4); or that 
·~\'V"'"ahl's metaphysical experience is the beyond before •h~ hne; before the Jwre, 
and farther av.my than any yonder that could be posiled as another here" (75). 
J1ip Metaphy.ncal Expmence is the title of one of Wahrs publications (Paris: Flam­
marion. I 965) . 

6 r1 Levinas. Tl, 27. 
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the beyond being can signify, without our thereby grasping it in 
knowledge. In so doing, he will be repeatedly fi>rced to recognize 
that speaking about the beyond being involves using the language 
of being. Therefore, in Levinas's work we find ourselves in a con­
stant tension between saving and unsaving. In trving to sav the 

J I ; J 

otherwise than being, it must also be unsaid.6
ti I will proceed by fo-

cusing on the question of signification as it relates to subjectivity, 
the Other, and God. 

With regard to subjectivity, it see1ns there have been nun1erous 
attempts to establish its tinn foundation. Consistent in inany of 
these attempts has been the equation of su~jectivity with self-con­
sciousness, with presence to self. And yet su~jcctivity still seems 
elusive~ The notion of subjectivity is now prone to the same cri­
tique to which other metaphysical concepts have recently been 
exposed. So we find that in contemporaq1 terms, subjectivity is 
self-deconstructing.'j7 Is it still possible to ask about the identity of 
the subject? A reading of Levinas would suggest that it is, provided 
we are prepared to relinquish the idea that suqjectivity rests se­
cure in self-presence~••x According to Levinas, the origins of sub-
jectivity lie prior to consciousness, in immemoriality. Su~jcctivity 
i!'5 never present at its O'Wn origin; it is not self~onstituting.m Levi­
nas arrives at this principle by way of an analysis of time, and he 
expresses it in three interconnected ways. 

Especially in his earlier works~ Levinas speaks of the hypostasis 

1 ~1_; Levin.as, OBB~·, 7. Levina~ adverls here to his ongoing conversation with 
Derrida on the problems of using language to specify what cannot be specified. 
Sec Kearney, DCCT. 64. 

417 See Simon Critchley and Peter Dews, eds., Dewnstmrtmg Sub1rrtivit1es (Al­
bany: SUNY Press, 1996) [hereafter Cn tch ley and Dews, DSJ; and Eduardo Ca­
rlava, Pe-ter Connor, and Jean-Luc Nancy, eds., \Vho C0111Rs After thl' SulljPrl? 
(London: Routledge, 1991) [hereafter Caclava ct al., \!\'CAS]. 

t>H Lcvinas here responds to Husserl, who, as we have seen, places a great deal 
of we1ght on self-presence and therefore sdf:-idencity. But the distinctmn be­
tween identity and sdf:.irlentity, which will be- observed in the ensuing discussion 
of Levmas on sul~jectivity. is also a He1deggerian distinction. Heidegger distin­
guishes ulenl1sdz from sfll11g. His r.ranslators point out that the two words mean 
virtually the same thmg in ordinary German, but they seem to mean in Heideg­
ger ""identical'~ and ''sclfaamc. ,, respectively. In tins way Heidegger is able to 
reinforce his distinction between the authentic and the inauthentic self. See 
I Ieidegger, RT, 150, 168. Sec also Martin Heidegger, ldenttl)1 and Diffrrrnre, trans . 

.Joan Stambaugh (New York: Harper and Row, l ~)69). 
hll With thank~ to Michael Fagenblat for his explanation in this regard. 
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of the subject in its emergence from i1npersonal being~ 70 The 
event of hypost.asis involves the taking up of being: the I becomes 
an ego or posited subject through taking a position. In other 
words, Lcvinas suggests a dua1ity bel\\'een the ego and the sel[ 
Because of the t1n1e lag that occurs as the q~o takes up the self, 
the ego is ahvays slightly out of step with itself. Another \Vay in 
\vhich Levinas asserts that the su~ject is not self-constituting 
comes oul of his criticism of Husserl's notion that all acts of 
intuition ultimately involve some form of doxic representation. 
Lcv1nas n1aintains that the priority attributed to theoretical con­
sciousness docs not give an adequate account. of aesthetic and 
practical intuition. In Totality and b~/inity he speaks of an irreduc­
ible basis or affectivity or bodiliness, an e1~joy1nent of life or a 

·;o ""Hyposl.asis. an t:.xistent, is a consciousness. because consciousness IS locali­
sed and posttcd, and through the act \Vithout trans<:endencc of takmg- a position 
It n.m1es to hcmg out of Itself, and already take~ refuge m itself from Being in 
Itself." 1.evmas~ EtJ.) 83. \1\'hat does Levinas mean hy rhis taking of a positi~m? 
Llcwt'lyn discusses hypostasis extensively in f,'LC/·.' ac ~7-50. P~perzak (discussing 
()RJ~f,) obseri;es: hln Lcvinas' vie""'· Spinoza. HegcL He1rlcgger, and their numcr­
cms followers, reduce the su~;ect to the anonrmous essence, of whICh they are 
only funcuons. mstcad of recognizing the ~ul~jcct as "sub-stance' or hypostrws 
'''hose self rannot be lost m Being. The dcsnipt1on of hyposl<rns was already a 
rentral topic m Levinas · lirst book, From f,\:nl1·110~ lo f,'x1slnJ/s. In later works, the 
exprcss10n docs not frequently occur, but tht" St"fKtration bcnveen the subject­
who IS ·me' as well as ·ego '-and Being, remains a basic thesis. The difference 
between Saying and Said is a new way <;f stressmg t.hal separation: in Saymg the 
sul~JCCt expresses its nondialccucal difference from Being, that 1s, from all that 
can he gathered 111 the Said." Pcperzak, B, 117. I find Pcperzak's comments 
helpful. alt.hough they do not explain the Jw1_i.' of hypostasis. Levmas'.s discussion 
wnh PhilippC" Ncmo in Etl11q1u Pt n~/im (1982~ Pans: Ll\.TC de poche1 1996), 37-
4~~. suggests that Levinas is not cnurely comfortable \\'ith his early aucmpls to 
discuss the separation of the I from impersonal Being. There he speaks of a 
lalt'r strategy, when~ less 1han the snl~jtTt posilioning i•s~lf: it is constituted as 
disposse-sse~l in r~sponsihility for the Other. This nrnkes a certain amount of 
sense, m that mdividuauon is always at Lhe cost of hecnnung responsible. and so 
of hem~ ''dispossessed.') Becommg an I is always about finding oneself already 
"there. ' 1 or already ha\'ing been ""thro·wntH to use Heidegger's word. The split 
ofv.,·hich Levinas speaks is a valid one, and it could as easily be seen in Derrida's 
idea that the sul~]Cct can never be present 10 itself. In Lcvinas perhaps it is not 
so much a matter of c~Gtpmg the il )' a-as if we could he fully separate from 
it-hut only of finding oneself precariously suspended in it. This inlerpretation 
would accord. I think, with a rea<ling of r~t.'. Another poi111 to note m passing is 
that the ii )' a has a sense of inuncmoriality to It, and this must lead to some 
confusion i.n making any ickntificauon of a trace or a call. 
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suffering need that always precedes conscious contemplation. i] 

Yet bodiliness is still not th~ distinctive basis of my identity. A 
third ineans of illustration occurs in Levinas's treatment of the 
failure of pheno1ncnology to observe the genesis of conscious­
ness. In Husserl's phenomenology, and in a very particular sense, 
consciousness is constitutive of the world. But can consciousness 
constitute itself? Despite his best efforts to inaintain that it can 
and does, Husserl is always left with a ~~primal impression," an 
irreducible residue of sul~ject.ivit.y. 7~ Levinas will focus on this resi­
due as an indication that subjectivity exceeds the boundaries of 
knowledge and being.n 'Ne are left with an approach to subjectiv­
ity that rests on diachrony, on a disturbance in time, a rupture. 
The ego is never perfectly synchronized with the self, is never 
present to itself, and does not constitute itself. My sul~jectivity is 
both immemorial in origin and invested in inc from beyond 1ne. 
This insight enables Levinas to make two important claims: that 
subjectivity is created and that my subjectivity is only awakened by 
the other person. 

Imn1emoriality is frequently observed in any one of three forms 
in Levinas: as diachrony, as anachronis1n, or as the innnemorial 
past. 74 As early as Existents and Hxistenre, Levinas speaks of effort 
taking on "the instant breaking and tying hack together again 
the thread of tirne," the 11 knof' of the present, or "the engagc­
men t. in being on the basis of the present, which breaks, and then 
ties back, the thread of infinity. " 7 :~ These images form the basis of 
Levinas's understanding that the present is never a pure present, 
but always interrupted by the past and the future. Synchrony is a 
dream: there is only diachrony. Nevertheless, diachrony is not 
simply a device that mimes the Heideggerian ten1poral ecstases. 
Through it, Levinas wants to refer not to Hthe past" that can be 
recuperated by tnen101)' in the present, but to a past '\\1hich has 

71 '"Lift· is hmP of Liff>. a n~lation with contents thal are not my hemg hut more 
dear than my being: thinking. eating. sl<'eping, reading. working, wai·mmg one­
self m the sun.'' Levinas, Tl .. 112. 

7
'2 See Ricoeur's discussion m HA/~ especially at 11 Off. 

;:\ Le\•inas, OIJJJE, ~2<~4. 
7

·
1 Sec Kcvm Han, Thf' Dark Gaze: 1\laun(f Blan rho! and Fnnuls (forthcoming). 

ri Levmas, /~'/~', g~. 78, 99. 
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never been present.'' He asks: "But how, at the still temporal 
breaking point where being comes lo j)(l.ss, would being and ti1ne 
fall into ruins so as to disengage sul~jcctivity from its essence?" 76 

In other words, the past of which Levin as wishes to speak is a past 
where there can be no n1e1nory, a more "original" past than the 
si1nple past. "There must be signaled a lapse of time that does 
not return, a diachrony refractory to all synchronization, a tran­
scending diachrony. " 77 This is the imn1emorial past. 7H Immemori­
ality is behind the idea that the ego is always out of step with itself, 
at its very origin.n It has the tncaning of a past that has never 
been present either to me or t.o anyone else. But immemoriality 
also has to do with n1y relationship with the Other. The Other is 
the locus of the call to responsibility that. constitutes me, a call 
that is itself itnmctnoriaL "In consciousness, this 'who knows 
\.vhere' is translated into an anachronical ovenvhelming, the ante­
cedence of responsibility and obedience with respect to the order 
received or the contract.' ~Ho In this scuse, irnmemoriality is also 
transcendental. Yet further~ the ()ther can never be present to 
me, and in this \vay i1nmemoriality assu1nes the sense of a past 
that has never been pre.sent to me. There are thus three names for 
immemoriality and three possibilities for understanding it} each 
of which~ I believe, is valid at different 1noments in Levinas's work. 
The i1nme1norial is the rupture in my own present by my irretriev­
able origin~ it is the transcendental call of the Other that consti­
tutes me at that irretrievable origin; and it is what characterizes 
my relationship to the Other, whose present (and whose past) 
escapes me irretrievably. 

To return to the question of subjectivity, if the origin of subjec­
tivity is i1nmemorial, how can it signify? If the origin of subjectivity 

71
i Levinas, OBJW, 9. 

ii Levinas, OBBA', 9. 
7~ Levinas, OBRF., 24: "A past mon-· ~uKiPnt than any present, a past which was 

never present and whose anarchical antiquity was 11~ver given in the play of 
dissimulations and manifestations. a past whose otlwr signification remains lo be 
described, signifies over and beyond the m.anif r.station of being, which would 
thus convey but a moment of this sip;nifymg signification ... 

i~i H In the idenuty of scU:·presence-in the silent tautology of the prereflex­
ive-lics an avowal of difference bctwe~n the same and the same; a disphasure, 
a diH<:rcnce at the heart of intunacy." Emmanuel Lcvma~, "Philosophy and 
Awakening," in Cadava et al., H'CAS, 212. 

Ho Levimis. OBB/iJ·, 13. 
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is prior to consciousness and irrecuperable by 1nemory, can I 
speak of identity? Levinas's answer is that it is my responsibility 
for the Other that n1akes me uniquea Prior to my consciousness, 
prior to my freedom, and in my utter passivity, the Other invests 
me with subjectivity by calling me to responsibility~ 81 I only be­
come /in responding "Here I am'~ to the Other who calls. Subjec­
tivity signifies as responsibility, as my substitution for the Other as 
a hostage. 8~ 

We turn now to consider in more detail what Levinas has to say 
about the other person.83 Fundamental is the sense that the Other 
is utterly transcendent. v\Thile much of vVestern philosophy tends 
to think of the Other in terms of the Same, that is, as an alter ego 
who is accessible by way of empathy or by virtue of their equality 
with 1ne, Levinas makes absolute the distance of alterity. I simply 
cannot grasp the Other in knowledge, for the Other is infinite 
and overflows the totality of comprehension and of being. Infinity 
is "given n in my experience of the Other as utterly beyond and 
in excess of ine. \Vho the other person "is" can never be present 
to me: our prcs~nts are never synchronous. At one stage Levinas 
suggests that the Other inhabits a future I can never reach, and 
this seems to be an effective way of describing the relationship.8'' 

But in his later works, he tends to focus on the past dimension of 
diachrony, perhaps because he wishes to emphasize the priority 
of the Other as the one who invests me with subjectivity. It tnay 
also be because he wishes to distance hin1self from Heidegger, 
who emphasizes the future in temporal ecstasis. 8-~ What are we to 

HI See, for example, Levinas~ ORBE.~ 10. 
~ 2 See Levinas, OBBE, 135. 
H:ci 1 have indicated above that Levinas distinguishes between autre and autrm, 

a distmction that is rendered in translation as other /Other. But Levinas also 
distinguishes between mhne and rmlrt, the same (oft.en the first person) and the 
other. and tt ts dilliculL to translate this ''other." 
~See Lcvinas. TA, and the excerpt in Hand, 11ie Leumas Readf:Y, 45. Derrida 

speaks of '•the movement and tnne of fncndship" as an ''undeniable future 
anterior, the absolute of an unpresentable past as well as a future.'' Jacques Der­
rida, Polilirs uf Fnendship, trans. George Collins (London: Verso, 1997), 249-50 
[hereafter Derrida, PF]. The link between future and immemorial pasl is made 
well here. 

w) l:Smmanuel Levinas, HThe Trace of the Other." Drc01Htn.utwn m Conlex/., ed. 
Mark C. Taylor (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986). :H5-59, 346 [here­
after Levinas, TO]. 
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make of this absolute transcendence? The difficulty it suggests is 
how the Other, con1pletely unknowable, can nevertheless signify 
to me at all. Moreover, there is the problen1 of how I, presmnably 
an Other for Another, signiJ}· for that Other. Hm.v does the space 
of our L~rclationless relation., function?~{; 

Levinas uses l\vo mechanis1ns to ,.vork out the problem of the 
signification of the Other, and these basically correspond to the 
chronology of his two m(~jor works, Totnli(y and Infinity and Other­
wzse Than Being or Be-;1ond Essen re~ In Totality and b~.finily, the Other 
signifies in the face. The face of the Other operates in Levinas's 
thought like a val\'e~ Its phenornenality is ahvays exceeded by its 
removal to transccnckut:e. He suggests this removal when he 
speaks of the trace in the face: it is a removal beyond being to a 
third order that is neither presence nor absence but otherness. 
Levinas calls this third order illril_,'y. ~ 1 v\lhen things are given to 
me in vision, I exercise power over them. But this is not so with 
the face, which cannot be enc.om passed. The alterity of the Other 
is not just relative, as though we were different but somehow in­
habiting the same plane. And further, this alterity does notjust 
negate t.hc I, since such negation would again imply our mutual 
existence within a larger relation. Instead, the Other proceeds as 
an epiphany that comes to me fron1 utterly elsewhere.x~ The 
Other is ccnnpletely otherwise, and this difference is evinced in 
speech. 

Here we find the beginnings of an alternative rnodel of signifi-

~ .. Lc,·inas. 71. 80: "a rehuion \Vlthout relation." 
~-;-"[A I trace signifies bt'yond bcmg. The personal order to which a face 

ohliges u~ is beyond being. Beyond lwmg 1s a tfunl prnunl v .. foch 1s not definable 
hy the oneself, hy tpsdty. [t LS lhc possibility nf tlus thml direnion of radical 
u11ngl1lnrss \vhich escapes the bipolar play of 1mmanencc aucl transn~ndence 
pror~t"r Lo bemg; where 1111manenre 'vins ag•linst transcendence. Through a 
trace the irre,·ersible past takes on the profile of a 1Hc.' The fwyonrf from 'vhKh 
a fact' comes 1s m the thinl per:"-)on. The- pronoun /k expresses cxacdy Hs mcx­
pre."isible irreversibility, ,aln:"ady escaping t>very relation as well ~ts e\'ery dissimula-
1jon~ anrl in th1s sen."e absnlut.~lv 111u·ncompassahk nr ahsolutc, a transcendt'nce 
111 an ah-solute past. The illnty ~.f the tlurd person 1.o; the comhtion for the irrc­
HTsihi1itv ... Lt'vtnas, 'JD. ~F)fi. St>t' 7\ilark C. Tavlor\ rHscu~sion of Lhe trace m 
A .. ltrmtv (C~]ucago: Univt>rsity of Chicago Press. 1 ~)87), ~05. On Derrida's ~·trace .. , 
see G~offrcy Beru1111gt<H1, i11 (~e<Jffrey Beuning·ttm a1Hl Ja(·q11cs Dcrnda, Jarqurs 
Drnula (Chicago: University of Chicago Prt:s~. 199:~), 7-J-if>. 

~~ Lcvmas, Tl, 1 ~H. 
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cation, the one Levinas developed n1ore fully in response to criti­
cisms that "the face" was too pheno1nenal a device to refer us 
to transcendence, which is presented in OthPrwise Than Bring. 89 

In that work, Levinas speaks n1ore of the proximity of the Other 
in Saying, rather than the Other's face.~H' According to the 
~'proximityn rnoclel, I am exposed to the Other. ""Responsibility 
for the other, in its antecedence to my freedom, its antecedence 
to the present and to representation, is a passivity more passive 
than all passivity, an exposure to the other without this expo­
sure being assumed, an exposure without holding back, expo­
sure of exposedness, expression, saying. "Bt Exposure is L"saying 
uncovering itself."9 :! In the exposure of proxi1nity, the Other 
signifies through Saying. Language relates separated terms 
without reducing then1 to the Same: through words the Other 
can appear to be the1natized, but in speaking the Other at the 
sa1ne ti1ne evades this thematization.q:\ The Other to who1n I 
ascribe meaning will always contest that meaning.~n As soon as I 
convert the Other's Saying into an intelligible Said, I have al­
ready corrupted the epiphany. While I can have a relationship 
with the Other in discourse, I do not thereby compromise the 
Other's absoluteness. Whereas in representation I have power 

~~ 1 This is Dernda's criticism m "'Violence and ~1letaphys1cs" [hereafter Der­
rida, \/M_I, in Derrida. ttV, 79-15~{. See also Peperzak, TTO, 136. 

~ 10 Peperzak suggests the move m TfO, 181-82, 212. and in B_, 80. Something 
of the connecllon between paths can be observed m Levinas's comment: "A 
trace is sketched out and effaced in a face m the equivocation of a saying." 
OBBJ~·. 12. In that work, an entire chapter is devoted to the question of proximhy 
(61 ff.). 

4

-
11 Lcvinas, omm. 15. 
q~ Levinas. OBBf.,', 15. See also Peperzak, 'f'TO, 221. 
~n I .evinas uses the Saymg/Said distinction m Tl, for example: ''To the one 

the other can indeed present himself as a theme, hut }us presence is not reab­
sorbed in lus status as a theme. The wor<l that bears upon the Other as a theme 
seems to contain the Other. But already it is said to the Other who, as mterlocu­
tor, has qmt the theme that encompassed hnn, and upsurges inevitably behmd 
the said ... Levinas. Tl, 195. Rut it 1s much more important for him in OBBE. See, 
for example, 34-51. 

~ 1 "' "The formal structure of lanKuage thereby announces the ethical mviolahil­
ity of the Other and, without auy odor of the ·numinous,' his 'holiness.' " Lev1-
nas, '/J, 195. ''The said, conteslmg Lhe abdication of the saymg that ew·rywhere 
occurs m this said, thus maintains the diachrouy in which, holdin~ Its hrcath, 
the spirit hears the ed10 of Lhc otlwrwne." Levinas, OREE. 44. 
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over the Other, in discourse the Other puts me in question. 95 

The Other re1nains an enign1a rather than becoming a phenom­
enon. ~Hj 

\\Thile proxiinity and Saying resolve to some extent the difficul­
ties involved with the face, the question of how I encounter the 
Other still remains. For Levinas wants to say that I do not inhabit 
the same space as the Other: the Other does not belong to the 
economy of Being.97 So in Levinas's work we find that there is an 
emphasis on the asym1netry of the relationship.98 The Other is 
always above me. "Heighf, is an i1nportant metaphor for Levinas: 
HFor Desire this alterity, non-adequate to the idea, has a meaning. 
It is understood as the alterity of the Other and of the Most-High. 
The very dimension of height is opened up by metaphysical De­
sire. That this height is no longer the heavens but the Invisible is 
the very elevation of height and its nobility. "9~1 Levinas speaks of 
"curved space'': uthis curvature of the intersubjective space in­
flects distance into elevation; it does not falsify being, but makes 

% "For the ethical relationship which subtends discourse is not a species of 
consciousness whose ray emanates from the I; It puts the I in question. This 
putting m question emanates from the other." I .evinas, '/1, 195. 4'To maintain 
that the relationship wnh a neighbor. incontestably set. up in saying, is a respon­
sihility for the neighbor, that saying is to rcspon<l to another, is lo find no longer 
any limit or measure for this responsibility, which 'in the memory of man' has 
never been t'.ont.racted, and is found to be at the mercy of the freedom and the 
fate, unverifiable by me, of the other man. It i~ to catch ~ight of an extreme 
passivity. a passivity that is not assumed, in the rdatjonship with the other, and, 
paradoxicaHy~ in pure saying itself. The act of saying will turn out to have been 
inlroduced here from the start as the supreme passjvity of exposure to another, 
which is respon.sihi1ity for the free inniatives of the other. \'\thence there is an 
"inversiun 1 of intentionality v.·hirh. f(x its par1, always pr~serves before deeds 
accompJished enough 'presence of mind~ to as.i;;1mw thf"'m. There is an abandon 
of sovereign and active sul~jectivity. '' Levmas, OBBn'. 4 7. The ""inversion ofinten­
tionality~' of which Levinas speaks here will be most significant when it comes to 
J~an-1 .tll" Maric,n. 

llli s~e Levinas, _EP, especially the inlrndm:tion to the essay by Robert Bernas­
nmi, who observes Levinas~s increased awareness of the problem of presence 
and ontolobry and his use of the device of immemoriality. 

~ 17 On L~vinas and economy. see TI, l 75ff. 
914 Levinas~ 11, 215. 
~1 Levinas, Tl, :l4-35. "The heing that presents himself in the face comes from 

a dimens10n of height, a dimension of transcendence whereby he can present 
himse)f as a stranger without opposing me as an obstacle or an enemy.'' Levinas, 
Tl, 215. 
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its truth first possible"; ~'this 'curvature of space' expresses the 
relation between human beings." 100 In other words, the Other is 
removed from me by virtue of a curvature of space that prevents 
1ny "apprehension H (read comprehension) of hin1 or her. Ac­
cording to such an image, and adapting Levinas\ O\vn metaphor 
of prophecy, I could hear the voice of the Other h'ilhout H seeing" 
the Other. Yet such absolute asymmetry is problematic because it 
leaves no prospect for my own alterit.y for the Other. It breaks 
down the possibility of any g~ncral application of Levinas\ think­
ing. And this is exactly how Levinas desires it to be. emphasizing 
iny own, always greater, share of the responsihility. There can be 
no reciprocity. V\lhile Levinas develops a different mechanisn1 for 
the functioning of a community and the need for justice (based 
on a "third., person)) the meetinp; \Vi th the Other only works one 
\.vay. 101 Perhaps Lhc idea of absolute asymmetry is well suited to 
the contemplation of God, but. it does not sit easily in the human 
context. Far better would be Maurice Blanchot's doubly curved 
space of Hdonhle dissymmetry. "JO~ 

Turning, then, to the question of God} for Levinas rneaningful 
speech about God tests the li1nits of philosophy. God signifies 
beyond philosophy. And yet, that does not rnean the language of 
faith is any more helpful. The beyond being is not simply the 
realm of faith, and it is certainly not accessible by way of a negative 
theology, for negative theolot,T)· is still tied to being even as its 

100 Levinas, Tl~ 291. 
101 Levinas, OBBJ~·. I 6: ~'The act of cousnousncss is motiva1 eel hy 1 he pn~senre 

of a third party alongside of the nt>ighbor approached. A thml party is also 
approached: and the relationship between the nciHhhor and rhe third party 
cannot be indifferent to me when I approach. There must be a _Justice among­
incomparahle ones. There must then he a comparison between incomparables 
and a synopsis, a togetherness and contemporaneousness; there must be thema­
tizauon. thought, history and mscriptmn. '' 

10
:.! See Maunce Rlanchot, The lnjinztr C'onvn-.mlwn. trans. Susan Hanson (Min­

neapolis: u mvcrsi ty of Minnesota Press, 1993)' n I hereafter Blanc hot. /q: 'TJu· 
nntlml rrlatwn, a rrl.at10n without rflatwn, ran hl1 mdiratrd 111 yrt anuthn nuw.w-r: tlu· 
fflatwn of the onP to the othrr IS rloub!J di.uymmetnml. Wt} hmw rrm,1,11usf'd tJus srvrml 
tnnts. \t\1i) know--al least m onf sniv-that thr absence brtwrr>n t}w ow~ and tht other 1s 

su(h that the relatwns, ~f thry could be w~/ol.<led, woulil ht tJw.'ie '~la non-1so1n01j1lur fidd 
In which point A wouhl be distant from pmnt n by(/ di.\iflnf'P ollu·r than pmnf B ·.~ di.t;fana) 

from jwwt A; a distanrr rxduding rn:ijmml_y and fm'.\Pnlmg a cun}(l./urr whose n-n~J.lar­
lly txlends to thf' jwml uf flisronlnuuty . .. 
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absence presupposes a presence4 For I .. evinast both faith and phi­
losophy are bound to ontology. 10~ He opposes lnlinity to the total­
ity of being, and when he speaks about God, it is in tenns of 
Infinity. Picking up Descartes's "Idea of the Infinite," Levinas 
posits that it breaks up consciousness, thal it exceeds the capacity 
of consciousness to contain it, and that it defies the grasp of in ten ... 
tionality. HH The idea of God also functions in this way. 

\\Then Levinas speaks of the idea of the Infinite, \VC n1ay be less 
than convinced hy his apparently Cartesian argument. that it is 
introduced into thought. This surely sounds like a lapse into a 
proof for the existence of God, and ·while Levinas disputes that 
he is interested in proofS, if the Infinite is God, then we have 
co1ne no further in Levinas than in Descartc~. However, some 
important distinctions n1ay enable us to continue with Levinas. 
These are distinct.ions that can be made between transcendence, 
the Transcendent (or transcendental signified), and the transcen­
dental. The first tenn (transcendence) is the opposite of imma­
nence, and so means that which lies beyond myself or is 
irreducibk to personal experience. The second term (the Tran­
scendent) is relate<l to the first, in that the Transcendent is that 

'vhich lies beyond consciousness. Bul it has been capitalized to 
suggest its difference from si1nple transcendence: the Transcen­
dent is that which is not only not reducible to in1n1anence, but is 
posited as beyond the world as such. (In Kant's sense, the [T]ran­
sccndent is that beyond the limits of any possible experience.) 
The Transcendent thus easily becomes another name for God. It 

io:i HA religious thought \·d11d1 appea1s to religious experiern:es alkgedly inrle-­
pl'ndent of philosophy already 1 masmuch as it is rounded un exp~riencct refers 
to the ·I thmk, · ancl is wholly connected on to philosophy." Levmas, G/~ 17~. 

ifH ~·It is not rhc proofi;; of God's existence that matter to us here, but the 
hrcak-up of conscin11sness~ \vhich is not a repression mto the unconscious, but a 
sobering up or an awakeuiug.jolting the 'dogmatk slumbn" which sle-eps at the 
boll.om of every consciousn~ss re~ling on its object. The idt>a of God, the cut,T'Jta­
tu m of a ('()Kl la I w which I() '"igi ll WI th c 011 tams that mw I(} I w. .'H gmfi rs the n () lH"lm­
ta m Pll /m r cxrrllPnff. ls not that the very absolution of the absolute? It overflows 
every capacity; the 'ol~)<.~ctivc reality' of lhc rng1tatum breaks up the formal reality 
of the mwtat10. This perhaps overturns, in advancel the unive-rsal validity and 
pnmordial character of intentionality. \Ve will say that the idea of God breaks 
up the thought which is an investment, a synopsis and a symhes1s. and can only 
enclose in a presence~ re-present, reduce to prese-nce or leL-bc. ·~ Levinasi GP, 
17~. 
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might be possible to relate Denida1 s '~transcendental signified" 
to this definition of the Transcendent, since when God is thought 
as the Transcendenlt it is often lo make possible and to guarantee 
the operation of "the syst~111 ·' from a point external to it. The 
third term ( Lhe tra11scendcnLal) is to be understood \·vi th a Kan­
tian-Derridean inflection (aud is used in distinction fro1n the 
"transcendentals" of medieval theology). The transcendental in 
Kanl's sense is that \Vhich "estabfoshes, and drm'\r.s consequences 
from, lhe possibilily and lirnits of experience. H w:, The tran.scen­
den tal in Derrida's sense (to which ,,ve should rightly refer as the 
quasi-transcendental) is the condition of possibility and in1possi­
hility for meaning, which; without delaying further with the de­
tails here, is infinite interpret.ability. 

The point of tnaking these distinctions is to hdp in identifying 
what is going on in Levinas's work. ls he~ in suggesting that God 
signifies in the Infinite, (a) affirming belief in God as the Infinite 
(the Transcendent causes the idea of the Infinite), or (h) suggest­
ing that God may or 1nay not be the source of the Infinite (the 
experience of the Infinite is given in transccndentality, and so its 
origin cannot be conclusively determined)? It seems to n1e that 
he is taking the latter option, which puts the 'Transcendent in 
question without removing il as an option for fatith. There is no 
guarantee of the divine origin of the idea, no question of proof, 
no definite slippage from transccndentality to the transcendental 
signified, although it might he said that Levinas does move be­
t.ween transcendentality and God as utterly transcendent, if not 
the TranscendenL i\.s we have seen, Levinas wants to indicate that 
the totality of being is interrupted by being's "otherwise,'' Infin­
ity~ i\ncl since Lo speak outside the realm of being is to speak 
outside the reaLm of any sort of proof, all we are left with phenom­
ena1ly i.s the experience of interruption. So when Levinas says that 
the idea of the Infinite overflows consciousness, it is not that he 
can define the conteru of the Infinite, but only that he can locate 
a resistance to intentionalitv. Levinas \Vill sav that the Infinite sig· -

I .I (. 

n1fies as a trace, as a mark of erasure that is suggestive but \vhich 
proves nothing. 1 

nfi \Vi th regard to the question of God, then, it 

iw~ 11u· Cmnlmdgf lJu"tionmy of PhilmophJ·. eel. Robert Aucli (Cambridge: Cam­
bridge C niversily Prt'~S~ 1995) r 807. 

wt; Set" 1.evinas. HJ, 356-5~t 
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scen1s to n1e that. Levinas is saying that if we want to speak of Godt 
the language of Infinity is the only one r~motdy available to us. 
As it happens, the language of Infinity or of God will refer us back 
to infinite relatjonships bernreen people~ which Levinas describes 
as religion. Lo

7 Bnt the Infinite 1nay or may not be God. If we use 
Derrida~s tenns, it is undecidable. Further, it can as easily be intro­
duced into consciousness by way of the Other as by God. 10

K The 
origin of the idea rests in the sa1ne primal scene as the origin of 
our subjectivity. It. is i1nmemorial. So when Levinas says that we 
are created, and this he does frequently, he never specifies the 
source of that creation. 

Is it possible to have a relationship with the Infinite? Levinas 
will answer yes_, although it will be a relationship that has no 
ground and no goaL It will be a relationship characterized by 
desire~ an infinite desire that cannot find satisfaction in an Infi­
nite Lenn. It \\'ill involve, on our part, a 1novcment of transcen­
dence, but not a n1ovement that \Vill reach the Transcendent.' 09 

Ho'"i then does the Infinite signif)l, if not as the Transcendent 
goal of our desire? In my judg1nent the Infinite signifies in two 
''\rays. It signifies in the other personJ as illeity~ as desirability, as a 
trace .. And it signifies in me, as goodness, as ethics, as kenotic 
love. This will require smne explanation. If I may address the sec­
ond point first, that the Infinite signifies in me, it will be easier to 
explore how the Infinite signifies in the Other. 

The signification of the Infinite in me occurs as the conversion 
of desire. Although "conversion" is not a word that Levinas him­
self uses, I find it quite helpful in trying to understand the process 
he describes. Mv desire is for the Infinite. But the Infinite cannot 

J 

be obtained in desire, for that would reduce it to immanence. 

:n7 \\1•ile m rdalionship the distance bcLwcen the self and the Oiher is tra­
\'crserl, it i.s stm ma11Ha1ned as d~slance. In conversation, the egoism of r.he I 
rf"mams, but the nght of the Other over me is recognized in apo1.og-y. Tota1ity Is 
fractured not through the exernse of thouglu as such, but through the encoun­
ter w·ith Lhe face:i and through .speech. The nmnect10n that is so formed Le\rinas 
calls ''rdig1011." TJ11s conncctmn. in which the Other is able to rcmam com­
pletely other, n:s1sts too the totalization of lustory. See Levinas. 'l_'/; 40. 

ioH See the avtrnl Jm>Jms t.o Emmanuel Levinas, De lJirn qw vu·nt d ridee, 2nd ed. 
( 1986; Paris: Vnn, 1992). especially at 11-12. See also Lcvmas+ (;/~ l 7~Hf., where 
he reworks his ideas starting from prox11nity. 

ioq See Lenna~, G/~ 177. 
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My desire must therefore become disinterested: I must desire the 
Infinite without desiring it. How is that possible? It is possible only 
if my desire is converted. This conversion occurs when my desire 
for the Infinite becomes desire for what Levinas says is ~'the unde­
sirable par excellence-the Other." 110 My substitution for the 
Othert my love for the Other, which Levinas insists is Hwithout 
Eros" and \vhich we might suggest is thus kenotic, n1y ethical re­
sponse to the Other-this is the meaning of goodncss. 111 Thus we 
are enabled to explain why Levinas also refers to the Infinite as 
"the Good beyond Being." The Infinite signifies in goodness. In 
the Infinite we are referred to the Good. 

There is no doubt that we will hear echoes of Christian theol­
ogy here, and I a1n not altogether sure that Levinas, although 
Jewish, wishes to exclude them. In fact, Levinas frequently quotes 
from the New Testament. And the richness of his own scriptural 
tradition shows it~elf in his subsequent discussion of what we 
would identify as theological then1es: glory, witness, inspiration, 
and prophecy. He tells us: ~~The subject as a hostage has been 
neither the experience nor the proof of the Infinite, but a witness 
born of the Infinite, a modality of this glory, a testimony that no 
disclosure has preceded. '~ 11 ~ In my responsibility for the Other, 
I can never be responsible enough. My responsibility increases 
asymptotically: as I am called to en1pty myself more completely, 
to substitute n1yself for the Other more fully, the glory of the 
Infinite is amplified. Levinas insists that inspiration, or prophecy, 
is the way the Infinite passes in the finite, and in passing, consti­
tutes my very psyche imtnemorially. My awakening to su~jectivity, 
which is an ethi<.:al response lo the cry of the Other, bears witness 
to the glorious passing of the Infinite, testimony prior to disclo­
sure.11:1 

The signification of the Infinite in the Other occurs as illeity. 
Illeity indicates the way that the face of the Other opens onto 
Infinity: the reference it contains to the third person suggests not 
that we are to think of the Infinite as a third person behind the 

iw Levinas~ GJ~ 177. Note that "autrui" in the French text indicates that the 
Other is indicated, rather than the Hother" given in the translated version. 

111 Levinas~ GP, 178. 
11 :? Levinas, GJ~ 182. 
m Levin as, GJ~ 184. 
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Other, but that in the third per~on, Infinity passes in the Other. 
Levinas tells us: uwe have designated this \Vay for the Infinite, or 
for God, to refer, from the heart of its desirability, Lo the non­
desirable proximity of Others, by the tenn ·meity. ~ " By illeity, 
Lcvinas invokes ''the he in the depth of the you," the desirable in 
the undesirahle.LH In this wav we see that the tv,m inomenls of 
signification arc joined. The Infinite signifies both in the conver­
sion of my desire and in what. we 1night call, with smne reserva­
tions, a conversion of desirability. 

The passing of the Infinite in the finite can only ever signify as 
a trace. It is immemorial: it will always already have passed when 
we are able to advert to it. 11 ~ The Infinite is never present to us, 
never in range of proof, never ahle to be grasped in knowledge. 
That it is God who has passed as the Infinite will ultimately be a 
question for faith. According to Levinas, if we are able to speak of 
God, then ethics is the meaning to \vhich \4t'e 1night refer, not 

because ethics is a practical replacement fur spiritual cornmit­
n1ent, but because it is in the heart of ethics that God signifies. 

For Levinas there is no other way to desire God than in desiring 
the Other~ for whorn I am utterly responsible. 

After such a long excursus on the thought of Levinas, what 

might be said specifically on Levinas and the questions of what is 
given, and according to what horizon? Levinas hoth continues 
and departs fro1n the tradition he inherits frmn I Iusserl. Both 

emphasize the givenness of phenomena, but Levinas wants to 
allow for the possibility of phenon1ena that are not given accord­
ing to any horizon. Further, this exclusion of any horizon against 

which, for exan1ple, the Other is given, means that Levinas r~jects 
the Heideggerian emphasis on being's ultimacy. Consequently, 

being is not seen as the source of all goodness and plenitude, 
even as it gives itself. Instead, Levinas refers us to ~'the good be­

yond being" (Plato's lo agathon epehtina tts nuJias). vVith regard to 
the possib1lity of a signification that cannot be reduced to the 

114 Lc-vi1 las, ( ;f~ 178. 
u~, "Immernoriar' here will he m the sense of rebtionally immemorjat~God 

is nt"vt'r prestm tu mr as such. But v-.,re coulrl think •ht· passing of (;od as transccn­
dentaH~' immemorial as well, if wt' choose to suggest that the call to responsibiliLy 
might. ~xnne from God and therefore nnght cons1i1Htc me. Tlus \vould be in 
acc-ord with Lc\'inas's thinkmg of ''creatureliness." 
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dimensions of any horizon, Levinas utilizes the figures of the 
tracel the Saying, the in1memorial~ and the Infinite to suggest 
meaning 'vithout comprehension. Additionally, he emphasizes 
not the visual (usually associated with understanding) but the 
aural (rich ,Nith connotations of prophecy): this is perhaps be­
hind his move frmn the signification of the face to Lhe significa­

tion of the Saying. 

DERRIDA AND LEVINAS 

To hear Derrida speak of Levinas is to hear him speak with the 
greatest reverence of someone \\lhose influence upon him has 
been inuneasurable .11 'i That is not to say that Derrida is not also 
critical of Lcvinas 1 s \vork, but it is clear that, especially insofar as 
Levinas seeks to einbrace the ethicat Derrida has con1e to think 
in solidaritv with hi1n. L 17 In the course of mv discussion of Levinas 

I I 

I have already made several references to Derrida, and I wish to 
li1nit 1ny discussion here to t\VO interrelated points, each arising 
in "Violence and Metaphysics." I \\i·ould like to consider the gen­
eral idea of a ~'beyond H in Levinas and ho\v this might be read by 
Derrida. Then I \vould like to consider one of the specific criti-

111 • Dernda~ A.d, lfr ~je voudra1s seu1emcnt rendre grace ::'t cdui dont la pen­
see., l 'amtlte. la confiance. la 1 hont(~' ... auronl ele pour mm. comme pour Lant 

d' au t res. unc .sourn~ vi\'an te. si vivantc, s1 con stan te. que je n t arnve pas a penser 
(_T qui lui ntTJ\'C uu m'an"lve ::u~1onnrhui, <i savoir !'interruption, une certaine 
non-rl:punse dans ttn{' r{·pons~ qui n 'en finira jama1s pour mm~ tant que je 
vhTat" ( " ( ·wm1l<l like only lo th~mk the one \vhose thought, friendship, confi­
dence, 'goodness' ... will haw·· been for me, as for so many others, 3 living 
sonrct\ so liviug, .~o constant. that I can't think what happens to hnn or to me 
today, that is to say 1.lw interruption~ a certain non-response in a response which 
wiH nen·r end for mt\ as long as I live~·). The admiration goes both ways: see 
Levmas's essay on Dernda in Pro/1er Nantes, trans. Michael B. Smith (London: 
J\thlo11e Press, 19~)6) f her-eafter Levin as, P.Nl. 

11
i Derrida initially secs that deconstruction threatens cthtcs. See the discus­

sion in l~a Commumrntwu (Montr('"al: Editton Montmorency, 1973), 426. Yet he 
comes to see an ctl11cal bent in dcconstructlvc activ1t:y itself. See, for example, 
Simon Cntrhley. Thr t.:Ours of lhnmstruc/10n: Dermla and I~nnnas (Oxford: Black­
well. I 992) lhcreafter Critchlev, EDDL]; or Critchlev's essay "Derrida: Pri\'ate 
Iromst or Publk Liberal?'' IJe<:onslrurlwn and Pragm~t1.nn, ~<l. Chantal Mouffc 
(Lon don: Routledge, l 996). 19-40 [hereafter Mouffe, DPl. See also the discus­
smn bv R_ichanl Kcarnev in "Derrida's Ethical Return," l\'Orlang Thro1wh Dnnda 

J / '\ ~ I 

ed. eary B. Madison (Evanston: Northwestern U111vers1ty PresS: 199:~). 28-50. 
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cisms he makes of Lcvinas concerning the signification of the 
face. 

Thinking beyond any horizon necessarily implies thinking 
something according to a newer horizon. Could it be said of Levi­
nas that in thinking beyond being he simply reinscribes a further 
horizon for the given, the horizon of the good or the ethical? 
This criticism has several dimensions. It relates to Levinas and the 
use of horizons, and as we have seen, Levinas tries to avoid think­
ing in horizonal terms. With his allusion to "curved space/~ he 
tries, I suspect, to give the sense that the Other cannot be framed 
by any horizon. In Totality and Infinity he observes: "Since Husserl 
the whole of phenomenology is the promotion of the idea of hori­
zon, which for it plays a role equivalent to that of the concept in 
classical idealism; an existent arises upon a ground that extends 
beyond it, as an individual arises from a concept." 1 JR And he in­
cludes Heidegger, who Bposits in advance this ground of being as 
the horizon on which every existent arises, as though the horizon, 
and the idea of limit it includes and which is proper to vision, 
were the ulti1nate structure of relationship .. " 11 ~ 1 That he tries to 
exclude reference to a horizon, nevertheless, does not mean that 
Levinas himself does not cn1ploy one. For Levinas asks that we 
encounter the Other according to responsib1lity, and this condi­
tion effectively becomes the horizon in which relationship is 
made possible. Yet at the same time, Levinas consistently refuses 
to specify that horizon. One never knows, with Levinas, what re­
sponsibility means, for that would be to put in place a n1eta-ethics, 
something like a Kantian categorical imperative; it would be to 
destroy the possibility of a unique and irreducible response. If 
Levinas puts a horizon in place, he si1nultaneously allows it to be 
suspended by the transcendentality that inhabits all experience 
and which will characterize respect for the Saying. 

The criticism also relates to the thinking of the correlates in­
side/ outside, here/beyond~ or being/being's othetwise. Derrida 
observes: ''However it [Levinas's project] is also a question of in­
augurating, in a way that is to be new, quite new, a metaphysics of 
radical separation and exteriority. One anticipates that this meta-

11
i=i Lcvinas, Tl, 44-45. 

119 Lcvinas, ~11. 67-68. 



I.EVINAS 77 

physics will have some difficulty finding its language in the 1ne­
dium of the traditional logos entirely governed by the structure 
'inside-outside,' 'interior-exterior.' "no Levinas assigns himself 
the task of thinking beyond being, but he will find hi1nself in­
scribed within being by the very language he uses to defy it. There 
is no escaping the violence. 121 He seeks to address this criticism in 
Otherwise Than Being or Beyond Essence, admitting that "betrayal'' is 
inevitable, but insisting that the otherwise than being does show 
itself, even if unfaithfully. 122 

The criticism finally relates to Derrida's co1nments on the "hyp­
eressential," which, especially insofar as it concerns God, I sub1nit 
comes down to the difference between Levinas and Derrida in 
thinking infinity. Caputo describes these two ways with character­
istic lucidity: 

Infinity for Derrida is not symbolic but hyperbolic infinity, as op­
posed to Levinas, for whom it is expressly something metaphysical 
and even theological, something ethico-thco-logical. The Levina­
sian gesture that requires deconstruction, even demythologization, 
is to reify this infinity, to make it a metaphysical heing-which Levi­
nas then cannot call Being and will not call a mere fiction. The 
Levinasian gesture is like the Heidcggerian to just this extent: that 
it attributes actuality or reality to what it valorizes, that it claims this 
infinity is real, rul litemm, ad m/initum. But in Derrida, the quasi 
infinity of undeconstructible justice is neither Being nor otherwise 
than Being; the excess is not the excess of Being but the excess 
of linguistic performance, an excess within the operations made 
possible and impossible by di[ff>mnce, in response to the singularity 
lying on the edge of difjerance. In Derrida, infinity means a hyper­
bolic responsiveness and responsibility, a hyperbolic sensitivity. n:~ 

The two types of infinity that are being considered are, first, an 
infinity that bears a relation to transcendence, and possibly to the 
Transcendent; and second, an infinity that is related purely to 
transcendentality. In other words, it marks a return to the prob-

120 Derrida, VM, 88. 
121 Derrida, i'M, 91-92. See also Jacques Derrida, HHow to Avmd Spcakmg,'' 

trans. Ken Frieden, Demda and NPgatnw Thmlog)1. ed. Harold Coward and Tohv 
Foshay (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992), 73-142, 133 n. [hereafter Dcrnda, HA.\1. · 

122 Levinas, OBBE, 6. 
I:.!:' Caputo, DH, 200. 
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lem of transcendentality versus the Transcendent. Is Levinas 
merely positing the Transcendent as the transcendental signified? 
It scetns to inc that the soh1tion to the problen1 can only be found 
in two alternatives: either in a dogmatic assertion of a faith posi­
tion (one way or the other, for atheism requires as 1nuch faith as 
theism); or in the acceptance of undecidability, of an uncertainty 
that beconles the very condition of possibility for faith it.self. Ac­
cording to the former, revelation overrides doubt (or a kind of 
empirical positivism makes belief i1npossible). According to the 
latter, I cannot prove the existence of the Transcendent, who ap­
pears according to no horizon of 1nine. But if God were to give 
Godsclf to me, then I could know God only in the traces that 
mark the hmnan economy (marked as it is with lranscendental­
ity), or perhaps as an enigma. 1 ~-1 These are the choices \1Vith which 
Levinas deals and, as we will come to see, the choices with which 
Marion is faced~ 1 :!r, 

And Derrida? VVriting more and nlore in the area of religion, 
Derrida does not exclude the possibility of a choice for God n1ade 
in faith, provided it is not a faith that deludes itself that it can 
know its uo~ject" other than according to transcendentality. ln 
"Sauf le 110111," f()r exan1ple, he explores the possibilities of a 
negative thcolobry read othenvise than according to the idea of an 
absent presence. 11('1 Negative theology is like a n1e1nory, testifying 

1 ~· 1 Levinas, f;J~ i7: 1 'Thc relationship witb the Infinite then no ]onger has the 
structure of an mt en tional correlation. The sup1e111e anachromsm of a pnst that 
was never a now, and the approad1 of the mfmite through sarrifice-is the Enig­
ma's word .. , On the ~111grna, see Theodor \IV. Adorno, Aestlwtll' 1nl!Of)'. trans. 
Robert Hullot-Kentor (l.ondon: Athlone Press, 1997), l 20ff. 

I'..!:· And according: to Graham Ward, Marion overndes lus post-melaphysical 
preoccupations and comes down in ftl\'or of Chnstian dogmatism. Sec his ·~The 
Theological Pn~ctt of Jean-Luc I\fanon ~. 111 Pos!-Sr.rnlar Philo:mph_v: lktwPrn Philos­
ophy n-nd T/ifOloK)'. erL Phillip Blond (London: Routledge, 1998), 229-~~9 [hereat:. 
cc1- Blond. P.'\P]. 

1tfi In ~iHow to Avoid Spcakmg·~ Derrida ohse.rvcd that ~' 'negative theology' 
seems to reserve, beyond all positive predication. beyond all negat10n, ewn he­
yon<l Being, some hyperessentiality, a being beyond Hcing." Derrida. J lilS, 77. 
Dernda in that essay was largely responding to the idea that decon."itntc1ion was 
a type of negative theology, an<l negative theology did not come out too wclJ 
as a result. Responding t.o Derrida, Keviu Han rc-hahilitates neganvc theo1ogy, 
deconstruc.:ting positive thcologr·. Hart notes that the ·~hyper'' m ··hypcressenti­
alitv,;' as it is used lw Denvs the .A.rcopagite, has a negative rather than positive 
mc~ming, and that It sugg~sts a rupture ~)f essen tialily rather than a surplus. See 
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to a yet imn1emorial event that leaves a niark on language. 1 ~7 One 
of the authorial voices in the essay de~c.:rihes it as a 0 passion that 
leaves the mark of a scar in that place where the i1npossible takes 
place." 1 ~R It carries a \·Vound,just legible, and bears witness to an 
unknowable God \vho has nothing save a name. 1 ~~' And the name 
is that of the unnameable nameable, the nan1eable beyond the 
name. no This reading of negative theology is far inore Levinasian 
in tone, in the sense that any "God event" would he innnc1norial, 
leaving but a wound or a scar or a t.race. 1 :~ 1 But it is also consistent 
with Derrida ,s thinking of the aporia or the rupture, a thinking 
that avoids the 1nore obvious pitfalls of l.evinas's language of ''he­
yond. "u~ 

Returning to Derrida's criticism of Levinas, lhis time concern­
ing the phenmnenality of the face~ he suggests that while Levinas 
wants to treat the face as a LLnonphcnomenal phenomenon," he 
cannot but recognize it phen01ncnally. 1 ~n The face inevitably be­
comes the alter ego: "either there is only the sa1nc, \Vhich can no 
longer even appear and be said, nor even exercise violence (pure 
infinity or finitude); or indeed there is the .sa1ne and the other, 
and then the oLher cannot be the other-of the same-except by 
being the same (as itself: ego), and the sa1ne cannot be the same 
(as itself: ego) except. by being the other's other: alter ego."u 1 

Additionally, the face cannot rnark a trace of the nonpheno1nenal 
Other without that trace being in some way phenomenal, and 

Kevin Hart, Tht Trt'sj1ass <f tlu ,','(!..,rn (Cambridge: Camhridge University Press, 
1 D8Y), 202 I.hereafter I-fart, 'J'.\1. 

1 ~ 7 Derrida~ SLV, 54. 
1 ~H Dernda, SLA', 39~()0. 
1 ~~1 Derrida, SLN, 60, 55-56. 
i:w Derrida, .\'LV, .~8. 
i:q "lmrnemonar' hert" would possibly refer us more to the transcendental 

than to the Transcendent, hearin~· in mind that Derrida does not equate God 
with <llffrrann' and hence not \·dth the qua~1-transc~ndentaL Derri(\a~s question 
"And what if God 'n:-rc an effect of lhc- trace?" still rings in my ears. Sec Derrida. 
FM~ 108. - . 

U'::' 'The recent volume God, the CUti nnd PoJlmodnwsm situaLes th~ dehatc he­
Lween ~vlarion and Dernda and the 4uest1011 or negat1\'e theology very wdl. St>e 
cspenally the essay by John D. ( :aputo, 11 Apostles of the lmpossihl~. n at pp. 
185-222 of that collecuou [hereafter Caputo, Al]. 

t:e Dernda~ FM. 128. 
13

·
1 Derrida, VM. 128. See tht" discussion by Richard Beardsworth m Demda and 

thr Politrrnl (J.mulon: Routkdgr, 1996), 133ff. 
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so subject to "original conta1nination by the sign.''Vi:> Derrida's 
criticis1n is powerful, and Levinas clearly takes it up, because he 
responds to it by 1noving from the use of the face as the valve 
of transcendence to the proximity of Saying4 But I am inclined, 
nevertheless, to want to think further on the phenomenality of 
the trace and the undecidable possibilities it bears. Marion will 
seize on this vet)' point: that the invisible somehow manifests itself 
in the visible, although it will need to be demonstrated that he 
takes adequate account of the factor of undecidability, which 
seems to me to be decisive~ \Vith this background in mind, I turn 
now to examine Marion's reading of phenon1enology. 

i:v, Derrida, \/M. 1 ~9. 



4 
Refiguring Givenness 

PHENOMENOLOGY has been broadly characterized as the study 
of phenomena as they give themselves to consciousness, but 
clearly there are n1any interpretations of what such a study 
n1ight entail. For Husserl~ it seems pheno1nenology aims to ob­
serve what is given in presence t.o consciousness; for Heidegger, 
phenomenologr has as its object the uncovering of what gives 
itself in Hpresencingt'; for Lcvinas, phenomenology, in its fail­
ure t alerts us to what. gives by exceeding conscious thematiza­
tion. Paying heed to each of these three styles as well as others, 
Marion develops his phenon1enological approach. In doing so, 
he maintains that what he achieves rests strictly within phenom­
enological bounds: Marion quite deliberately and strongly indi­
cates his resistance to a theological reading of his later works, 
Reduction et donation and f~tant donne. 1 At the sa1nc time, how­
ever, these works open onto a consideration of revelation as it 
might be said to enter the phenomenological sphere. The ques­
tion that is asked of these works is whether that entry is indeed 
possible. Taken together with his earlier and more explicitly 
theological texts, this questioning can be developed further 
along the lines of whether the entry of revelation can be de­
scribed as gift, and to what extent it can be specified. This chap­
ter has as its focus the main features of Marion's initial 
formulation of a phenomenology of givenness, particularly as it 
is reliant on or departs from the phenomenologies of Hussert 
Heidegger, and Levinas, hut also as it interacts with the work of 
his conte1nporaries: Michel Henqr, Jean Greisch, and Domini­
que Janicaud, atnong others. 

1 See the uR(~pons~s prfliminaire.s" 111 f:·trrnl danni, where Marion denies that 
he is theolngirally mmivated in Rhludwn et donatwn, and in the book he is intro­
ducing; see also pp. lfi-17 n. More sLrnngly, see Derrida and l\.farion, OTGJ 70. 
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REDUCTION RT DON.41'/0N: THE RF.COVER\' cw HUSSERL 

In Reduction et donation, Marion oflers a careful-and in many ways~ 
insightful-reading of Husserl, whose ,~.mrk is frequently eclipsed 
by that of his most famous student, Heidegger.~ The title of \1ari­
on 's work indicates \vhy Husserl is so i1nportant for him: Marion's 
use of the \vord donation is an atten1pt to echo the German Gegfben­

heit, "givenness~ n a phenon1enological e1nphasis that Marion finds 
in Husserl and which favors what is given over the consciousness 
that might be understood to make such giving possible.:\ Marion 
affinns that phenomenology represents a \vay for philosophy to 
proceed after Nietzsche's radical questioning of 1netaphysics. 
Husserl's project, as Marion understands it, is lo examine the pos­
sibility of the unconditional givenness of present o~jccts to con­
sciousness. However, the problem he secs in Husserl's approach 
is that the desire for objectivity inlerferes with the stated goal of 
Hreturning to the things thernselves, 11 which seems to result in an 
overen1phasis on intuition.4 And si11cc Husserl locates donation in 
the present, it becon1es i1npossible h_>r hi1n to consider the non­
presen t.;-l Marion nonerheless clairns that Husserl ultimately values 
givenness over intuition, that intuition depends 011 a signification 
that precedes it, and that such dependence proves the priority of 
givenness over objectivity (and, it might be suggested., over pres­
ence). In this way, Husserl breaks the bonds of 1netaphysics, and 
both Heidegger's and Derrida's criticisrns of his work are over­
st.ated.l~ That signification precedes intuition can be illustrated by 

-.:.Jean-Luc l\farion, Rhlutlum ei dmwtwn: Rrrht'rches sur l!ussnl, HndeKger. Pl la 
/JhinomhwlogU' (Paris: Press('s lh1iversi1aires de France, 19H9) [hereafter \1arion, 
RED}. This wm·k is :wailahle- in English as Rnlurtum and Cilwrrnr.u: lmw~l1gatums 
of Hus.wrl, Hndeggn~ and Phmomenolog-y, trans. Thomas A. Carlson (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, l Y98) lhereafter :\Ianou, Rr\GL but the Lransla­
tions used arc generally my own unless othen·vise indicated. 

:1 Do11at10n can be rendered in English as '"donation" as \\'CH as "givenness.'' 
although the translation in RAC uses 1 'givcnness, ~~ a use upon which rv1ar1on ha5 
insisted. "'Donation" keeps open the play between donalion as an act (!'v(s. X 
made a dona1ion to Commumty Aid Abroad) and donauon ~ts a fact (there was 
a donaLion left al the fronl door). In oLher words, "donation'' rctams the possi­
bility of a giver~ and the distinction het,\'·cen act and fact is OIH' Manon hunself 
mak~s in HD. Y7ff. 

·t Manon, HHD, 7-8. I G; RA.(;_. I-~, 7. He argues this in df'tail Ill chapter 2. 
~.Marion, RFD, 89~ RA.<;, ~6. 
r. Manon, Rlill. 28-:S3; RAC, 15-19. 
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two exan1plcs: the possibility of phenomenological deception, and 
the fact that the "I" has a meaning even though it cannot be fully 
intuited. 7 The second point is crucial for Marion's rehabilitation 
of Husserl, and I will explore it in further detaiL 

Marion perceives two weaknesses in Husserl's ontology, one of 
which is that according great privilege to ol~jectivity requires that 
this objectivity be subordinated to a transcendental I. Priority is 
given to consciousness as the realm of "absolute being. n 8 Yet this 
priority ironically enables Marion to argue that the I actually 
eludes hcingY M·arion insists that the t which is seen to be phe­
nomenologically constitutive, does not present itself but is only 
signaled in the phenon1enological reduction, and is so excepted 
both fro1n the realm of "what is" and from what it "means to 
he," although evident.Jy it is not bereft of a11 1neaning. Since the 
I precedes o~jcctivity, it also precedes the ontology that inakes 
oqjectivity possible: it "is" an exception to being. rn Marion ex­
plains: "The anteriority of the I with regard to every o~ject and 
of sul~jcctivit.y with regard to objectivity designates a deviation on 
this side of ontology: phenomenology occupies this deviation; it 
presents itself thus in the strictest sense as the instance of that 
which has not yet to be in order to exercise itself." 11 Ontology 
only has a conditional 1cgitimacy: it is sut~ject to the I that inakes 

7 Marion, Rfl), 46; RAG, 27-28. 
x Marion, RF:T>, 233-34; RAG, 156-57. 
~ 1 This 1dea m Manon corresponds with Levmas·s location of a .. gap" i11 suh­

_Jectivity, where the "I" never coincides with itself and cannot recuperate its 
immemorial origms. Similarly, it can be related to Dcrnda1 s ohsen1ation that the 
sul~jcct can never be totally self-present. Marion differs from Dernda 111 his loca­
tion of the 1 '"beyond" being, with a cenam Levinasian turn of phrase. In my 
judgment, Marion ,s analysis of sul~1ect.1v1ty ts excellent. It can he exam med in 
the texts to whkh I have already refr.·rrcd (Cadava ct al., \VCAS; Cntchlcy and 
Dews, /).~), as well as in the current context. and in book 5 of t:.D. 

10 Marion, Rfl>, 235: "Si cl'mw part le Je precede l'ot~jenite, le monck ct la 
r(~alit<\ si de l'autre l' ontologie traite exdusivement de ro~1ect1tc des ol~jets, 11(' 

dott-on ohligatoiremcnt conclurc que le Je s"excepte de l'(·tre et qu'une pheno­
ml·nolog1e qui le rcconnaitrait precederait tnutc ontologie? C'est un fait que 
Husserl a tire Celle cons(~q uencc: • Amsi en anwc-t-on a r s1tl une philosophie 
premiere qui soil an terieure me me ,~L 1' ontologie ... et consistc en une analvse 
de la structure necessatre d · une sul~jcctiviti': · ~· RAG, 15 7-58. , 

11 Marion~ RJt:J), ~~6: HL'antfriorit.e du Je sur tout ol~iet et de la su~1cctiviti· sur 
i'o1~jectne dfsig-uc m1 fcart en de~~a de rontologie; la phenomi·nolog1e occupc 
cet e<:'art; elle sc pri·sente done au sens 1e plus stnct comme l'insl.ance de t-c qui 
n ·a pas encore ~\ t-1 re pour .s' exercer." HA(;, l.~H. 
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the reduction. The reduction not only puts in parenthesis ontol­
ogy as such, but also the whole question of being. Yet the I itself 
is only attested to in making the reduction, and if the reducing I 
is excluded fron1 being, where is it located? 1 ~ Heidegger would 
say that Husserl fails because he leaves the being of the I undeter­
mined. Marion suggests instead that "the I, thus the phenomeno­
logical reduction with it, is not." 1 ~ This would mean that the I "is" 
outside being. In spite of Heidegger's critique, Husserl actually 
makes a leap outside the horizon of being; in other words, he 
takes phenomenology further than Heidegger-beyond the ques­
tion of being: "the ultimate possibility of phenomenology would 
not consist more in the question of being than it exhausts itself 
in the objectivity of the constituted object: beyond the one and 
also the other, a last possibility could still open up for it-that of 
posing the I as transcendent to the reduced o~jectivity, but also 
to the being of the being, to place it; by virtue of the reduction 
taken to its ultin1ate consequences, outside being. "H Recognizing 
that Husserl docs not thematize this possibility, Marion argues 
that his use of the reduction nevertheless pushes us toward itY) 
The transcendence of the I signifies in the making of the reduc­
tion, but it does not have to be thought according to being. 

If one of the keys to Reduction et donation is seen to be the possi­
bility that phenomenology can deliver more than the objects of 
metaphysics, the other is that this seemingly unlimited potential 
depends for its success on the extent and rigor of the reduction 
that is applied. The whole purpose of the book is to attempt to 
arrive at an unconditional reduction~ In the manner already indi­
cated, Marion is able to go beyond what he calls the ~~transcen­
dental" reduction, which is associated with Husserl in the 
tradition of Descartes and Kant. But ~1arion is also able to over-

12 Manon, RFD, 236; RAG, 158. 
i:" Marion, RED, 240: 11 le .Je, done la reductmn phcnomcnologique avec lui, 

n 'est pas~·· RAG, 161. 
H Marion, RED, 241: "'la possibilite ultime de la phenomcnologit' ne consis­

terait pas plus dans la question de 1'etre, qu'elle ne s'epuise clans rol~jectite de 
l'objet coust.1lue; au-dela de l'unc et aussi de l'autre, une derniere possibilite 
pourra1t tncore- s~ouvrir a eltc.....---cclle de poser le Je commc transcendant a l'ob­
jectite redu1le, mais encore a retre de rt:~tant, de se poser~ en vcrtu de la reduc-
tion conduite a ses demieres consequ("Jll'.CS, hors de retrc.'~ RAG 161-62. 

i:. Marion~ RED, 245-46; RAJ;~ 165. 
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come what he terms the dexistential" reduction, evidently linked 
I 

with Heidegger, and which will now be investigated further. 

REDUCTION ET DONA TJON: 

GOING Bt:\'"OND HEIDF~GC;ER "\VITH LEVINAS 

Marion ,s reading of Husserl is that the return to the things the1n­
selves tends to take us back tu the things in their objectivity, when 
this need not be the case. As we have already begun to see, his 
reading of Heidegger is that the return takes us back to the things 
in their being, and si1nilarly he deems this to be an unsatisfactory 
approach to phenomenology. LE Heidegger's strength, in Marion 1 s 
judgment, lies in his recognition that being is gi.ven, in one sense 
according to, but very much in excess of, categorical intuition. 
Being cannot be intuited in its fi11lness: the categorical intuition 
of being remains only as a mark of an anony1nous givenness. Yet 
does phenomenology drive us inevitably and solely to a consider­
ation of being? If there is givenness that exceeds consciousness, is 
this being giving itself tu thought, or does givenness precede even 
being? 

Marion agrees with Heidegger to the extent that he under­
stands Husserl to have gone beyond his stated phenomenological 
o~jective-to return to the things themselves-in focusing on ob-
jectivity and givenness in presencc. 17 Marion thus agrees that phe­
nomenality need not just be defined in Lcnns of presence: 
phenomenology is not simply a n1eans of exa1nining that which is 
manifest as present, but also that which is unapparent. 18 In fact, 

'"Marion, Rl'JJ. 9, 58-59; Ri\G~ 2-3~ 36-~~7. 
17 Marion~ RED, 79ff.; llAG, 49ff. 
18 Manon, RED, 90. Manon <loes not quote che Cerman a.'i 1t relates to pres­

ence, only to monstralion. If we consi<ler •hlf' pans of HT l.O \vhich he is reternng 
(~7), we find that Heidegger is here not considering lhe quesLion of presence 
explicitly, hut is speaking about maniI~.stalion and hkldenness. Given that Hei­
degger raises the question of being as il shows itself (59) 1 and that he has spoken 
about the misapprehension of being as ~·presenceH (lJ.nW~!sm.!w1t), uncicrstood 
according to ~'the Presenl~· (dfr GPgmwart) ( 47), it seems that these meanings 
will lie behind Marion

1

s understanding of la Jnlsena. lnterr'stmgly enough, :vla-r­
ion insists that in order fin· clw Px;.unmation to be thoroughly phenomenologi­
cal, Heidegger will have to arnvc at an '"intuited presence'' of hemg. Sec RAG, 
167. 
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It 1s becau:ie pheno1nena are someti1nes not readily given that 
phenomenology is necessaq'. Heidegger's phenomenology of 
being emerges for this reason: being is no-thing~ it is the unappar­
ent, the not-present, the enigmatic, which cannot he approached 
as some-thing behind other phenomena but which concerns their 
very phenomcnality. 1!' Yet driven by the concern ahout whether 
or not phenomenology n1ust lead us t.o being, Marion puts in 
question the ineans by which Heidegger arrives at the sense of 
being. Heidegger adopts a two-phased reduction~ The first phase 
is the Husserlian one, where che natural attitude is suspended 
and the phenomenon brought into focus. In the second phase, 
the initial suspension of the ontological question is then con­
verted into a renewed focus on the sense of being that. is given in 
the reduced phenomenon. But Heidegger's accomplish1nent of 
the second phase is, according to Marion, dependent. on at least 
one of two mechanisms1 and this is where he will pressure Heideg ... 
ger. For Heidegger can only arrive at being either by a consider­
ation of Dasein, the being that is itself ordered to the uncovering 
of a sense of being~ or by a consideration of being as the nothing, 
which is achieved in the phenmnenological exan1inations of anxi­
ety and boredom.20 If Marion can show that neither of these 
mechanisms inevitably leads to being, then he will be able to 
argue that givenness has the priority~ even over being. Being will 
not have the last word. 

According to Marion~ s analysis~ Heidegger's attempt to arrive 
at heing via DasPin fails for two reasons. The first is that Heidegger 
misinterprets the significance of Dasein.'.!_' The second reason is 
that ontological difference effectively still ren1ains undaritied in 
Being and Time. Initially, it appears that Heidegger's n1~jor phe­
nomenological breakthrough is in his thinking of ontological dif­
ference.n But as Marion's analysis unfolds, it becmncs evident 

i ~i .\farion, RfJ J, 9] ff.; ll4.G. 5 7ff. 
·~0 Marion~ RJ~D. I 04-18; HAG, 66-76. 
~ 1 Manon deve]ops this theme in chapter ~ hy way of a detailed consideration 

of Descartes, on whom he is a recognized spe(~ialist. See also his ''He1<kg·ger an<l 
Descartes,,, trans. Christopher Macann, in Martm Hel(lfgger: Cn11ml Aues.rnwnls, 
ed. Christopher Mat~ann (I .ondon: Routledge, 1992), 178-207. 
~~Manon, mm, 16~-lff.; RA(;, 108ff. Marion goes on m some <lf'tail to show a 

much htg-her degree of dependence ofllcirleggcr on Husserl m Lhis regard than 
might first he thought. 
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that the sense of ontological difference brought ont in Being and 
Tim.P is obscured by other considerations. Being and Time is not 
about acceding to being~ but acceding lo the sense of being.~:\ 
Here the interrogation of Da.~rin represents a phenomenological 
breakthrough, yet the desired sense of being is never really at­
tained. This is because Heidegger cannot arrive at the difference 
between the being of the being and the sense of being in gen­
eral. :.M 

Since the approach lo being by war of Dasein fails in Being and 
Time, Marion exan1ines a later approach, developed by Heidegger 
in \Vhai Is NletaphJs-irs?1

:
1 Here Heidegger tries to access the phe­

nomenon of being by way of the nothing. Since being can be no 
thing, no actual being, it n1ay bear a certain si1nilarity to nothing, 
which is other than an ol~ject.~li The nothing is not about a nega­
tion of any particular phenomenon, but the negation of the total­
ity of being ( l'etant): not a negative pheno1nenon, it is a 
phenomenon of the negative.~7 How is it possible for us to be 
given the totality of being, in order that it might be negated? 
Marion observes the distinction betwetn the apprehension of 
being in its totality and finding oneself at the heart of being in its 
totality. The latter becomes possible according to various affective 
tonalities of Dasein, such as ennui (boredorn, tedium, annoyance, 
world-weariness), joy, love and anxicty. 2K Ennui has the cflect of 

~:1 Marion. RHJ, 194; RAG, 129. 
~·~Marion, RF!), l~Hi-97; /MC, I:H-:~2. This question will he:>com~ very impor­

lant in chaptt'r fi of RED because lt demand~ lhe separation of heing l"rom ns 
mhcrence in bem~s. -

~:~ "\t\1rnt fa Metaphysics?'~ was delivered m 1929 and first published in 1930 
by Friedrich Cohen in Ronn. A..n English translation appears in Ffo.m· \Vnlwgc 
Martm lleuieg.w_r, 89-110. The epilogue anci introduction, added by HeHlcgger 
in 194~{ a11d 1949, rPspectiwly, do not form part of this verston. The epilog·ue 1~ 
reproduced as part of the eaditT lranslaunn m Martm Heidegger. t.'x1slfn<P and 
Brmg~ trans. R. F. C. Hull and A1an Cnck~ 2nrl ed. (London: Vision, 1956), :F>?>-
92. Marion's reading of this text i~ heavily mfluenct::(I by the epHogue. and Lo a 
certain extent~ also hy Lhc mtroduct10n. 

::r. i\.farion~ REJ), t!)3~ RAG, 170. It can appear that the pursuit of the nothing 
1s a pomtless l'xercise. cspenally if ii is re:>ganl<·d as itself a bemg~ or as simp1e 
negauon. See the cnttques by Carnap and Bergson that !\larion repeats at Ht..'D. 
254-56; RA(;, 170-7~. 

~7 Marion, RF:[), 257-58; RAC, 172. 
~~Marion, Rli.D. ~58; RAG, 173. \1a1·ion notc·s that joy divides itself intojoy and 

love. 
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rendering distinctions between beings unclear. All is confused in 
a strange indifference: "Thus, by the mood of ennui, Dasein ac­
cedes to the totality of being [ l'elant] as a phenomenon given in 
person, without reserve or condition; being in its totality gives 
itself to be seen~ precisely because ennui renders indifferent the 
qualitative and quantitative differences between beings. Dasein 
thus finds itself thrown as such in the 1niddle of being in its total­
ity.";!•) Nevertheless, Heidegger clearly has a preference for anxi­
ety over ennui as a more fundamental affective tonality.j0 Like 
ennui, anxiety leads to a lack of differentiation bet.ween beings. 
But whereas in ennui, Dasein is left lingering in a kind of fog of 
indifference, in anxiety, being in its totality not only becmnes in­
distinct but also threatening. Dasein is menaced by no particular 
being, but by being as a whole.:{1 What does the nothing manifest? 
In Marion's opinion it manifests only ambiguity. Since anxiety 
itself is ambiguous, so is the nothing. It does not seem Lo manifest 
the phenomenon of being. The nothing shows itself not as a dis­
tinct phenomenon, but on the surface of bcings.~2 It is obsen1ed 
through th~ double moven1ent of rnwoi (sending hack) that it 
provokes, driving Dase-in from the menace of all being and to\vard 
the fact of being in its entirety.:~:~ 

At the heart of Marion 1 s analysis is the criticism that just that 
to \vhich anxiety drives us remains at the mercy of Heidegger's 
indecision. For it is not until 1943 that Marion finds it clearly 
articulated that anxiety drives us to the nothing and thus to 

~9 Marion, RED, 260: HAmsi, par la tonalite de l'ennmt le Dascin accede-t-il ~· 
l'ctant dans son ensemble comme a un phcnomt~ne donnf en persorme, sans 
reserve ni condition; l'ctanl en tot.alite Se donnc a voir, pr('l:isement parce qlle 
J'ennui rend imliffcrentes les diflerences qualitatives et quantiLalives entre les 
etants. Le Dasein SC tronve done bicn _Jete com me tel au milit>u cle retant dans 
son ensemble.'' RAG, 174. 

:w Marion, HED, 26~~ RAC~ 175: "au-de fa de ~'en mn, qui mon trc la wtali te de 
J'etant, l'angoisse dispose a son Rien. L'ennui ne rq;oit done qu \m role proviso­
ire el de transition. sur une route qui mene de l'etant a son Rkn par rintermcdi­
ajre de sa totalisation '' Cbeyond nmm. \Vhich shows the totality of being. 
anxiety opens onto nothingness. fanm.r thus only receives a provis10nal and tran­
sitional role, on a way which kads from hemg to its nothing by the intermediary 
of its totalization ' 1

). 

~~ 1 Marion. RED, 263; RAG, 175. 
~2 Marion, RED. 264-6,~: RAG, 176. 
11 Marion, RED. 265-67; RAG, 177. 
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being>H Marion's conclusion is in fact that anxiety does not natu­
rally provide access to the phenomenon of being~ and that in 
order for the nothing to be read as being, an appropriate herme­
neutic needs to be uncovered.:i5 The problem is that anxiety ren­
ders all beings indistinct, and that as such it renders beings mute: 
the nothing simply renders nothing.~~11 Heidegger's eventual solu­
tion comes in the form of the call of being. Being calls us by 
its own power, even in the nothing. This provides the means for 
interpreting nothing as being, and the at.tetnpt to access the phe­
non1enon of being by way of anxiety becomes incidental.:~7 It is in 
Ernignis, the "event of Appropriation," that the call of being is 
exercised. But such a call can only be given in a response.~8 

Docs the interpretation of the nothing as being provide access 
to the phenomenon of being? There is no imperative that Dasein 
hear or respond to the call: "If being only renders itself accessible 
by the claim which it exercises, if this claim can only demand 
a response in exposing itself to a deaf denial of gratitu<let the 
ontological hermeneutic of the nothing can fail, since in order to 
acccnnplish itself it must be able to fail. ~'~q The ontological herme­
neutic of the nothing has to be able to fail. Marion has thus un­
covered what he calls a Hcounter .. cxistcntial" of Dasein, which 
suspends Dasein's desLination toward being: 

The nothing to which Drisfdn uhimately accedes cannot lead to 
being itself, insofar as this Dasein discovers itself there, but not nec­

essarily for and by being, hut as, for and by an indistinction more 
originary than all ontic indetermination: the indecision before 
"anticipatory resolution" iti.;clf follows from the indecision of being 
lo give itself immediately as a phenomenon. In other words: does 
the white voice of being's call, call in the name of being, or, by iL~ 

:H Marion, RED, 267-72; RA(;, 178-81. 
:i!l Marion. RED; 272; RAC, 181. 
~fi Marion, REDt 275~ RAG, 183. 
~ 7 Marion, Rfill, 278: ''puisquc ]a revendicalion de l'etre seule fan experi­

memer retre~ ]\malynque t'Xi.stentiaJe de t'angoisse devient desormais au moins 
insuffisanle a manifester I~ ·phenomene d!etre~' voire totalement superfeta­
toire." RAG, 185. 

::i" Marion) RtJJ, 279; RAG, l 8fi. 
:
1
!
1 Marion, /f}.1)~ 2H~: ""Si l'etre ne se rend accessible que par ]a revendication 

qu'i] excrce, si cette revendication ne peut demander reponse qu'en s'exposant 
a un sourd deni de "gratiludc/ l'hermencntiquc ontologique du Rien pPut 
echouer, puisq ue pour s' acnm1plir clle doit pouvoir ec houer. 0 RAGJ 188. 
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indistinct silenre, couldn't it kt a new abyss appear, anterior, or al 

lea:ow;L irrcducihle, to being? 
Such a possibility will only find real phenomenological legiti­

macy if we are able to manifestly produce this counter-existential. 
We won]<l suggest that it is recognized as nmu.i: Heidegger had 
invoked it, cursorily, to render being in its totality an:essiblc\ hefore 
resorting to anxiety in order to attain the nothing.·rn 

Marion main t.ains that nrnui has the pcnver not only to disengage 
us frotn being in ils entirety, but also to liberate us from the call 
by which being makes its clain1 on us. He describes this powerful 
ennui as a fun<latnental ln1n1an condition. It. is akin to an over­
whelming realization of facticitv, and it marks a difference from 

~ I 

selC or a disgust \\rith all that would nonnally he desired. It is 
neither nihilistic nor a negation.-n Ennui dissolves all passion. In 
the state of ennui, I desert not only the world, but myself.~~ Con­
traq1 to what Heidegger intended, ennui suspends the clai1n of 
being on Dasein. How? For Pnnui to suspend the call of being 
would imply both that being could be given phenomenologically, 
and that Dasnn could be affected not only ontically by ennui, but 
ontologically. Now, being is given in two ways: in the call of being 
that takes place in Erngnis, and as that which makes us wonder. 
Ennui functions by making Dasfin deaf to the call and blind to 
·wonder. ln other words~ rnnu-i can render Dasein inauthentic, 
leading it Lo the possibi1ity of not heeding its destiny in being:n 

111 .\larion) f?EJ)) 283. ·~1e Rien anque] affedc uhimemen t ]e !Ja.ffm pcut ne pas 
le condrnre ;I J' ~t n· mi~me. en sorte que ce DaJPW sc dfurnvre la, mats non 
ni'·t-cssairemcnl pour et par l't'·trc. mais n>mmt" pour et par une 111di,..;tinctio11 
plus orig-maire qw: toute mdftenrnnatiou onuque: I' indecision dcv~mt la ~resolu­
tion anunpatricc 'I dfn.m\e e\lc-merne de l'indeds•on de l'ctre a :-it:'" dunner i1n­
m{·diatemc11l dans un phenomt·nc. Autrement fonnu1e: la \'OJX hbnche do11t 
l'etre rc\'endiquc revendique+elle au nom de l'etre. ou. µarson indistmct si­
lence, ne pourrait.-clle pas laisser paraitre un nouvel ahimc, anterie-url on du 
moins irrhluctibk\ ~~l retre? 

.. U ne tcllc possibilitc nc trouvera d \mthenttque legttimit(· phenome11olo~i­
qut' gue s1 nons pouvons prodmrc manikstemcnt cc contre-existe11t1aL Nous 
suµ;g{·rons de le JTl"onnahre comme l'ennni: Hc1dcggcr l'avail invoqut\ cursiYe­
meni, pour rc-nrlre aCfessibk retant clans son cusnuhlc, rwant de recourir a 
J'angmsse pour atteindre le Rien." RAG, 188. 

·l i !vlanon, RJ:'/Jt :!H4-H6; HJ.G. 189-Dl. 
-!:! 1V1arion

1 
ImJ>. '.287-88; K1G. 191-92. Marion passes here from Dasnn to I 

without comrnenl. 
.n Manon, flf:[), 289-9~; RA(;, 192-95. 
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Is there a possibility that the suspension of the call of being by 
tmnui might leave us open Lo hearing a different call, a call prior 

to that of being? Marion inentions as examples the Christian call 
"from the Father,,, quoting Heidegger) and the call that comes lo 

us in the face of the Other, as Levinas describes it.· 11 f~,nnui '\:voukl 
operate phenomenologically as a reduction, not to beings~ or 
being, but to the call. "After the transcendental reduction and 
the existential reduction, occurs the reduction to and fron1 the 

call. That which gives itself onlv gives itself to the one who devotes 
(_ I (. 

hin1- or herself to the call and only under the pure f(Jrn1 of a 
confirn1ation of the ca1L repeated because received. "·F• Such a call 
would precede being. But it would also precede Dasrin, and even 
the L Drawing heavily on Levinas, ~-1arion speaks of the call that 
is n1ade to me, and to which I respond H Here I am 11 

( mr voin"). lh 

~1arion na1nes the one who is called "the in tcdocutcd. H 47 As 

the interlocutcd, I have no power of self-detennination. The what 

or Lhe who that sun1n1ons ine bears an altcrity that is prior to my 
intentionality, prior to my su~jectivity, and prior to the ego.·1

K I 
cannot anticipate or comprehend the call. It !'itrikes me by sur­
prise, escaping the closed circle of 1ny being.-1 ~ 1 Yet while that 
\vhich calls 1ne renders me destitute, it does not annihilate n1c. 

There is still a n1e v"rho is there to respond. The call see1ns to 
expose me to the necessity of making a judgment about it. Before 
any other question, the call renders it essential that I decide about 
the claim that is made on me. ult is necessary to respond to a 
question of fact vVhat clai1u originarily surprises it? The fact of 

H Manoni rum, 29-1-95; RAG, 196-97 
4

·-, Marion, Rl:.D, 2~)6: "Apri·s la reduct10n transcendantale et la reducllon ex1s-
1e111 ialt-', in1ervic111 la r{·duCllOll ;;\ et de rappel. Ce qm se donnc nc Sl' donne 
qu\\ cdu1 qui s'adonne ;l rappel el qne sous la formc pure <l'unc confirmation 
de l'appd, r~pt-1.t- parce que re(tL '' FU\G, 1 H7-98. 

.\j, Marion also notes that. this possibility can he observed in Hcideg~er, where 
the ''there'' of /)asnn (''bemg there'') precedes Its bemg. Manon, W!D, 299~ 
Hl\G, 200. -

1i Ma1-ion 1 RFD, 300; NAG, 200. 
t!-( Manon, lll~lJ. 300; RAC. ~00~20L 
.,q Manon~ RFD. :~00-301; RA( ;t 201-2. This is rcmmiscenl of Derrida's descnp­

tlon of' the s~cret that ''makes us tremblt\H in Thl' Giji r~f!Jeath. Lrans. David WiHs 
(Chicago: L: mvers1ty of Chicago Press, 1995), 5:)-5!) [hc-rcaftcr Derrida. (;J)j. It 
is to be noted that by escaping being this aht:Tity also escapes presence, so that 
Marion's rehabilitation and development of Husserl is nnnpkte. 
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that claim, in the paradoxical manner of an a priori that is essen­
tially after the fact, decides the horizon where any theory of the 
interloque will become legitimately thinkab1e. A facticity therefore 
precedes the theory, but it is no longer a matter of my facticity as 
Dasdn; it is a matter of the absolutely other and antecedent factic­
ity of the claim convoking me by surprise~ !l.r}u To this question of 
who or what it is that sumn1ons, Marion answers undecidably. \'-.le 
cannot with certainty name the caller, and that is as it 1nust be. It 
becomes a question of recognizing that there is a claim being 
made upon me and of risking a response.:' 1 

Contrary to Heidegger, Marion argues that the phenomenon 
of being is not given according to the phenmncnon of the noth­
ing, but according to being's own call. And yet the call of being 
can itself be suspended by ennui. So Marion claims that there is 
the potential for an undecidable call to precede heing. V\'hether 
or not this prior call can itself be suspended, he does not contem­
plate. What is crucial is how the phenomenological method has 
been harnessed to arrive at a more radi(.'al givenness than that of 
being. The more strict the reduction that is employed, the better 
we arc able to observe what is given. \v11at. is reduced also be­
comes the measure of the one who so reduces. So he is able to 
arrive at his three reductions: the transcendental reduction, the 
existential reduction, and the reduction to the call, which can be 
analyzed in terms of four questions: to whom is what given, accord­
ing to which horizon, and what is thereby excluded? The transcenden­
tal reduction, placed in the framework of these questions, 
concerns how an intentional and constitutive I is given consti­
tuted objects, according to a regional ontology that has as its hori­
zon objectivity, and excludes that which cannot be reduced to this 
objectivity. The existential reduction concerns how Dasein ( un­
derstood in tenns of being-in-the-world, and bronght before 
being in its entirety by anxiety) appears to be given dH1erent man-

·10 Marion, RED, ~O 1: '~II faut. repondrc a une question de fait.: qud1e rtvendi­
cation le snrprend originairement? Le fait de cette revendication decide~ a la 
maniere paradoxaJe d'un a tmon essent1ellement apres coup, de n10rizon oft 
toute theone de rintcrloque deviendra Jeg1timement pensable. Une facticite 
precede done Ia lhconc" mais il ne s'agit p1us de la facticite micnnc du Dasein; 
i1 s'agit de la facndte absolument autre et antecedente de la revcndicauon me 
convoquant par surprise." Translation La ken from RAG, 202. 

rii Marion, REJJ, 302; RAG, 202. 
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ners of being, ontological difference, and the pheno1ncnon of 
being~ according to the horizon of ti1ne, and excludes that which 
does not "have to Be." The reduction to the call concerns how 
the interlocuted (the me, prior to the I or to Dasein) is given the 
gift of surrendering lo or \Vithdrawing from the claim of the cal1, 
according to no other horizon than that of the caII itself, and 
excludes nothing, since it is transcendentaU):! 

In Reduction et donation, Marion seeks to push the boundaries 
of phenmnenology in order to allow for the possibility that being 
n1ight give not only itself, but also that which "is not,, according 
to the horizon of being. Marion's argument has three essential 
aspects. First is his belief that being can be exceeded: with the 
example of the I he indicates an exception to being} and with the 
example of nznui he indicates an exception to the call of being. 
Second is his en1phasis on the quality of the reduction: a com­
plete reduction (one that goes hirther than to \vhat ~'is" and even 
beyond sheer Hisness" itself) will yield the givenness of ·whatever 
inclines to give itself, beyond the control and initiative of a consti­
tuting suqject. Finally, there is his pointing to a new horizon~ the 
horizon of the call itself, the incaning of ,.vhich will in due course 
be further investigated. 

A CRITICAL ENGAGF.MF.NT WITH REDUCTION ET DONATION 

Having outlined Marion's position as regards Husserl, Heidegger, 
and, to some extent, Levinas, as it is argued in Reduction et dona­
tion, several questions arise. It is important to address them prior 
to considering f'tant donne, for it is only in the light of these ques­
tions that the nature of his responses in that work will become 
clear. These questions cluster around three poles, although they 
invariably overlap: the pheno1nenological, the metaphysical, and 
the theological. So, to what extent has Marion operated within 
the lilnits of that discipline known as phenomenology? Has Mar­
ion gone beyond metaphysical language and concepts, or has he 
simply rcinscribed them at a higher level? And what are the theo­
logical implications of Marion's phenomenology? 

-"~Marion, RHJ, 302-5; RAG. 20~-:1. 
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The Reduction tu (;ivennr·ss and tlu~ Limits of Phenomenolo10~ 

In an article contributed to a special edition of the Revue de lvieta­
jJh)1siquf tt de l\1orale dedicated to Rhlurtion et donation, Michel 
Henry makes the point that of four possible founding principles 
of phen<.nnenolob')', the reduction to givenness is the only one 
that can achieve an appropriate phenon1enological end.:):\ For 
Henry, that end is the experience of life, and the ineans to that 
end is not the exposition of being or beings but of the nhown 
of phenomenality, the mode of givenness of phen01nena.=)4 The 
redurtion to donation is the most radical reduction because it 
allo\VS us to arrive at (without our con1prehending it) what gives 
us to ourselves: auto-affection, or i~Arch-Revelation." The focus 
of phenomenology is therefore not on that which can be made 
present in representation (that which '~appears"), but on that 
which exceeds rcprcsentalion in iLs ''appearing," which is invisi­
ble~ \Vhik this article is a response to Marion's work and has its 
own particular emphases (the call is always determined as the 
"call of Life"~ there is no possibility of response; the ca11 is imn1a­
nent), we can sec why Marion nan1cs Henry as one of his greatest 
influenccs . .-':L) Marion aud Henry belong to those who are pron1ot-
ing the renewal of phenomenolot-,ry. But is this phenomenology 
phenmnenologit:al in the tradition of Husserl? Is the reduction 
to givenness, which is frequently a reduction to what ~'is not" or 
"is not seen," legitimately phenomenological? This question 
arises as an issue not only in the con ~.ext of Redur:tion el donation 
but in the broader context of phenomenologica1 studies in con­
te1nporary France, and it has a nu111her of aspects. 

In the previous chapters, phenomenolo6'Y' was described as the 
study of what gives itself to consciousness and how it is given. It 
quickly became clear that according to the way Husserl developed 
his science, givenness was dependent on the presence of the given 
o~ject to consciousness. ~forion underlines this condition \vhen 

~.:~ Mirhel Henry, '~Qnatrc prindpc.s deb phhrnmenologie~~· Rrour rlr AJetaph,v­
.m7uf' Pl dt• Aloralf-'96. no. 1 {1991): 3-~6, 21-25 [hereafter Henr7·, QPP]. 

:.i This thesis is developed as Hcnl)··s "'phenornen0Jog1e marhiclJe,'' and an 
excended lrcatmenl of it can he found m his work of the same name (Paris: 
Presses Umversitaires de France, l mm); see also his Ce.ueno' de la man~festatwn 
(Pans: Press~s Universitaires de France1 Pl()~\). 

:.•,Henry! QJ>P. 24. Z\·1anon made tlHs disclosure m personal conversation. 
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he observes, in relation to Heidegger and the "phenomenon of 
being": Bin strict phenomenolo!,ry, the ulti1nate instance of deci­
sion remains 'the principle of principles,' namely the givenness 
that is justified unconditionally by intuited presence~ it is before 
this latter instance that it inight be decided whether a 'pheno1ne­
non of Being' eventually gives itself. ":>6 In Marion's analysis, and 
as we have seen, Heidegger's attempt to deliver being in this way 
fails, particularly because the call that is to deliver it is and must 
be of undecidable origin. This is si1nilar to the way in which Levi­
nas, by exceeding being, cannot deliver an individual, concrete 
Other, and cannot deliver a God who can be known in the Inf-i.­
ni te, but only guessed at. And it is precisely because of issues such 
as these-although n1y exa1nples lie at one end of the contin­
uum-that Derrida is able to suggest the failure of phenomenol­
ogy as such. Phcno1nenology fails to deliver a "phenomenon" 
that can be any inore than a representalion-that is to say, any 
more than an interp1·etation. Pheno1nenology is a hermeneutics. 
Yet in Rrduction et donaf.ion, Marion both repeats the failure of 
pheno1nenology by delivering a call that is Hothenvise than 
being,,, and infinitely interpretable~ and asserts that this delivery 
remains within the tradition of Husserlian phenomenology. In 
other words, the great achievements of Reduction et donation are 
cast in phenomenological terms, when it seen1s they n1ay belong 
beyond phenomenology cotnpletely. Now, the question is perhaps 
only a technical one, but it has important implications. For if, 
as Marion seen1s to be suggesting, we can describe as a (given} 
phenomenon that which nevertheless cannot be grasped by intu­
ition, he is atten1pting to maintain a privileged position for phe­
nomenology prior to hermeneutics. If, on the other hancL he has 
gone bevond the lin1its of phenomenolorrv, then \\'hat gives itself 
.._ I b/ 1._ 

othenvise re1nains an interruption to~ rather than a legiti1nate 
object of, the Husserlian science. 

It is relevant to note at this point the particular way 1n ,-.,rhich 
Marion understands "presence.~~ Early on in Hidu.tlion rt dmialion 
he debates Derrida's reading ol Husserl along the lines Lhat. 
ii presence" does not mean Hable to be grasped by intuition, 11 but 
·~given.":-l7 Therefore, according to his definition, there can '~be'' 

:.n Marion, RED. 250; transJation from RAC, 107. 
~·i rvtanon, ~D. 56-57; RAC, :~4-35. 
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such a thing as a "present phenomenon" that signifies without 
fulfillment. Exciting as the potential of this definition might be, 
there is a proble1n here that refuses to go away. For the significa­
tion that is not fulfilled will always and necessarily be left open. It 
therefore cannot be described as surh,~ not yet any "thing~" it de­
fies the capacity of the phenomenologist to go any further than 
signaling its .. presence,,, which for Marion is in the mode of ex­
cess. The difficulty is exe1nplified in the passage quoted above 
with regard to Heidegger and being as a pheno1nenon. Marion 
tells us that "it is before the latter instance [i.e., "the givenness 
that is justified unconditionally by intuitnl presence"] that it might 
be decided whether a 'pheno1nenon of being' eventually gives 
itself" ( e1nphasis added). In other words, in order to determine 
whether or not being gives itself, its givenness has to be not only 
present but intuited as such-that is, its meaning as being must 
be determinable. Yet if it exceeds intuit.ion, how are \Ve to deter­
mine that it is being? Heidegger suggests that this determination 
occurs by means of the call. But as Marion points out, with great 
insight, the call that is to lead us to being has itself no determinate 
meaning. We have indeed reached the limits of phenomenology. 

This leads us to contemplate Marion's use of the word "hori­
zon." In Reduttfon et donation, Marion speaks of a new "phenome­
nological horizon not dctcrn1ined by being," and the "horizon 
of the call. "[,H Now, a horizon is a type of border, or limit. Husserl 
speaks of the horizon as the background from which things are 
extracted as particular objects of consciousncss. 5~ 1 Expressing this 
\n more Kantian terms~ a horizon would be a condition of possi­
bility for knowing anything at all, since the horizon forms the 
frame for knowledge of individual things. And thinking of hori­
zon as context leads us to Heidegger's usage, where it is less a 
question of the horizon being something that moves, expands, or 
changes (in a factical or existentiell sense) than s01nething that is 
the always and already given existential limit within which Dasein 
works. 60 Such a contextual or horizonal limit can be observed in 
his discussion of ~~being-in-the-world,,, for example.111 In each of 

-•~ ~farion, RFD. 241~ ;~05~ R4G1 161, 204 . 
. ~.~~ St"e Bussert 11, for example at s27 
m Sec che note by J [eickggc1T's t.rans1ators IH B'.J: 1 Il. 
11 1 Heulcgge r, /fl~ 3~t 
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these cases, the horizon is a border that includes or allows for 
particular possibilities, which fences an economy of thought and 
action. Yet it see1ns to me that Marion is seeking to take us beyond 
the limits of the econon1ies of objectivity} of being, of metaphys­
ics, and of intuition. vVhat he seeks is a completely unlimited hori­
zon.r.2 '1\'hat he seeks, in fact, is an appearing that does not have 
any horizon against which it can be measured~ The question is, 
can anything appear without "appearing as somethingn? 

Exfmnding the Resonances o/Gegebenheit 

We turn briefly to obsen1e a problem that arose in discussion after 
the release of Reduction et donation and has continued to be a 
problem even after Etant donne. This relates to Marion~s use of 
Gegebenheit. Joseph S. 0 1 Leary questions \vhether or not Marion is 
justified in translating it as donation. "He ... reduces the plural 
and diverse terminology of 'givenness' in Husserl and others to a 
single somewhat grandiose notion of 'donation.' All this facili­
tates the entry of the biblical God into phenomenology, as the 
one who grants being.~~6'.1 Evidently, since Marion comes to insist 
on '•givenness" rather than "donation" in English, the problem 
is some\\.rhat eased.M Ho\vever, O~Leary's comment opens onto 
two further difficulties. The first of these concerns the extent to 
which Marion is preparing a theological end for his phenomenol­
ogy, and since this will be discussed at length, I do no more than 
raise it here. The second difficulty concerns the extent to \vhich 
Marion is justified in linking Husserl and Heidegger in the way 
he does through a reading of Gegebenheit. In the words of one 
questioner (who ren1ains anony1nous) in the Revue: "If it is legiti­
mate to distinguish and to oppose in a common phenornenologi,cal 
horizon the transcendental reduction of Husserl from and to the 
reduction to the 'phenomenon of being' of Heidegger, the pas­
sage to the third reduction-in the way that you propose it.­
remains 1nore problematic, save that you play with a certain 
equivocity in the very term 'donation,' the same one that drives 

fi
2 Marion, RED, 305; /MG, 204. 

m O'I.eary, RPCJ: 191. 
61 Although John D. Caputo notes the difficulties this creates; AI, 221 IL 23. 
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[us] from the S11lbstgegeb11nhnt to the constellation of the GeuPn, of 
the Gabi~ and of the es gibt. ''ti:) l\11arion '.s response in this setting 
is strong: both Husserl and Heidegger foster and maintain the 
ambiguity of givenness and the terms that can he semantically 
associated with iL His reading therefore rests not only on an 
equivocal reading of their \vorks, but on the vet)' equivocity he 
finds there."" 

Renn,1ing the J\1Ptaph)1Si(af; Presupposing the 71ieological: Laruelle 

Another of the dlt1icuhies associated with Rhl-urtio-n el donation is 
described by Fran~~ois Laruelle.117 Larue11e's general criticism of 
Marion is that in this \Vork he simply stays within lhe bounds of 
''philosophy." but 1nore specifically, he a1,gues that rvlarion uses 
phenomcno1ot,ry-as-philosophy to assert particularly Christian 
ends. For "philosophy" \Ve can read ~~metaphysics," and so Lar­
uelle is suggesting that Marion re1nains trapped within onto-the­
ology: 

J .-L. M docs not want to abandon philosophy._____his Greek ele­
ment-hut only t.o he torn from it by a Call-by God rather than 
by another thought than the philosophical. He \vants to be Chris­
tian from the point of view of the real~ alld philosophy-ycL a last 
time~ hut it is ddinitive or un-exccedable-from tl•e point of view 

of thought: he wants to continue to reduce and describe. He makes 
of philosophy a lasl negative-condition-of the Christian} his mvn 
manner of gocng heyon<l the onto-theological mcthnd of metaphys­
ics~ be chains humanity lo God and God to philosophy in place of 
chaining humanity to itse1f and of Jewing philosophy to its non­

human destiny. Either it is a philosophy that makes m extrnrus the 
leap (of) the Call-but we scarcely believe it-; or it is a Christian 
who is condemned to do (in spite of himself) philosophy from 
which he asks that. one tears him without making him leave it.'1 ~ 

••:.Question one to .Jean-Luc: Manon. in "Reponses a qnelques qm:stions, ., 
Rn.nl-t df' ANta/Jh_)1Jl(jUf ff dr Mora Ii! 961 no. l ( 1991): 65-ifi. 60 r hereafter Marion I 
R(lQJ. 

•ih ~Iarim1. H.QQ, 68~69. 
1i7 Fran~~o1s Laruelk, "L 'Appel et le Phenomcne, ,. Rf'vul' rfr MhnpbJ.nqul' et dr 

.r\fom{,· 96, no. I ( 1991): 27-41 [hereafter Larue Ile. 1\Pl. 
•}~ Larnellc. Al~ 37-38: 'l-L M. 1w \'Cut pas ahandonner la philosopl11c-son 

element grec-mais seul~ment en etre arrad1(~ <l'un Appt-'l-par Dieu plut6t 
que par unc pensfa~ aut n~ que la philosophique. 11 veut etn· chr(~ticn <lu poinf 
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Laruelle explains that from the very beginning, Marion sets up 
his pn~ect in terms of its 1egitimate continuarion of the philo­
sophical tradition, taking on the very telos of that tradition, \vhich 
is to uncover the self-givenness of t.hings.ti9 He maintains that lVlar­
ion ~ s work is driven by the hermeneutic of "the Ca1ln: his phe­
non1enology is only intelligible in t.enns of the call, but the 
decision to employ this hermeneutic already betrays his own 
Christian interests and exposes Marion's philosophical presuppo­
sitions.70 Further, Marion's use of phenomenology as "the philos­
ophy of our ti1ne" illustrates his quite traditional "philosophical 
faith. '' 71 

According to Laruelle, Marion makes two high1y significant de­
cisions: to en1phasize donation as absolute, and to identify recep­
tion with donation, n1anifestation with the given, phenomenology 
with ontolot,ry.n Larue lie asserts that Marion's identification of 
each of the dialectical poles in these pairs enables hin1 to resolve 
them in favor of a higher principle; once again, we are referred 
to the call.7:\ Ho,vever, this 1neans that the call always remains rela­
tive to something else: HstiH, a rnndition remains for the Uncondi­
tioned. nn Marion conditions his incthod with the philosophical 
decision to make the call a transcendent term that tears us from 
the ernpiricaL In so doing, Marion separates himself from the 
position of Henry (which Laruellc reads as radical immanence 
without transcendence), as well as from Levinas (which Larue lie 
reads as transcendence without the proble1n of the im1nanence of 

de vuc du rl·el, et philosophie-encore une dernicre fois, mais elle est dclimtive 
ou indepassahle-du point cle vue de la pensec: il veut continuer a reduire et 
<lecrire. 11 fait du philosophe 1mc derniere condition-negative-du duetien, sa 
maniere a h11 de di-passer la structure onto-theologique de la metaphysique; ii 
cnchaine l'homme a Dieu et Dieu a la philosophic au lieu d'enchainer l'hommc 
a lui-meme ct de husscr la philosophe a son rlestin non-humain. Ou h1en c' est 
un philosophie qm fait m exlrnms le saut (de) I'Appel-mais nous nc I~ croyons 
guere-; ou bien c'est un chrt·uen qui est condamne a faire malgr(~ lui tk la 
philosophic a lat1ne1le il ckmande qu"on rarrache sans la tu• faire quillcr. 'l 

w Larue Ht', Al~ ~8. 
70 Lan1elle, JV~ tB, 34~'.1!1. or H<)Le here is that Larue Ile uses ··1".Appel11 where 

Marion uses 'Tappcl. ,, I will use the lowercase except in quotations. To ·what 
extent is 1.amelle's critinsm couched in terms of what he '"''ants to find? 

71 Laruellc: 1 AP, 29. 
''.! Larue lk, AP, ~0-31. 
7 .1 Laruelle, .4.1~ 31-3g. 
,_,Larue lie, Al~ :t~: "' tontel(nsi une rnnditwn suhsiste pour rlnconditionne.'~ 



100 RETHrNKING GOD AS GIFT 

reception). For Lan1elle, Marion 1 s retaining of a dyadic structure 
marks his dependence on Bphilosophy."i:, This cannot but condi­
tion the way Marion deals with the call itself. 76 In Laruelle's judg­
ment, the ultiinate possibility for phenomenology has been 
posited as a reality prior lo the phenomenological investigation, 
and on the basis of revelation. It has been made absolute.77 HThe 
Call is the Christian kernel which ''rill order this [the reduction J, 
the real heart of all relief and of all reduction-thus the pure form 
of the relief. " 78 However, the call falls outside phenomenality~ 
Further, since the call rests on a philosophical decision, there is 
no guarantee that it escapes the fo]d to which phenomena arc 
subjected: in other words, the call cannot be identified without 
being subject to unckcidability, and need not be ultimate. 79 Mari­
on ts phenomenology fails~ and for much the same reason that 
(according to Laruelk) all philosophy must fail, and is in need of 
deconstruction.~0 "The telm of phenomenology is always betrayed: 
because it is precise1y only a telm and because to philosophize is 
to betray the reality of the One. "~ 1 

To what extent are Larnelle's criticisms valid? He is not alone 

;:, Laruclle, Al~ 34: 11 Mais elle nc le fait qu'en temoignant d'une volonte de 
conserver JUsqu ·au bout la matricc la plus fondamcnta1e de la philosophie­
celle de Ia Dya<le, du Pli OU du Douhlet-alors llUC' tout rinteret <les solutions 
'Levinas' et 'Henry' avail ete de la liquider et de vt·nir-chaque f(Jis sur un 
mode trcs different-a une pensec reellemenl sm1plt-- OU sam pli. n C~BtH it only 
witnesses to a will to conserve to the end the most fundame1ual matrix of philos­
ophy~that of the Dyad, of the Fold or of Lh~ Douh1t't-whereas all the interest 
of the Levinasran or Henrian solutions had been to liquidate it and to come­
each time in a very nifferent mode-Lo a thought really simple orwtthout fold.") 

71 ; Laruellc, AP. 34-35: ·~on verra d'ailleurs plus tar<l que la philosophie et ses 
decision!-; rontmuent a conditionner de manicre cxtencure l'Appel lm-rneme, 
p~uce que rAppel est senlemcnt un arrarhnn.ml a la philosophic, a ses formes 
~restreint~s~ (ontko-ontologiqm:s} p1ut6t qu'un suspens radical de toute philo­
sophie possiblt'~ et que l'ennw ne va pas jusqu 'c\ la vfrirable mdiflhenff, qu'il n 'a 
pas encore la plus grandc force rcductricc possible.'' 

7
i Lantelle, AP, 35. 

·
18 Laruelte~ IV~ 36: 'TAppel est le noyau chretien qui commandera celle-ci [la 

reduction) t le coeur reel de loute rcJeve et de toute redtKlion-donc la jonne 
purr de la releve." 

79 Laruelle, Af~ 38. 
Ho Laruelle, 1V~ 36. 
K\ Laruc11c, AP, 37: l•Le fp/os de la phenomennlogie esL tm~jours trahi: parce 

que ce n'estjusLemcnt qu'un !Pfos et parce que phi)~)sophcr est Lrahir le reel de 
l'Un.'' 
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in ascribing to Marion a theological motive for developing a phe-
1101nenology of givenness, and for thaL reason I 1vi11 address other 
aspects of his critique before returning to the theo1ogical one. 
Does Marion ren1ain trapped within the bounds of metaphysics? 
As it was observed above, Marion's horizon al language opens him 
up to the criticism of his thinking 1netaphysically, and Laruellc's 
reading of a dyadic structure supports this criticism. At the same 
time, however, if we read Marion in line with his Levinasian back­
ground, and take seriously his attempts not to identify a ~'Caller" 
with any certainty, then he is transgressing metaphysics, if not 
escaping it (which would in any case be i1npossible, as Derrida 
has shown). It is hard to see how Larue lie can justify his distinc­
tion bet\Veen Marion and Levinas on the grounds that the recep­
tion of the call somehmN destroys its alterity, while the welcoming 
of the Other does not, unless in both instances there is a slippage 
from transcendental to transcendent that enables identification. 
And Marion~s addressing of the question of subjectivity~ under 
the figure of the interlocuted, suggests that he is \vell aware of the 
metaphysical traps that await in his analysis, and able to deal with 
thetn. To further establish Marion's '"post"-1nctaphysical creden­
tials we would need only t.o look at his previous works. But to do 
this would leave us in something of a hind. For it is undoubtedly 
in the light of Marion's previous works that Larue Ile is able to 
make the charge that Marion is theologically (and therefore, in 
his mind, metaphysically) motivated. In God H'ithout Bnng and 
L 'idole et la distance we find plenty of material to support Marion's 
transgressing of metaphysics, but we also find much that would 
sustain Larue Be's opinion that rviarion keeps both the philosophi­
cal and the Christian faith. The question is, to what extent does 
that enable us to criticize his phenomenology in Rfduttion. 1)t dona­
tion? 

Does Marion arbitrarily choose the call as a means of guiding 
his phenomenology (and does he make it absolute)? The re­
sponse might be yes to both parts of the question, if w~ are to 
assume that \1arion has a Christian pn~ject in 1nincL But we might 
also interpret Marion far less suspiciously if we remember that he 
is not the first person to use the device of the call. The call of 
being is an increasingly persistent theme in Heidegger. and the 
summons fro1n the Other (equally the call to responsibility, or 
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the election by the Other) is a constant refrain in Levinas. If all 
Marion is doing is trying to allow for a valve in the econon1y of 
being or of beings, then the call can function in this way without 
necessarily pointing tu a transcendent God. 

janicaudt D~rrida, and Le tournant theologique 

However, in spite of Marion's later avowal that Redurtion. tt dona­
tion is a pheno1nenologica1, not a theological, work, criticisms of 
his work relating to its theological presuppositions continue to be 
made on various grounds. Perhaps that is because, as \Ve have 
seen and ·will see further~ the work of an author rarely stands on 
its own. and many of Marion ~s phenomenological insights have 
been expressed in a theological context. But it is also because 
Marion's work is but one of a number of works that en1erge frmn 
a particular climate in French philosophy. The theological criti­
cism is thus directed not only toward Marion, but also to a whole 
"school,H if they might. be so brought together. In 1991, Domini­
que .Janicaud published a sliin volu1ne titled I .. e lounwnt theologi,que 
de la jJhhwminologi,e franraise, where he argues that recent French 
phenomenology has departed from the Husserlian emphasis on 
im1nanence, in favor of the study of the breaking up of imma­
nence by transcendence. "Is this trait [of French phenomenol­
ogy] the rupture with imn1anent phenmnenality? The opening 
onto the invisible, to the Other, to a pure givenness or to an 'arch­
revelation '?"82 To this question Janicaud responds with a resound­
ing yes~ Further, he argues that such openings are inherently 
theological ones. Tracing the genealogy of Lhi~ trait, the origins 
of which seem to lie in Heidegger~s phenomenolobl)' of the inap­
parent, Janicaud identifies its emergence most strongly in writers 
such as Levin as, Marion~ llcrn)', and Jean-Louis Chretien (\ve 
might also add later works by Jean-Yves Lacoste and Louis-Marie 
Chauvet to the list). The analysis he then pursues relies on an 

-":! Domimque Janicaud~ l~e toummd thiologu/Uf"' ,if. la /1Jdnomhwlog1.e franraise 
( Comha.s: Erlitions de reel al, 1991). 8 [hereafter .Janicaud ~ TTPf 1; all transla­
tions of.Jamcaud used here are mine. The text is now available in Lranslauon m 
Dominique .Janicaud, Jcan-Frarn;ois Courtine, Jean-Louis Chretien, Michel 
Henry, Jean-Luc Marion, and Paul Ricoe11r, Phrnrnumolog;i and thr "Thrnlog1r.al 
J'urn ": The French Debate (New York: Fordham University Press, ~000), 1-103. 
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argument that these writers have pursued a tnethodological trans­
gression of Husserlian phenon1cnology. That transgression re­
lates to the disruption of the noetic-noematic correlation as well 
as to whatJanicaud maintains is the cssentia] neutrality (or athe­
isn1) of Husserl's n1ethod.:·n To re1nain faithful to phenomenology 
requires a faithh1lness to Husserrs scientific approach, which 
means that it is illegitimate to ask questions about that which ex­
ceeds consciousness and, indeed, clearly partisan to do so. 

Chapter 3 of Le tournanl is devoted to a discussion of Marion in 
response to Reduction et donaLion. Recognizing that the latter \vork 
is "rnore discreet" in its theological interests than earlier \Vorks 
of Marion, Janicaud nevertheless rnakcs the claim that i\1arion 's 
work is ideologically driven.~H Janicaud begins by observing that 
the question has to do with ~'the status of phenomenology (and 
of the pheno1nenological) between a 'surpassed' (or challenged) 
inetaphysics and a possible theology (at once prepared and re­
tained). "H!l Marion asserts that phenon1enology is the legitimate 
successor of philosophy-as-metaphysics: Janicaud, on the other 
hand, questions whether or not this is or need be the case. Why, 
he asks, has Uthe thesis of 'the metaphysical extraterritoriality of 
phenomenology' and that which it allows or authorizes been 
pushed so far"?RG Janicaud argues that pheno1nenology is inher­
ently 1netaphysical, a criticism Marion addresses carefully and well 
in his article "Metaphysics and Phenmnenology: A Relief for The­
ology. "~ 7 But Janicaud further sees no necessary connection be­
tween the three reductions that Marion proposes, insisting that 
Marion ,s hermeneutic depends on a misreading of Husserl and 
Heidegger'J along the lines of Levinas.?{~ He asks: ~''\i\That remains 
of phenmnenology in a reduction that 'properly speaking is 
not'?)'~~' ~1arion 's reduction to the call,Janicaud n1aintains~ sets us 

~:-c See i for example~.Jamcand 's di~cussion or Levin as at TJTJ'f: 3:1-:~6. 
H t .Jarn rn ud, T'J'Pf: .'.-. lff. 
~:>_Janicaud, r1p1-: 40. 
~f'jamcaurt, TI'Pl< 41. 
<"Ii Jean-Luc Marion, •{Metaphysics and Phenomenology: A Relief for Theol­

O!:,')'', .. trans. Thomas A. Carlson, <:n11ml lnqwry 20 (199~)-94): 57~)-91. This arti­
cle origmally appeared in French as "Meta.physique cl phenomtnoiog)e: Une 
releve pour la tht~ologie,'

1 

B11llrfrn rfp LzlLf>mlurf Errle.\'Ul~'tlqup 94, no. 3 ( 1Y93): 
189-206. 

8 x Janicaucl, 'JTPJ~: 43-48. 
HliJanicaud, 'JTPr: 48. 
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up for a theological response to the question of the call's origin. 
The confusion and surprise of the interlocuted that Marion de­
scribes, the phenomenological Hemptiness" or gap, or negative 
pheno1nenolo~y upon which Marion insists-these arc simply 
parts of his structuring a philosophical system toward religious 
ends, a structuring Caputo will later describe as ~~a smuggling of 
the invisible into the visib1e. "~'0 This reading of Marion is rein­
forced with a reference to another of his works-this time on 
Descartes-where philosophy is made destitute by theology (Des­
cartes's thought is transgressed by that. of Pascal)Y1 It is also sup­
ported with a reference to Marion's response to questions put to 
hi1n in the Rrvue, where Marion himself draws a thread benveen 
his earlier, theological 'vorks and what he achieves in Riduction el 

donatiou.~n Janicaud concludes, therefore~ that Bhis phenon1eno­
logical gap is only explained by a double reference that each fore­
warned reader is aware of: the problc1natic of the overcoming of 
ontology (or of metaphysics), the properly theological or spiritual 
di1nension. It is the overlapping of the two schemes under the 
cover of phenomenology that is here contested."~13 Along with 
Jean-Louis Chretien, Janicaud dcem.s Marion guHty of abandon­
ing pheno1nenolo~ical neutrality .!q 

It is in tcresting to observe that Janicaucl 's critique corresponds 
in some ways to that of Derrida, although for entirely different 
reasons. The basic thrust of Derrida's criticism of Marion is that 
while Marion attcn1pts to suspend the horizon by suggesting that 
the origin of the call cannot be ultirnately determined, he does 
tend to\vard identifying the caller as the Christian God: 

To limit. ourselves here to lhe most basir schema, let us say that the 
question, if nol the discussion, would remain open at the point. of 
the determination of the call or of the demand, there where the 

\
111 janicaud, T11)1': 48-49; Caputo, Al, 208. Sec also the discussion by Eric .AJ­

liez in f)p l'imjw.uibilite dr la phenominoloJ:,TIP: Sur la phi/o.wplue fmncmsP rontnnporame 
(Pans: Vri11, 1995). 60ff. 

91 Sec Jean-Luc Manon~ Sur l.1.1 jmsme nu!ta/1hy.~1.qur dP Desmrlfs (Pans: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1986); On /Jesrar/f'I~ Aleia/1hJ5tm1 Pnsm. trans . .Jdfrey L. 
Kosky (Chicago: Cm\'ersit.y of Chicago Press, 19~)9). 

~'~!Manon, RQQ. 66-68. 
~ 1 :~ Janicaud, T''TPf: ~-, J. 
~·-i .Janicaud, T'/11F., [)~\. For a response to Jantcaud 1 see Jacques Colette, HPheno­

menologie el m(:taphys1que ,., Cnllqll(' 548--49 Uanuary-February 1993): 56-73. 
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circle seems to turn between the call of Being (Ansj>rurh de.'i Sems), 
the call of the father (Ansj>ruch d11s Vatr.n), the primacy of '"'hic11 
Heidegger contests, and a "'call which is brother Lo the one Heideg­
ger dismisses," namely, the one that •'Levinas will not fail to take 
up." Nor, I will add, does Marion, who seems Lo me also to make 
"the call as such,'' "the pure form of th(_) call, n conform to the call 
of the father, to the call that returns to the father and that, in truth, 
would speak the truth of the father, even the name of the father, 
and finally of the father inasmuch as he gives the name. 

A little further on he continues: 

Having dPclared that. it. <..:xclutlc~ any determinable content, why does 
Marion determine ••the pure form of the calr' (and therefore of 
the gift) as call '"in the name of the Father"? A'; unique call, despite 
~·the gap bet\\l'een the t\vo calls (the one Christian, the other Jew­
ish)'~ that it is "important to maintain"? Is it possibk to hear a 
0 pure form of the call" (and first of all must one presume such a 
purity? And if one does, 011 what basis?) that would still not be from 
Being, nor from the fathc..~l\ nor in the fraternal difference of the 
"there,'' if one can pm it that way, between the Jew and the Chris­
tian, nor therefore in the language of the '"Hear, 0 Israel: The 
Lord our God is one Lord"' (Dr.uJenmom~v 6:4) in which, Marion tells 
us, they "both have their source" (p. 29!)) ?q~ 

Derrida's reading of Marion uncovers what we might, borrowing 
from Caputo, describe as ~~the dream of pure presence without 
differanre. "~~c:. It is a dream characterized by a fear of dissemination, 
or expressed more positively, by a longing for an origin (for ''the 
return to the father"), a longing for purity (for "the pure form 
of the call"), and a long·inp; for unity (for "the call as such")Y7 

Nevertheless, whether or not this reading is a fair one, given the 
lirnits of the passage on which it relies1 is a legitimate question. 

It has already been pointed 01\t that ~1arion now sees Reduction 
t1t donation as a strictly phenomenological work, without an overt 
or covert theological agenda. But there is no doubt that the phe­
nomenology he puts in place has possible openings onto theol-
06')'~ 1nost specifically at the point of the call. The arguments 

~r. Derrida, GT/, 52 n. 
96Joh11 D. Capt1to~ 1'he PmJ1ers and Tears oj]acquf"s lkrnda: Rdigron w1ihm1l Reli­

gwn (Bloommgton: Indiana Uni\'ersity Press, 1997). 20 [hereafter Caputo. PT.JD. 
jr; Emphasis added. 
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outlined ahove come down to the following: firsti to the extent 
that i\1arion 's work is not phenon1enological, it is theological 
Qanicau<l); and ~econd, to the extent that it is phenomenological, 
it is onto-theological {Laruelle, Derrida). v\lhy do these positions 
turn around the theological outcomes, which Marion is later so 
anxious to avoid? Perhaps it is time~ in the light of what Marion 
\\iTites in the preface to Reduction el donation r· [these investiga­
tions] maintain an iudirect, but no doubt necessaq' tie with older 
works that, without knowing it, presupposed then1"). to examine 
the theological Lr~jectory in which Reduction et donation can be 
situated. ~~8 

The judgment that Marion has in 1nind a transcendent Caller 
in R1Wttrlion et donation is quite probably 1nade on the basis of 
works such as God Without Being and L 'idole et la distance. There are 
a number of passages to \vhich we can refer. In God lVith.out Being, 
for example, we read: 

The onLic difference bet\vccn being- and nonbeing admiLs no ap­
peal; in the \\'orld 1 it acts irrevocably~ without appeal. From else­
\Vhere than iu the world, then, God himself lodges an appeal. He 
appeals to his own indifference against the difference bctwrcn 
being and nonbeing. He appeals to his own call. And his call set~ 
this indifference into play so that the call not only calls nonheings 
to become beings ... hut he calls the nonbeings as if they were 
bcingsY~1 

Or again: 

The decision of bcingness depends neither on the categories of a 
philosophical discourse nor on Being deploying itself in ontologi­
cal difference, but on instances separated by the limit bctvveen "Lhe 

,~mrld" and the Heall,. of t.hc God who gives life. And curionslv, 
t / 

for an informed reading at least, the nonhcingness of that V'lhich 
nevertheless is resuhs from Lhe ~~worlrl," whereas God outsidc-the­
'4t'Orld prompts the bdngness of nonbcings. 100 

Marion speaks of "two sources of glory and of glorification: the 
funding of the 'world' or the call of ChrisL" 101 Further) he goes 

qt-( Manon, /MC, xi. 
9~, Manon, (;WB. 87-88. 

100 Manon, GWB, 9~t 
1° 1 Marion, GWB, 94. 
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on to i<lentif}' the call as the gift: HAnd from now on one can 
delin1it even more closely the game that, indifferent to ontologi­
cal difference~ thus causes beings to elude being: it is called the 
gift. The gift that gave rise t.o the operations of preceding read­
ings-call, give life, as if, father, and so on-gi.ves Being/be­
ings.'' 10'-2 

This understanding of call at least partially develops what Mar­
ion presents in L ~idolr rt la di.stance in tern1s of u ln di.stance," a 
concept that apparently defies conceptuality and so is ]eft unde­
fined, although not completely undescrihed. 1

°-'{ In lhat text, dis­
tance occurs both between n1ysdf and others and between invself 

• J 

and God. 111·1 It therefore functions as a guarantee for the n1ain-
tenance of a sort of Levinasian alt.crity. uy} Distance escapes repre­
sentation, possessing an anteriority that is reminiscent of 
imme1noriality. 11

u) It precedes even ontological differencc. 107 But 
n1ost interestingly for our purposes, distance fonns what Marion 
na1nes the "paternal horizon," which is non-objectifiable and un­
thinkable.1118 In this early work (L 'idole et la distance appeared in 
1977) it is distance (the horizon of the father) that cuts across 
being (or, it could be said, the call of being). By the time of God 
Without Being ( 1982), it is God's call that cuts across being accord-
ing to the horizon of the gift. And, as we have seen, by the time 

10~ Marion 1 CWB, 100. 
If\:\ Marion, ID, 244: "Brcf. ranteriorite et l'exrfriorite hermeneutiques de la 

distance la dispense11 t de loute dfrinitmn relevant du 'langage-o~jet' (on snp· 
po;4;[, 1el). Parn-· qn\~-lle dfllnira1t, la distance ne se defiuirait pas.H Distance is. 
of course~ one of the lhemf's to \·durh Hans Urs von Balthasar heavily suhscribes. 

1111 Marion. //), 247. 
iu.~, Ne\'erthclc;i;s, this distance does not .s<·t·m to have the same not1011 of 

hcun:ecl space·· for which Levim1s allm.i,'s. 
111

" !v1arion, ID. 'i~...i: '"La dis1ance ... echappc die auss1 a tmue repn-:,.sem.auon, 
puisqm· tout ol~jct re-pn::M.:lllahle, commc tottl SL~'ct r~presentateur~ dependant 
deja d',me dista11ce definitivemenl ant('.rieurc. '' 

io7 Mano11~ /IJ, 264. 
10~ ~Ianon, Jn ~:H: ''Plus, rhori:nm patenwl de la distance se soustrait, par 

definition, a tmlle mquisition qm prelt'ndraH l'ol~jt'ct1ver. Ce dont il s'agit. en 
cffet. avec lui, r\~st prfrisement de J'jn-o~jt>n1vablc de l'impensablc qui outre­
passe la negatmn llleme des pensabJt'S, de J'irTcpresentah)e qm csqUt\'e )a nega­
tion ml'me du rcpr~sentable." ("Funlwr. '11e paternal horizon of distance 
withdraws. by definition. from all quc.stiomnp; thaL wuuld purport to ohje<~ti(~, it. 
\Nhat it has to do with, m effccL is prcnsely t.he unohjectifiable of the unthink­
ahle th al goes beyond e\"Cll the nP~~lt1on of what is thinkable, the unrcpresen t­
able that avoids e\'en the negation of th<' representable.'") 
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of Rt~duction et donatfon ( 1989), it is the horizon of the ca11) a call 
that is undecidable but which could be the call of the father, that 
exercises itself before the claim of being. 

Let us add to this brief survey the fact that, in the "Reponses a 
quelques questions/) which is part of the Revue in 1991, Marion 
is apparently prepared to consider the connection between his 
earlier works and Reduction et donation. He is also prepared to dis­
cuss the possibility of a phenomenon of revelation, observing that 
"to my knowledge, this ]ocution does not occur in Reduction et 
donation, but a lucid reader cannot help but guess that the ques­
tion of revelation governs this work quite essentially. nw9 And in 
the subsequent essay, "The Final Appeal of the Subject," Marion 
concludes: "More essential to the l than itself, the gesture that 
interlocutes appears, freely but not \Vithout price, in the figure of 
the claim-as that which gives the I as a nl)'SP(f'rendered to il.mlf. 
Grace gives the myself to itsdf before the I even notices itself. My 
grace precedes me." 110 One could n1ake a case that we are re­
ferred here to the Christian God, the divine Giver. 

The Omission of the Es Gibt 

The idea that tv1arion has in mind a divine Giver brings us to 
consider a final question \Vith regard to Ri!duction et donation_, one 

that is raised in the Rroue by Jean Greisch. 111 Given his in tercst in 
donation, why does Marion not refer, in this work, to the Heidcg­
gerian material on es gibt? 11 '2 'The answer could lie in the earlier 
texts L 'idol.e et la distance and God v\lithout BPi.ng. In the former, 
Marion devotes several pages to a discussion of the es gibt. Begin-

111H Marion, RQQ, 73; my translation. We nmld arld to this list Marion's com­
ments in ·'Metaphysics anct Phenomenology: A Rdief for Theology';~ or in "Le 
phenomene sature,,, in Jean-Fran(ois Counine, Jean-Louis Chretien~ Michel 
Hcnry,Jean-Luc Manon, and Paul Ricoeur, Phinomhwlogu· rt theologu~ (Paris: Cri­
teri 0 n I 1992) [ h creaf te r Co urti Tl e ct aL' rn 1 79-128 [hereafter Mari Oil, P~~1 ; 
trans. by Thomas A. Carlson as .. The Saturated Phenomenon~~ in Philu.w>jJh_"f 
Toda:v 40 (Spring 1996): l 0~-24. 

lrn This essay appear~ in its fullesl lranslatccl form in Critchley and Dcws1 JJ.~. 

The quote is from p. 104. 
Ill Jean Grc1schl uL'hermeneutiquc darn:i la 'phcnomenologie comme telle,' ,, 

Revuf' de Mfla/1hys1que Pt dr Morale 96 1 no. l ( 1991): 43-63 !"hereafter Greisch, 
HP71. 

11 ~ Greisch, HJYJ: 56. Sec also O'Leary. 'JRSG, 251. 
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ning with the question about what "brings into presence~n he 
speaks of the "gift" of presence, the bringing into presence that 
is accomplished in the il y a.! 1 :1 It is about nwditaling, he suggests, 
not on that which there is, but on the fact Lhat there is a ~'there 
is,'· which gives in withdrmving. 114 It is about focusing not on the 
given, but on givenness, or donation. Referring to "Time and 
Being," Marion observes the play hetween donnrr ( Gebn~to 
give), donation (Gabe-the gift) a11d t.he es (fl-_ it).'F) Ile notes that 

1netaphysics masks the sense of giving, and that it is necessary to 
think donation from within dormrr and vice versa. 11

'i Importantly, 
Marion emphasizes that Heidegger has in mind no verbal subject, 
no cause, no ''indetern1inate power," when he speaks of the es. 117 

The es is named Ereignis, but Ereigms is nothing other than the 
giving that links being and ti1ne, which withdraws in their being 
given. In its withdrawal, however, the ErPignis reveals itself accord­
ing to its key characteristic: expropriation .118 

Thus the E-reignz.~, which achieves and ~of'.s beyond in this ontologi­
cal difference, never a(:cedes as much to its proper sense than in 
disappropriating itself, since this is also how it makes hsomerhing 
elsen accede to its charncte1;stic. It~ uab~encc'' recovers its highest 
uprcsence," its \vithdrawal coincides with ils proxirnity, since its rt> 

treat alone assures us of acceding to the '"approaching proximity, 
Nahhnt. ,~ 11 ~ 1 

Ereignis can never be objectified, and Marion emphasizes the simi­
larity between it and what he calls distance. 112° Further, he suggests 

i u As I have already mdicatcd, Marion observes that this is often the accepted 
French translation, while m~intanung a preference fr>r ca donnP. Marion, JJ), 
28:l. 

114 Marion, ID, 284. 
1 i:. Marion, ID. 285. 
m Manont ID, 286. 
L

17 Marion~ JD, 287. 
lL~ ~1arion, ID~ 288-90. 
w• ~larion. //), 291: ~·norn: l'F.rnt.il?ns, qm achhre et outrepasst> en cela la differ­

ence onLoloK1que, n'accPrlt" jamais autanl a son propre qu'en se d{~sappropr1ant 1 
pui.sque c \:st ainsi qu" ii Eut acceder ·amre chose' a son propn:. I .. 'fa·ng-ms, dans 
l'abandon. assure le dom~n. el clans 1~ thmner le donne a pcnser. Son ·ahsen<"e' 
reconvre sa plus hallle 'presence,· son retrait coincidt" avcc sa proximitl·­
puisque seul cc retraH nous assure d 1

acc(~dcr a la 'proximiti· apprnchantc~ Nah­
hnt.' '' 

iw I\.fanon~ ID, 291. 
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that Ereignis is like "paternal" distance, although in that case Ere­
ignis would need to be read according lo distance. m He explores 
such a reading, corning to the conclusion that ''the Ereignis can 
thus be understood in two wavs, not unifiable, not contradictory, 

/ , 

not concurrent: as such, the last v'mrd of being, and as medium or 
analogy of the trinitarian play (the gift of creation sending to and 
deepening itself in the origin a] filiation)." 1 ~~ The analogy is par­
ticularly strong in the case of withdrawal. 

Marion's treattnent of es gibt in L'idole el la distancPis quite posi­
tive. Because Ereignis precedes and so defies ontological differ­
ence, it achieves the indifference to difference that is Marion ·s 
chief interest. 12 :~ Its possible relationship to ~~paternal distance., is 
left open: there i~ no necessary ideological contradiction between 
them at this point, although God lV1:t1wut Beingwill read differently 
in this regard. But. most itnportantly for our purposes, there is in 
L 'idole et la distana the beginning of the link between the PS gibt 
and a divine Giver. This link will prove crudal to Marion's theo­
logical position, and hence it threatens to undermine his philo­
sophical interests. In God Without Bring~ during a lengthy passage 
concerning the es gi.bt where Marion elaborates two interpreta­
tions of giving~ we discover his strong desire nut only to think a 
donation anterior to that of being, but to speci~y a Giver, a desire 
that would fr>rbid the suspension of the horizon of donation. And 
in this desire it is possible to recognize \vhy Marion does not re­
visit the es gi,bt in Reduction f~t donation: his earlier interpretation of 
it \'vould cauterize his later argun1ent. 

In God Hlitlwut Being, f\.1arion construes God as gift in contrast 
to God as being. llis strategy involves not only showing that a 
tnetaphysical understanding of being is inadequate for God 
(along with Heidegger), but. in showing that the Heideggerian 
elevation of being apart from (but implicitly above) God itself 
fails and can be theologically dismissed. As part of the latter 1nove, 

Marion must once again deal with the 1)s Jfibt. He begins with the 

L~i Marion, ID, 292. 
•-::..: ti..fanon. ITJ, 2Dfi: HI .'ErngrnI pcut <lone s'entendre dt: rlenx manieres, .... non 

unifiahles, 111 contradic1oin-~'.'i, ni concurrentes: comme tt"'l, dernier mot de l'Etre, 
et commc -mMium Oll anatop;rm du j~u trinttaire (le don de creation renvoyant a 
et s~approfondissant dans la filiatum origmelle) ." 

/!!:~Marion, ff), ~m 1. 
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question of the relationship of the ~ift to being ( l'l~trr) and being 
( etani)' com1nen ting: 

No one more than Heidegger a11mved the thinking of the coinci­

dence of the gift with Bting/hcing, by taking literally the German 
es gibt, \vhcrein we recognize the French ii y a, there is: superirnpos­
ing one and the other! we would understand the fact that there 
should be (of course: being) as this fac.t lhat it gmes.t ra donne. Being 
itself is ddivercd in the mode of giving-from one end to the other 
along the path of his thought, from Snn und hJJt to h~11 und Snn, 
ti:om 1927-1962, Heidegger docs no£ cease to meditate on this 
equivalence. Do we not ddurle ourselves, then. hy claiming to dis­
cover in the gift an instance anterior to Heing/being that distorts 

the ontological difference of Being/being? Doe~ not that which we 
apprehend as ''othe1wisc than being' 1 constitute precisely its most 
adequate and most secret thought?':!-t 

In response to this questioning, he n1aintains that ugiff' and "giv­
ing" must be thought differently (not from each other~ but froin 
the Heideggcrian conception), and not beginning with being/ 
being. Marion gives two possible definitions of the gift/ giving: 

On the one hand there is the sense of the gift that leads, in the 
therr zs, to the accentuating of the it ffWes starting from the giving 
it~elf, thus starting from the giving in so far as it does not cease 
to give itself; in this case, the it that is supposed to give does not 
provide-any more than docs the impersonal ii on lhe threshold 
of the il )' <t-any privileg~d support. 12;-) 

This is Heidegger1 s interpretar.ioni involving no giver as such. It is 
interesting that Marion compares this giving to "what gives" in a 
painting, not only because visual art has a very i1nportant place in 
Marion's work, but because he speaks here of giving as appropria­
tion. 11n v\That gives in a work of art is neither painter nor canvas, 
but something else altogether that allows itself to be "seen": this 
is Marion's regular phcnon1enological rcfrain4 But here he inter­
prets the painting as idol rather than as icon-"gift as appropria-

1 ~" Marion, GWn, 102. 
1 ~~. :Viarion, Gt1'B, I0~-~-
1 ~ 11 Manon speaks of art m GW'J3 in his discuss10n of idols versus icons, and in 

La rrmsh~ du vHiblej 2nd ed. (Pans: Presses Univcrs1taircs de France, 1996) [he-re­
aftcr Marion, CV]. 
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tion) without any distance.~' 1 ~ 7 The question of expropriation is 
left hanging. 

The second interpretation Marion offers of the gift/giving dis­
tinction is as fr>llows (and I quote at length, because in this pas­
sage Marion reveals a number of significant ideas): 

On the other hand, t.hc gift can be understood starting from giv­
ing-at least, as it is accomplished by the giver. The gift must be 
understood according to giving~ but giving f_donatwn] must not be 
understood as a pure and simple giving [ donnerJ. Giving must be 
understood by ref erencc to the giver. Bet.ween the gift. given and 
the giver giving 1 giving does not open the ( quadri-) dimension of 
appropriation, but preserves distance. Distance: the gap that sepa­
rates definitively only as much as it unifies, since what distance gives 
consists in the gap itself. The giving traverses distance hy not ceas­
ing to send Lhe g-iven back to a giver, who. the first, dispenses the 
given as such-a sending destined to a sending ba<:k. Distance lays 
out the intimate gap between the giver and the gift, so that the self:. 
withdrawal of the giver in the gift may he rcarl on the gift, in the 
very fact that it refers back absolutely to the giver. Distance opens 
the intangible gap wherein circulate the two terms that accomplish 
giving in inverse directions. The giver is read on the gift, to the 
extent that the gift. repeats the giving of the initial sending by the 
giving of the final sending back. The gifl gives the giver to be seen, 
in repeating the giving backward. Sending ''"hich sends itself back, 
sending back i;vhich sends.-il is a ceaseless play of gi,'ing, where 
the terms are uniled all the more in that they are never confused. 
For distance, in \Vhich they are exchanged, also constitutes that 
vd1ich they exchange. 1 ~~ 

Here Marion expresses his position with admirable clarity. Giving, 
es gibt, is to be understood in terms of a giver, or rather, the giver. 
And soon after, Marion identifies this giver: HDoubtless we will 
na1ne it God, but in crossing God with the cross that reveals him 
only in the disappearance of his death anrl resurrection." i~n 
Granted, \Ve are in a book that has a theological orientation, but 
there is no undecidability about this giving. L•God" may be 
"crossed out," but it is certainly God 1vho orients the giving that 

l :!7 :\lam m. ( ;1rn. l 04. 
1 '2~ ~v1anon, GH/B, 104. 
i:z'., Marion, Gtt··B, 10z-,. 
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exceeds being. Marion tries to protect God fro1n reductionism 
not only by withdrawing God from intelligibility (by using the de­
vice of crossing out), but by introducing the horizon of distance. 
Distance serves co separate the terms (Giver and giving/ gift, but 
thereby also Giver and recipient)~ The question is whether or not 
distance can separate the terms sufficiently to allow for infinite 
interpretability~ IL seems to me that in making God an absolute 
term, Marion has potentially compromised his reading of es gibt. 
But at the same time~ \Vithin the horizon of "distance" he utilizes 
a mechanisn1 that might otherwise be called ''the trace, 11 and 
which functions to protect the aneconon1ic quality of the inter­
ruption ("Distance lays out the intin1ate gap between the giver 
and the gift., so that the self-withdrawal of the giver in the gift inay 
be read on the gift"). 

In response to the question ofjean Greisch, it may be that Mar­
ion avoids dealing with the es gibt question in H.eduction et donation 
because he has already spelled out its implications elsewhere. 
Since he wishes to preserve the undecidability of the call, he can­
not afford to insert his theological reading of rs gibt into this con­
texL 

On the face of it, it seems that the problen1s raised by I ~aruelle, 
Janicaud, Derrida, and Greisch are confirn1ed by the theological 
material that precedes Rrd11rtion et donation. But this is loo sin1ple 
a solution to a complex problem. We have, on the one hand, 
Marion insisting retrospectively that Reduction et donation is not a 
theological book, a view that is confinued by the letter (if not the 
spirit, according to some) of the text. But we have, on the other 
hand, an explicit confirmation by Marion that Reduction et dona­
tion fits in the context of his other works, which are either theo­
logical, or Cartesian, or both. And we also have his confirmation 
that Hto my knowledge, this locution [pheno1nenon of revela­
tion) docs not occur in Reduction et donation, but a lucid reader 
cannot help but guess that the question of revelation governs this 
woi-k quite essentially." How are we to resolve this tension? One 
way of interpreting it might be as follows. In Rhlnction et. donation, 
Marion is not ·writing an explicit work of theology: it demands 
no theological commitments and does not articulate theological 
themes. Instead, he sets out to develop a phenomenology, one 
that is expanded to encompass not only what is given in fullness 
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of intuition but also that which gives itseJfwithout the comp1etion 
of signification. Nevertheless, in so doing he is wurking at the 
border of phenornenology and theology becaus~ he wants to 
allow for the possibility that less usual "ol~jeclsn (that is, we learn 
more fully in fJa.nt donne, phenon1ena of revelation) tnight be 
brought within the realm of pheno1nenolop;ical studyY0 Now, to 
the extent that Marion works at this interface, his work is very 
relevant for a renewed consideration of the relationship between 
philosophy and theology, particularly as it is opened by phenome­
nology. But the problems that arise at this interface are many, 
and they are articulated to a greater or lesser degree by the objec­
tions to his work that. are represented above. It is not si1nply a 
question of Marion's having theological presuppositions in \~Til­
ing Reduction et donation, because the answer t.o that question is 
both yes and no. \\le have seen instead that beneath this general 
charge lie 1nore specific questions that relate to the nature of 
phenomenology as such. Claiming that Marion has a theological 
agenda 1nay be accurate, but it will also be confusing unless the 
main game is kept in mind. In fine, can phenomenology as a 
methodology sustain more than can be comprehended? If yes, 
then the theological connections 1night be validly developed. If 
no, then it seems that Marion's work fails, and further that there 
is no point pursuing phenomenology's relationship wjth theol­
ogy~ Vt.le are left, in the context of the present study, apparently 
unable to resolve the phenomenological problen1 of the gift~ and 
therefore unable to resolve the challenge this problem poses to 
theology without recourse lo dogmatic override. It is for this rea­
son that this study, oriented as it is by thal theological challenge, 
is driven chiefly to consider phenomenological concerns. To see 
how Marion reorients his phenomenology with an eye to his crit­
ics in Reduction et donation, we turn to the develop1nents of f'tant 

donne. 

Ut) There is an amh1guiLy i11 Marion's work between Lhe use of the term.s re11rJa­
twn and Revelation. He-re [ \vill use the capimlized term when I am speaking of a 
specific event occurring m faith, jn the Chnstian tradition. 



5 
Being Given 

IN DE1''ENSJ~ OF GIVENNESS 

ETANT DONl .. rit published in 1997, represents the fullest account 
of Marion ~s phenon1enology to date. Divided into tive hooks, this 
1nonument.al \\'Ork repeats but also clarities and extends the 
achievements of Reduction et donation, responding to many of the 
criticisms leveled at that prcdect. At the moment we are con­
cerned largely with the first book, which focuses on the formula 
reached in the final pages of Reduction et donation and developed 
in the article "L'autre philosophie premiere et la question de la 
donation": '"as much reduction, as n1uch givenness." 1 It is the 
same formula that Henry affirms in his article in the Rn.me.'.! Much 
as the title Redurtion et donation leaves open a useful ambiguity, 
Etan! donni allows Marion to in1plicate different pheno1nenologi­
cal questions. While he plays with various alternatives, Marion ulti-
1nately suggests that we read ~~being given" as .. it gives itself," 
making t5tant auxiliary to donnl, and so focusing on the giving.:\ 

1 Carlson's translation of ··aurant de recluctton, amant de douation" m Rnlut­
tum and (;iz1rmu1.u is "so much redurtwn. so much gn·cnncss.'" \htnon, R4G, 
20~t I prefer "as much'' for aulanl bccaust'" it keeps the sense of proportion 
het\'t/t"Cll lhc exlt'Jl( of tht' rt"duct1on and tht' yidcling- or givenness. For thf' mtcr­
ven mg article, .-,ee Jean-Luc :\,Ianou. · · L ·all •re- philosop}11e premiere cl la q ues­
uon de la donauonl ., lnstnut Catholiquc de Pans, Phifosophlf 17: f,t slatul 

mntnnporrw1 df lu jJhifosojllm' jnnnih·e (Pan:-:.: lleauschcsne, 1996) ~ 29-50~ 49 lh~rc­
after l\farion. L4PP1, ~9. 

'.! lndeccl. !\fa.non mdicales that it is because of Henry's. ··,~alidation ~· of the 
formula that he '"t_lare~" tn raise it tn :-i •·principle~'' of phenomenolohf)'. f\.farinn. 
ED. 24. 

:~ f\.fanon effc<~1s a shift. from wvr•nJwu 10 htrnt-donm;, a mm·e that is exp1ic1lt"d 
by Carlson, again as trans)aLor. in a footnote to ~farion's article ··~-ktaphysics 
and Phenomenoloti;iy: A Relief fc.H" Thcoloh)l'Y~ '' 583: ., "The gh·en of Bemg' l lf 
donn/ d'ii/r,vJ defines every be mg as 'a heing-g1\·cn ~ I' un html dmrnlj. \ 1Vith dw 
hyphenation of 1;lr111/-1/onnr. which wt.~ translate as twmg-grut'Jl, rvlarion neales a 
smg1e term Lhat n:~onates 011 sevPral l<~v<_.ls. On the one hand. one can read the 
simp1e construction when:m a noun, f'htwl or u 11 1'ta111, is modified by an i:H~jec-
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Marion seems to echo Heidegger here-the given attests to its 
givenness, rather than its entitiveness; the given folds back on its 
givenness, which is "the fold of the given~"·1 Eta-ni donne is driven 
by two questions-and these we note well: whether or not phe­
nomenology can go beyond metaphysics~ and \Vhether or not Rev­
elation can be considered as a phen01nenone In this sense, t~tant 
donne is heir not only to Reduction et donation but also to a slim but 
significant volume published in 1992: Phenomenologi.e el theologi.e, a 
coHection of essays by Michel Henry, Paul Ricoeur, Marion, and 
Jean-Louis Chretien, with an introduction by Jean-Fran\ois Cour­
tine. Many of those named by Janicaud are represented in this 
lisL:) vVhile the phenomenon of revelation is under consideration, 
Marion insists-in response to his critics-that he is not suggest­
ing we have to posit a transcendent donor, that he is not restoring 
metaphysics, and that he is not restoring the place of the tran­
scendental subject, but si1nply allowing for the primary self-giving 
of "that which shows itself."t> 

It is perhaps in response to those san1e critics that Marion un­
dertakes an extensive defense of his reduction to givenness, trac­
ing the link between them (reduction and givenness) to Husserl's 
The Idea of Phenomenology. Using four textual examples, he argues 
from Husserl that (a) it is not the appearing alone that validates 
a phenomenon as a given, but its reduced character; (b) that the 
phenomenological reduction operates to exclude the transcen­
dence of what is not given absolutely, or (c) that transcendence 
and immanence are redefined in relation to the reduction; and 
(d) that the reduction allows for the transcendent to become in1-
manenL In other words, all the examples qualify Gegebenheit in 
terms of the quality of the reduction. Marion observes: "The link 
between reduction and givenness is found to be established, and 

tive, donne) thus yielding thP g1Vm lmng or a gwen bemg. On the other hand, one 
can also read the common French locution "(~tan t donnc ( que)," which in its 
normal usage means 1 being given' (that) or 'seeing that.' Phenomenology allows 
one to thmk the being-given in every given being, and thus the precedence of 
givenness over beings and their Being. The term givennf'ss itself can convey at 
least three interrclat~d senses: giving, givenness, and the given." 

-1 Mari on, E.TJ, 6-7. 
') Courtine et al., PT. 
ti Marion, ED, 10-11. 
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by Husserl himself. A phenomenon only becomes absolutely 
given according to the extent to which it is reduced.H7 And in the 
satne way that Marion reemphasizes the credibility of his reading 
of Husserl, he reexan1ines the Heideggerian material with a view 
to legitimating his association of both thinkers with a reduction 
to givenness. Marion's echoing of Heidegger is therefore not acci­
dental, and where he excluded discussion of the fJ gibt (which he 
translates ra donne) from Reduction et donation, here he reflects on 
it in depth.8 

In Being and Time) the ra donne accompanies and precedes be­
ing's opening out according to the horizon of time, the only non­
ontic exa1nple of what makes being accessible. Being comes to 
Dasein under the figure of givenness. Heidegger affirms that the 
phenomenality of being ( l'etre) does not show itself in being (en 
etant) or as a being ( un etant), but according to givenness.9 Never­
theless, there is still an overt dependence on Dasnn. Not until the 
later text HTime and Being" does Heidegger recognize that being 
cannot be thought according to its own horizon, and hence dis­
cover the need to talk about a new horizon, that of givenness. 
Marion explains: 

To think uit gives" being (and time), to transpose being into the 
regime of givenness, nevertheless implies nothing arbitrary; firstly 
because it is necessary to recognise the impossibility of holding 
being in the horizon of being (only a being is, being is not), thus 
the obligation to assign to it a new horizon; subsequently because 
givenness, as soon as its first description, allows a reading of the 
most essential trait of being in its difference with being, its with­
drawal.1" 

7 Marion, ED, 24-25. 
8 Marion argues that the translation "il )1 a" .. in effect masks all the semantics 

of givenness which nevenheless structure the '11s gibt.' " ED, 51 IL 

~ 1 Marion, ED, 50-53. 
10 Marion, ED, 54: "Penser que "cela dorme' l'etre (et le temps), transposer 

done I' etre en regune de la donation n. implique pourtant aucun arbitraire; d. a­
bord parce qu'il faut reconnaitrc rimpossibilite de tenir l'etre dans l'horizon 
de l'etre (seul rl:tant est, I'etre n'est pas), done l'ohligation de !'assigner ~1 un 
nouvel horizon; ensuite parce quc la donation, des sa premiere description, 
pennet de lire le traH le plus csscntid de l'etre en sa differance d'avcc l'etant, 
son retrait." 
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This withdrawal (of the gift) is an essential part. of the giving. 11 

Between the giving and the gift there must be a difference that 
maintains ontological difference. Thus we do not really think 
being so much as its retreat. n 

Does Heidegger succeed in thinking givenness? Marion begins 
his response by saying that the rfla is not tu be thought as an 
enigmatic power, Lhat it must not be thought, according to Hei­
degger, as a cause. It has to remain indeterminate. Heidegger is 
bracketing all transcendence: it is the giving, not the Hit," that is 
important. Yet Heidegger gives the cela the nmne Ereip;nis, and 
Marion argues that this actually obscures the donative aspect. Ere­
igms does end up functioning as an indeterminate power, since 
Heidegger does not. preserve the indeterrninaqi' of the "iL" \far­
ion also \\'onders whether, if being disappears in the event, it 
ineets the phenomcnologica1 exigency that it be exposed in the 
eel.a donne. Dol':s the thinking of the Ereignis represent a pheno1ne­
nological advance or a back\-Vard step? For Marion, Ereignis dissin1-
ulates givcnne~s. Asking whether the retreat. leads back to 
givenness, being, or Ereig;nis, Marion asserts that it goes back to 

givenness, but that Heidegger does not want to confirm this en1-
phasis. Heidegger and Husserl thus effcctivc1y reach the same 
point. Although they make use of givenness, they do not affirm it 
as the key, hut instead focus on other principles: ol~jectivity and 
l~~rrign.is~ f'vlarion ,s solution is to link givenness with reduction, a 

reduction that \Vould not delimit any horizon. Givenlless \Vould 
in this wav becon1e its own horizon. L:~ 

I 

Having reasserted the legitimacy of his reading Husserl and 
Heidegger in terms of givenness, Marion then explores what giv­
enness as a horizon might n1ean. Givenness only ever appears 
indirectly, in the fold of the given. i.i As an example, he considers 
a painting, looking for ways in which its givenness might become 
apparent. F> The painting might be seen as present-to-hand, yet 

11 \farion, Jill, 55; "pour donucr ]t' don. le donner doll .~·en ret1rcrn ( .. to give 
the gilt the givmg nmsl wnluJraw'·) ~ 

1 ~ )Janon. H/J. :J4-~)fi. 
u 1'.farion, liD, :Jti-60. 
i 1 Like o1!jecti\'Hy in its Unk wirh the o~ject, or Being in tts difference from 

bemg. 
i_", Marioi 1, J:J), 60--fi2. 
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Marion maintains that the painting is more than the smn of its 
dots. It subsists beyond its visibility: its appearance is not only in 
its subsistence. Another way of looking at the painting is to sug­
gest that it is ready-at-hand. This is a better option because it gives 
a sense of craftspersonship. It is subsistent, but there is something 
to see in it besides what is visible. The painting implies a painter 
or several painters, as well as spectators, an intention to paint, 
materials used, and so forth. In other words, it den1ancls a deci­
sion to want to see more than the subsistent visible. However, this 
understanding is limited to functional operations and ends. 11

i The 
painting is not really anything if it is taken in the manual sense. 17 

A third path is to suggest that the painting be considered in its 
entitiveness. This is the Heideggerian approach, where art cap­
tures the truth of the being. But does it? Marion suspects that 
Heidegger remains tied to metaphysics here, since art is ordered 
to an end, be it beauty or truth. 1

H He suggests instead that beauty 
appears independently of the being of a painting. We see some­
thing as beautiful not because of its own thingness but because it 
captures a sensP of things. The beauty is irrcal. Marion offers the 
possibility that the work of art, far from capturing the truth of the 
being, actually fi.~ees itself fro1n it. 1 ~ 1 In the end, the painting is 
not.20 The paradox of a painting is that it is not, and yet it appears 
all the more. In what, then, does the phenmnenality of the paint­
ing consist? Marion uses Baudelaire to explain: what a painting 
requires is melody. The nonvisual analogy is used to express 
something that cannot be expressed in terms of real visibility. 
\\Then a painting lacks melody it lacks its event-principle, its effect, 

ir. The p~unting hmcttons as (a) an aesthetic o~ject of pleasur~, (b) an ol~jcct 
of value m the marketplace, or (c) an object of en ti cal judgnwnt. None of these 
assessments really grasps the painting as it gives itself. J\fanon, ED, fi3-65. 

17 Marion, ED, fi!l-67. 
ix Marion, BJ, 67-69. 
'!'Once again he gives three examples. The panning is indifferent to the ontte 

circumstances of its appearance-it can be reprinted many times, but its beauty 
will be affirmed only by other critena. It does not appear berause it is, hut 
because It exposes itself; physical reality a]one is not sufficienl Lo make it remark­
able. To see a painting, it is not sufficient just to see it. The excess of the paintiug 
imposes it~elf on me, gives itself to me. Further, paintings demand rensitation. 
The painting does not consist of its thmgness hnt in its mode of appearing. 
whKh can repeat itself at each vu.~wing in a new rnorle. 

~0 Marion. Im. 69-72. 
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which is the invisible life of the painting.~t The effect defines the 
pheno1nenality of the painting-its givenness. That invisibility 
can give itself is not contradictory, but becomes possible \vhen we 
bracket those things that do not belong to a given 's pure phenom­
enality: its objectivit)' and its thingness. Invisibility makes visible. 
So it becomes possible to speak of other things that give them­
selves without oqjectivity, such as timt\ life~ and one's word; or 
without being~ such as death, pea(e) and sense. I\llarion uncovers 
here a new class of phenomena, vindicating his idea of a reduc­
tion to pure givenness.22 It is at this point that we begin to see 
how revelation will become significant as a potentially invisible 
phenomenon~ 

The idea that the phenomenon can he reduced to a pure given 
is subject to two objections, which Marion reduces to one. He 
obse1ves that there are some phenomena that define themselves 
by their irreducibility to givenness, such as death and nothing­
ness, and asks whether or not there are two types of phenmnenal­
ity, one that reduces to the given and the other that. does not. 
What would this mean for the universa]ity of givenness? Then he 
asks whether his reduction, which goes beyond the reduction 
both to o~jectivity and to Hbeingness, '' is really the ultimate in 

reductions.2:
1 "These two quest.ions (universality~ pritnacy) join 

themselves into one: how to justify the privilege given to given­
ness?"24 We fo1low his response to these o~ject.ions in some detail, 
for it is highly significant for both phenomenology and theology. 
Marion begins by saying that. no thing is, or affects us, except 
insofar as it is given to us.~5 He maintains that this is even the case 
with regard to the nothing-givenness by <lenegation-a given­
ness by absence or lack. It is a matter of discerning the type of 
givenness rather than the fact of givenness. The nothing gives 

t 1 Marion, ED, 72-73. Marion uses Cezanne to describe the effect: it engages 
the soul, rather than perception or emotion. "l.'effet fait vibrer Lime de vibra­
tions, qm, b1cn cvidemment, nc rcpr(~scntent aucun objet, ni aunm etant, et nc 
peuvent elles-memcs sc dl"crire ou sc representer sur le mode des etants ct des 
objets." r:JJ, 75. 

~2 Marion, Im, 73-78. 
~: 1 With regard to the reduction to bcingness. Marion uses Ptrmtit! and connects 

it to Heidegger. 
'.L-i Marion, h1J, 79. 
~!ri Marion, ED, 79-80. 
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itself in anxiety, and this is nut only a negative giving but a positive 
one. 21; The obscurity of the non-appearing gives itself (a) as the 
incomprehensible, where it gives the excess of the infinite (like 
Denys and Descartes); (b) as the weakness of intuition, where it 
gives the ideal of reason (Kant, Husserl); and (c) according to the 
negative, where it gives dialectic (Hegel). Ernptiness gives itself in 
deception of the anticipation of perception, in desire.27 These 
are, in fact, givennesses without a given. Husserl has already sug­
gested that this is the case with nonbeing, counter-sense, and con­
tradiction. In other words, Marion argues, givenness is not the 
sarne as intuition. There can be a given that docs not fulfil intu­
ition. 28 Marion suggests that deconstruction thus rests on "la do­
nation differee. " 29 Rather than non-givenness, Husserl speaks of 
enlarged givenness, although Husserl is to be interpreted care­
fully on the question of" rcprcsen tation." Everything is given, but 
sometimes in an empty n1anner. Additionally, there can be no 
exceptions to givenness, so it makes no sense to speak of a non­
givenness or a negative givenness, since these must be first do­
nated. :rn 

~larion notes the further objection that givenness presupposes 
the givenness to someone (ego, consciousness~ subject, Dasein, 
life). This would mean that givenness would except those whom 
it affects. In the case of death, there would be no recipient and 
therefore no givenness. Yet according to Heidegger. death deter­
mines Dasein, which is paradoxicaL For Heidegger, death is Da­
sein' s possibility par excellence, and defines its proper possibility. 
Death does not. abolish the Dasein to which it gives, but gives to 
Dasein its ultimate determination of being, which is being-toward­
death. 31 Death gives impossibility; it gives the experience of fini-

26 It gives itself by the intuilion of essPnces or by categorial mtmtion. 
'!.

7 Marion, f~D, 81-82. 
2

i=i This is also a L~vinasian insight. 
21

} Manon) ED~ 82. This is very important in terms of the failure of the reduc­
tion. 

:rn Marion, f1J~ 81-84. 
:n I\fariont ED, 84-86. Of course, Heidegger's understanding of death is in this 

way very diflerent from that of Lt':vinas) for whom death always refers to the 
death of the Other. 'Thhi is Lhe fundamental difference between my ethical 
analysis of death and H.eirleggcr'~ onto]ogical analysis. Whereas for Heidegger 
death is my rleatb, fr)r me iL 1s the otlwr~s death." Levinas in Kearney, DCC1~ 62. 
ln Derrida's discussion of Heidegger~ Lcvinas, and death in GD at 41-47, he 
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tude as an existential determination of Dasein.:~'.! So according to 
Marion, even death and nothingness arc given in givenness, indu­
bitably.:~:) Now, the indub1tability without condition of givenness 
would bccon1e unacceptable if it were conceived in a substantial 
n1ode. Instead~ it can only he conceived as an act, and not a per­
sonal one! but a phenon1enological one that cannot be separated 
from the reduction. Thus Marion holds that to affinn the univer­
sality of givenness it is sufficient to t.1)1 lo deny it. It is always c.:on­
finned in its retrcaL:-..i 

Having affirmed his reading of Husserl and extended his read­
ing of Heidegger, Marion is able to present a strong case f<lr the 
legitimacy of a reduction to givenness. But there ren1ains a final 
issue to deal with: whether or not he has gone too far in using 
"givenness" to coordinate a number of words that have distinct 
meanings and usages (es gibt,, geben, gtgfben, Gabl', Gebung, Gtgt'ben­
hrit). Once again, he declares that it is not about exploiting an 
ambiguity but about. stating a fact. The a1nbiguity is certainly 
there, but he does not find it necessarv to exclude an idea that 

I 

simply coordinates these differcut meanings. Looking further at 
the inevitable a1nbiguity of la donation., Marion explains that it has 
an ineluctable duality. It n1eans t.he given gift') hut it has also a 
sense of givenness that disappears in the given. A1nbiguity is really 

compares death as a moment of authcnlicity and the responsibility \\'l" bear for 
the nllwr\ death. Blanchol picks up 011 the solipsism mherent 111 Heidegger's 
perspectn-·c of death as ultimate possibility of nnpossihi1it.y. See Blanchot, SI..,, 
especially in Lhe section entiLled ''The Work and Death~s Space'': ··can I dk? 
Havt" l lhe pm\Tr Lo die? Tlus question ha!i no foru· t·xccpl when all the escape 
routes han~ been rqected. It is when he corH·euLrates cxdus1vdy upon himself 
in che cer1ainty of his mortal condition that m;rn 's concern is Lo make death 
possible. It <loes no( suffice for hnn Lhal ht' is monaL lie undtTstamls tha1 he 
bas to become mortal, that he must be mortal nvice over: so\"ere1gnly, extremely 
mortal.""' SL, 96. 

'.i~ rvtarionl lm, 86-87 
T\ It is a little like Descanes's arp;urnent for the existence of tbe cogitn. except 

that the induhitahihty fact.or 1s different. Concerning- the indnbitability of the 
ego. it is pnsscss10n that is invoked, whereas the indub1tahility of givenness has 
to do with ahanclonnwnt. Givenness abandons itsc1f in favor of th~ given. The 
mduhttable is never a being but a universal act. Ilow? Not as a transcendental (if 
indubitability were a transcendental it \voulcl impose itself prior to experience; 
transcendentals fix expenence-g1venncss excet'ds It). The indubitahility of giv­
enness is not like that of the ego, but its invPrsr~, all hough it does not destroy it. 
Manon, ED, ~7-89. -

:i4 Marion, nJ. 89-90. 
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the essence of givenness, and trying to do away with the reversion 
of the given to givenness would mean doing away with the given 
itself7) Gegebenheit is, as his critics have pointed out., very difficult 
to render, but Marion claims that his choice to translate it by la 
donation is faithful to Husserl's use.:\tl This is because Hgivenness" 
keeps the t\~m senses of givenness: the result of givenness (the 
given) and givenness as a process (to give).~)7 

RETHINKING THI<~ GIFT 

In the second of the five hooks that make up J?tant donne, Marion 
addresses the question of the gift by placing it in the context of 
givenness. It forms a direct response to Derrida\s analysis of the 
gift on tvvo fronts: Marion asserts both that phenomenology is 
possible and that~ fron1 a phenomenological perspective, the gift 
is also possible. In what follows I will draw material from two 

sources, both Elnn.l donni and the earlier (in French) "Esquisse 
d'un concept phenomenologique du don,H only 1nore recently 
available in English as a chapter in T\1erold \i\lestphat1s Po.~imodern 
Philoso/Jhy and Christian Tlwught.:u~. The theological setting of the 
article (hereafter referred to as "the Sketch',) has a particular 
pertinence to our discussion, while lltant donnf presents the mate­
rial with greater lucidity. 

Marion introduces the second book of f)ant donnf again with a 

y, \larion, fJ), 91-97. 
·~G Th ts may weH be lhc case in Fn~nch, but when it is retranslated mto English 

there is a problem. 
:~7 Marion no\es that U:hvith uses t\vo different words (tfonm;r and prrsn1ff) but 

asks how we are to dPnde between them on any g1ve11 occas1on. Importantly, he 
aho asks whether or no• t:{ivenncss 1s to he f'qualed with prcst-'nce. ~Ianon. FD. 
97-99. Ht: daims thaL Lhc t.ranslarion or Gegl'bnthnt by donnh-' IS inadequate. 1'.-br-
1011, lW, 99-100. 

:~H HS ketch of a Phcnomenolog1cal Concept of the Gift." It appeared m Frendi 
as "Esquisse d \m concept ph(~noml·1wlog1q ne du don" in A rrhww di jilosrifia, 
Anno 62, nos. 1-:-~ (19~)4): 75-94 [hereafter ~fariou~ EL and 1s now translated bv 
John Couley, S.J-; and Danielle Poe as part of Post111orln11 Philo.mf>h), and Cltnstw~1 
Thought, eel. Mcrold Weslphal (Bloommgton: Indiana U n1vt-rs11y Press, 1999). 
122-43 [hereafter Marion, SPC(;]. All translation mine un]ess mdicated. hant 
donnr represents a more developed form of the argument, as Marion mdicalcs 
in .'WCG, 14:) n. 
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reply to his critics. His interest in givenness is not theologicall)' 
motivated, and it has no necessary metaphysical in1plications. Yet 
a juxtaposition of this text with the introduction of the Sketch is 
revealing. In the Sketch, Marion professes his interest in the links 
belween the gift and revelation. The latter is characterized by an 
excess of intuition that gives it the appearance of a gift. We might 
see here something of the influence of Paul Ricoeur, who speaks 
of religious ~'feelings" (sentiments) "belonging to an econon1y of 
the gift, with its logic of superabundance, irreducible to the logic 
of equivalence. ";m For Marion, both revelation and the gift can be 
thought fro1n the horizon of givenness, which is the horizon of 
phcnomenology.·w In the article, he undertakes his analysis of the 
gift with a view to coming to an understanding of revelation. But 
returning to fJant donne, \Ve see the theological interest subject to 
far greater limitations~ In this text~ the phenrnnenological consid­
erations are paramount: the task is to think givenness other than 
according to the model of efficient causality, a task that will in­
volve thinking givenness along the lines of the gift.·11 

Noting that the gift has com1nonly been understood in tenns 
of causality (giver gifts gift to recipient) and that such a (meta­
physical) understanding defeats the gift, Marion asks whether or 
not the gift 1nust remain an aporia. This leads hiln to an exposi­
tion and evaluation of Derrida's analysis of the gifL The merit of 
Derrida's discussion, he notes in the Sketcht is that it makes evi­
dent the connection between the problcrn of the gift and the 
problem of givenness. Using the Aristotelian terms of causality 
(which Derrida himself does not), Marion describes the n1eta­
physical gift economy that Derrida has observed: H the donor gives 
the gift as an efficient cause, using a formal cause and a material 
cause (which is the gift) follo,ving a final cause (the good of the 
recipient and/ or the glory of the donor); these four causes per­
mit givenness to satisfy the principle of sufficient reason. " 4~ Mar-

.. ~~ 1 Paul Ricocur, "Experience et langage dans k discours religieux" [hereafter 
Ricoeur, EWRL in Courtine et al., VJ: 15-38~ 16. It is of interest that Ricoeur 
uses the phrase 11 economy of the gift" but connects it with '"superabundance'J 
rather than ''equiva1encc." Are we to read him in terms of B~taille on economy? 

40 Marion, r;. 7S; SPCG~ 122-23. 
41 Marion. HJ, 108. 
~ 2 Marion. f~, 76-77: ··it: <lonateur donne le don romme nne cause efficiente, 

utilise une cause fonnelle et une cause materiellc (ce qui est comme le don) 
suivant une cause finale (1e bien du donataire et/ou la gloire du donateur); 
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ion very deliberately links the metaphysical principles of causality 
and reason with the character of economy that undermines the 
gift. 

Marion then examines each of Derrida's arguments. First there 
is the demand for a lack of reciprocity. The recipient must not 
make any return to the giver: the gift (or givenness) disappears as 
soon as it enters into a situation of exchange. Once again, Marion 
relates this to the need to satisfy the principle of sufficient reason, 
"that of identity and the fourfold causality which the economy 
follows in its metaphysical regime. " 4:l Derrida's next argument is 
an extension of the first: the recipient must not only not return 
anything to the giver but tnust remain unaware of the gift re­
ceived. Here Marion n1akes an apparent modification to Derri­
da's point: "The recipient only profits fro1n a gift-sheer 
gratuity-if he does not interpret it immediately as gift having to 
be given back, a debt to repay as soon as it is possible. "H The 
word immediately is of interest, because upon n1y reading Derrida 
is less concerned with an in11nediate return than with any return 
as such:Vi Marion has observed a connection with time, but it is 
not the same connection Derrida makes, as we will later obsctvc. 
He also questions Derrida's belief that a refused gift is annulled 
in the same way as one that is accepted, arguing that there are 
many gifts that go unrecognized, such as life and love, and possi­
bly also death and hate. 46 Marion's interpretation of this lack of 

ces quatre causes pennettent ,) la donation de satisfaire au principe de raison 
suffisante." SPCG, 124: J:D, 109. 

4:\ Manon, E, 77: "celui d'identile et la causalite quadrifrmne que suit, en son 
regime metaph ys1quc. 1' econ om ie." SPC(;, 124. This analysis is largely repeated 
m F.D, 108-10. 

H Marion, E, 77: HLe donataire ne henefic·ie d~un don-ptu-e gratmte-que 
s'il ne l'intcrpretc pas imme<liatcment comme don devant etre rendu~ deue a 
rembourser des q ue possible." SPCG. 125; EU, 11 I. 

·t!l Derrida's reading of Mauss on the possibility of delayed repayment is of 
interest here. Derrida notes the dfffha ntf' that is "msaibed m thr thrn~ it.seff' by 
the requirement of delay (GT/, 40). But this does not seem to remove~ for Der­
rida, Mauss·s gift from the cycle of economy. Perhaps an argLtment could he 
mounted, and this may be Marion's insight, that the delay or diflerance is suffi­
cient to disrupt the complete return of the gift. In other words, by the time 
the gift is recogmzed in a counter-gift, a retLtrn to the identity of the gift is 
unpossiblc. 

46 Marion, t;, 78; SPCG, 125; 1:1J, 111 11. Manon says that the true gih is one 
where there is no ol~ject: "VVhen one gives life, tht're is no o~ject, when one 
gives death, there is no 0~1ect, when one g-ives forgiveness, one gives no o~ject. 
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recognition is that the gift exceeds consciousness: a misunder­
stood gift remains perfectly given, since this n1eets the condition 
of no recognition;n By virtue of this possibility, Marion suggests 
that the gift thus does not depend on the recipient, and even 
goes so far as to say that the recipient can be phenomenologically 
suspended.-ix 

The third of Derrida's argun1ents, Marion notes, concerns the 
donor, who rnust also forget the gift Re1nembering is at the risk 
of self-congratulation: any reward would return the gift to the 

donor. !vlarion refers the donor~s awareness of the gift to the ego, 
the transcendental and constitutive 11 and since the gift is not 
where there: is an ego, the donor can be suspended in a way simi­
lar to the recipient.·19 Derrida's last argument relates to the gift 
itself: for there to be gift, the gift cannot appear as gift. Marion 

It is [the law oll the gift that one doesn't hold to an o~ject." Jean-Luc Marion, 
personal interview~ 21 November 1996 Lhereaft~r Marion, Sorbonne intetvicw]. 

17 '"Le rlmwtaire ne sait pas et n 'a pa..~ ~l connaitre qud don lui advknt prcdsc­
nwnt parn· qu'tm rlon peut et doit surpasscr toul.e dairc- conscience" ("The 
recipient does not know anct does not need LO be acquamted with whatever gifL 
happens to him or her~ precisely because a gift can and should surpass aH dear 
consciousness"). Marion, Et 78; SP<:(;} 125; ED, 111. This is a crucial point in the 
debate bel\'\1ct"n Lhe t\.vo allf hors. Derrida is seeking not to reduce the gifl ro 
ronscions1wss, and he does this by maintaining a radical amcrionty and endless 
unrlccidahility. Marion likewise does not wish to reduce the gift to conscious­
ness, hut he does so by Laking the path of excess, where mtentio11ality has a 
con tent but no ol~ject, much as with Descartes's idea of the intinit.e. Do these 
two paths ultimately coincide? To the extent that Marion is prepared to name 
his excess, perhaps not. With regard to the misunderstood girt, it seems Derrida 
may agn:"e to some extent. However, Derrida distmguishcs between a misunder­
stood girt (not recognized as gift) and an unappreciated gift (rcn_~ived as gift 
but not wanted). )ilarion does rmt always deal cons1stendy with this issue, and 
his text can appear seH'-contradicLory~ as he goes on to say that a refused gift is 
still fully given. See Jacques Derrida, ~'At This Vet)' !\foment in This -~Nork Here 
I A .. m." originally in Textf' ... pour .Hmmanud Leomas, and then m Jacques Derrida! 
P.;;\·du;: lmwnlwn.'i de l'autn' (Paris: Galilee~ 1987), L'J9-202~ translated hy Ruhen 
B<.~rezdivin for inclusion in the collection RP-rnuling Lnm10s, ed. Robert Bernas~ 
com and Simon Cntchley (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), 11-48 
[hereafter Derncta, A1VM]. 

·t>~ "La donation suppose don(" r f./10/dzl du donataire. n Madon, 1~·, 78; SPCG, 
l ~5; l::V1 111-12. This seems a liu-gc step to take. Mario11 appears to be trymg to 
say that whether or not a gift 1s given docs not depend on the recipient. But at 
the same time~ a rcciptenl remains one of the conditions of im/possihility of the 
gifL \tanon will make- much of phenomenological hrarket!ng, Intl I am not 
altogether l·ertain thal it al"-.·ays \.vorks. 

111 1\.farion, E, 78; SPCGt 12!>; ED, l 12-13. 
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makes much of this uapparition" of the gift (/'apparition): Jt IS 

the visibility (what he redefines in Etant donne as the Bpermanent 
visibility," or subsistence in presence or objectivity) of the gift as 
such that annuls it..!w Yet he observes that Derrida here recovers 
Heidegger1 s "phenu1nenology of the inapparenL~~:i1 For Marion, 
the non-appearance of the gift does not impede the ph"n01neno­
logical task: if the gift itself does not appear, there can still be 
a phenomenology of giving. Marion therefore finds baffling the 
paradox that Derrida e1nbraces, which he expresses in /~'Lant dormi 
as an aporia: "Either the gift presents itself in presence, and dis­
appears fron1 givenness, to becon1e inscribed in a n1etaphysical 
systen1 of exchange; or the gift does not present itc;e]C but thus 
no longer becomes visible at all, thus closing all phenomenality 
of givenness. n'.l~ The two o~jections of Janicaud and Derrida with 
regard to givenness (its being i1nplicated in metaphysical schemes 
of causality or subsistence in presence) are reflected in the gift. 

Marion's solution is to think, along the lines of Levinas, a gift 
that excepts itself from being and therefore from presence 
thought as subsistence.=':~ Yet Marion pushes the analysis further, 
and here his real point of disagrcc1nent with Derrida will emerge. 
He quotes Derrida's observations: "the truth of the gift ... stif:. 
fices to annul the gift.," and "the truth of the gift is equivalent 
to the non-gift or to the non-truth of the gift."·q Reading these 
statements via a process of fonnal argument, he arrives at two 
possible ways of understanding them. Following one way, he sug­
gests that non-gift and non-truth are equivalent, and that there­
fore the gift is the truth. Alternatively, he suggests that the 
state1nents n1ean to oppose the gift and the truth, making them 
mutually exclusive. Marion tends toward accepting the first inter­
pretation, while proposing that Derrida would probably favor the 
second.r>:> In the debate at Villanova, and in response to this vet)' 
point, Derrida 1naintains: "I would say that, in fact, if I had to 

~10 Marion, El.J. 1 l~-14. 
:d Marion. F., 79. 
:,~Marion. E, 79-8(); SP(:(;~ 126~ BJ~ 11 ;1-15. 
:o.:~ I\·1arion, Hl. 11 S- l {). 
~14 Manon, F:, HO~HL .)'PC(;, 127-28, quoted from Derrida~ IYFI, 42. In transla­

tion i1 is from Derrida~ CT/, 27. 
Yi This disn•ssion all takes place in the text of the Sketch~ bu• the assonat10n 

of the gift and the truth ts relegated to the footnotes of hant dmwl. 
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choose, it would not be so sitnple .... I am referring to a tradi­
tional concept of truth, that is, an ontological-phenomenological 
concept of truth, as revelation or unveiling or adequation. From 
that point of view, I would say that there is no truth of the gift, 
but I do not give up on truth in general.''.:• 11 Taking a further step, 
Marion notes that Derrida distinguishes benveen a gift that is 
something detern1inate (which Marion identifies as the annulled 
gift) and a gift that gives the condition of the given in general but 
which actually gives nothing.~17 Si1Ke the latter gift gives no-thing, 
it seems to fulfil the conditions of possibility and impossibility of 
the gift.58 But Marion rejects this option, too, because he sees in 
it a hint of the metaphysical (he reads "condition" as "founda­
tion"). He also rejects it because he n1aintains that the modifica­
tion of the object of the gift from given to condition of the given 
allows neither for the passage from the gift to givenness nor for 
the freeing of givenness frotn the econo1nic syste1n/)9 Now, Mar­
ion has indicated two points of disagreement with Derrida: on the 
question of the truth of the gift, and on the question of the gift 
as condition of giving. At this juncture, therefore, it seems he may 
wish to argue for a gift that can appear (even if not in the prescn t) 
and which can be clctcnninatc. But then he changes tack. Accord­
ing to Marion's analysis, Derrida's gift can only be thought out­
side presence, outside subsistence, and outside truth, and is 
therefore i1npossible. That is unless, he argues~ Derrida's gift does 
not deserve the na1ne of "gift. " 410 Instead of rejecting outright 

~.r. Derrida and ~fanon, OTGt 72. 
::.

7 rvtarion I E. 8] ; SPCG~ l 28. 
58 A..ncl suits lhe giving of what does nol exist. such as life; death and time4 On 

this point I read Derrida slightly different1y. placing the aforementioned gifts in 
the more general category rather than as n.mditions of the gnTnt except, per­
haps, ttme. 

~1~1 Manon, E, 8L SPCG. 129-30: ED. 117-18. 
lio l\famm, h'~ 82; SPCG, I 29-30. In the Sorbon11C" mterview he notes: 11 J have 

explained that Derrida says that if a gift is perfect. it is necessary that no one 
receives it. that no one gives it, and that no thmg 1s given. According to hnn, the 
nmccpt of the gift is a contradictor)' conct>pt. WdL my re~ponse is that the gift 
isn't a contradictory concept. In the gift. always, if there is a gift there is a giver 
and a receiver, but rarely the two at once. And m a true gift ... there is no gift­
ohjecl." Marion argues slightly differently with regard to truth in ED, l l 6-19. 
where he maintams that the gift can only be thought in dispensing with the 
truth of the gift as subsistence or presern:e-that is, he aligns himself a little 
more with Derrida. 
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what Derrida says about the gift, Marion affinns that no gift can 
be that which takes place in an economy, and that as a conse­
quence there n1ust be other conditions of possibility of the gift. 
He argues that all previous thinking of the gift has been done 
according to the horizon of exchange and in terms of causality, 
whereas he will think the gift according to the horizon of given­
ness. Looking toward Aquinas, where the gift is properly a given­
ness withoul return, or that ''rhich loses itself~ Marion asserts that 
gratuity alone cannot suffice to define the gift./11 

It is at this point that the methodologies of the Sketch and Etant 
donne diverge. \'\There the Sketch continues by reducing the gift 
to the way it is experienced by the donor and the recipient, Etant 
donne proceeds by bracketing each element of the causal inecha­
nism of the gift in turn. The latter path is rnuch less complex, 
although the fonncr descriptions should not be abandoned, be­
cause they offer valuable insights into what Marion sees as the gift 
"itself. 11 Thcreit)re, while I will continue this study of Marion's 
articulation of the gift by way of Etant donne, I \vill also ref er to the 
Sketch insofar as it augments this articulation~ 

Marion's argument is essentially as follows: if we disconnect at 
least one of the three causal mechanisms of the gifc the gift ceases 
to form part of a melaphysical construction and can he phenome­
nologically considered according to its givenness. By ~~causal 

mechanisms,,, which is my description and not Marion's, I mean 
those elements that regularly constitute gift-giving: a donor, a re­
cipient, and a gift. So, Marion's first step in this process is to dis­
connect or bracket the recipient (le/la donataire), which means 
that we also consider the gift from the perspective of the donor. 
As we have seen in Derrida's analysis, if the recipient precedes 
the gift (by expectation or demand) or remains after it (in grati­
tude), the gift is doubly disqualified because it becomes the effect 
of a cause or involves reciprocity. If, on the other hand, the gift 
is considered from the perspective of the donor as pure loss, as 
so1nething that cannot be returned because the specific recipient 
remains unknown~ then it functions outside a causal or economic 
horizonY1 Giving takes place when w-e give as ~/the gift cannot be 

hi Madon, ~·, 82-8~; f:JJ, 118-21. 
1)

2 Marion, ED, 124-26. 
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returned. This is the case when I give without knowing the iden­
tity of the recipient: when I give to a charitable organizationt the 
end recipient of my generosity \Viii in all likelihood remain un­
known to me. Then there is the instance of n1y giving to an enemy 
\vho does not return or even accept the gift. Here giving is in vain, 
\vithout reason, an experience of sheer loss .. m There remains the 
question, however, of whether or not a gift that is denied, not 
accepted, or not recognized is still a gift. Ma1·ion allows that it is 
because it remains lost~ abandoned by the giver and not accepted 
by the recipient. .And in the world of the lost, Marion suggests a 
ne\v figure of resistance: the ungrateful one, one who not only 
refuses to pay back the debt engendered by the gift but also will 
not accept the debt in the first place. The ungrateful one proves, 
he suggests, that the gift can be fully given even without the con­
sent of the recipient.fr1 As a further possibility, Marion conceives 
of a giving that has a universal destination and is so unspecified. 
From a theological perspective, this occurs in the parable of the 
sheep and the goats, where everyone is a potential recipient (the 
recipient becomes universal) because Christ, to wh01n I (really) 
give, is invisible. Alternatively, if I sacrifice 1nyself on behalf of a 
co1nn1unity (giv~ n1y life for 1ny country, for humanity, for chil­
dren), not only is no individual a recipient, but no "thing" is 
given.I):. Finally, I may not know whether or not I give. As a donor, 
I can never be conscious of the effect I produce on possible recipi­
ents. I cannot see myself as others see me. The sportsperson, the 
artist, and the lover all give to those beyond them, but they do 
not sec what they do: the giver \ViLhdraws fron1 the gift. It is, so to 
speak, the right hand giving without kno\ving whaL the left hand 
is doing. 111

> 

Before leaving the discussion of the donor (suspension of the 
recipient)~ it is worthwhile returning to lhe Sketch to exan1ine 
how ~larion portrays the gift there. For ,,,~hat he is really doing in 
that conlext is trying to consider how the gift looks from the do­
nor~ s point of view. Marion .suggests that giving~ for the donor~ 
never signifies merely a transfer of property. It consists instead in 

m ~i]arion, H)! 1 ~8-29. 
iii Manon, ED. l~o-g1. 
i;:; ~forum, fJJ, l:H-~fl. 
t)j, ~farion, F1J, 1 ~~9-41 
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the inarking of an occasion or feeling. The gift-object sin1ply 
serves as a support to the "real" gift; it is a symbol of that gift, 
always inadequate to the fullness of what it signifies. So according 
to Marion, there is a distinction between the gift and the gift-­
object. This marks a significant departure frotn Derrida, whu in­
cludes that which the gift-object syn1bolizes as part of the gift as 
such. In other words, for Derrida the gift is annulled in its recog­
nition, whether it be real or ideal: 

Thus the gift never coincides with the object of the gift. Better, one 
could suggest as a basic rule that the more a gift shows itsdf to be 
precious, the less it is achieved in an object, or, what is equivalent 
to it, the more the object reduces itself to an abstract role of sup­
port, of occasion, of symbol. Conversely~ the gifts that give most 
never give anything-not a thing, not an object.; not because they 
disappoint the expectation, but because what they give belongs nei­
ther to reality nor to o~jet·tivity.t>7 

rvtarion 's point, then, is this: the gift is not the gift-or~ject, but that 
which the ol~ject (always inadequately) signifies. 

If the gift is not the gift-object~ what is it? A gift becomes such, 
not at the moment when it is given, but at the n1oment when the 
donor considers it able to be given. A gift becomes a gift only 
\\ihen it becotnes donablf, which inight be rendered ~~donatable" 
or, following Conley and Poe, "givable." Now if something be­
comes givable, it docs not it.self gain anything: being givable is not 
a real predicate. The gift-object undergoes no change in itself as 
a result of its becoming givable. The transformation occurs totally 
within the donor. 1vlarion goes on to explain that the gift begins 

m Manon. /<,,', 85: · 'Ainsi. le don ne coincide pas avec l' obj et du <lon. Micux, 
on peul sugg<:~rcr comme une rcgk de fond que, plus un don se montrc pr(~­
cicux, m01ns il s'accomplit comme un objet, ou, cc qm y revient_, plus l'objct. s'y 
redmt au r6le abstrait de support, d'on:asion, de symbole. Reciproquement, lcs 
dons qui donnent le plus ne donnent jamais nen--aucune chose, aunm ol~jet~ 
non qu 'ils dt\rnvent I 'auenle~ ma1s parce qne- ce qu 'il.s donncnr n 'apparc1en1 ui 
<l la r(·alit(, Hl a l'ol~jectitt-." SPr.G. 132-33 .. See Derrida, GTl, 13. This bt•{'()TIU'S 

an inten ..... stmg question. smre for Derrida~ gifts such as love, forgiveness, or 
"\vhat. one does not havt'H arc- possibilities. Their survival as gifts depends on 
thcH' not bemg present. not hcmg any "'thmg'' at all, but Manon would counter 
that lhesc are the sorts of (non)-things that are ~'Ymbolized by gift-oqjerL~. Thus 
the \V!dow·s mtles could be rearl as symbols of what she does not have. The 
difference hct\veen Marion and lkrnda on Lhis point might not be as ck<tr as 
first thought. 
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as a result of a sense of obligation. The gift begins when the donor 
realizes that he or she owes something to someonc:6 t-: 

The gift begins and, in fact, is completed, as soon as the donor 
envisages owing something to someone, thus when the donor 
admits that he should be a debtor, thus a recipient. The gift begins 
when the potential donor suspects that another gift has already 
preceded it, fix which he owes something, to \vhich he must re­
spond. Not only docs the gift. reside in the decision LO give taken 
by the potential donor, but lhe donor can only thus decide insofar 
as he recognizes that another gift has already obliged them. The 
gift is decided. m 

The gift thus arises as a result of both the recognition of givability 
and the recognition of indebtedness. The upsurge of givability 
and the recognition of indebtedness always relate to an anterior 
gift, which prompts a new gift. 

To what is the gift really reduced in this description? Is Mari­
on's gift, as the lived experience of the giver, simply the upsurge 
of givabi1ity? Is it n1y decision to give? Is it my acknowledgment of 
debt? Is it. the noematic gift, given to consciousness, as givable? If 
a gift is a response to indebtedness, how does it escape the cycle 
of exchange? It see1ns to n1e that there are at least two ways to 
read what. Marion is saying, directly related to the ways in which 
he makes the various reductions. According to the first way, the 
new "definition" of gift at which Marion arrives would be as fo1-
lows: a gift is a decision regarding givability that co1nes about in 
response to my recognition of being indebted. It would reJate 
primarily to the exclusion of the transcendence of the gift-object. 
The gift would thus be the decision to view something as givable. 
The decision \VOtlld arise out of an anterior debt, involving a 
choice to acknowledge that debL The gift itself would he neither 

flH This notion of debt is, of course. completely opposite to what Derrida would 
consider appropriate. 

w Marion,£~ 86: ''Le don commence ct. en fa.it s'acheve~ des quc le donat.eur 
envisage de dcvoir quelque chose a qudqu\m. done lorsgu'il admet qu~il pour­
rait etrc debiteur. done rlonataire. I .c don ('Ommcnce quand le dm1atcur potcnt­
iel soup(onne qn'un autrc don l'a dej,\ preccd~\ anque1 il doit quelque chose. 
anque1 ii S(' doit de rcpondre. Non seukment le don reside dans la dedsion de 
donner pri.sc par le donateur potentie[ 1 mais n---lw-ci ne peut amsi d(~c1der qu'au­
tanl qulil reconnait <in'nn autre <lon r~~ dtja ohlige. Le don sc decide." SPCG, 
133. 
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the gift-object nor that which the gift-object sy1nholizes, but sim­
ply the decision to view the ol~jcct or symbol as gift. The decision 
would not be that which is exchanged, since a decision "is" noth­
ing.70 The decision would be mine insofar as I chose to recognize 
the clain1 of the anterior gift. Since the decision would be no­
thing other than a way of seeing something~ it \Vould escape all 
entry into an economy, even in being a response to an anterior 
gift. Yet such a reading of Marion seems generous. Perhaps the 
gift lies in the moment of decision, yet it is not the decision that 
is given, but the gift-object, be it real ur ideal. And as soon as 
there is a response, it is hard to argue that there is no cause of 
this effect. How would Marion consider the anterior gift that gives 
rise to the obligation? It also seems that Marion's definition might 
work in terms of a human donor, but what of a divine donor? If 
the gift always and only arises in response to a debt, \vhat kind of 
anterior debt would pron1pt a divine gifl? Surely \vherever there 
is indebtedness, there is no aift. \\lould it make anv difference if b ( 

the anterior gift were undecidable.? 
A second way of reading Marion would result in a "definition,, 

with the following emphases: the gift is that which is witnessed in 
that trace of undecidable indebtedness that is given in the deci­
sion of response~ that which is t.he only possible response to gift­
edness. 71 This reading would remove the gift from an economy 
insofar as it takes a'vav the donor as cause. The gift. itself would 

I ~ 

lie in what has always already been given. But is such a reading 
possible on the basis of the text? It seems unlikely. This is mainly 
because, at least in the Sketch, ~1arion does not spec.ify that the 
indebtedness has an undecidable origin. Because of this factor, 
he is really unable to effectively re1nove the gift frorn the horizon 
of causality. 

It is not difficult to see why sornc of these aspects of the donor's 
experience of the gift are not brought out in a reading of l~lanl 
donne. Nevertheless, the Sketch is a current text in the sense that 
its translated version was published after that hook, and it could 
be argued that since inany of its conclusions are not clearly repu-

70 And remembering that according to Dcrnda. an aporia can only he nt"gou­
ated by dension. 

ii This would he consonant with a reading of ~l.1rion that emerges from later 
material, wlwre the gifl gives ilsdf m g1vmg ''ren·iving . ., 
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diated, it still has a bearing on Marion's position. In any case, 
having exa1nincd it, we are well prepared to continue with the 
second phase of the suspensions carried out in f:)ant donne: the 
suspension of the donor. 

When the donor (le donateur, la donatrice) is suspended, what 
we have to consider is the experience of the recipient, who is cast 
in terms of an inability to respond to a particular giveL This is not 
quite to go so far as to say that the recipient cannot kno\v if the 
gift is a gift (Derrida), but it is still to insert an ele1nent of risk in 
the receiving. Can an anonymous gift sti11 be a gift? Marion illus­
trates that this can be so with some examples, the first of which is 
that of heritage. I receive a great deal from the State, to which I 
am obliged to respond by paying taxes. But in actual fact, it is 
not the State that provides these things, hut. others who, like me, 
contribute to the slate. So when I make my response to the state 

in paying taxes, I am not responding to the individuals who make 
it possible for the state to give. Everyone gives, but at the sa1ne 
time, no one gives. Alternatively, where the donor is not anony­
mous in this dispersed sense bul anonyn1ous in that I do not know 
\vho he or she is, the ccono1nic cycle of the gift is broken. n When 
it is i1npossible to gain access to the donor, the recipient is in the 
position of having to recognize him- or herself as forever in debt. 
This is. in fact, how Marion goes on to speak about su~jectivity. 
Indebtedness e1nerges once again with the recognition that I re­
ceive n1yself as a gift without a giver. The gift is always and already 
anterior, sul~ject to d{/jhmu:e. 7

J 

The section of the Sketch on the reduction of the girt brings to 
light the possible differences bet\veen the decisions to give and to 
receive. Marion notes that it is not only giving that is potentially 
arduous, but receiving as 'Yell. That is because the gift (whatever 
it ''is") may be something unexpected, or not wanted, or even 
feared. To accept a gift. means to renounce my independence, 
because it means that I will owe something because of it. Already, 
Marion's language suggests that he is still trapped within the 
causal horizon he hopes to escape. But he then adds the rider, 
along the lines that we have seen in l~'la.nl donnP.: 

''!_Manon~ t~V. 136-39. 
c;-·~ J\hrio n, HD, J ~9. 
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Let us note well that it is not first or foremost about a recognition 
of debt towards the donor, such that we would be driven from 
l thinking] the gift according to givenness to [thinking) the gift 
according to an economy; because this recognition of dependence 
on a donating gratuity remains even if the donor stays unknown or 
is completely lacking (so towards absent parents, Nature, indeed 
the State etc.); it could even be that this recognition weigh~ all the 
more if it is not possible to attach it to any identifiable partner; 
because such a gratuity puts in question nothing less than the au­
tarky of the self and its pretension of self-sufl1ciency.7

'
1 

Allowing frJr the donor to ren1ain unknown, Marion thus allows 
for the possibility that the anterior gift might scnnehow be in1me­
morial in origin. Additionally. he considers how "the gift is de­
cided" with regard to the recipient. Deciding to receive the gift 
1neans deciding to be obliged by the gift. It is the gift that wields 
its influence on the recipient, effectively provoking the recipient 
to decide in favor of it, prompting the yielding of self~etermina­
tion to detern1ination by the reception of the gift.7 r:' He concludes 
that ''according to the regi1ne of reduction, the lived experience 
of consciousness where the gift gives itself consists in the decision of 
the gift [ e1nphasis added]-that of receiving the gift by the reci pi­
en t, but especially that of persuading the recipient to the gift by 
the gift itself. The gift gives itself in giving to be received. " 7h 

71 Marion, h', 88: '"Notons hien ciu'il ne s'agit pas d'ahord ni surtout cl\me 
reconnaissance de dette envers le donar.eur, telle qu' elle nous reconduira1t du 
don se1on la donation au don selon I' (~conomie; car la reconna1ssancc de de­
pendrc d 'une gratuite donatnce demeure mcme si le donatcur reste mconnu 
ou manque ahsolument (ainsi cnvers les parents absents, la nature, voire l'Etat, 
etc.); ii se pourrait meme que cettc reconna1ssancc pesc d'autant plus qu'dle 
ne pcut sc fixer sur aunm partenaire identifiable; car une telle gratuite met en 
cause rien de moins que l'autarrie du soi et sa pretcntion d'auto-suffisance." 
SPCG, 136. 

7;, Marion, /!,', 88: '"La decision entrc le donatairc potenllel el le don nc s'ex· 
crce done pas tant du premier sur le second, que du second sur le premier: le 
don, par son aurait et son presugc propres <leci<le le donataire a sc decider 
pour lui, c'est-a-dire le decide a sacrificr sa propre autarcic-l'antarcie de son 
propre-pour ]e recevoir.'' SPCG, 136. 

70 Marion, £. 88: Hen regime de redm:t1on, le \'CCU de CtlllSCience Oll se donue 
le don consiste dans la decision du don-c.:elle de recevmr le don par le <lona­
tain.\ mais surtout ce11c de decider le donatarre au don par le don lui-memc. I .c 
don .ff donne en dormant de le recevoir." My translation of tins passage is awk­
ward, and I add here what Conley and Poe arrive at: hin the regi1nc of reduction. 
lhe expt:ricnce of consciousness in which the gifL gives itself consists 111 the deci-
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\Vhat 1\1arion has observed regarding the relationship berw-een 
gift and recipient., he relates to the relationship between donor 
and gift. A gift is on1y possible \vhere the "protagonists" recog­
nize it in '~a being, an o~ject~ indeed in the absence of being and 
o~ject of an inuncdiate relation between the1n." 77 In other words, 
it is about seeing the gift correctly, of having a particular sense 
for reading it. It is a pheno1nenology or henneneutics that allows 
the gift to present. it.self, which means seeing the gift according 
to a donating horizon. This also ineans that neither donor nor 
recipient is an agent. of the gift so 1nuch as acted upon by given­
ness.'~ The gift, as that which "is decided 11 (or decides itsflj), 
need not be read economically but can be appreciated simply as 
the giYcn~ it obtains its character as given only fro1n the horizon 
of givenness. In this way Marion maintains that the gift is outside 
any economyJ outside any causality, and outside any agency. 

The third part of the parenthetical process suggested to us by 
Marion is the suspension of the gift itself. The reduced gift is one 
t.hat may not be anything at all: it may be a pro1nise, reconcilia­
tion, friendship, love or hate, life or my word. In this case, an 
object might represent the gift., hut in an inversely proportional 
way. He uses the example of the conferring of power on a leader, 
which is represented in various insignia but not 1nerely equal to 
then1~ The difficulty involved with a gift that is not anything at all 
is that it can be difficult to recognize~ \\'hat detennines such a gift 
as gift is an act of faith, a new henneneutical stance, and what 
changes, when this risk of identifying so1nething as givable is 

sion of the gift-the d~risio11 to receive the gift by the reup1ent but cspenally 
the decision to decide the recipient of the gift by the gift itself. The gift 1tsrlf 
gives by g1vmg its reception. H Manon's use of wor<ls relating t.o dhult>r is fre­
quently t·-onfusing. Where he uses sr dh-ulrr I have trans1ated it by "to be de­
nded. ,, But he manifests a strong tendency toward personifying the gift Where 
he uses sr dhu/rr ri~ it has more of a personal sense c·to persuade! convince~ 
dende"). h also seems, jn example!'. such as this one as well as the one men­
tioned in the prenous not(:\ Lhat he does wish Lo underline that sensr. The gift 
H.se]f mtlucnccs the recipient For that reason, .ff rlfader rmght also suggest ''to 
dende itself." iu the same way that IP donner means ~·w be gi\'('Il," bm also 
suggests ··10 giye HsPIL"' SJ 1

(.'(;, 136. 
Ii Marion. 1:. 88: ~~un etanl., lllt ol~Jf''t, voire rlans rahsencc crernnt et d'objet 

d \me relation immediate en tre enx." SPCC, 136. 
78 Marion, E. 89; SPCC, 136. Here it comes back to seeing. or to seeing cor­

rectly. In the corresponding passage in /..,.'[), 14~-4 7, Marion opens us the ele­
ment of nsk or undecidability m interpretation. 
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taken, is not the object itself, but its way of appearing, its phenom­
enality. This occurs for both donor and recipient.7~' 

Marion indicates that he has achieved the description of the 
pheno1nenological gift, which is quite unlike the sociological or 
anthropological versions. It overcon1es the deficiencies of these 
gifts insofar as they are implicated in causality and reciprocity. 
Further, it enables Marion to think the gift otherwise than accord­
ing to transcendence, which, he clai1ns, is the complication that 
most readily leads to his being accused of doing theology. But 
there is more. If one were to think theologically, he claims his 
phenomenological gift would be on the side of revealed, rather 
than rational, theology.Ro "Revealed theology could in return be 
defined as a thought of the gift without reciprocity, hecause with­
out transcendent condition external to itself. "H 1 This is, of course, 
highly relevant to the question that 1notivates this book: how is it 
possible to speak of God as gift? 

Marion's gift has been defined in a purely immanent way, with 
givenness characterized intrinsically, and he seeks to show further 
how the manner in which the gift gives itself is the same as lhe 
manner in which the phenon1enon shows itself. This effectively 
means that all pheno1nenality will be ab1e to be described as gift~ 
a point that underscores his connection of the many cognates of 
Gegebenheit. It is a point that is not lost on Derrida, and one against 
which he will protest. But Marion maintains that he is able to 
achieve this without implicating phenomena-as-gifts in any meta­
physical structure. His disconnection of any one of the three ele­
ments that would together constitute a gift econ01ny enables him 
to sidestep the questions of exchange and causality. As a gift is 
given, so the phenomenon.ti2 And according to thi.s reading of 
phenomenology1 it becomes possible to be open to any type of 
phenomenon that may give itself. 

RETHINKING THE GIVE~: DETERMINATIONS 

By delimiting the horizon according to \vhich phenomena are 
given, Marion hopes to open a potentially unlimited Hspace" for 

7!' Marion, ill, 147-61. 
Ho Marion, f:J), 161-64. 
81 Marion, ED, 163. 
8~ Marion, FJJ, 164-66. 
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the non-ol~jective to manifest itself. But what exactly is given in 
this manifestation, and how is it given? Marion devotes two sec­
tions of Etant donne to a discussion of this question, extending in 
particular his 1992 article "Le phenomene sature. ~' 8:' 

In Etant donne Marion maintains that givenness is equivalent to 
phenorncnality.81 He suggests that his method is a sort of empiri­
cis1n, albeit one that does not limit itself to the sensible, and he 
specifies three requirements of an approach by way of givenness 
that will enable the given phenon1enon to be described. Given­
ness must allow us to describe intrinsiall~~ the phenomenon as 
purely and strictly given, without reference to transcendence or 
to causality. Givenness must then determine the pheno1nenon as 
irrroocably given, so that the mode of phenomenality can be as­
sessed. And givenness must radicalZ'Y determine the phenomenon 
as given, so that we consider the phenomenon precisely as and 
because it. is integrally given.w, 

How are we to determine that the given has been given intrinsi­
cally? The constitution of the given is equivalent to the giving of 
its sense ( Sinngebung), but this e1nphasis on immanence can take 
away both from the initiative of the given in giving itself and, as 
Marion points out, from the reality of its givenness as such. This 
Marion interprets in terms of the gift, which means that we enter 
in1mediately the somewhat murky waters of Marion's debate with 
Derrida and Greisch about the link benveen givenness, the given, 
and the gift. What is in1portant here is that Marion wants to retain 
a characteristic of the gift-that it cmnes Hfrotn elsewhere" (fol­
lowing Aquinas)-as a characteristic of the given~ Alerting us to 
the problematic implications of this insistence, in that it may drav~r 
us into the possibility of exchange and causality, Marion limits the 
'~from elsewhere" characteristic to an aspect of the phenomeno­
logical mode of appearing .so that he can exclude any metaphysi­
cal indication of causality. The given thereby does not need to 

K1 Ma1·ion, PS. 
·"4 ln a more recent article stilL ~·L'cvl:nement, le phenomene et le rt:~vfle:' 

Traruvnsalif,fa: Reour dt' I. 'fnstitul Catholiqur riP Pans 70 (April-June 1999): 4-25, 
21, Marion more carefu11y distingmshcs between the given and phenomenality. 
a distinction that can be re\td mto Etant donne in the sense 111 which he means it 
here (it is in hemg received that the given is phenomenalizcd), but which 1s 
articulated more cl<~arly m the later piece. 

w, Manon, 1~n. l 69-73. 
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suggest an ong1n) a cause, or a giver, and it appears indepen­
dently. 

One of the essential traits of the given phenon1enon is its "ana-
tnorphosis," its need to be pnt in perspective by its recipient.86 

~ow !vlarion n1akes a very important n1ove~ Affirn1ing that any­
thing that is visible must appear; and so have a forn1t he distin­
guishes between unformed and informed form. The lauer is what 
renders the phenomenon visible and enables it to be distin­
guished from other phenmnena. Yt:t in contrasting the two forn1s, 

he asserts that only someone ·with the capacity to see will recog­
nize the informed forn1, that 'vhich shov~ls itsel[ ·Marion leaves 
open lhe possibility that there can "appear" what is unfonned, 
while it may not. be put in perspective until the recipient is capa­
ble of performing what might be described by others as a herme­
neutical act.H7 One way of interpreting this move is to suggest that 
it prepares the ground for Marion to prmnote phenomena that 
cannot be understood (unfonned forn1) but can be interpreted 
(informed form} by a person who is "able to see." The anamor­
phic phenomenon is further described by Marion as contingent 
and factical, which tneans that it can "'arrive" or "happen" as a 
lived experience but without being expected or understood, or at 
least without being understood fully. 88 Facticity is a type of expo­
sure: I become the objective of the object, not it for 1ne; I experi­
ence the phenmnenon as a fait acrotnpli, always and already a 
facL8~' The given is also described in tenns of an "incident'' (or 
''accident,,), which reinforces its suddenness.~m Once again, there 
is a distinction behveen an unformed and an infonned appear­
ance. A particle can appear to me without iny being able to con­
textualize it; a painting can appear to me without form, but si1nply 
as the impact of coloL Turning to a Levinasian exan1ple~ the face 
of r.he Other can impose it~elr on me without my being able to 

~11 An '"anamorphos1s~' is a ··diswnerl drawmg aµpeanng regular from one 
poinf 1 

( OJ-:JJ): in other wor<ls, t.hC' anamorphic effecL requires thal the viewt'r 
tind the perspective from which tlm regulanty will f"merge. \Vhile perspective 
may seem to he at lhc mitiat1\·~ of the vit""wer~ ~farion empha:;i:zes that 1t imposes 
itself on the ,·ie,ver from the ~iven. 

Hi l\fanon, ED~ l 74-9S. 
~H l\'farJOll, fl), J 95-99. 
~·· 1 ~farion, H>. 211-12. 
qo Marion. Fl>. ~ 1g_~1. 
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think it as substance. In Descartes, l\1arion tin ds a recognition 
that there are son1c Hincidents" that ren1ain unable to be 
thought, not because thought is deficient, hut because what is 
given si1nply exceeds the capacity of thought.~11 What gives itself is 
neither an objecl nor a thing, but instead a "pressure" that takes 
place in an event beyond my control, an effect that is not subject 
to the require1nent of a cause.~*~ In this liberation of the effect or 
event fr01n the cause, several i1nportant characteristics emerge. 
The event is irrepeatable: no two events are alike, and while every 
event has precedents, it can only be spoken of as an event if it 
exceeds these precedentsY'.\ In other words, every self-manifesta­
tion adds to the visibility of the phenon1enality of the world4 Addi­
tionally, every event sets off new possibilities-not metaphysical 
possibilities, but possibilities that cannot be foreseen. The event 
seems impossible, since it occurs outside essence, outside the 
principle of contradiction, 'vithout the notion of cause and sus­
pending the principle of sufficient reason. Yet Marion argues that 
"possibility does not exercise itself firstly on essence in order to 
preview its cffectivity, but, in an exactly inverse sense, by a pro­
ceeding towards form delivering an arrival~ which provokes a fait 
accompli and finally liberates the incident ~outside essence~' H~,,~ 

The determination of the phenomenon by anamorphosis means 
that the phenomenon surges into visibility, and it is necessary to 
expose or even submit oneself to the phenomenon in order to 
receive it.95 

All three of Marion's exigencies-that the given be given intrin­
sically, irrevocably, and radically-are observed in his analysis. It 
is given intrinsically because the phenomenon can be described 
without reference to a cause, a real essence, or a constituting I, 
since each of these conditions is bracketed. (With regard to the 
constituting I, Marion explains that the I does not go beyond its 
transcendental role as a screen for lived experiences.) The given 

91 Marion, ED, 223-24. 
!I~ \iarion, ED, 225-36. 
~1 :~ Marion, m, 240-41. 
q.; :Viarion, ED. 24~{: ''la possihilite ne s'excrce pas d'ahord sm une essence 

pour prevoir une effectjv(Lf, mais~ en sens cxactement inverse, par um: montee 
vers Ia forme delivranl un arnvagc~ qui provo<1ue un fait accompli et Ii here enfin 
rinudent ~hors de l 'essenC<~. • •I 

% Marion, ~TJ, 246. 
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is given irrevocably because as fait accompli and event, the phe­
nomenon is irrepeatable, and because it is reduced.% The third 
requirement-radicality-is demonstrated insofar as all phenom­
ena, and not just those of a lin1ited region, are subject to the 
fr>ld of givenness. This means that it is possible to describe any 
phenomenon as t-'Ptant donniY7 

RETHJl'\KING THE GIVEN: DEC~HEES OF GIVENNESS 

That all phenomena can be understood with reference to given­
ness allows us to question the variation in degrees of givenness. 
'h'e note well that at this point Marion expresses a caution in link­
ing phenon1enology and religion, since he recognizes that what 
can be objectively deflned may lose its religious specificity, while 
what is religiously defined n1ay lose its objectivity. Importantly, his 
reading is that the religious phenmnenon is i1npossible, or 1narks 
the point at which phenornenality is no longer possibleY8 Never­
theless, this view of the impossibility of the religious phen01nenon 
rests on the asstunption that a pheno1nenon is that which is possi­
ble. Marion prefers to ask about the terms of possibility, and to 

think about the religious phenomenon as a "privileged indication 
of the possibility of phenotnenality. ''~1~ 1 This leads to a lengthy con­
versation with Kant, for whom possihility means that which ac­
cords with the formal conditions of experience. For Kant, 
possibility depends on phenomcna1ity: not on the phenomenal 
object as such~ but on its power to he knov•lIL Like Leibniz, Kant 
ties this power of knowability lo the principle of sufficient rea­
son.100 In contrast, Husserlian phenomenology opposes the Kan­
tian definition of phenon1enality with a Hprinciple of principles" 
that admits of phenon1ena ,.vithonl conclition. 101 However, this 
principle is problen1atic where it seen1s to limit phenomena to 

% Manon. n>, 246-47. 
9 i Marion, EJJ, 248-49. 
''~ Marion. P.)', 79-80. EJJ largely repeats \\'hat is propounded in this semmal 

arttcle. 
v~) Marion, PS, 80; F./J, 25 lff. 

100 Marion, PS, 80-83; /<J>, 2.53-.5 7. 
wi Marion, PS, 83-84; HJ, 257-58. I'vtarion quotes what he has elsewhere listed 

as the thir<l priunpk of phenomenology. 
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the constituting intuition. 102 According to this principle, phenmn­
ena can therefore only appear according lo a horizon. twi It is 
these factors that seem to exclude the possibility of an 11 absolute'' 
phenomenon. So Marion asks whether it is possib1c lo envisage a 
phenomenon that is unconditioned, having no horizonal Ji1nits, 
or going beyond the horizon, and irreducible lo an I, in that the 
I \\.1ould he constituted instead of constituting. Jo- 1 It is here that he 
perceives an opening for the thinking of religious phenomena. 111fl 

The impossibility of unconditioned and irreducible phenom­
ena is related to the determination of phenornena given in a 
\Veakness of intuition. So IVlarion asks about the possibility of phe­
nomena that are instead saturated in intuition: i'why not respond 
with the possibility of a phenomenon \Vhere intuition would give 
mo rt, indttd im.measurabl)' more, than the in ten ti on would ever have 
ain1ed at, or could have foreseen?" 106 Kant takes up the possibility 
of an intuition for which an adequate concept cannot be found 
when he speaks of aesthetic experience. w7 vVhere there is an ex­
cess of intuition, there is an excess of givcnness. 111

K "Intuition no 
longer exposes itself in the concept, but saturates it and renders 
it overexposed-invisible, not bv default, but bv an excess of 

I I 

lighLn 10
!

1 How could such a phcnon1enon he described? Marion 

10:! \farinn~ PS. 84-86; Im, 262-64. 
Hrt Marjon 1 P.)', 86-88: 111J, 259-62. 
;n.i )..lanon, P\ 88-89~ ED, 264-65. ~ole Ricoeur once again, in terms or not. 

heing a prisoner to mtentionalily or representation, f~LDR,· 17-IH. 
ior, Marion. PS, 89-90. 
101i Marion. PS, lO~t "pourquoi ne repondrau pas la possibilite (run pheno­

mene Oll l'intuitJOll donncrall plus, VO/re dhnesurhnml jJlus, C)UC l'intCllllOll n 'aur­
ait pma1s vis(', m prevu?" ED, 275-77. Manon\ footnote on pag<-' 276 of F.D is 
instructive; 0 Nous proposom1 de parlcr ck phenomene sature et non pas satu­
rant, comme on nous l'a parfois suggerc. F.n effet, r'est J1intui1ion qui sature 
tout concept nu sig11ificat10n. en sorte quc ce phenomen~ sc manifestc hien sur 
un mocle salun::~ par mtuiuon saturante. Plus, l'intnition qm le sature le salure 
umquemcnt au nom de la donat10n: le phenomenc saturc rest d\1.bord de do­
nalion. Cenes. un tel phenomene satnre-t-il ensuj1e et par co11s{qut"1Kc le •T­
g-anl auquel il se donne ~l voir et nmnaitre; on peut done ~~ la rig-ueur le dire 
aussi saturant. Pourtant la saturation qu'il exerce dans le champ de la ctmn~is­
sancc re.mite sculement de n~lle qu 

1

il ret;oH dans le champ d~ la rlonatiou; la 
donatiou determine. tm~jours la c.onna1ssance et 11011 I 'inverse." 

107 .\larion, P.)·. I 03; i'1J, ~7H. 
10-~ 1'fario11, PS. 104. 
1•t<:1 ~larion, P.)', 105: "TinHdtion ne .s'expo.se plus dans le conce-pt, mais le sa­

tnn· ct te rend snrcxposr-i1w•sib]e, non point par defau1. mais hicn par exces 
de lumiere. '' 
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sketches an answer using the Kantian categories of quantity, qual­
ity, relation~ and n1oda1ity-except that the saturated phenome­
non relates negatively to these categori~s since it. exceeds then1: 
not an oqject, the saturated phenomenon prefigures the possibil­
ity of a phenmnenon in general. 1 '° 

The saturated phenomenon exceeds the category of quantity 
because it defies the ability of intuition Lo apply .successive synthe­
ses to iL It cannot be aimed at, is thus unforeseeable, and cannot 
be measured according to what has preceded it. 111 It exceeds the 
category of quality because it defies the ability of intuition to bear 
it: it is blinding, giving reality without limitation or negation, an 
excess, glory, joy, an overflow. 11 ~ The saturated phenomenon is 
absolute according to the category of relation because it defies 
the ability of intuition to bring it back to any analogy with experi­
ence.1 B Marion asserts that not all phenomena have to respect 
the unity of experience, giving as an example the "event," to 
which he has already referred in the dcterrninations. 11 ·1 ''Event, 
or unforeseeable phenomenon (from the past), not exhaustively 
con1prehensible (from the present), not reproducible (from the 
future), in short absolute, unique, happening.'·L1:~, The saturated 

pheno1nena goes beyond any horizon, unable to be li1nited by iti 
saturating it, or in fact playing on several horizons at once .111' And 

110 Marion, PS, 10£">-6; l~D, ~80-88. 
1

i1 Marion. PS. 1 Ofi-H. 
11 ~ Marion, PS, 108-11. ~(anon ohscrVC!'i~ innd~nrally, that holiness hlinds us 

Lo the One we cannot ."iee \Vlthout dymg. PS. 110. 
ll:i ~lanon, ps·, 112-18. 
1

1-1 ivlanon~ fl.)·~ 11 ~-1 ~t 
i 1_-, Manon, PSI 11 :-t HEvhwmcnL, uu phenom~nt" non prl'visib1e (a parLir du 

passe), non exhau,~tn'cment comprchensiblt" (a partir du presenl), non reprod­
uctiblc (a partlr du fntur). bref ab:solu. unique. advenant. '~ 

11 h1\faric.m 1 PS, 116-18. Sec also Marion's discus~ion of }(ant on this point m 
ED al ~89-96. Marion likes Heither the •H.'U.~ssity of a horizon nor the 1wress11y 
uf time as that honzi m, askmg wh~ther tht'rc are some phenomena that go 
hcyoml their hurizons. l:'e1 aKam he- goL's on to say that it is not about dispensmg 
with a horizon altogether, since there can be no manifestation without a hori­
zon, but abouc w~ing- honzon m another mo<le, freeing it from its anterior dt'­
limitations so Lhat it docs not forbid the appearance of an absolute 
phenomenon. \ianon ima~ines two examples. In the first example, the phe­
nomenon fits. ,,·ithm the horizon but at the sam(' tuue pushes 1t open. working 
against it. In the st'n .. md cxampk·) tlw phenomenon goes beyond the Emits of 
the horizon. It. seems as if Marion is speaking about seemg the phenomenon 
according to different horizons that are m fact opposed, so that the phenome-



144 RETHINKING con AS GHT 

it exceeds the final category of modality because it is irregardable. 
Where Kant's use of n1odality relates to the accordance of o~jects 
of experience with the power to know, which inevitably relates to 
a transcendental I, Marion argues that with a saturated phenome­
non, the I cannot constitute the o~ject but is in fact constituted 
by it. This is the imposition of a Hcounter-experience" on experi­
ence.111 11 Confronted with Lhe saturated pheno1nenon, the /can­
not not sec it, but it can nor look at it like an o~ject, either." 118 

\
1Vhat does the l see? It sees no-thing, no ol~jcctifiable given, but 

is simply dazzled by brilliance, by a paradox. 11 ~ 1 The paradox sus­
pends the relation of the phenomenon to the I and inverts it, so 
that the I is constituted by the phenomenon as a rne, a witness. 120 

In1portantly, Marion stresses that this constituling rather than 
constituted givenness does not necessarily have theological impli­
cations. It is also of interest in the light of the earlier discussion 
of Levinas that Marion here refers to the "trace n of the saturated 
phcnomenunp 1 ~ 1 With his ''descrip1ion' 1 of the saturated phenom­
enon, rvfarion goes beyond both Husserl and Kant. Yet he main­
tains that the possibility of a giving \Vithout reserve is very 
Husscrlian~ The saturated phenomenon is a possibility that goes 
beyond the vc1y conditions of possibility, the possibility of the 
impossible.'~~ It is readily exetnplified in the Cartesian idea of the 

non remains unclPtine<l. Then there is a third examplt-, Marion says, a rare case 
in which there is no horizon and no combmauon of horizons thal can contain 
the phenomenon. The ambiguity in Marion's writing on the quesuon of 
whether or nol there. is a horizon is hard co reso]ve. A dearer position seems to 

emerge in Derrida and Marion, OTC, where Manon observes at p. fifi: '"I said to 
Lcvinas some years ag-o 1hat. m fact the Jast step for a real phcnomenolow.i-' vmuld 
be to give up the coticept of horizon. Levinas answered me inunt·di::ltdy: "\\iith­
out horizon there is no phenomenology.' And I boldly assume h~ was wrong." 
This is prcrisdy vl/11ere he disagrees with Derrida ahou• tht': 11alurc of phenome­
nology. 

11 7 ri.-1arion, PS. 11 ~~~21. For his discussion of modality m ED. se(• pp. 296-303. 
11 ...: Mano11. PS, 12 l: '~Affrontf au phcnomcnc sature, le .f1· ne peut pas ne pas 

le voir, rnais il nt': peuL pas non plus le regarder comme son ol~Jet." 
1 P• \"f arion, fl.)·~ 121. 
i-;;o ~larion, PS, 121. Marion elsewhere names this Hmc" ''the interlocuted." 

or in JiJJ, Hthe devoted mtt'.'" In the latter case the religious imagrt)' 1s strikmg, 
and one wonders why Marion has moved to this appellation if he sunultaneously 
wants to distanc~ himself from a univocal reading of the phenomenon. 

1 ~ 1 Manon, PS. l~~-
1~:? Marion, PS, 1~3-~5; fD, ~o:~-5. 
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Infinite, Kant's sublitne, and Husserl's internal ti1ne consc1ous­
ness.12~\ 

Saturated phenornena are paradoxical insofar as they cannot 
be anticipated by an intention while being given to intuition. 
Marion observes four types of paradoxical phenomena, accord­
ing to the saturation and subversion of each of the four Kantian 
detern1inations of quantity, quality, relation, and n1odality. 1 ~H 

The historical event saturates the category of quantity. 12
[• The idol 

potentially saturates the category of quality. •~ti Flesh saturates the 
category of relation. 1 ~7 And the icon saturates the category of 
niodality. 128 The icon offers nothing to see, but itself "'regards." 
The I simply becomes a witness of the givenness. It is in this con­
text that Marion raises the possibility of the saturated phenome-

L:!:i Marion~ PS, 124-25~ ED~ ~mfi-9. ·while Graham \Vard considers it in the 
context of other authors, his auaJysis of the sublime and its theolog1cal implica­
tions is very pert1ncm here. ~·w11.h Lyotard's (and Cixous's) exam•nalion of the 
~present" or the 'event' w~ are brought agam to the theology of the gift and the 
economy of mcdial~cl immediacy. The moment iLsclf, for Lyotard, is \vithout 
content. It is an c11rnunter w1th nothingness ... consequent upon a certain 
personal ascesis .... Karl Barth consistently emphasized that revelation was a 
mediated mmH~di~1ey iu \vhich the hidden face of God was revealed." Graham 
Ward, Thrology tmtl Contnnporm)1 Cntwtl Thmry (London: \1.acmillan, 1996), 129. 
Marion, roo, wiH make tlus link with the gift: 1ike War<l, lus gift will be situated 
in a type of economy. 

1'2-1 Marion, FlJ, 314-17 
12

;·} A histoncal event is something Lhat cannot be limiled to an mstanti a place
1 

or an empirical mdividual. 1\.fanon glves the example of Waccrloo~ whert' no one 
actua11y ~·saw~' this battle as such. ILs possible horizons are infirute m number. 
F:D, ~i 18-19. 

12n The idol stops the gaze (and return.s it to the vicwn like a mirror). Marion 
gives the example of the painting. which gives itself \Vithout concept. ~everthe­
less, the idol is different from other saturaccd phenomena because 1t provokes 
solipsism. ED, 319-21. 

127 As ,.,,re find in Levinas, Merleau-Pon•v, an<l Henn\ flesh or bodiliness cannot 
be reduced to conscmusncss. Manon <:cl~oes Hcury'~ work on auto-affeclion and 
the absolute experiences of agony. suffering, grief. desire~ and orgasm such that 
they saturate the horizon. He furth<.:r specifics bodily experience in tvm ways: 
first, it is unllke the idol but like the historical e\'etH, in that It ts not about 
seeing; and second. il is unlik~ the historical event bm like the idol, in that it 
provokes and deman<ls solipsism. Furdu.T, it 1s my affections that make me iden­
tical to myself, that give me myself. W, 321-3:1. 

12~ The icon contains wilhin it the characteristics of the three preceding phe­
nomena: it encompasses many horizons, lt demand'\ revisitauont and it dislodges 
the transcendental 1. Marion~ F:D, 324-25. 
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non of the Other, who always precedes me. 1 ~~) Now, it is evident 
that with his discussion of the icon, Marion has moved deliber­
ately to include the possibility or religious phenonwna. It is at 
this point that the debate with ..Janicaud and Derrida becomes 
very real, and also that echoes of 1\.1arion 's previous work start to 
beco1ne dominant, for his writing on the icon is extensive. The 
point Marion initially wishes to illustrate is that although the four 
phenomena named are si1nilar by virtue of their saturation, they 

vary in degrees of givenness. He then wishes to address the ques ... 
tion of how far saturation can extend, a question he frames in 
tenns of two conditions: phcnon1cnality and possibility. 1:w Once 
again pojnting out his reservations in linking phenomenology 
with theology, he argues that the phenon1enon that could best 
achieve these conditions would be the pheno1nenon of revela­
tion. ui This is primari1y because a pheno1ncnon of revelation 
\vou1d give itse1f as each of the types of saturated phenonienon 
listed, effectively beco1ning a fifth Hsuper'~ type, the paradox of 
paradoxes: '•it saturates phenon1enality to the second degree, hy 
saturation of saturation." i:~~ At the same time, the phenomenon 
of revelation would always re1nain just a possibility, which could 
be described \\1it.hout the assertion that 1t had occurred. In fact, 
that assertion would lie beyond the bounds of phenomenology. 
A pheno1nenon of revelation would define itsdf as the possibility 
of i1npossibility, where iinpo~sibility would not destroy possibility 
(as in the case of death), but where possibility would allow for 
impossibility y:~ l\.1arion therefore describes his task as consider­
ing the possibility of revelation, refraining from the judgment 
about it that. would rest in the realm of revealed theology. So, he 
underlines in response to Janie.and, phenoinenology and theol-

J:?9 Marion, ED, ~23-~4. 
1:111 Marion~ }} ), ~{ ~6-6 7. 
ui In PS, 127, tvfanon defines revelation phenonwnolog-ica11y as hunt' appari-

t.lon purement de .soi ct ~t panir de sot.'~ 
n~ 1\ifarion. FD, ~27: .ielle samre la phenom{nalile au second ckgrt\ par satu-

ration de satunllion.,, 
i:t{ Marion, fi--1)

1 
3~7-28. Ct: Ricocur~ J~U)K ~O. where lw observes 1hat there 

can be no single. universal religious phenomenon, but. only phenomena incar­
nated in parucular religious traditions. This will be 1mportaut given .Janicaud\• 
later response to r...fanon. 
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ogy must remain co1npktcly separate disciplines. 1 ~H Nevertheless, 
he nses the man ifestat.ion of Jesus Christ as a paradigm of revela­
tory phenomena according to the four modes he has previously 
outlined. 

\Vith regard to quantity, Christ is an unanticipatablc phenome­
non. Marion explores this with regard both to the Incarnation 
and to texts that refer to the Second Coining. This meets the 
conditions of the evenL 1 :~:, In relation to quality, the intuition that 
saturates Christ as phenomenon goes beyond what the phenome­
nological regard can hear. \Vhat cannot be borne is the recogni­
tion of Christ as suc.h~ exe111plified in texts such as those referring 
to the Transfiguration and Jesus' command not to touch him 
after the Resurrection. This tneets the conditions of the idol. ui:i 

Frmn the point of view of relation, Christ appears as an absolute 
phenomenon because he saturates every horizon. I le is not of this 
world, a point that is reflected in the need for a plurality of titles 
for Christ, since no single title is adequate. This is a saturation of 

1 :~ 1 ··La phenomcnologie dt:~crit des possihilites et ne nmsidere jamais le pheno­
mene de rcvflation q uc com me une possibilite de la phcnomenalit.l~. qu' e Ile 
fornnllt>rait ainsi: s1 Di cu se ma11 ifcste ( ou st> manifestait), ii us('l'ra cl \m para­
doxe au second degrf.; la Revelatmn (de Dieu par lui-mernc, thro-logique). si elk: 
a lieu, prendra la figur~ ph(·nomenale du phenomcne de rev(· lat ion, du para­
doxe des paradoxes, de la saturation au second degre. Cert.cs, la RevHat1011 
( commc effect.i\'ltt') ne se nmfond jarnais aver b r(·v&Iatio11 (commc pheno­
menc possib~e)~nous respecterons scr11pukusemc11t cene difkrencc concept­
m~lle par sa traduct10n grapluque. I\fats la phe11mnt-1wlogit'. qui dmt a la 
phcnomenalit(· cf aHer JUsqu,a cc point. nc va pas ;m-del~ f~t- Ht' do1qamais. pre­
tendn~ d&nder du fait cl~ ta RevC::·la110n, ni de son h1sl.onrite. ni dt· son effcnmtt', 
m de- son sens. EBe 1w le doit pa~, non sculemenl. par smu.-1 de disLmguer les 
savoirs ct de rlelimner leurs reg·101tl\ respcct1,·es, ma1s fralmrd parce qu'~lle u 'en 
a auomcment. lt.:s mnyens: k faH (s'il en est un) de la Rt'Yclat1on exci·de rempan 
de toute science, )" compns de }a ph(•nomenolog1e; seule llllC tht·olog1e, Cl a 
condiuon de se la1sst'r co11struirc a partir de cc fail. seul (K.. Banh Oll H·. L'. \'(>I} 

Balthasar. plus sans doute <1ue R. Bultmann ou K. Raimer) pourrait (•\·en tudle­
mcn t y acceckr.. Mf-mc SI elk en a\'alt le dl·sir ( ec hi en (' ntendu, jamais ce llt' fut 

le cas). la phcnom(·nolog1c n 'aurait pas la pmssanre de tourner ;:\ la tht~olog1c. 
Et ii faul tout ignorer de la l heologie, de ses proci~durcs ct de s~s prohlema­
uques pour ne fl11-n~ q11' e11v1sager cctt.e invraisemhlancc .'' Marion. ElJ. :~~9 n. 

n-:, !vlariou, B>~ 3~8-'.11 .. 
1

•
11

i ~·larion .. FD, ~t~ I .. In his awareness chat rtTogrntion ol'Chnst as such cannot 
be borne, i\·Janon S(·cms Lo he in accord with the view that recognumn comes 
only aflf"r the evt"1H~ thal is, immcmonallv. Elsewher(' ~fanon rl~scrilws th~ idol 
as that whlCh rdkns the gaze of the 1dol~tcr. 
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the flcsh. l 37 And concerning modality, Marion tnaintains that 
Christ constitutes the one who adores hirn, 1-arher than the other 
way around. Christ in this way operates iconically. Here we are 
given examples of Jesus' inversion of values, particularly in the 
story of the rich young n1an. From this story Marion observes two 
essential traits. One concerns the constituting regard of Jesus, 
which is given dillerently to each person. His election of persons 
does not objectify or reify them1 but witnesses his love for then1. 
The other trait concerns the redoubling of saturation. Obedience 
to the cmnmandments, for the rich young man, is a first satura­
tion, and the giving of everything to the poor a second type. 
Taken together, coming before the regard of Christ means not 
only doing good in obedience to the law but loving the poor. 1 ~~H 

This redoubled saturation meets the conditions of the icon. In 
Christ, Marion asserts, we have the saturated phenomenon par 
excellence. The phenomenon of revelation gives itself without re­
serve and without conditions. It is not su~ject to the need for 
evidence, for conceptualization, or for the opening of Ereignis. 

Yet there remains the question of the integrity of the relation 
between Husserlian phenomenology and theology. Marion pro­
poses that Husserl does not put the question of God in brackets: 
Husserl brackets only the transcpndence of God, reducing God 
thought as ground. 139 From the theological side, is there a contra­
diction between the idea of the saturated phenon1cnon of revela­
tion and the tradition of apophatism? vVhat w~ see in the 
saturated phenotnenon is more the dazzling than a particular 
spectacle. For example, the face of the Other 1nanifcsts itself 
while the regard that looks at me remains invisible: from the point 
of view of objectivity, there is nothing to see, but nol nothing. 
Marion sub1nits that it is not a choice bet\veen apophatism and 
kataphatism, but between saturation and the poverty of intu­
ition.140 

This brings Marion back to a central question: if the privilege 
of intuition comes from its character of givenness, how is it possi­
ble to explain that givenness is often accomplished without intu-

n 7 Manon~ ELJ, 332-34-. 
1 ~\8 ivlarion, FIJ, 334-35. 
iw Marion, ED. 3:15-37. 
140 Marion, fJJ, :t~7-10. 



BEING GIVEN 149 

ition? The choice between saturation and poor intuition is 
undecidable. Marion claims to refer to a pure given, both empty 
and saturated, and he suggests that there are three types of givens 
such as these. There is the case where givenness gives something 
inherently non-objectifiable, such as time, or life. These are given 
without intuition by default. Then there is the case where given­
ness gives something that is not, such as death. This is given with­
out intuition by definition. The third type is the case where 
givenness gives something that is not only not entitative, but also 
not objectifiable, such as my word, peace, or meaning. 141 Here we 
simply cannot decide between excess and penury. This is given­
ness without intuition by excess, what Marion calls "the aban­
doned." 1 • 1 ~ 

AFTER THE SUBJECT 

In this chapter I have examined four of the five books of Etant 
donnewith a view to seeing how Marion responds to the critics of 
Reduction et donation and how his phenomenological enterprise 
works overall. Evidently, there is a final book to consider, but the 
place for a complete review of that material, extraordinarily fruit­
ful as it might be, is not here. Instead, I will sketch those areas of 
particular interest for the current prc~ject and refer the reader to 
the inany discussions of su~jectivity that take place elsewhere. 14:~ 

To maintain an en1phasis on the priority of what gives itself to 
intuition, there has been a corresponding lack of emphasis on 
the role of that intuition in constituting the given as a phenome­
non. But in the final book, Marion turns to conte1nplate how the 
self that constitutes is given, a feat of self-reflection that delivers 
only a minimum to comprehension. The one to whom that consti­
tuting self appears is given the names of "witness," "the assigned" 
or "attributary" (" l'attributazre"), and "the devoted one" (" l'a­
donnl') by Marion, the last of which has complex and perhaps 

141 Manon 1s not unlike Dernda on this point. See Dernda, VR, 27. 
142 Marion, ED, 340-42. 
1·tl For example, RFD; '"The Final Appeal of the Sul~ject,,, m Critchley and 

Dews, DS. 
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unusual connotations in a \vork that is cxp1ici1.ly non-theological 
in content.. 

Marion suggests that the aporias that characterize any investiga­
tion of the sul~ject arise because it is the ego or Dasein that is 
being considercd4 He argues for a reversal, a substitution of these 
figures by the attributary who si1nply receives what is given, in­
cluding itself. In receiving itself, the attributary is individualized 
by facticity, not liable to solipsism because ~nb1nitted to otherness, 
passive rather than spontaneous because affected rather than cog­
nitivelv masterful, and liberated from subsistence because unable 

J 

to become an object. Marion's sul~ject is a sul~jcct 'vithont su~jec-
tivity. i.t·1 How is this su~ject constituted? In the giving of phenmn­
ena, the auributat)' is also given: first~ as a screen for phenmnena, 
the ''me" \vho receives and transforms; and second~ as the re­
spondent to a call, in which the attributa1)'· itself is transformed 
into the devoted one4 1·V> No\v, vd1at_ is clearly of interest to us here 
is the origin of this calL l\IJarion offers three perspectives. Repeat­
ing his argun1ent about Heidegger from Redw:tion rt donation, 
Marion reinforces that the origin of the call must ren1ain unde­
cidable. He then considers how the call reverses intentionality, 

along the lines of the Lcvinasian face. Finally, he n1akes a connec­
tion between the call and saturated phenomena, \.vhich, charac­
terized by an excess of intuition, subverting and preceding any 
intention, and so behaving counter-intentionally, make a ca11 not 
only possible bul, he insists, inevitable. Hil The call is phenon1eno­
logically determined only by the four traits it manifests: convoca­
tion, surprise~ interlocution, and facticity. H 7 An<l since the call is 
ahvays and already given, remains unknown in origin, and is only 
recognizable in the response inade, it is like a g;ift. 1·rn 

The call conies to us as a gifl, but as a gift that is necessarily 
anonyn1ous. It is this f ea tu re of anony1nity that I wish to empha­
size from Marion's discussion, although I am leaving many other 

aspects of his hrilliant exposition of the sul?jcct without sul~jectiv­
ity to one side. The anonymity of the call is protected, he 1nain-

iH t\farion. /ID. 360-61. 
IF• rvlanou. f.TJ, ~61-otL 
1 ih l'vlanon, ED, 369. 
~ '' 7\.1arion, t:D, 369-73. 
14" ivfanon, £1)~ ~~72-73, J96-97. 
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tains~ because there is no specification of the type of saturated 
phenon1enon (or paradox) involved .. And in the case of revela­
tion, since it involves not only one but all of the paradoxical types, 
it cannot be further specified. What is of great interest is the ex­
ample Marion chooses: the divine na1nc (Yl-lWH). The name, it 

.seems, is a para<loxt 'vhich cannot provide access to the divine 

essence: 

The \'Oice that reveals~ reveals ju:--;tly because it remains \vitlwnt a 
voice, more exactly withoul a name, but in tfu; Namf. The Name 
on1y gives in saying without any name, thus comp1etc1y. Far from 
making us frar that such a cal1 <.hives surreptitiously tu narne a 
transcendent n.umrn and-badly-to turn to "theology,'' we have 
to conclude that lo the contrat)' all phenomena of revelation 
(under the heading of possibility) and especially a Revelation 
(11nder the headi11g of effectivity) w01drl implicate tl1e radical ano­
nymity of t.haL which calls. 1-rn 

It is not in calling that the caller is identified, but in the risked 
response of the devoted one. 

We note in Marion's discussion of subjectivity not only the in­
fluence of Lcvinas but also that of Ricoeur~ whose article in the 
1992 collection is instructive. 1:»n The1~e ·we find Ricoenr speaking 
of the (divine) Other as the source of the call: "Prayer is turned 
actively toward this Other by ''rhom consciousness i.s affected at 
the level of feeling. In return, this Other who affects it is per­
ceived as the source of the call to which prayer responds." 1:11 

Later, with reference to the experience of the Jewish people, he 
also speaks of the Law as the word that is the origin of the call. 
but Scripture insofar as the legislator is absent. 1 :-l~ Or again, with 
reference to the prophets who speak in the name of lHvVH, he 
observes the coincidence of t\vo voices: God speaks in the re­
sponse or the one who listens, even though this n1eans that the 
word is fragile . 1 :)~~ Finally, Ricoeur sketches ''the retreat of the 
Na1ne. H '"The na1ne of God is at once that which circles between 

H• \larion, nJ, 4) (}, 
L-,., :\"ot ouly 111 EllJH. but in Paul Ricoeurl Oni'Itlf ib" A.mJt}wr, trans. Kathlee11 

Blam~y {l:hicago: U niv~rsi~y ol· Chicago Press, 1 Y~l2). 
t~~ 1 Ricnr-ur, 1'.'f1JR, lfi; my translation. 
F·L Ricoem. EIDR. 31. . 
i.~.~, Ricocur, tIDR. 32-~)3. 
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genres and between scriptures, not belonging to any one, but in­
tersignifying by all,-and also that which escapes from each and 
from all, in a sign of the non-achievement of all discourse about 
God. " 1:,-1 The question that must be raised at this point in respect 
to both Marion and Ricoeur is, however, whether knowing a name 
is already knowing too much. This difficulty underlies the debate 
betv..reen Marion and Derrida on the gift, as it is recorded in God, 
the Gift, and Post.modrrnism. Can the saturated phenomenon give 
anything as sudi, even if its origin cannot be specified? Can the 
gift be known as such, even in the absence of a specific giver? Does 
Marion's phenon1enology require him to have a certain faith? 
Having examined the complex phenmnenological schema of 
Etant donne, we are now in a better position to consider these 
questions more closely. 

}!).) Ricocurj r.J..D.R, 35. 



6 
The Limits of 

Phenomenology 

RESPONDING TO f'1ANT DONNE 

ETANT DON.1.VE represents an extraordinary achievement, situating 
Marion among the foremost thinkers of his generation. Its mas­
sive scope, high degree of coherent systematization, and striking 
and often singular readings of irnportant players in the history of 
phenon1enology mean that it has a significant place in contempo­
rary philosophy. Because of that place, however, we are obliged 
to enter into debate with Marion concerning the legitimacy of 
those readings, particularly bearing in mind the questions about 
God, the gift, and phenomenology that 1notivatc this inquiry. 

It would be unusual, given the tone of Le tourrwnt theologique, if 
Dominique Janicaud were not to respond to the responses made 
to hin1 in Etant donne. This he does in La phenomenologi.e eclatee. L 

Herejanicaud raises two main objections: first, that Marion 1 s use 
of a capital letter when he speaks of "Revelation" seems to sug­
gest that he is not interested n1erely in the general possibility of 
revelatory phenomena, but in phenon1ena in which he has a theo­
logical stake; and second, that to isolate such phenomena as ulti­
mate paradoxes would require that their theological truth claims 
be given consideration, a task that, he asserts, does not belong to 
phenomenology. Now, the answer to Janicaud's question of 
whether or not Marion is interested in revelation or in Revelation 
is, once again, yes and no. This equivocation is reflected in the 
text itself. At one point we have several references to Revelation 
(p. 10); at another point we have references to "le phenomene 
de revelation" (pp. 327ff.) .2 I will return to this in a 1n01nent. 

1 Dominique Janicaud, La phenumenologt1: lrlaifr (Com bas: Ediuons <le l'eclat, 
1998). 
~And in the Rn1u.e article. RQQ, we have "revelation" (sec p. 73). 
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Like Janicaud, Derrida also meets Etant donne with two ques­
tions. The first relates to Marion's association of Gegfhenhnt and 
gift, which fits in, as a proble1n, with earlier questioning about the 
semantic association of gift, given, and givenness. It is a problen1 
also signaled, once again, hy Jean Creiscb: BThe French language 
would allovv~ us to reassemble under a single hat (that of the magi­
cian) that \Vhich the German language docs not cease to sepa­
rate. '' 3 Greisch, however~ is more fo1·giving than Derrida, who 
observes: 

I am not cmwinccd that bcL\Vt't'll Lhe use of GegdJmheil in phenome­
nology and the:-- problem ,~,re are about to discuss, that is, the fit, 
lhcre is a semantic continuity. I am not sure that when, of course, 
Husserl refers, extensi\'ely anrl r.onstantly, to what is giw~n to intu­
ition, this gi,·e11-1wss, this Cegtbrnltnt has an obvious anrl intelligible 
relationship to the gift, to being given as gift. What we arc going to 
discuss, that is the gift, perhaps is not homogenous with G"W)benhnt. 
That is one of the problems \vi th the connection to phenomenol­
ogy. I will come hack to this later on. Now, the way, the mediation 
or the transition, you made between Gegebmhnl in phenomenology 
and the es gibt in I kideg;ger is also problematic to me. The way 
Heidegger reftTs to the (;abe in the PJ gibt is distinct from intuitive 
GegtJbfnhf!ll. When Husserl says Gflgf"bmhnt, and when phcnomenol­
ogists in the broad sense say G1gr}hrnhPil, something is given, they 
refer simply to the passivity of intuilion. Something- is Lherc. W'e 
have, we meet something. It is there. but it is not a gift. 1 

Marion's response (remembering that here we arc in the cont.ext 
of a public debate, conducted in English) is more co1nplex than 
previously. The first part is as follows: "I disagree with you on the 
point that givenness, Gegrbenlwit., would be restricted f()l~ Husserl 
to intuition. I would quote some texts and I would stick to that. 
For him~ even significations are given, without intuition. He as­
sumes openly a 'logical givenness.' '~ Derrida inte1jects: ~'I agree 
with you. The point was, what is the gift? .. --in response to which 
Ivfarion reverses his initial position on the cquivocity between the 
gift and givenness: 

:1Jean Greisch. "Index sui et non dati," 'fra nrnn:m!itls: Rrvur <fr L 'lns/1/ul Ca­
tholique df' Pans 70 (April-June 1 n99): 27-?>4, ~~2: ff1y t.ranslatton. Prestulig1tatrur 
(someone who performs sleight of hand) has been translated as "may;1nan" for 
the sake of sense in English. 

1 Derncla and Manon, OTC, 58. 
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This is a good point, and T emphasize it, because Paul Ricoeur 
asked me the same quest.ion and raised the same ol~jcclion which I 
myself would smn up as such: Between the givenness, if any, in 
the phenomenological meaning of the word, and the gift, there is 
nothing but pure equivocity. 1 trinl to dnnonslralt' !hf ron/mJ)1, /Jpm11st1 

to asswue th.is .w-mllrrl rqw1mnt)1 as rr Mnrlmg pomJ proves to nnjlmwnsh 

bnlh llw question o.f the g;~fi and that of grvntnt's.~ . ... I think of the gift 
as a kind of issue reaching to the most extrem·e limits, that should 
he described and be thought and neither expJaine<l nor compre­
hcndcfL but simply thought-in a very radica] way. I suggest that, 
in order to achieve description, if any is possible, of the gift, we can 
he led to open for the iirst time a new horizon. much wider than 
those or ohjectivity and being, the horizon of grvenness.5 

\Vhat. \ve see here is Marion seeking to rely less on a semantic 

association benveen givenness and gift and instead seeking, 
through the question of the gift, to develop the horizon of given­
ness. This enables hi1n to respond inore strongly to Derrida's sub­
sequent. assertion that for Marion~ Bevery (;pgebenhrit (is) gift,'~ 

and by extension that Hevely'thing is a gift.~ a gift from God, fron1 
\Vhomever:· Marion slrcsses the reverse: "Every gift (is) Gtgtbrn­
hnt. n Yet Derrida brings the quest.ion hack to the nature of 

pheno1nenology: "If you say the im1nanent structure of phcnon1-
enali ty is Gegebenlzrit, and if by Gegebr.nhezt you refer to somethiug 
given, to some con1n1on root, then ever;' phenomenon is a gift. 
Even if you do not determine the giver as God, it is a gift. I am 
not sure that this is reconcilable or congruent \Vith \\'hat I kno\1\r 
under the na1ne of pheno1nenology.' 'h What exactly does Derrida 
mean by "smne common root"? Does he 1nean to include the 
given with GPgebenheit, and thereby i1nply that the link between 
these two words is inappropr-iate? Or does he interpret the given 
by '•common root" wilh the gift (a given is a gift, rather than a 
fact)? There is no clear ans\vcr here .. Instead~ 've \Vill progress 
further if \Ve consider the second issue he raises in this last para­
graph, which is what inight legitimately go "under the name of 
phenornenology.,, 

The real issue for Derrida is this: 

''Derrida and :vtanon, OT(~, 61; t"mphasts added. 
h Derrida and I\:farion~ OTC. 71. 
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What I understand as phenomenology, the principle of all princi­
ples, which you have recalled here, implies finally i11tuition 1 that is, 
the fullness of the intuition, the presence of something. 'Wilen 
there is a gap ben"·een intuition and intention, there is a crisis, 
there is a symbolic structure. But the principle of all principles is 
intuition. If you agree, as I think you agree, about the impossibility 
of equating the gift to a present, then you cannot define every phe­
nomenon as gift. That is what puzzles me.; 

\i\1hat Marion and Derrida are really debating, albeit contextual­
ized by the problem of the gift, is the nature and lin1its of phe­
nomenology. For Derrida, as we have seen, phenomenology is 
about presence, and where it fails to bring into presence it fails as 
a n1ethodology. For Marion, phenomenology is also ahout pres­
ence, but without that presence equating to the fullness of intu­
ition. For Derrida givenness equals presence, whereas for Marion 
givenness may equal presence, but not in the sense of present to 
intuition. By way of an argument over semantics, the question 
once again becomes: "Can there be a given that docs not deliver 
itself in presence to intuition?"-and only then can we ask: "Can 
there be a gift?" 

vVhile coming from a different angle, Derrida leads us in the 
end to the same point as Janicaud, whose critique I will now ad­
dress. We saw earlier how Marion's thought of givenness could be 
situated in the theological trajectory of his previous works. Yet it 
was also evident that in Reduction et donation Marion was produc­
ing a work of phenomenology, not theology. In Etant donni, as 
I have indicated, Marion sirnilarly argues that his task is strictly 
phenomenological. Nevertheless, in the latter work we find Mar­
ion examining phenomena of revelation/Revelation and arguing 
that this examination is within the realn1 of possibility for phe­
nomenology. It seems feasible to understand, then, that Marion 
sees phenomenology as a sort of prolegomena for theology. I do 
not mean by this rhat. he tries to deduce revealed theology from 
phenomenological method, an undertaking that he would find 
unquestionably abhorrent~ although this possibility is suggested 

7 Derrida and Manon. OTC, 71. 
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by Vincent Holzer.8 Instead, I a1n proposing that Marion seeks the 
enlargement of pheno1nenology to include the possibility, rather 
than the actuality, of something like theology, based on the point 
that revelatory phenomena cannot simply be excluded from the 
limits of phenomenological investigation. That being said, it can­
not be ignored that to complete this enlargement, Marion has to 
give exa1nples, and the exa1nples he chooses are fron1 Christian 
tradition. The proble1ns Janicaud identifies reduce to this: if phe­
no1nenology is to include revelatory phenomena, it n1ust presum­
ably be able to point to examples of such phenmnena, even if it 
is to illustrate the possibility, rather than the actuality, of revela­
tion. But as soon as examples are identified, the question arises 
as to whether they are what it is they are claimed to be: revelatm)1 

phenomena. There is in the exe1nplification always a necessary 
shift from phenornena of revelation to phenomena (or better, the 
phenomenon) of Revelation. If Marion were to add exa1nples of 
revelation fron1 other religious traditions, there would be no less 
of a proble1n, for the issue is in the naming itself. A phenomenon 
of revelation n1ust reveal something; it is therefore invested with 
the power to Reveal. If, on the other hand, and here I go beyond 
Janicaud, I were confronted with a saturated phenomenon such 
as Marion describes, I would have to be able to put to one side 
the question of whether or not it was a pheno1nenon of revelation 
in order to preserve its very quality of saturation. The disposition 
Marion seeks to assun1e here is that of the dispassionate observer, 
the phenomenologist of religion, perhaps, who is able to stand 
back and describe what religious traditions refer to by "phenom­
ena of revelation. " 9 Keeping this in mind, it seems what he 
achieves in Etant donne is legitimate. But Marion is not cataloging 
what others say is revelatory; on the contrat)', he is asking us to 
contemplate that when smneone bears witness to a revelatOI)' phe­
nomenon, it n1ight actually be Revelatory. To describe son1ething 
as revelatory involves a commitment in advance, not to the possi-

8 Cf. the comments of Vincent Holze1~ in '"Phenomenologic radicale et pheno­
mene de revelation. Jean-Luc Marion, Etant donne. Essai d'une phenomenologie 
de la donation," Transvenalites: Revue de Clnstztu t Catholique de Pam 70 (April­
j une 1999): 55-68, 66-68 [hereafter Holzer, PRPR]. 

9 Bearing in mind the injunction of Paul Ricoeur in t.LDR, 20. 
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biliLy of revelation, but to its actuality. 10 For this reason, .Janicaud 
i~ correct tu point out that Marion exceeds the limits of phcnome­
nnlog;y. 

It seems that we have reached an impasse, one that was sug­
gested i11 the examination of Redurtion et donation and which has 
now been confirmed by Rtant donne. Phenon1enology cannot de­
liver phenomena of revelation/Revelation as such, and therefore 
it seems that the conversation between phenomenology and the­
ology cannot take place, at least not without doing violence to the 
neutral (as distinct from the natural) attitude of phenomenology. 
From a Derridean point of view, this is because revelatory phe­
nomena would have to be delivered in presence, a requirement 
that would undo any possible revelatory quality they tnight have. 
Like the gift, a God handed over into intellectual custody would 
be no God at all. And fro1n..Janicaud's point of view, the impossi­
bility of delivering phenomena of revelation stems from the 
requirement that pheno1nenology observe what appears to con­
sciousness without involving a leap of faith. It could} of course, be 
argued in response that phenomenology always involves such a 
leap, for as Derrida has shown~ lhere is no phenomenology with­
out a tacit hern1eneutics. J\·Iarion falls so1newhere in between 

these positions. His desire is to refonnulate phenomenology, but 
in accordance with its inherent Ilusserlian possibilities, where it 
can examine what is inorc than an ol~ject hut less than an intuited 
presence. But on both counts, it is the hern1eneutical dimension 
that can he called into qu~stion. If what gives itself is not an object 
and is not present, 1vhat does it mean? At the sa1ne time, it \Vould 
be foolish to discount whal Marion is trying to do, na1ncly, to find 
a \vay of thinking what is greater than thought. This is the basis of 
the attractiveness of his work to theology. 

In one sense, it is very diffifult. to prove that what Marion is 

doing is not phenomenology but working at the point of phenom­

enology's failure. I say that because in the debale with Derrida al 

Villanova, as well as in the fine print of Rt.ant donni, definitions 
make all the difference. For example, ·where tviarion uses the lan­
guage of horizon it seems he is stuck in a inetaphysics of presence. 
But then he redefines presence, and renounces the horizon, and 

1u Holzer. PRPR. ;>8. 
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is even prepared to go so far as to say that "as to the question 
of whether what I an1 doing, or what Derrida is doing, is \\ti thin 
phenon1enology or beyond, it docs not seen1 to 1ne very impor­
tant." 11 In other words, it all depends on how Lhe limits of phe­
nomenology are described. The way to judge the success of 
Marion's work is instead to focus on its henneneutical din1ension. 
To what extent are those phenomena that, according to his 
schema, resist presence-to-intuition reinscribed in tnetaphysics by 
way of henneneutics, or can they resist being solely tied to the 
particular hermeneutical approach that. is Christianity? 

The breakdmNn of classical phenomenol<.)!-,11' occurs at the point 
where 'vhat is given exceeds conscious thcmatization, and we see 
this in a negative way thanks lo Janicaud, because he indicates 
that any decisive reading of what surpasses intelligibility requires 
a leap of faith. \Ve observe the breakdown more positively in the 
work of Levinas~ where keeping faith with phenomenology is less 
of an issue insofar as the failure is concon1itant with living, as 
distinct frmn merely thinking~ But vvit h I .evinas-and more espe­
cially the later Levinas, where a nu1nber of difficulties concerning 
the Other have been resolved-the leap of faith i~ recognized 
without our having to conu11it to it. This is what distinguishes him 
from Marion, at least to the extent. that identifying a saturated 
phenon1enon as rroelalm)' in the sense in which Marion uses the 
word involves making ajudgrncnt. about its origin. Yet it i.s not so 
tnuch the inaking of a judgn1ent that is the problen1. The diffi­
culty occurs when the juclgtnent is passed off as pure description. 
Now, it seems to me that Marion ,s thinking of saturated phenon1-
ena provides him with an opportunity to describe the conditions 
surrounding what interrupts or exceeds consciousness, without 
his having to take the next step of comn1itting to an interpreta­
tion of that interruption. Prescinding from the question of 
\vhether or not a phenomenon is revelatory, how are we to deal 
\\

1ith it if it overruns consciousness either by excess (Marion) or 
by aridity (Derrida)? If it is possible to locate such ~'phenmnena ,, 
in general, js it possible lo approach phenomena from a religious 
tradition (a text, for exmnplc) and without presuming to describe 
the1n as revelatory, to investigate their potentiality for saturation? 

11 Derrida anrl l\:1ar1on, OTG. ti8. !\farion n_.n01mces the horizon at 66. 
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It seems to me that this is a valid path to take. That being the 
case, let us examine how Marion reads such phenomena, using 
the exa1nple of the icon. 

THE lcoK 

Many sources in Marion's work provide access to his thinking of 
the icon. As early as L 'idole t~t la distanre, he is developing a theme 
that will become his trademark: icon versus idol. It appears con­
stantly in articles and books up to and including Elant donne. 12 

Since Marion hin1self uses the icon as an exan1ple of a saturated 
phenmnenon in this last text, it. provides an ideal study in the 
present context. Nevertheless, I will also draw from his theological 
works in illustrating how the icon functions, especially in relation 
to the idol. 

In L 'idolP et la distance, the idol is characterized not as the per­
sonification of its god but as the image by means of which the 
worshiper is referred only to the human experience of divinity. 13 

The icon, in contrast, is characterized as that which works as a 
kind of negative theophany. 14 Where Paul names Christ the "icon 
of the invisible God, H Marion explains, God the Father does not 
lose invisibility so much as bcco1ne visible in transcendence. 15 

1 ~ For exampk, llJ; HLa double idolatrie: Remarques sur la difference ontolog­
ique et la pensee de Dien," HmJegger rt In quPsifrm de IJ1eu1 ed. Richard Kearney 
and Joseph S. O'Leary (Paris: Grasset, 1980), 46-74; "La vanit(~ d'etre et le nom 
de Dieu." Analo1,11r et dial.rrlUJUP: /<..'.uan dr thlnlt~1;1t fondmnrntale, ed. P. Giscl and 
Ph. Secretan (Geneva: Labor ct Fides, 1982), I i-49; Dwu .mm; L'iilrr: Hors-texte 
( 1982: Pans: Qnadrige/Presses Unin .. rsitaires de France, 1991 L trans. as Gl1/B; 
'"De la ~mon de diett' aux noms divins: l.. 1 itincraire theologiqLic de la metaphy­
,~ique,'' l~aval theologzqu11 et j1hilo.wpluque 41 ~ no. l ( l 985): 25-4L and L'Hre et 
Dwu (Paris: Cerf, 1986); ProllgomP.m-:\· ii 111 rluzntii, 2nd erl. (Paris: Editions de la 
Differenct>, 1991) rhcreafter r\-tarion. PCJ: Cl·~· Hl 

i:i Marion. /]), 19-22. 
1
-i Marion. ID, 24. 

i:, Marion. ID, 23: BLa profrmdeur <lu visage visib]e du Fils livre au regard 
rinvisibilite <lu Pere comme r.elle. L'!conc ne manifeste 111 le visa~e humam. ni 
la nature divine que nu] ne saurai1 envisager. mais~ disa1enl les theolog-iens de 
J'icone, le rapport de rune a l'autrc dam rhypostase, Ja personne." C"'The 
cieplh of the v1sib]c face of the Son leis the invisibility of the Falher he seen as 
such. The icon manifests neither the human face, nor the divmc nature that 
no one would be able to envisage, buL theologians of the icon would say. the 
relationship of the one to the other in lhe hypostasis, the person.") 
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While the idol is about preserving the proximity of the divine, the 
icon manifests distance. 1° Concepts, too, can function idolatrously 
or iconically. Therefore Marion is able to understand the Nietz­
schean "death of God" in tern1s of the death only of an idolatrous 
concept of God. 17 Yet words can also refer, he maintains~ to the 
unspeakable. 18 Where theology has been practiced as onto-theol­
ogy, the conceptual idols of metaphysics are rightly condemned. 19 

But where theology preserves "distance," where it allows for the 
divine to overflow what is n1erely human, it goes beyond idol­
atry.~0 

Marion's understanding of how idols and icons function is 
deepened in God Without Being. Here he perceives that the differ­
ence between them lies in their "n1anner of being for beings" 
rather than in their being two classes of beings. This is because 
frequently the sa1ne object can function as an idol or an icon. But 
either way it is a question of veneration, and an object is vener­
ated when it is seen as a sign of the divine.~ 1 Artistic works are so 
venerated when ''they no longer restrict their visibility to them­
selves ... hut, as such and by thus remaining absolutely immanent 
in themselves, ... they signal indissolubly toward another, still 
undetermined term. " 22 It is in this referring that the value of the 

1
" Marion, //), 23-~4. Here Marion's thought reminds us of Balthasar. 
i; Marion, llJ, 15-16, 45ff. This is affirmed once again in GMIB, chapter 2. 
18 Marion, ID, 24: "le concept ne pourrait-il pasjouer, aussi et d'abord, comme 

une icone, au sens Oll, comme l'icone offre la figure de !'invisible, 'les mots ne 
sont pas la traduction d'autre chose qui etait la avant eux' (L. Wittgenstein), 
mais la proferation meme de ce qui demeure au meme mstant a jamais indici­
hle.,, C"could not the concept play, also and firstly, as an icon, in the sense 
where, as an icon offers the figure of the invisible, 'words are not the translation 
of anything else which was there before them' (L. Wittgenstein), but the very 
utterance of that which remains at the same time forever unspeakable.") 

''J Marion explores Western metaphysical idolatry in Gtt!B, 16, where, he sug­
gests, God is made idol as causa sw an<l as source of morality: "The concept 
consigns to a sign what at first the mind grasps with it ( rona/Jrre, rapare); but 
such a grasp is measured not so much by the amplitude of the divine as by the 
scope of a tajmcitas, which can fix the divine in a specific concept only at the 
moment when a conception of the divme fills it, hence appeases, stops, and 
freezes it. When a philosophical thought expresses a concept of what it then 
names 'God,' this concept hmctions exactly as an idol." 

w Marion, //J, 24-42. 
21 Manon, GWB. 7-8. 
n Marion, G\VB, 8. 
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work resides; it is the mode of signaling that will determine the 
difference between the idol and the icon.~~\ 

An idol is not an illusion: it consists precisely in being seen, in 
becoming an object of knowledge. "The idol depends on the 
gaze that it satisfies~ since if the gaze did not desire to satisfy 
itself in the idot the idol would have no dignity for it.~'~-i Hence 
it is not in the fabrication of the idol that its venerability resides, 
but in its consideration by the gaze. The intention of the gaze 
airns at the divine, but it is stopped there. Prior to heing arrested 
by the idol, the gaze sees nothing that will satisfy it. But in the 
face of the idol, what ~1arion calls ''the first visible,i' the gaze 
a11ows itself lo he filled, to be dazzled. At the same time, in the 
idol the gaze discovers its own limit. The idol acts as a mirror 
that reflects '~the image of its ai1n and ... the scope of that 
aim.' ir. ''{el the mirror effect remains secondary to the spectacle 
itse1f, and so remains invisible. In this \Vay the emptiness of idola­
try is never exposed to the idolater. The n1irror function of the 
idol is an essential feature, since it indicates not only the extent 
of the aim of the gaze but also ''rhat the gaze cannot see Jor heing 
blocked by the idol. The gaze cannot be criticat but rests iu the 
idol, incapable of going beyond it.~il "The invisible 1nirror thus 
1narks, negatively~ the shortcoming of Lhe aim-Iitera11y, the invi­
sable. ,,~, In the idol we see the divine, but only accord in~ to the 
measure of our own gaze.~i-: :Ylarion evaluates the idol in tenns of 
this n1easure: ~'it represents nothing~ but presents a certain low­
\Valcr inark of the divine~ it resembles what the hun1an gaze has 
experienced of the divine. ,,~~J The idol itself docs not reproduce 
the god, but only fixes in stone what the gaze has seen of the 
god, \'the point n1arkcd by the frozen gaze.":~'' It is the emotion 

:.!:
1 Manon, GlVB, 8-9. ''Variations m the mocle of visibility indicate variattous 

111 the mode of apprehension or th<:' divme ttsclf." (;WB, Y. 
:.!- 1 Manon, (;\VB, 10. 
:!:-,Manon, GlVR. 11-12. 
~ 1 • l'vtanon, GlVB, 11-12 ... The ulol would not be disq ualilied tlms, vis-a-vis a 

1-cvclation, not at all because it would offer to the gaze an illegitimate spectacle) 
but f-irst because It suggests to the gaze where to n~st (itself) ... GWB, 1 ~1. 

~-. M.anon. GWR, l :t 
~.'{Manon, (;\VB. l~-14. 
'.!\' fvlarion, CH'B, 14. 
·~n y]arion, GWB, I ..f.. 
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of this initial fixing that. is represented in the idol and which 
fixes others.:~ 1 

"The icon does not. result from a vision but provokes one.":~2 

Contrary to the idol, the icon allows the visible to becon1e satu­
rated by the invisible, without the invisible being reduced in any 
way to the visible.:':' The invisible is unenvisageable. It is repre­
sented in the visible only insofar as the visible constantly refers to 
what is other than it.self. It retrains the gaze.:{-t Yet how can the 
invisible beco1ne visible in the icon at all? Marion distinguishes 
benveen God's presence :Js substantial (referring to the Greek 
ousia, substance~ which he ass<)ciates with inetaphysics) and God's 
presence as personal (using the Greek huf}()stasis or the Latin per­
sona). H Hupostasis ~ .. docs not imply any substantial presence; ... 
the f;ersona attested its presence only by that which itself most 
properly characterizes it., the aim of an intention ... that a gaze 
sets in operation. 11 ~)r, Mariou defines the icon, like the idol, in 
terms of the gaze~ but here he is concerned with the gaze of the 
invisible rather than the gaze nf the human. "The icon regards 
us-it roncerns us, in that it al1ows the intention of the invisible to 
occur visibly.":)~i The 1con shows us a face that opens on the infi­
nite.~~7 It does not act a.s a 1nirror~ hut overwhehns us. ~~In the idol, 

the gaze of man is frozen in its mirror; in the icon~ the gaze of 
man is lost. in the invisible gaze that visibly envisages him. 1 ';'

8 Invisi-

:~i '"The idol c011s1gns and constTve~ m 1ts matcnal the hril1iance where the 
gaze froze, ll1 the Pxpectation 1ha1 other eyes \vill acknowledge the bri1liance of 
a first visible thal fn·czt's them in their material scope." ~\!anon, cnn. 15. 

:\:!Manon, ClVB. 17. 

Tl "Th~ visible r proceeds] from the 11Wisihle .... [TJ he invisible bestow[s] the 
visihle.·· Marion, GWB. 17. 

:q ''The lCOll summons the gaze to surpass itself by never freezing on a visible, 
since thC' visible only presc11ts Itself here in vie\\' of the mvisible." Xfanon, G\V.BJ 
18. 

y, Marum, CWB; 18-19. 

:H. Marion, CH7l, 19. This "hemp; envisaged ' 1 1s characteristic of Balthasar's 
theology. See Hans Urs von Balthasar. ThP Glm), of thr Lord_, vol. 7, J11po/og:;.i: 'J1ie 
Nrw Cmwnant. tr;:ins. Rrian McNeil. C. R.V. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press. 1989), 
286-87 [hercaftt"r Rahhasar, G/,71. 

:i; 
11

The ICon alon~ offers a11 open face, because it opens in itself the visible 
onto the invisible, by offering its spertacle to he transgressed-not t.o be seen, 
but. to ht' \'enerated." Manon, GH//J, 19. It is possible to trace here something of 
Levmas's influence on Marion. 

:~K Marion, GWB. 20. 
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bility is made visible in the face; the infinite gives itself in the 
icon.:~9 Infinite intention, it is excessive, abyssal, overflowing the 
capacity of the hu1nan gaze. It see1ns thClt in the face of the icon, 
the infinite passes;10 The intention from beyond the icon substi­
tutes itself for the human intention. Further, the lunnan face then 
also serves as a mirror to reflect divine glory.41 

The concept can function as an icon as easily as an idol, but to 
function in thb way requires that Hthe concept renounce compre­
hending the incomprehensible, to attempt to conceive it, hence 
also to receive it, in its o\vn excessiveness. H. 1 ~ Is it possible to have 
such a concept? "The only concept that can serve as an intelligi­
ble 1neditnn f(Jr the icon is one that lets itself be rneasured by the 
excessiveness of the invisible that enters into visibility through 
infinite depth.,,,,'.~ Marion suggests that the Cartesian idea of the 
Infinite might act in this way.H The concept determines an inten-

:~H "'The icon is defined by an origin without original: an origm h.self infinite, 
which pours itself out. or gives itself throughout the infautr depth of the icon.~· 
Manon. GlVB, 20. 

-ill Again we are remm<led of Levmas: ·~the icon pamted 011 wood does not 
come from the hand of a man bul from_ the infinitt" depth that crosses it-or 
better, orients it folloi;ving the intention of a gaze." Marion, GWR, 21. 

~ 1 '"The inv1sibl~ !'Smnmons ns, 'face to face, person to person' ( l Cor. 13:12)~ 
through the paiu u~d visibility of its incarnation and the factual visibility of our 
flesh'. no longer 1he visihlc idol as the invisible m1rror of our gaze, but our face 
as the visible mirror of tbe mvisibJt>. 11 

[viarion, GlVB; 22. 
·t.! Marion. GlV/J, 22. 
-c~ Marion, GWB, 23. 
44 Note the mflucncc of Levinas once agam. lu the Sorbonrw in1erview, I\.far­

ion speaks of the significann~ or the idea of the infimte and the role it plays in 
Levinas, revealing som~ mteresting and highly pertinent rhoughts on the hon­
zon: ult would be possible to thmk God as the infinite; on the condition that it 
is a positive infinity and non-ol~jecti\1e, that it not bl' spoken of as a representa­
tion-that is what Levinas says. Me. I will say that it is necessary that the infinite 
appears as a horizon more than a phenomenon, or r;ither-hecause a horizon 
limits, by defimtion-it is a non-horizon, it is thal \vhich is ahvavs he.vond the 

I I 

horizon, that which is the greatest thing of which we can think (Anselm)-t.his 
is Anselm's ctefm1tion. a non-definition. Thus the idea of the infinite is only 
possible as a non-dcflmtion of Gorl .... [I] t 1s a concept of that which is indefin­
able. It is a preosc concept of that which goes beyond all rldimtion. It is that 
which is interesting in che concept of the infinite. Thus ... for Levinas~ the 
idea of the infinite is .an intentionality which goes beyond all oq1ccts. It 1s an 
intentlonality without ol~jccts, the mfinite. And that is why he applies the infinite 
not to God but to the face in general, because the face in general is that which 
is infinitet and infinite m Lhc sense that there 1s no object .... The infinite 
means that wluch is greater than we can think." Y.fariou <lb.cusses both Anselm's 
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tion, not an essence. In the iconic concept, the distance bet:\veen 

the visible and the invisible is assured. 
In I .. a croisfe du visible, a collection of four essays, Marion focuses 

on the iconic function of art.·F> The first essay, "La croisee du 

visible et de I' invisible," moves fr01n a consideration of art in gen­
eral to the special and distinctive case of the icon, where it is 
necessary to go beyond both objectivity and perspective in favor 
of fostering a new relationship between the visible and the invisi­

ble. In the icon, the invisible is in the visible. The icon offers itself 
to the gaze without setting perspective in motiotL16 It shows its 
own gaze to the face of the faithful person who prays before it, so 
that two invisible regards cross. The icon accomplishes both the 

insertion of the invisible in the visible and the subversion of the 
visible by the invisible.·17 nThc invisible exercises itself as the look 
itself, which looks invisibly at another invisible regard, by the in­

termediary of a painted visible ... it results in a less classic phe­

no1nenological situation. where intentionality no longer 
accomplishes itself as an oqjectivity, indeed accomplishes the put­
ting in question of its own status as an I. "-4

8 

definition and DcsctrH~s's idPa of •he intinite in his Qufltwns rnrtb;u1 nw.1s, 2 vols. 
(Paris: Presses Univcr:ititaires dt: Fra1we. 1991, Hl96) [hereafter :i..farion, QCf and 
QClfl. With regard lO l..evinas. see QC!!, 4~. 245. At tlu.· latter page ~f a1·ion refers 
us Lo Levinas's short. piece "'Sur rick·e <lt:' rlnfini en nous:· which appe-ars m 
FntrP mm.~: Euws .rnr lf jJmser-n-raulrt' ( 1991; Pans: Linc de Poche, 1993) ~ ~27-30~ 
this is now avaibhle as 1':n1tr 1Vous: On Thmlung-(f/lu-Ollwr, trans. Michael B. 
SmiLh anrl Barbara Ha1·sl1av (New Y<>1·k: Columbia Universitv Press. 1998). \Vith 
regard to the idea of the infinite, se-e (lCII. 24Sff. and 275~i9. \Vilh regard to 
Anselm and Cod as concept, see ({Cl. 221-58. 

·Vi Marion, CV 
m Marion, CV 41: 'Teconomie de ric6nc ne depend pas de l'invesusscment 

de l'cspace par l'invisihlc; l'inv1sibk y ucnt en eflet m1 rme plus fondamental 
que cclui d'organiser l'espace, en simple cbori.·ge du ''isiblc. L·i1w1siblc joue 
ailleurs el autrcment. '' Clt he economy [is 1t an accident that he uses this ''"·ord?] 
of the KOil does not clepc nd on 'he 111\'CS.lmen l of space by l.ht' ll1 visible; the 
in\'isihle holds there tn effect a role more fundamental than that of organizmg 
space, as a snnple 'conductor' of the v1sihle. The mvisiblc plays elsewhere and 
othcnvise. '') 

-ii Marion, Cl-: 42-4~t 
.ii-t Manon, C\c~ 45: ''l'iuv1sihl<· s'exern~ comme le regard lui-meme, qm rcgarde 

inv1siblcmcnl un autrc regard mvisihlc, par l'intermediaire d'un visible pemt ... 
ii en r(·sulte une situation phenomcnologique moms dassique, oi1 l'intention­
nalite ne s'accomplit plus en une ol~jenivite, voire accomplit. la misc en cause 
de son propre statut de Ji'." 
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"Ce que cela donne,'' the next essay, is concerned with ho\'\.1 a 
painter is able to make son1ething of the invisible visible in what 
Marion calls l'invu ("the unseen") . H L 'irwu. is not seen~ in the 
same \'\.ray that the unheard of is not heard, the unkno,..,,rn is not 
kntmm .... L 'invu. certainly belongs to the invisible, but does not 

1nergc with it, since it can transgress 1t precisely in becoming visi­
ble~ ... rinvu, only provisionally invisible, exerts all its demands 
of visibility in order to, sometiines by force, burst into the visi­
ble. ,,.rn L 'invu gives the painting a certain independence, a power­
fulness that does not reside in visibility alone. It opens us up to 
desire for what cannot have been foreseen. The painting itself 
teaches us lo see. And either it will ar:t as an idol, giving us noth­
ing more than our own projections (which results in a crisis of 
the visible), or it 'vill witness to the unseen, to depth and lo glory. 
In this way it will be a gift for vision.~10 Marion comments, and not 
without smne significance: "To sec is to receive, since to appear 
is to give oneself to be seen. n::-1 ' The given demands reception.:,~ 

The third essay, "L'aveugle a Siloc,'~ addresses the question of 
the image versus the originaF':~ The original may be consigned to 

invisibility, but this invisibility is not simply a denial of its reality.r).i 
The original is defined by its invisibility~ by the fact that it cannot 
be i-cducecl to an image. A1nong his examples, !vfarion refers to 
the case of the cube~ \Vhich cannot be seen Has such." The dis­
tance bet\veen perception and knowledge requires at:tivc recons­
titution of the cube as an ol~ject. The invisible remains invisible, 
but is confirmed by the increase of the visible.'.);, Marion also gives 

M C\ ' r; 1 ''I ~. ' l'. · .. ' d - 1 ~ 1 anon. , · .. .l : . mvu n est pas vu, tout commc mom n est. pas entcn u, 
\' insu n 'est pas su .... L' invu rd eve Cf'rtcs de l'inv1sible, ma is 1w se confond pas 
aver Im, pmsqu 'il peut. le transgrcsser en dcn:~nant prensemcnt. visible~ ... 
l'invu. invisible sculement prov1soirc. exerce tollle son ex1genn~ de visibilite 
pour, parfois de force, y faire irruption .. , 

:,il !\farion~ C\·: 57-81. 
.-.i Marion .. CF, HO: "Voir. c'est rccevoir, pmsqu'apparaitre c\:·st {se) domwr a 

vo1r. n 

:i-·.:' :'.'vlarion. Cl', 81. VVe canuot hut he reminded of Balthasar. 
~d l\larion ob.scrYes hO\,r images operate iu contemporary society, and the way 

that perception becomes en·rythmg. Fn~quently, the image destroys the origi­
nal. Manon, CV, 8f'i-98. 

,·..i It. is hard Hot to imagme this in somewhat Platomc fashion, although I am 
sure that this 1s not what M(irion means. 

~)·1 Manon, n: 99-101. 
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the example of the irreducibility of the face4 In the case of a lover, 
''that which someone wants to see does not coincide \Vith that 
which the face gives to be seen to every other regard. ~':-> 1 > Once 
again, it is the weight of the other's regard that is gli1npsed. ·~ l do 
not see the visible face of the other, [as an] object still reducib]c 
to an image ... but the invisible regard that s\\'clls up fron1 the 
obscure pupils of the other; in short, I see the other of the visible 
face."::'7 In love, therefore, I a1n no longer bound to the in1age/~H 

The two examples I have just quoted fro111 Jvfarion serve Lo sup­
port strongly his argu1nent that invisibility and reality are not mu­
tually exclusive. v\Te are thus prepared for a denouement of the 

theological i1nplications of the study. Christ as icon is a furthcr­
and, he will add, superlative-example of visibility referring us to 
invisibility: 

Christ offers an icon 10 the regard only in manifesting- a face~ that 
is Lo say a look, itself invisible .. It is therefore a mat.ter1 in the first 
place, of a crossing of regards, as it is for lovers: I look, with my 
invisible look, at an invisible look that envisages me; in the inm, iu 
effect, it is not so much me \Vho secs a speclade as much as an 
other regard that sustains mine, t:mlfronts it, and cvenwally, over­
whelms it. But Christ does not only offer to my regard to sec an<l 
to be seen by his {regard]; if he demands from me a lovt\ it is not 
a love for him, but fix his Father .... But since the Father remains 
invisiblet how .am I able to see the Father in seeing Christ? Would 
not Christ con.stitute only what um be seen of the Father in the 
plact~ of the Father, that which holds visihly the place of the invisi­
bility of the father?''·' 

~' 11 \1arion~ C\~ lOl: "er- qu'i\ vcut von ne coincide pas avcc CT que ce visage 
d01rne cl voir :J. tout autrc regard.~, 

r~'j Marion~ CV 102: '1e TH"' vois pas le visible visage de l'autre, objcr encore 
r{·durtihle a une lmagc ... mais le regard invisible qui sourd des obscures pupil­
les de Lmtrc visage; href, .JC vois l'autre du visible visage." This 1s a Vt'IJ' useful 
rcadin~ o[ Levinas on the face T 

~IH Marion, ci: 102. 
~·· 1 ~lanon~ CV~ 103: ··tc Christ n'offrC" au regard unc ic6ne qu'en manifestant 

un visage~ c~c8hi.-dire un regard, Jui-meme mvisible. II s"agn done, en un prc­
mie1· lemps. d\mc crmsi~t~ des regards, conf<:)nnc au schez-ne amoureux; je re­

gardt:', de moll n~Kard mvisihlc, 1111 rt"'gard invi~ible qw m'envisage; dans l'icone, 
en cffet., ce n 'esl pas taut moi qm vo1s un spectacle qu 1 un autre regard qui 
souticnt le mien. l'affronte, et fvcntuellemcnt. le terrasse. Mais le Chnst nc 
propose pas seulement ~). mon regard de vmr et d'(~tre vu par le sien; s'il redame 
<le mm un amour, c-c n 'est pas un amour pour 1 ui, mais pour son Pere .... ~la1s 
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Christ does not offer an iniage of the invisible, but the face of 
the invisible itself. He is the visibl~ in1age of the invisible as invisi­
ble, and yet Himage" here i.s to be rethought as "icon," f<>r the 
icon is the opposite of the in1age, or at least it is a different type 
of iinage.60 \Vith the icon, in addition to the t\\10 elements of spec­
tator and o~ject, there is added a third-the "prototype"-not a 
second visible, but a second look that pierces the first visible. In 
this case the i1nage no longer operates as a mirror. The iconic 
in1age does not concern the visible or the aesthetic, but the cross­
ing of the t\vu regards. The one who prays before the icon is not 
drawn to an image but by the origin of the other regard. The 
iconic in1age thus breaks with the usual understanding of the 
in1age. 111 Those images that qualify as icons are those where the 
visihle renounces itself.ii~ It is this type of kenosis that character­
izes Christ's 1ninistry and which rneans that he functions iconi­
cally to manifest the glory of the Father.ii:~ So when Christ loses his 
human figure, he becon1es the figure of the divine wilL In a quasi­
Levinasian move, Marion adds: Hln the g~stures of his body ac­
complishing not his will, but the will of God, the Christ indicates, 
not his face, but the trartJ of Gori. "ti·t In Christ, then, we see not 
God's face as the face of Christ, but the trace of God passing in 
the face of Christ. 

The final essay, "Le prototype et l'irnage, '' has to do with pro­
tecting the sanctity of the Holy even in its iconic inanifcstation. In 
other \vords, it is concerned with ensuring that icons do not revert 
to being idols.t•:> Here tv1arion hiinself sets out the proble1n with 

which I have been concerned throughout this book, the problem 

puisque le Pere rcste invisible, comnwut pui.l)~jt' w.>ir le Pere en yoyant le Chnst? 
Le Christ ne constituerait-il pas sculcnw111 ce qui pcut se vorr rlu Pert· ~1 la place 
du Phe, ct' qm tient v1siblement fa~u de l'invisibiljte du Pi_~re?'" 

.-.u \farion~ Cl-: 104. The scriptural passage that most readily springs to mind­
"He is the image of the invisible Goer~ (Col. l:lfl)~~is thus reinterpreted by 
Marion. 

4

" Marion, Cl: I 06-8. 
(i~ Marion, C\1: 109. 
m Manon, Cl: 110, and also chapter 6 of the essay. 
i;.i Marion, Cl~ 110: "'Dans les gestes du corps accomplissant non sa volonte, 

mats celle <le Dieu~ le Chnst indiquc, non sa facet mms la tmff dt! Dw·u .. (emphasis 
added). 

h:i Marion, Cl~ I 19. 
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of the n1anifestation of the divine according to the human ho­
rizon: 

But eve11' spectacle only accedes to its visibility in submitting itself 
to the conditions of possibility of objects of visual experience, that 
is to say an intuition, intelligible or sensible; in one and the other 
case, the intuition is measured according t.o t.he dimensions of the 
mind receiving them and thus is defined by finitucle. Phenomenol­
ogy is in agreement on this ohsc1vat.ion with critical philosophy: no 
phenomenon can enter into the visibility of a spectacle, unless it is 
first submitted to the conditions of this very visibility: donation to 
a finite mind. Consequently~ the most. elementary piety will hold 
itself to this inevitable dilemma: either the Holy keeps itself as such, 
but refuses in this case [the entry in to] any visible spectacle-and 
the holiness of God remains with neither image nor face~ or the 
image that delivers the Holy w the visible only abandons itself to it 
as a victim to the outrage of the hangmen-and the image, bereft 
of any holiness, accomplishes an ohsccne blasphemy. Either the 
invisible, or imposturc. 1

)
6 

The problem concerns the incompatibility of Lhe image with holi­
ness, since the image so readily lends itself to idolatry. Using the 
decisions of the Second Council of Nicaea as a basis, Marion tries 
to distinguish once again betvveen the idol and the icon, noting 
that the icon will demand and merit veneration, and that it will 
both keep and manifest holincss~ 1 ) 7 

\Vith regard to these conditions, Marion gives the exan1ple of 
the Cross as icon. ChrisL kills the image of hi1nself, digging in 
himself a measureless abyss beh.veen his appearance and his glory~ 

i;i; Manont Cl": 120: l\Or tout spectacle n'accede a sa visihilite qu'en se sournct­
tant aux condition."! de possihi1ite des ol~1ets de l'expt-nence visuelle, c'est-a-dire 
a une intuition~ intelligible ou sensible; clans 1 \m et l1amre casl I1intuition se 
mesnn.~ elle-mfme aux dimensions de l'cspril qui la rq:"Oit et se definit done par 
la finitude. La phenomi·nologic s'accordc sur cc nm.stat avec la philosophie 
critique: nul phcnoml·ne n'entre clans la visibilitc d\m spectacle, s'il ne se 
soumet rl'aborrl aux ronditions de n~uc visihilite mf~me: la donation a un esprit 
fini. Par consequent, la plus elfmentaire p1ete s'en oendra ace dilemme inevita­
ble: ou b1en le Saint se µ;arde commc te1i mais ii se refuse alors a touL spectacle 
visible-et la saintNe de Dieu rcstc sans image 111 visage; ou bien l'image qm 
livre le Saint au visible nc le lui ahandonnc quc commc une victime '' l'outrage 
des bourreaux-et ]'irnage, veuve de toute saintet(~ 1 accomplit un obscene blas­
pheme. Ou hien 1'invisihle, 011 h1e11 l'imposttU"e. ,. 

hi Marion, ci-: 121-2~~. 



170 RF.THlNKINC GOD AS GIFT 

The Cross only gives a figure of Christ under the paradox that 
hides his glmJ'. In fact, the Cross gives nothing to see; it is a scan­
daLri8 \\That is more, those who view the Cross will be able t.o inter­

pret it differently.w1 The t)'1Je of the Cross thus only carries the 
mark of the Holy where the Holy abandons itself fully to rejection 
and injury by being completely 1nisunderstood. The icon repeats 
the crossing from the visible to the invisible that 1nakes of the 
Cross the sign of the glory of the Holy One. It is the trace that 
facilitates this transition. 70 Since Christ in the Cross always refers 
us always to the Father, the Cross is able both to inanifrst holiness 
and to protect it. In other words, it is not the visible that is to be 
venerated, but always the invisible to V·lhich the visible refers. The 
icon is ordained to the Holy in never clai1ning the Holy for itself: 
1

' [it] does not represent, it presents, not in the sense of producing 

a new presence (as the painting), but in the sense of making a 
present of all holiness to the Holy. " 11 The icon transgresses itself, 
as it \Vere, in or<ler to glorify what Marion, following Basil, calls 
the "prototype. "n It draws the invisible and the visible together 
in the same way that Christ does in the hypostatic union.n The 
distance between the invisible Father and the Son visihle in the 
Icon is bridged by virtue of their trinitarian comtnunion, where 
the 1noven1ent of the SpiriL is the love that links Father and Son. 
This moven1ent is both what dnlws us beyond the icon and wl1at 
prevent" it frorn bccon1ing a static or idolatrous representation. 7

·
1 

The icon de1nands a new way of seeing-veneration-that con­
tests o~jectification.7!"1 It receives veneration but does not appro­
priate it, referring all glo111 to the Father, and having as its role 

f,H Marion, c~~ 127-29. 
m\ Marion, C\~ 129. 
70 Marion, Cl~ B0-~~3. 
71 Manon, CV. 137: ''L'icfmc ne represcntc pas, elJe pres~ntc, non au sens <k 

prodmre une nouve11e presenn~ (c-mnme la pemtnfe). mais au sens de faire 
present de toute sain«f'te au SainL" V\11iat <locs he mean here by •·making pres­
em"'~ Yly thanks to .Jnscph S. O'I .ea!)' for his assistance with the translation of 
this probk·matic passage. 

7'1 Manon, CV, 1~)9. 
7:\ Marion, CV, 148. 
7 j Marion, C\,: 148-E}O. 
'~' StH'.h vener.ation orotrs m the context of my "being seen," rather than 

seeinµ;. 
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only to allow for the crossing of gazes, which Marion defines as 
both love and conununion.7') 

In the phenornenological context of Rtant donne, Marion situ­
ates the icon in his series of four saturated phenomena, of which 
revelation/Revelation is the fifth, culn1inative super-type. We can 
perhaps then assun1e that the icon of its own does not need to 
be equated with a revelatory phenomenon. Once again, we are 
reminded that the icon offers nothing to see, but itself regards its 
onlooker: HThe look that the Other poses and n1akes \veigh on 
me thus neither gives itself to he looked at~ nor eYen to be seen­
this invisible look only gives it~clf to be endured.' '77 Ho\vever, \Ve 

learn son1ething more in this context, that the icon contains 
within itself the characteristics of the three preceding saturated 
phenomena (the evenl. the idol, and the flesh). These character­
istics are the encompassing of 1nany horizons at once, the de­
mand for revisitation, and the dislodging of the priority of the 
transcendental 1. 7~ 

Having drawn front several of Marion's 1najor theological and 
phenmnenological works in order to note his observations con­
cerning the icon, it may be helpful here to smnmarize his under­
standing, grouping the many characteristics described. On the 
one hand, the icon refers us to the invisible or unspeakable by 
way of the visible, provoking a vision and retraining the gaze. But 
on the other hand, it does not reduce the invisible to visibility, 

and does not represent distance, but 1nanifests it. In fact, it re­
nounces its visibility, abandoning visibility to misinterpretation. 
Further, the icon refers not to an essence but to an intention. It 
subjects the worshiper to a gaze fron1 beyond, so that in the en­
counter with the icon there is a crossing of regards. Infinite inten­
tion substitutes for the finitt\ ovenvhelming the finite, putting the 
\Vorshiper in question and playing on several horizons at once. 
\Vhether or nol it is experienced as. a phenomenon of saturation, 
an icon does not, in theory, refer to itself but to what is beyond it. 
Yet to 'vhac therefore, docs it refer~ 

There is little doubt that an icon is generally understood in a 

7
{' ~farion, Cl~ 1.52-5~~. 

77 Manon, /~V. 3~4. 
7x Mariou, BJ, ~~24-25. 
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religious context, and therefore its consideration seems, at least 
initially, to violate Janicaud 's i1nperative that we not take a theo­
logical turn. ButJanicaud\ argument is less convincing where it 
is not assured that we are speaking about revelation as such. More 
important is the lesson we can apply here from Derrida, which 
is that if there were to be a God, then God,s entry into human 
experience would be subject to that same difference and def erra] 
of ineaning that disrupts all experience. In other words, the theo­
logical turn of the consideration of the icon is only an issue where 
it corners the market, as it were, leaving us with no other choice. 
Does the icon present us with only one meaning? It seems to me 
that it offers a number of possibilities: the icon n1ay refer to noth­
ing beyond itself; it n1ay refer to an illusion projected by the 
viewer; it inay refer to a Christian (or some other) God; or it may 
refer to the vision of its painter. With regard to this last possibility, 
Marion's exposition of l'invu, the unseen, in a \.vork of art pro­
vides us with a perfectly non-theological option. At the first level, 
then, the icon cannot be forced into making a reference to the 
Christian God, even if that is its subject matter. And we see this 
operative in Marion's description of the functioning of the icon 
of the Cross: it is necessarily open to ''misinterpretation~" But 
there is a second di1nension to our questioning: if the icon refers 
a worshiper to God, \Vhat does the icon offer of this God? At this 
point the quality of saturation is of relevance, for, Marion will 
suggest, the icon opens onto God in sud1 a way that intuition is 
ruptured by excess. The icon does not refer to any thing, but to 
what cannot be thought as such. It seems that in this gap-or 
using Marion, s word, this "distance ".........-rl~ff erance is operative to 
the extent that any desire to obtai11 God on the part of the wor­
shiper is annulled. 79 For what is found in the gap is not God but 
"too much," a too much that invites the risk of faith but refuses 
the certainty of knowledge. Yet while Marion insists that the icon 
does not refer to any essence, he allows that it refers to an inten­
tion. It is this "counter-intention,'' addressed to the ''me" who 
responds to the call of saturation, that threatens his reading. 

John Milbank observes the acute constitutional difficulties en­
tailed in the phenomenological manifestation of the other to the 

71 It is of interest that Marion speaks~ in fJ) of'" la donatwu dUJhte, ~, at p. 82. 
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same. He addresses quite a detailed objection to Marion (and 
Levinas) in an essay appearing in Thr Rord 1Wade Strangf, HOnly 
Theology Overcmnes Metaphysics,~~ where he states: 

The radicality of a non-apparent phenomenon equivalent to an 
irreducible excess of intuit.ion over intention is maintainedl be­
cause the "I" itself first is as called, or is subject only as ~·interlo­
cuted," as given Hme" before it is an L The problem here, 
indicated by PhiUp Blond, is that, as with the late Hlhco1ogical" 
Husserl of the unpublishert archives, and with Levinas, the calling 
"other'' ran after all only be identified as a subjective caller~ or as 
a giver, lry way of a pr~jection of one's own ego upon the other, an 
ego that would be once again an initial "t ,. constituted firsl as the 
ground of intentional rcprc.scnlalion of objects.~m 

It is possible to recognize here a similarity to Derrida's critique of 
Levinas and the face, where recognition of the face as Other de­
pends on a projection of the self.~ 1 

There arc in fact two prohle1ns: the problen1 of the recognition 
of otherness as otherness, and the proble1n of the identification 
or knowing of otherness. Milhank's (and Blond's) argmnent runs: 
the excess works as excess only because it precedes the I, yet the 
caller who is 1nanifest in that excess can only be known by an I 
who is capable of recognizing a caller in relation to itself. The 
only other alternative is that the call remains anony1nous, devoid 
of identification in a specific caller, and Milbank explains that 
Marion's desire that God be inanifest in the call undermines this 
option .. 82 If the call re1nains anonymous, there is no guaranteeing 
that it is not the .t~s gibl; the il y a or the Ereignis; no guaranteeing 
that it is the call of the Good .. w~ Else\\There, Marion goes to great 
lengths to establish that it is Love which calls to love, but he is 
unable to overcon1e the problem of constitution without resort-

S{'John Milbank, .. ~Only Thcoloisy Overcomes ~1etaphysks:~ Tiu' \1-0rd MmlP 
Stm-ngt; (Oxford: Hlackwe1'1 1997L 36-52, 38 [hereafter ~1ilbank, 01'0A1]. Evi­
dently this is before the rel~a.se of F.ta-nl donnl. althon~h l suspect tns cnticisms 
wou1<l not be a1m·vered in a \"lay he wou]d like m any ca!iie. 

-~ 1 See also Graham \Vard+ UThc Theological Pr~JE'Ct of.Jean-Luc :\farion," in 
Blond, PSP 

s~ !\.lilhank, O'J'Olvl. 39. 
s:~ Milhank, OTOAI, 39, 43. Interestin~ly enough. this cdlicism is addressed to 

Derrida, concerning his reading of the desire for t.he '~tout rwtn·. H by Richard 
Kearney in "'Desire of God," in Caputo and Scanlon, GCP. 112-45 1 126. 
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ing to an "'act of ethical or even religious faith~ ·' 8
·
1 Marion ~s prob­

le1natic reading of the icon as saLurated phenon1enon, where the 
excess gives itself as a calJ or as an intention, is expressed by Mil­
bank in terms of the gift: HMarion oscillates benveen ( l) the abso­
lute anonymity of the gift~ (~) the gift as a 'natural" manifestation 
of a giver = Goel; (3) recognition of this 1nanifestation only 
through an act of will. "R:) 

Milbank~s critique of counter-intentionality is a useful one, al­
though some of the problen1s he identifies can be overco1ne by 
preserving two levels of undecidability. At the first level, I cannot 
be sure of the icon's reference~ Al the second level, even if I hope 
it refers to God, what I a1n given is not knowledge but an excess, 
which itself is undecidable, although this is not a word that Mar­
ion uses with sufficient regularity to overcmne all our doubts. It 
may also be helpful to make use of the "double dissymmetry" 
argmnent that Blanchot applies to Levinas in order to overcmne 
the constitutional proble1ns Milbank suggests. Additionally, it 
1nnst be recog-nized that the i'othernessn in the Levinasian face 
of the Other is not based on the n1anifestation of the face (recog­
nized as a face in relation to my own), but on the manifestation 
of a trace in that face, for which I can never take account, and 
which has always and already withdrawn into in11nemoriality. It is 
not possible, on the basis of the saturated given (even of the call, 
which is given only as a trace), to identify positively a giver or a 
source of givenness. 86 Nevertheless, it is a sobering thought. lhat 

the undecidabilitv of the excess risks an encounter with ~~the 
J 

Devit" so to speak, as n1uch as an encounter with God. 
In all of this we see that for Nlarion to gain access to the excess 

of the saturated phenomenon requires him to undertake a her­
meneutics. To risk God rather than the Devil involves Hseeing" 

the icon in a particular way. Seeing niakes use of the light; phe­
nmnenolog-y is a science of the light. Perhaps that is \vhy Marion 
refers to phenomena of revelation/Revelation as blinding in their 

in Milhank. O'l'OM, :m. Sec Marion. GlVB anrl PC 
s.·i :vlilbank, OTOM, 39. 
Hi• Milbank i.'i too dismissive of the faith that affirms what cannot be known as 

rnf'h. His alt('rnat1ve (a theology of analogy. wluch "evacuates"' philosophy) is 
no less dependt"nt. surely. on a denswn of the will (faith) to affirm th<lt It is Corl 
who speaks oi' ads or is revealed. 
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excess, dazzling, ove1whelming, whereas Derrida's undecidable 
gap is a black hole. It is not hard to trace the influence of theolo­
gian Hans llrs von Balthasar in Marion,s preference for seeing 
correctlv. In the first volmne of the seven that constitute The Glmi,' 

I • 

of the Lord, Balthasar writes: '~The '\Nord of God became flesh, 
Jesus Christ, God and man-and so we are led u1uesen1eclly to 
affirm that here we have a true fonn placed before the sight of 
man. \Vhatevcr else might be said about Goers hiddenness ... 
the fundainental thing is that here we have before us a genuine, 
~legible~ fonn, and not merely a sign or an asse1nblage of signs. ''.~7 

Jesus is the form of (;.od made visible. The implications of this 

statement are reinforced where Balthasar affirms that "the God 
who1n we know now and for eternity is Emmanuel, God \Vith us 
and for us, the God who shows and bestows hi1nself: because he 
shows and bestows lumselj; we can know this God noL only "eco­
nomically' fron1 the outside, but may also possess him ~theologi­
cally' from within and just as he is. "HK Because ofJesns, God is not 
only seen but also known, revealed not only in deeds but in the 
Word. However, this seeing and knowing only becomes possible 
when the believer is conformed to that \iVord: Hthe lunnan be­

holder can be brought to such perception only by the grace of 
God, that is, hy a participation in this san1e depth that makes hi1n 
proportionate to the wholly new di1nension of a form-phenmne­
non which comprises within itself both God and world.,,""~' God's 

revelation in Christ is a phenomenon that can be seen by those 
who, allowing themselves to be detern1ined by the phenomenon 
instead of detennining it for themselves, learn to see it for lvhat it 
is. God ''shows'' Godself to those who have eyes lo see, gives God­
self "to be recognized," is unveiled in an "epiphany. "!II) Further, 
God in Christ '~is not appearance as the li1nitation . ~ . of an infi­
nite non-fonn ... but the appearance of an infinitely detern1ined 

HI Hans Urs von Ralthasar, Tlw Gfm)1 of /hf Lord: A ThNJlng1mf Ae.\·thf'/n.~. vo1. 1. 
Seemg the Form, trans. Erasmo Leiva-l\frrikakis, 2nd ed. (San Francisco: Jgnauus 
Press, 1982), lf>~ [hereafter Balthasar, G/./j. 

Ht' Ralthasar, G/_.J, 154. 
x~' Bal thasar, CL I, I :i4. 
'
10 Hans Urs v011 Balthasar, A~iystnwm Pasdwle. trans. Aidan Nichols) O.P. 

(Grand Rapidst Mich.: Eerdmans, 1990), 206 fhereafter Balthasar. AU'l; (;LJ, 
l 31 ~ CJ, 7. 27Sff. 
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super-form.
11

~~ 1 The examples fro1n Balthasar's work could easily 
be 1nuhipliedt but the point is this: the o~ject of theology is here 
being described as a phenomenon. The nature of that pheno1ne­
non is not entirely clear} but it has a form and a content that, 
under certain circumstances, can be seen and known. 

But there is a second and very important emphasis in Baltha­
sar's theology to be noted. \Ve read in 1\!Ir~stnium Paschale: "In 
bringing to their clitnax, in the Resurrection of the Son, all these 
lines of meaning, the Father shows to the world his risen and glori­
fied Son. 'God shows Jesus as his Son.' This showing is a gift, an 
act. of benevolence, as the Lucan fonnula makes clear. H9~ In The 
Glol)1 of the Lord, Balthasar says: "The revelation inay be tenned 
epiphany, or receive some other na1ne, but it is the perfect self­
gift of the ~goodness and loving-kindness of God our Saviour' 
(Tit. 3.4): this alone is the content of the audible and visible 
\Vord. to -which man replies with the gift of himself in loving 
faith. "~13 Or again: "Idealist thinking lacked the personal catego­
ries of Scripture. which prevent God's knowledge fron1 becoming 
human kno\vledge by a total omission of God\ gift of hi1nself in 
revelation .... Insofar as God 1 s revelation appears as his free fa­

vour, which incrits the naine gratia not only by its exterior gratu­
itousness but by its interior quality ... the content. of this self­
revelation of God bears the name of doxa (m<~jcstic glory. 
kab6d). "!H Balrhasar is interested not only in God's self·revelation 
as phenmncnon, but also in this san1e phenomenon of self-revela­
tion as gift. 

Balthasar exercises a most powerful theological influence on 
Marion, not least in his preference for using the language of gift 
to describe the encounter between the divine and the human. 
Marion frequently acknowledges his debt in this regard and ex-­
presses a profound adn1iration for Balthasar's work.~)=1 And in the 
examples given above we begin to see the deep correspondence 
bet\veen them, a correspondence that underlies the theology of 
gift and seemingly 1nakes it possible. The giving is intrinsically 

~ 11 Balthasar, GLl, 4~~2. 
~ 1~ Balthasar, 1WP. 206. 
~n Balthasar, GL i. 278: 
•.1-1 Bahhasar, (;LJ ~ 140. 
T· For example., Marion, ID. 1 :t 
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linked with the showing; the gift. becomes gift in the revealing~ 
The theology of gift is sustained by a structure of givenness where 
the phenomenon shows itself as and for itself. It is in the thinking 
of this structure, as we have secnl that Marion tries to open the 
dialogue between theology and philosophy, for such a structure 
also lies at the basis or phenonu~nology. So, for example; Marion 
is able to ask: 

Are the phenomena of revelation st.ill phenomena in full right? If 
yes, do they belong to objective phcnomenality, either untie, or of 
another type-that of the event, of the paradox, of the saturated 
phenomenon, etc.? Should one enlarge the path until now known 
or admitted of phe.nomcnaiit.y? Should one admit non-visible phe­
nomena, and in that case arc Lhey so provisionally, partially or de­
finitive1y? Al1 these questions, though they can only be formulated 
in the way of revealed Lheology, belong nevertheless also and by full 
right to phenomenolob'-Y-since revelation itself claims to deploy a 
particular figure of phenomenality.!Hi 

\Ve have come ahnost full circle. It is fruitless to insist, against 
Marion's specific instruct.ion, that he has n1ade of his phenome­
nology or "post-phcnomcno1ogy" a theology. But we can and do 
observe that his thcolop;y requires a light that thought alone can­
not provide. In seeking to establish the credentials of phenome­
nology in terms of opening a theological conversation, we have 
observed not only the limits of phcnon1enology but also the limits 
of thought itself. That being the case, the difficulty of the ques­
tion with which we began this inquiry is once again shown to be 
inost pressing. How arc we to think God as gift? How are we to 
think God at all? 

It re1nains to respond to the figure of the gift as it is outlined 
by Marion in the Sketch and Elant donne, and to ask whether or 

% Manon, TAPP, 49: "'lcs phcnoml~nc-s de revelation sont-ils encore pheno­
menes de plein droi1? Si oui, appartiennent-ils a la phenomenalitc objective 1 

ou ontique, m1 bien <1'1111 autre typ~-ceux <le l'evcnement, du paradoxe, du 
phenomene saturc, t:>lr? Dnit-on (·largir le champ jusqu'ici conrm ou admis de 
la phenomenahtt-? Doit-on admetJrc des phenomenes non visibles, el dans ce 
cas ]e sont.-Hs pro"isoirement, partiellement ou definitivemcnt? Toutes ces ques­
Lions, bjen qu~clles ne puisscnt se formuler que dans le champ de la theologie 
re\•eleet apparuennt'nt pourtant aussi ct de p1ein rlroit a la phenomenologie­
puisquc la rcvclatum pretend eHe-mf'i-me deployer UI1t" figure part1culiere de la 
phenomenalite. 11 
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not it is possible to approach God in this \Vay. A response fron1 a 
theologian \'\till provide a crucial perspective at this point. John 
f\1ilbank~ whose exchangist vievvs 'vere introduced earlier in re­
sponse to Dcrrida

1

s gift analysis> also comn1ents on Marion's at­
ten1pt to rethink the gift: ~'Jean-Luc Marion has rightly argued 
that to receive the other in receiving his gift de1nands that the 
distance of the other re1nains in place-to try to possess the other 
and his gifts_. to receive therr1 as exactly due rewards 1 or as things 
we do not need to go on receiving~ \Nould be si1nply to obliterate 
them. ''n7 Yet whi1e initially approving of Marion 1 s ~'distance,H Mil­
bank observes in it several prohlems, which reduce to a thinking 
that must be so unspecific as to give, in Milbank's terms, Hnoth­
ing." "'Hence Marion's gift is only of the su~jectiYc other, onzy of 
distance and not of the transference and contenL-fi1led 'in-be­
tween' which alone makes that distance: \vhat distance gives is the 
gap itself.~ To be given onl)' what is held at a distanc:e is to be given 
... nothing~ ,,m~ Milbank maintains that the thinking of the icon is 
really a thinking of the idol (and so gives nothing); and that the 
move Marion poses from ··vanity'' (the supreme Pnnui with being 
and beings) to God fails because it gives nothing specific.~'~' 

Therefore, if it is true, as Marion stresses, that a gift abides only in 
distance, it is equally true that if a gift is Lo pass, and not rather to 
be endlessly expcctt>d, the giver abides only in the specific form, 
measure and character of this distance. And such specificity then:~ 
must always he, frff even in the case of our infinite distance from 
God, we ourselves cxisl in some specific measure of such distance, 
albeit never completed, never fu11y apprchended. 100 

\\That Milbank seeks is not '~only giving, the pure gesture," but a 
giving that n1anifests a content. 1111 But as I have already indicated, 
such specificity nrns its own risks. 

In Milbank\judgment, ~iarion is at least correct where he rec­
ognizes that no one could ever assum.c to give back to God~ 10~ A.nd 

'i
7 Milbank, CGG, l ~~2-~~3. 

''ii Milbank, CGG, l:B. 
'
1
'
1 Milbank, CCC, 13~-~~4. 

100 Milbank, CGC, 134. 
101 Milbank, CGC, I :H. 
w~ The reason here hemg that "counter-gift cannot po.ssib1y be prt'dicated of 

God, since Lhere is nothing extra to God 1hat cmdd return to him.!• :'vlilbank. 
cc;c, 134. 
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yet Milbank also wishes to assert that exchange must characterize 
the relationship, or further, that it inaugurates and sustains the 
relationship. Hn ''Divine giving occurs inexorably, and this tneans 
that a return is inevitahlv tnade, for since the creature\ verv heing 

I , { 

resides in its reception of itself as a gift, the gift is, in itself, the 
gift of a return.,, HH The non-acceptance of the divine gift lea<is, 

he suggests, to the discontinuation of the gift. The gift occurs as 
exchange partly because it inust inevilably be received. And it has 
already been received on our behalf, according to Milbank, by 
Mary. 10;1 Marion fails, in Milbank's view, because he cannot see 
the necessary reciprocity in the gift, persisting in his idea of an 
"extra-ontological discourse." 10

1) In the subsequent discussion of 
Marion's relationship to Heidegger and the failure of "post-n1od­
ern" thought, what is most significant for our purposes is Mil­
bank's analysis of the two threads that sustain Marion's 'vork, 
which I quote at length since it stuns up a particular approach to 
Marion and, through him, Derrida: 

If, in the first place, Marion accepts Heidegger's completion of on­
tolOf.,')', and therefore, in order to speak theologically is compelled 
to e.we('(/ ontological discourse, he also, in the second place, derives 
the very space of this exceeding jimn Heidegger's ontoloh1)' itself. 
This space has already heen detailed in my account of Derrida: 
Heidegger's ontology is itself inlcrnally cxcccdccl by gift, since time 
and Being outside the mode of pres~nce an~, in Heideg-gcr·s terms, 
no longn- Being. They turn into that which Hgi\'es" Being, although 
this '"that" is really identical with ~'nothing." Marion then converts 
the donating nihil into a phenomenological1y apprPhencled Heall'' 
from a gift now standing at a distance from Being .. with \'vhich it is 
no longer ''enfolded.,. In a second move, which appeals to reve]a­
t ion, he ""identifies,. the call as divine love, and ontological emer­
gence PX nihilio [su] as creation t'X nihilio [sir]. Rut surely this raises 
the suspicion thac che space of the gift, ru an extra-ontolog-ical 
space, is only required \Vithin the logic of a strictly irnmanentist 

11n Milbank, CCC, I ~~4-~\:>. 
HH !\lilbank, CGG, 13!i. 
10 ~, ~Iilbank, C(;(;, B6. \Vith a Rahncrian slant l \·nmkl 1hmk 1t more arnnatc 

to say by Chnst m lmnsclf, that is, by Chnst as rhe apex ol' human evolution and 
as the ahsolu te Word of God. See Karl Rah ner, 17ou wlat wus (~{ Ch nst um Fruth, 
Lrans. 'William V. Dych ( 1976: New York: Crossroad, 1992), 176-227. 

10
" l\filbank, (,'(;(;, 1 ~~6-~~7. 
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construal of the ontological djfference, which as I have argued, 
expresses a philosophical option, not the termination of philoso­
phy. An unattainable '·beyoud bdng" is demanded by an atheism 
which tries to think onto-emergence out of nothing, not the re­
vealed word of the Bible. 

This suspicion, nevertheless, is relatively trivial. VVhat is of much 
more moment is that the nihilistic account of the unilateral gift as 
professed by Derrida, thinks through this unilateral character in 
the only possibly consistent. fashion, as compared with Marion's 
theological variant. 107 

Milbank's complaint touches on many themes, but of tnost in­
terest is his belief that ~larion 's gift gives "nothing." If nothing 
else, this should confirm for the skeptic that Marion's work, frmn 
a theological point of view, docs not deliver theology in the de­

sired or required specificity. But Milbank's comments also betray 
a fear that if thought has n1et. its 1natch with God, it is nihilis1n or 
atheisn1 that triumphs, and I am not convinced that this need be 
the case. It is telling that Milbank concludes of Derrida's gift: 
"But this gift cannot be given, since subject and object ~xhaust. 
the whole of ontological reality. ,.H)8 vVhat kind of reality are we 

talking about? If we come up against tbe lin1its of thought, is it 
because thought should be able to contain "everything·'? With 
Marion, we are led to thought's excess, an excess that he readily 
reads in terms of the Gospel, while adn1ining that he has no phe­
nomenological justification for doing so. \iVith Derrida we are led 
to thought's interruption, which opens not onto a plenitude but 
onto a deserL Yet in both cases it could be argued that we are not 
far from that theological tradition known as mysticism. 

If Milbank is disappointed that Marion's gift gives too little to 
deserve the name, I am inclined to argue that it still gives too 
much. Marion is correct to identify causality as a m~jor proble1n 
for the gift, but causality is a problern only because presence is a 
problem. The difficulties of causality can only be overcome where 
presence-of the giver, the recipient, or the gift-is overcome. 
This is evident in a number of ways: in the reduction itself, in the 

107 The discussion occurs at Milbank, CGGj 137-44. It is valuable but l cannot 
enter further into it here. The quotation 1s from 142-43~ 

!Ott Milbank, CGG, 130. 
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suspension of one or the other of the Hpoles" of giver or recipi­
ent, and in the allowance for the invisibility of the gift. 

Marion sees the phenon1enological reduction as the only way 

forward with the gift, 1neaning that the reduction of all transcen­
dence will give the gift outside all causality. 109 Yet the mark of 
transcendence must ren1ain determinative of the gift. fu; Marion 
says earlier of the given, the gift must be "from elsewhere." It 
seems to me that it 1nust therefore be inPdufible to my conscious­
ness, and for this reason, what is important is not so much the 
reduction of transcendence but the maintenance of undecidabil­
ity in that very reduction. 

In his discussion of the Hpoles" of the gift, Marion emphasizes 
that it is sufficient for one pole to be active if the gift is going to 
work. \\That he is effectively doing is maintaining lhat it is suffi­
cient for one pole to see the gift as gift for it to be gift. And yet 
that seeing would in Derrida's terms annul the gift. Certainly, the 
lack of coincidence bet\veen one pole·s seeing lhc gift as gift and 
the other pole's seeing the gift as gift is in1portanL But while tin1e 
is crucial in Derrida's analysis, so is undecidability, which relates 
to the gift itsel[ Marion tries to assert this undecidability by posit­
ing a donor who does not know to \\'hom he or she gives and a 
recipient. who inay not choose to receive~ but it needs to be as­
serted at a deeper IcvcL The donor must not know whether ar not 
he or she gives. and the recipient 1nust nol knO\\' whether or not it 
is a gift that he or she receives. In other words~ the gift must 
remain unrecognizable as a gift if it is to accomp1ish its work as a 
gift. This insight is reinf<.>rced by Caputo's lucid co1nn1entary in 
his .. Apostles of the Impossible. " 110 \Vhile Marion keeps hinting 
that the gift ~'decides itse1C 1 

~ here trying to prop up the autonon1y 
of the gift against the efforts of the constituting donor and recipi­
ent, in fact he cannot maintain this. The aporia of the gift is only 
resolved in the decision of either donor or recipient to read what 
Marion rightly identifies as donability and receivability on a given. 

The gift does not decide; it is I who choose to see in smnething 
inherently undecidable that it is gift. Marion observes at one 
point that the gift is an act of faith, and this confirms my reading. 

im> Marion, fI>, 121-22. 
1 w Caputo, .A.I. 210-11. 
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Cltimately, his atten1pt to \Vithdrmv the gift fro1n the realm of 
causality cannot \vm-k in the 'vay he intends. That is not because 
he SH!;pends the donor and the recipient, hnt because he eventu­
ally needs to reinstate the1n in son1e fashion if he is going to deter­
mine a g·iven as a gift. It is not the con1plet.e loss of the donor and 
the recipient that counts, but their intrinsic undecidability. And 
that undecidability will have to be the halln1ark of any given if it 
is ever to deliver the unknowable gift. 

In redefining the gift as what is lost, rather than what is grattt­
itous, Marion offers an interesting twist. This definition works well 
in relation to the suspension of the donor and the recipient and 
in relation to promoting the lack of return (by conversion) of the 
gift, but it involves certain ainbiguities. To redefine the gift does 
not solve the problem of the gift, for such a redefinition is not 
widespread. V\'hen n1ost people speak of a gift~ they do nol n1ean 
something they have simply lost, but something they intended to 
dispose of. And yet this could easily be recouched in tenns of 
Hintcnding to Jose" or "opening oneself up to the possibility of 
losing,,, and here lies the 1nerit of Marion's proposal. Giving, in 
the deepest sense of the word, refers to loss, and gratuity (the 
freedom of giving) is here understood as not intending to be 
compensated for the loss. 

~1arion see1ns to imply that Derrida has 1nisread the gift, or 
read it '~commonly~" as a causal relation. Yet Marion really only 
\vants to achieve, surcly1 the san1e result Derrida reaches in his 
recognition that where a gift is so1nething given by smneone to 
someone else, it undoes itself. So his criticism. of Derrida here 
falls flat. Derrida docs not read the gift con1111only, but as it func­
tions and fails to function; he looks, like Marion, for another op­
tion. Further, Marion's dismissal of Derrida's thinking of the gift 
as the condition of possibility for the given in general is based on 
a misconception. Marion accuses Derrida or trying to establish a 
ground for the gift, which he construes as metaphysical. Bnt if we 
read on we discoYcr that Derrida's thinking of the gift. as condi­
tion of possihility is also a thinking of it as condition of i1npossi­
bilitv. 

I 

The discussion uf indebtedness is problematic. It is possible to 
see in ~1ariou ~ s analysis here an attetnpt to tic the gift in lvith 
Levinasian responsibility. And it is not that I disagree with his 
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understanding of the constitution of the sul~jcct as a response to 
the Other, but that the not.ion of indebtedness seems to fly in the 
face of the very possibility of gift. How can a gift be free if it is 
always a response to debt? Marion speaks of an always anterior 
(immemorial) debt to which we must respond in giving. If, by 
chance, he wanted to suggest that we are always indebted to God 
and that therefore we n1ust give, he would run the risk of entering 
into Pelagian waters, and that in spite of the biblical re1nindcr 
that we love God because God 1ovcd us first. L 11 There is onlv one 

' 
wav of thinking this question that makes anv sense. To read re-

, I;_ ~ 

sponsibility as a response to a gift (of setf, of life, of a 'vorld), it 
nu1st be protected from identification, f(>r othenvise the gift will 
be undone. That in responding I receive myself as a gift must 
always be undecidable-it could be a given or a gift, and therefore 
I need posit no donor. Ir I see it as a gift, rather than a given, 
there can be no response out of indebtedness, but only a response 
of giving if that response forms the gift itself. In other words, if I 
give, it can only be because I have been gifted with the capacity 
to give, not because I fed that I must give back. The saying frmn 
1 John can thus be read, not that we love God because God first 
loved us and we have so been obliged, but that we love God be­
cause God in loving enables ns to love. And even ifjust the capac­
ity to give is the gift, it must not be returned. Levinas's conversion 
of desire here becomes very important. Goodness does not return 
to the Infinite but is lavished upon the undesirable Other. There­
fore n1y giving inust always rcn1ain undecidable. I must never 
know whether or not I truly give, for otherwise I could rest re­
warded by self-congratulation. 

111 l.John 4:1~). 
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Rethinking the Gift I 

IN ACCORDANCE with both Christian tradition and his vision of 
phenomenology, Marion answers the question of how God might 
enter into human thought in tern1s of the gift. li-.or Marion there 
is an essential coherence, if not a correlation, between what takes 
place at the outer lin1its of thought and what theology identifies 
as the inbreaking of God in hun1an life. Derrida, on the other 
hand, is less convinced of the capacity of phen01nenology to work 
at these outer limits, and is suspicious of what a theological her­
meneutics pro1nises to deliver. Nevertheless, as we find Marion 
more and more insistent that he speaks in the name of phenome­
nology and not of God, we find Derrida absorbed more and more 
by God as a question. And \Vhile Derrida insists that the gift is 
in1possible~ he also maintains that it is not thereby unthinkable. 1 

It is, instead, a figtffe of the impossible, a figure that might also 
bear the name of God. Strangely enough, then, both writers 
might be said to approach God by way of the gift. Marion's ap­
proach has been examined in some detail; in this chapter and the 
one that follows it will be necessary to consider how Derrida 
thinks the impossible. 

DERRIDA AND THREE THOUGHTS OF THF. GtFT 

The rvvo \Vorks of Derrida that deal most thoroughly with the 
question of the gift are Given TinU'.- 1. Co-unlnfeit J\1oney and The 

1 Derrida, ( ;TJ, 7. 10. Thomas A. Carlson describes this difference very well: 
qThe gift, Derrida sugg,c-sts. is not simp1y m1possible, hut rather thPimpossible. I 
take this distinction tu mark~ among other thmgs, the difference between that 
'about \vhich one [simply] cannot speak' and, by-contrast., 'that about which one 
cannot speak., but whffh one can no longrr si!Rnff.' In other words, 'the impossible· 
articulates this double bind: it engenders thought, speech, and desire that re­
main onented around whal, precisely. thought, speech, and desire can never 
attain. Indeed, the impossible might well engender thought, spt~ech, and desire 
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Gift of Dealh. Derrida's thinking of the i1npossibility of the gift 
proceeds with reference to time and to the potentiaJ that Hes in 
the idea that there might be gift where no gift appears as such, 
where no gift presents itself, since this see1ns to be at the heart 
of the prohle1n. This thinking will be considered according to a 
distinction Derrida himself draws, although it will be imposed 
here more strongly to produce two readings of Derrida on the 
gifL The second of the two readings will then again be divided to 
produce a third possible reading. At one point in Given Time, Der­
rida differentiates t\vo approaches to the gift, and these ap­
proaches will form the bases of the two readings that will be made4 
He distinguishes the gift as that which is given from the gift as the 
condition of possibility for the given. ''There would be, on the one 
hand, the gift that gives something determinate ... and, on the 
other hand, the gift that gives not a given but the condition of a 
present given in general, that gives therefore the element of the 
given in general. " 2 

When Derrida says of the gift. that. it. is the condition of a "pres­
ent given,,, he seems to understand this gift as the condition of 
all thought.'.~ It is the condition of possibility (or transcendental) 
for anything at all, including the condition of possibility for sub-
jectivity. However, there are two important qualifications to be 
made here. First, since Derrida generaJiy speaks not only of condi­
tions of possibility but also conditions of impossibility, it would 
perhaps be more accurate for us to refer to this giving condition 
that enables or disables as (1 

44 quasi .. 1ransccndental. "·1 This qualifi­
cation places a certain distance between Derrida and Kant. Such 
a distance is reinforced by a second qualification, to be made with 
regard to the subject. The Kantian use of''transcendental" refers 

to the very extcnl that it announces itsdf and yt"t remains inaccessihle." !ndiscre­
lwn: Fitutudumd the. Nmnmgrf God (Chicago: UJHversity of ChKago Press, 1999), 
226. 

~Derrida, GTJ ~ 54 . 
. ~See also Derrida~s discussion at (;TJJ 126-~8, regarding nature anrl dona­

tion. 
-l hA transcenclenral condition is a sufficjent and enabling condition; a quasi­

transcendcntal condition is insufficient and equi-disahling, seeing that the effect 
that makes it possible iN also made unstable." Caputo~ PTJD, 12. The difference 
is suggested riuite nicely by Derrida 111 the current context of discussion in GTJ 
where he says, "The transcendenta1 question or rather the question on the tran­
scendental gets complicated, it even goes a little mad.'~ CTI, 54. 
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us to the power of a constituting sul?_ject, and iL is problematic 
hecause Derrida will call those very constitutive powers into ques­
tion. The Derridean use of ~·transcendental,, does not primarily 
relate to a su~jecl.~ and \.vhere so it only relates t.o a ~~su~jectll \vho 
is never self-present. and at best constituted, and certainly very 
diff ercn t from that of Kan L :~ 

To return to the nvo readings that are currently being conten1-
platcd, there is in Derrida this distinction between what could be 
called 0 thc Gift" (as quasi-transcendental, even if not originary) 
and "gifts in gcnen1I" (any actual gift) _ti "The Gift" is Lhc condi­
tion of donation and thus detennines any other possibility of gift. 
The way of proceeding from this point \Vill therefore be first in 
terms of an attempt to discen1 this Gift, to ask: "\1Vhat Gift makes 
giving possible (or impossible) ?' 1 

Kevcrtheless~ although the two 
initial readings to be suggested \vil] be based on Derrida's own 
distinction, it \VOtild be artificial to imply that he hin1self always 
adheres to that distinction in speaking of the gift. This is borne 
out by the fact that. it is not until well after his consideration of 
the conditions of the gift (largely in the first chapter of Gi'Ven 
TimP) that he n1entions the possibility of such a distinction (at p. 
54). In other words, the space between the t\ivo readings itself is 
inhabited by dUJf>mnce. Much of what is said with regard to the 
Gift 1nay also apply to the gift. For example, Lhey both arise in a 
Hn1oment of madness. ,. 7 That is \vhy the second path to be fol­
lowed, that of discerning the possibility or in1possihility of gifts in 

_;The 'liscussioH hy Simon Critchl<'y in his "Prolegomena Lo Any Post-lkcon­
struct.ive Sul~jertiv1ty~ ' 1 in Critchley and Dews! DS. 1 ?>-45, is hdpful 111 grappling 
with this difference. 

1• See Dernda; /), 1:~1. Dernda quotes Mauss, who seems to ohsc't"V(~ the Gift/ 
gift dist inct10n to refer to the am hivalence of the word-the gift ts at once good 
(<_;in) and had (gift). I have adopll'd the distinction for a different n_ .. L1o;o11. 

narn.ch1 • \o indicate lhe difft-renc~ bdween the Gift as transcendt""nl:.:i.l ·.w1d the 
gift as 'anytlung else. It is also to be noted that Derrida does not seek an "origin­
ary'' gift (see his comments rdakd to Heidegger on p .. 162L ahhoug-h he does 
enter into discussion e]sewhc-rc ahout originary donation with refere::nn· to na­
Lure (Derrida. (;TJ. 128). Yet wc sec the problem of seekmg ··che originar-y'l as 
nature, the FLlLher. motlwr. or anythmg: or anyone else at p. G6. Perhaps '·ntder'' 
is a more .suitable dcscnption than ·~orig-iHary~' (cf. GT I, 95). 

7 See Derncla. GT/. 47: Derrirla. GH 65; and S0ren Kierkegaard, Fmr and 
Trnn/Jling~ lrans. Alastair Hau11ay (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1985), 
10;;;, fo1· example. 
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general will bear some relation to the first but will also draw from 
L ' 

other n1atcrial in Given Time, and then from 11te G~/i <?{Death. 

THE TIME OF THE GIFT 

Playing on the double meaning of the word "present," Derrida 
explores the relationship between time and the impossibility of 
the Gift:'~ On the one hand, and according to lhe com1non under­
standing, only what is in time can be given.9 And yet., on the other 
hand, '"wherever tin1e predon1inates or conditions experience in 
general, wherever time rH cirrll) ... is prcdorninant, the gift is im­
possible. A gift could be possible, there could be a gift only at the 
instant an effraction of the circle will have taken place, at the 
instant all circulation will have been interrupted and on the condi­
tion of this instant.,, 10 At this point two readings ben_nnc possible, 
and v,,rc t.l 1rn to follow the first. 

For there to he G1tt, there would need to be an interruption to 
the econo1ny of exchange1 an interruption to the cycle of the 
present. 11 It would only he in not returning, that is, in not being 
present, that the Gift could operate aneconomical1y. 1

:! But it is not 
only the present as present that would need to he interrupted. 
Derrida includes all the temporal ccstases, the past because it can 

N "The relation of the gift Lo the 'present,· m all the senses of this term, also 
to the presence of the presenl, will form one of the ess~nlial knots m the mtcr­
lace of this discourse." Dernda, CTJ, 9-10. ll lf he rcn>gnizes 11 as gift, if the gift 
appears to /um as such, if the present is present to him as pm.\·nll, this s1mj)le 
recognitm11 suffices to annul the gift. v\Thy? Because it gives hack. m the place. 
let us say, of the 1 hing itself, a symbolic cqui\'alcut" ( 11). 

~' Dernda, GT!, :-t 
111 Derrida. (;TJ, 9. 
11 "'Then_· is gift tf there ts an)\ only m what interrupts lhe system as \V("ll as 

the symhnl in a partiuon \\'ithout remrn and wi1hmll division ln'Junttlton]. with­
out b~111g-\vi t h-sc If of the gift-rolmttT-gift. '' Derrida, (;~/ ·1. l ~t 

l'.! "'Tinu .. ) ih~ ;present' of the gift is no longer lhinkabk as a nmv. that 11-i as a 
present bound up in the temporal synrhesis.', Derrida. GTJ, 9. "ll cannot he gifL 
as gift cxrept by not being present as gift" ( 14). ··1u any case the gifL doe.I\ not 
r.\Ti.t aurl docs not /J1"esenl itself. If it presents itself, 11 no }ongn presents ibelf" 
( 15). Ttw gifl \Von Id operate anc<·onomirally~ or at I< ~ast outside a restrktcd 
econon1y. 
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be remembered, and the future because it can be anticipated. 1 :~ 

This means ihat fur there to be Gift, iL wouid have to be given 
outside the circle of time~ and yet still maintain so1ne relationship 
to the circle in order to have any signification. And this is the 
heart of the proble1n. In Derrida1 s words: 

Nmv the gifti if tJwre is any, \vouJd no doubt be related to economy. 
One cannot treat the gift, this goes without saying, without treating 
this reiation to economy, even to the money economy. But is not 
the gift, if there is any, also that which interrupts economy? That 
which, in suspending economic calculation, no longer gives rise to 
exchange? That which opens the circle so as tu defy reciprocity or 
symmetry~ the common measure, and so as to turn aside the return 

in view of the no-return? If there is a gift, the givn-z of the gift (that 
which one gives, that. whuh is given, the gift a~ given thing or as act 
of donation) must not come back to the giving (let us not already 
say to the subject~ to the donor)~ It must not circulate, it must not 
be exchanged, it must not in any case be exhausted, as a gift, by 
the process of exchange, by the movement of circuiation of the 
circle in the form of return to the point of departure. If the figure 
of the circle is essential to economics, the gift. must remain anPCo­

nomic. Not that it remains foreign to the circle, but it must keejJ a 
relation of foreignness to the circle, a relation without relation of 
familiar foreignness. It is perhaps in this seuse that. the gift is the 
• '11 H 1mposs1 J e. 

For there to be Gift, it inust interrupt tin1e and interrupt econ­
omy. Once again, lhe ''relationless relation'' is invoked. The 
''......,.;•~.n.......,,,, '' ........... ~,~·f- .... .r..i- ...... ~~ .. -~ l-.,. . ..,"'"°i,. f-r.. t-h.c;i, 44 rr~,,.:;.,rr~; ~f tl •, t ''h '' ~1\."LJ1 IIJU3l 11\.JI. LUlllL Ucl\_.I'\. LV UH.... 5n1 1115 I.I. ulere IS ... o ue 
Gift. Derrida highlights his avoidance of saying that it rr1ust not 
come back to the subject: the Gift could never be passed between 
c-nh-i,,::l.rteo I:> R111t l1.t=>- ·-ilc.n 'l.uichPc tn ..::~.lu mn.rP th•.:an th~1t Not rntn1na 
.:JU'-J'j'--''--t..0• }<.1\A L _i. ll'l.,_, C:-ll•:l"'-' ''°' ll...:Jll J. \_.o.J li..>..J .. ,CA] ""'"''-""' "'-" <-.& "'L4.I-.& '-"'"'"-"''-• .&. 'I''-"<- ~....._...,..,,...&& "b 

back to the "giving," which is prior to the specification of a sub­
ject or donor, is not coming back to the origin. Tl n y a plus d '01i­
gi,ne, there is no longer an origin. 

1 ~ HThe temporalization of time (memory, present, antidpation; retention, 
protention, imminence of the future; ·ccstases,' and so for1h) <.1lways sets in mo­
tion Lhe prnces~ of a destruction of the gift: through keeping, restllllllOn, repro­
duction, the anticipatory expectation or apprehension that grasps or 
comprehends in advance." De rnda~ G Tl J 14. 

t·l Oerridat GTJJ 7. 
i:. '•If there is gift, il cannot take place between two su~jccts exchanging ob­

jects, things, or symbols.'' Derrida, GTJ_, 24. 
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In another part of the text, Derrida ree1nphasizes the exterior­
ity of the Gift to the circ1e: 

The overrunning of the circle by the gift, if there is any, does not 
lead to a simple, ineffable exteriority that 'vou]d be transcendent 
and without relation. It is this exteriority that sets the drdc going, 
it is this exteriority that puts the economy in motion. It is this cxte­
riority thar engages in the circle and makes il turn. If one must render 

an w:rnunl (to science, to reason, to philosophy, to the economy of 
meaning) of the circle effects in which a gift gets annulled, this 
account-rendering requires that om: take into arcount that which, 
\V-hik not simply belonging to the circle, engages in it and sels off 
its motion. \\That is the gift as lhc first mover of the circle? And how 
does it contract itself into a circular contract? And from what place? 
Since when? From whom? 111 

Given Derrida's general approach to binary oppositions such as 
presence and absence, being· and non-being, or speech and writ­
ing, for example, it appears unusual for him to use a word such 
as "exteriority." For exteriority i1nplies an opposition to interior­
ity, and such an opposition would always be "contaminated" by 
undecidability. What does exteriority n1ean in this context? It 
does not mean, Derrida insists, "a simple, ineffable exteriority 
that would be transcendent and without relation." In other 
words, it seems that he does not wish to posit a reality external to 
the circle, a cau.sP such as God, for cxainple. (At the same time, 
why does he then speak of the gift as Hf-irst mover" of the circle? 
vVhy use language that has resonated so forcefully in the context 
of "onto-theology"?) 17 It seems that Derrida is speaking of a 
breach, an interruption to the economy of the circle by some­
thing that is related to it but which is perhaps not anything as 
such within the circle. There are two possibilities. One is that the 
breach is instigated by an external force. The other is that the 

11
; Derrida~ GTJ, ~O. 

17 In The Trnth m Pwntmg, Dernda speaks of having "set in train a divided 
Prime ~fovcr, 11 which perhaps tells us that any origin ~·ill always be divided dis­
semmatively and thns never onginal. With regard to the gift as first mover~ it 
seem~ lo me that since the gift "'is'' impossible it reaches the same point as the 
divided ongm, that is, that it cannot be original. See Jacques Derrida, The Truth 
m Pamtmg, trans. G~offrey Bennington and Ian McLeod (Chicago: UniversiLy of 
Chicago Press. 1987), ~ lhereafter Derrida. TP]. 
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exteriority that. is not anything as such within the circle is not 
anything as such at alL The latter opriou makes a certain amount 
of sense Kiven Derrida's comments on the ''trait'' in 1ne 1rnth in 
Painting: ''One space remains to be broached in order to g-ive 
place to the truth in painting. Neither inside nor outside, it spaces 
itself without letting itself be framed but it does not stand outside 
the frame. It works the frarne, 1nakes it work, lets it \Vork, gives it. 
work to do (let, n1ake, and give will be my most misunderstood 
words in this hook)." 18 Of further note in the extract from Given 
Time just 'luot.cd is that Derrida uses the phrase "rendt~r an 
account." Here we find the ve1J point of interface-the very un .. 
comfortable poinl of interface-between economy and its inter­
ruption~ For the account rendered seeks to take account of the 
unaccountable, and so it cannot take account, but falls endlessly 
between the cracks. 

Derrida's thinking of the time of the Gift is related to a radical 
forgetting. The Gift cannot be present, cannot be anticipated, 
and cannot he remembered; but even further) it cannot. even he 
forgotten in the unconscious. rn Such is the character of the Gift 
that it cannot be an event within the realm of consciousness at 
alL This is why the forgetting rnust be so radical. For the Gift to 
be Gift, having a relationship with consciousness (the circle, tin1e} 
whiJe not occurring within it, it would have to be radically ante­
rior to it, and, Derrida will say, even constitutive of it. Both subject 
and o~ject Hare arrested eflects of the gift. " 20 The Gift would have 
passed bef<>re a distinction could be drawn between subjectivity 
and ol:~jeclivity.~ 1 It would be i1nmemorial~ an event of a past that 

IH Dernch-1.t TPt 11 ·-12. 
1'·' "For there to he gift, nol only must the donor or donee not perceive or 

rece1vc Lhe g-ifl as such, havl'. no cons<:iousncss of it. no me1nory, no rcrognition; 
he or she 1u.ust also forget 1t nght away and moreover this forgetting musl be so 
radical chat it (.'xceeds even the psyd1oana1yuc categoria1ity of forgetting. This 
forgetting of thf" :Jift mu~t even no 1onger be forgetting in the sense of repres­
sion." Dernda, (;'!'/, 16. 

:!o Derrida, GT/, 24. 
~ 1 Cf. De1Tida's comme11ts in Pomls with rq.~anl to the "'who" in "heing­

thrmvn ": ''Staitmg at "birth,' and possibly even .. pnor to iL. being-thrown re-ap­
propnates itself or rather ex-propriatcs itself in lt.>rrns Lhat arc not yet those of 
the sub.Jeri or the flr<?Jfff. The question ·,-vho · then hecomC's: "\\110 (js) thrown?' 
'Who becomcs-"'who" from out of the destmcrrance of the being-thrown?' 
That it is still a matter here of the trace, but also of it.<Tability (cf. my Lmutnl Inc.) 
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was never present. All we could know of the Gift would be the 
trace of its having already passed, the trace of its total erasure, a 
trace that would somehow nevertheless mark consciousness: 

_.And yet we say 4 'forgettingH and not nothing. Even though it must 
leave nothing behind il, even though it must efface everything, in­
cludinjl; the traces of repression, this forgetting, this J<n-get.ling of the 
gi_.fl cannot be .a simple non-experience, a simple non-appearance, 
a sdf-effacemcnt that is carried off with what it effaces. For there 
to be a gift-event (we say event and not acl), something must come 
about or happen .. in an instant, in an instant that no doubt does 
not hclong to the economy of time, in a time without time, in such 
a way that the foq~etting forgets, that it forgets itself, but also in 
SlKh a way that this forgetting, without being something pn·scnt, 
presen Lable, determinable, sensible or meaningful, is not nothing. 

Far from giving us to think the possibility of the gift, on the con­
trary, it is on the basis of what takes shape in the name g~ft that one 
could hope thus to think forgcLting. For there to be forgetting in 
this sense, th ere must be glf t. 2~ 

There would be no point in talking about giving if it were so 
completely forgotten that it became, in Derrida ,s \vords, ··a si1n­
ple non-experience'' or Ha simple non-appearance.~' Giving may 
not be able to be '"processed,, as experience, but unless it touches 
experience in some way it literally does not even rate a mention.~:1 

Somehow there is signification~ even if it does not coincide with 

the event, even if it is marked only in the f<_·ffgetting, even if the 
signification is of forgetting and not of the Gift. The trace of th~ 
Gift is the forgetting of the forgotten; the possibility of forgetting 
and the hope of thinking the forgetting come from the Gift itself 

The conditions of the Gift are, therefore, as follows. The Gift 

means lhat lhis ex-appropriation cannot be absolutc.:ly sr.abilized in the form of 
the subject. The subjcn assumes presence; that is to say suh-stanre. stasis, stance. 
Not to be able to stabilize Itself a.bsolutt'ly would mean to be able onh' to b(· slah1-
lizi11g itself: relative stabilization of wh~ll remains tnntabf, .. or rath~~r 1w1H'lablt·. 

Ex-appropriation no longer closes itself; it ncyer totalizes use-If ~ 1 Derrida. Po1 

270. 
~ 1 Derrida, GTJ, 17. 
~:i \Nhat does Derrida mean hy li·xj1hu-'nr·p? In Porn II he speaks of experience as 

a traversal (37~'). He seems to favor a sense of 1~1j(drnrngrathe1· than l-.'rMm1s, ~md 
after all, for Derrida the 1atler 1s complicated by Husserl's emphasis on tlw .. liv­
ing pre-sen l." Yet at the same time. there is a sense that experience is not primar­
ily theoretical. Experience. too. has a11 a pore tic structure. See Han, l~P. 
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cannot be present, cannot be anticipated, and cannot be remem­
bered. It is an event, but it cannot be an event within the realm 
of consciousness, even though it will somehO\\t bear a relationship 
to consciousness that is constitutive of it. The Gift cannot take 
place between subjects. It will always and already have been, that 
is, it will be i1nme1norial; and it will be known only by the erased 
trace of its having passed. In other words, the Gift can only be 
known by way of a trace: it can have no decidable origin, cannot 
exist as such, and can have no decidable destination. \Vhat Gift 
could fulfil these conditions? 1<> he consistent with his critique, if 
Derrida \vere ever to identif)' the Gift outright he would already 
in a certain sense have undermined it. But it is possible to guess 
at what he 1night choose. 

THE GIFT As CoNnITION OF PossnnLITY AND IMPoss1s1uTY 

In Given Time} a number of passages point to what we might name 
as GifL Derrida speaks of absolute forgetting. He suggests that 
"the thought of this radical forgetting as thought of the gift 
should accord with a certain experience of the trace as cinder or 
ashes in the sense in which 've have tried to approach it else­
where. " 24 There are three linked clements here: the thought of 

1
-
1 Derrida, GT/, I 7. In the footnote, Derrida refers us to one such "else­

where,'' Fru la rendt"f, "and the other texts intersecting with it al. the point where, 
precisely, a certain 'ii y a la, [there is there] intcrs~-:.cts with the giving of the 
gift." This text explores the cinder as the trace: ··-·-hut that is just what he calls 
the trace, this effacement. I have the impression now that the best paradigm for 
the trace for him, is not. as some have bclicvccL and he as wen, perhaps, the 
trail of the hunt, the fraying~ the furrow in the s~m<ll the wake in the sea, the 
love of the step for its impnnt, hut the cm<le1- (what rcmams without remaining 
from the holocaust, from Lhe all-hurning, from the incineration the incense 
[.m]). ·~Jacques Derrida, Cindn:rt. trans. Ned Lukacher (Lincoln: Umversity of 
Xchra.ska Press, 1991), 43. But at the same time, it is an exploration of the trace 
or the cinder as the gift. ·• "What puts itself in play in this holocaust of play 
itself?? / TI1is perhaps: the gift 1he sacrifice, the puu.ing into play or the setting 
on fire of evcrythmg"' ( 46). Once aga;n, th<.: t{ift is rdaled to time and to the 
immemorial: "'Before, if one could count here with tnnc, before evervthing, 

I \_ 

before every determinable being [etantJ. there 1s. there was. there v~'ill have been 
I.he irruptive event or the gift [don]. An event that no more has any relation with 
\Vhat 1s currently des1gnarerl under this \a..·ord. Thus giving can no longer be 
thought starting from Bemg [eta~] but 'the rnno·aq', · it could be said, if this 
logical inversion here were pertinent when ch~ question 1s not y~l 1ogic but the 



RETHINKING THE GIFT I 193 

radical forgetting, the thought of the Gift, and the experience of 
the trace or cinder or ashes. The thought of radical forgetting is 
understood as a thinking of the Gift that ru:wrds with (is equal to, 
the same as?) an experience of the trace. Perhaps one could say 
,1 . ,1 .1. "'J ,. ___ 1• __ t r _____ -~~·-- __ ~-- i_, __ ~'-~--,-~-- ___ £ ~1- _ ~~r.._ cnac cne tnougnt or raa1ca1 1orgen1ng is u1e unnK111g ur u1e uHL 

as a trace. This might mean that. the Gift is experienced by way of 
the trace, or that the Gift "is" a trace. It might be possible to 
say that the Gift is given according to the traccl or that it works 
undecidably in the same way that the trace does. 

Another hint emerges in the context of an analysis of Marcel 
.... .. ...-...... .. ,_ , .. , , ~ .. . 1 .. .. ,...... _,., 

Mauss. uernua nescrmes now un1e, as a tenn, oecomes s1gn1ncan1 
in Mauss's evaluation of a gift econmny: 'Tor those who partici­
pate in the experience of gift and countcrgift, the requirement of 
restitution ~at term,~ at the delayed ~due date, 1 the requirement 
of the circulatory differance is inscribed in the thing itself that is 
given or exchanged.'·'.:!~ Momentarily, Derrida becomes diverted 
by this dijffranre. The gift oqjcct of which he speaks remains 
within the economy, within the range of calculation, but the 
"force'' of the gift is not only in its demand for restitution but 
ajso in its exercising of deiay. Dijjerance: the effect of difference 
and defen-al. 26 Hence ''differance, which (is) nothing, is (in) the 
thing itself It is (given) in the thing itself. It (is) the thing itself. 
It, differance, the thing (itseif). it, V•lithout. anything other. Itself, 
nothing. "n 

A further obsenlation might be n1ade from the perspective of 
Derrida~s discussion of language and giving. Derrida posits the 
possibility of hnguistic dissemination. He notes that ~'this hypoth-

origin of logic. In Zn/ und St>m, the gift of the P.s gibl giv~s it.self to be thought 
before the Snn in the rs gibt .Snn and displan~s all that is determined under the 
name Ereigms, a word translated by event" ( 46, 18). Derrida is most suggestive 
of the seJf:.effacemcnt of the trace at 57: "If you no longer recall it, it is because 
the mcmeraticm follows its course and the consumIT1ation proceeds from itself, 
the cinder it."elf. Trace destined, like everything, to disappear from itself, as 
much in order to lose the way as to rekindle a memory. The cinder is exact: 
hecause without a trace it precisely traces more. than an other, and as the other 
trace (s) ."' For many other passages on the gift \Ve couid aiso refer to Jacques 
Derricia, Glas, trans . .John P. Leavey.Jr., and Richard Rand (Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press, 1986), especially at 242-'17. 

:!:i Derrida. GT/, 40. 
<.:i• Derrida, SP, 129-30. 
'2i Dernda. GTJ. 40. 
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esis of a disse1nination without return \Vould prevent the locution 
fron1 circling hack to its 1neaning~ It thus also concernS-\\1hence 
this paradoxical fold-the without-return of the gift..,~~ Dissemi­
nation as without-return concerns the without-return of the Gift. 
Why dissemination? Because of rl-~[fhnna'--the difference and de­
ferral that make absolute identity i1npossible, that tnake a con1-
plele return irnpossihle. Dissemination is the effect of scattering 
in 1nultiple contexts that 1narks each context with dijjeranre, with 
a difference and a deferral of 1neaning. Derrida draws this con­
nection het\·'iteen language and giving elsewhere.~~' 

In \vritin~ on the gift, Mauss is involved in a certain giving, and 
here we arc p1·ovided with anothe1- clue. "The theoretical and 
supposedly constative dimension of an essay of the gift is a priori 
a piece~ only a part, a part and a party, a moment of a perfunnative, 
prescriptive, and nonnative operation that gives or takes, indebts 
itself, gives and takes, refuses to give or accepts to give-or does 
both at the same time accordinu to a necessitv that we will come tl J 

back to." \"111at is this necessity tu ,,,hich Derrida \\1ill return? \i\1ill 
it not be a slrw:tural necessity, one that marks the non-return of 
all returns, one that inhabits and corrupts all that is "a piece, only 
a part) a part and a party, a m.omenl of a perforn1ative, prescriptive, 
and normative operation that gives or takes, indchts it.self, gives 
and takes, refuses to give or accepts to give-or does both at the 
same time. '':~o In other words, it seems that Derrida is referring 
to the structural effect of dijjhanre that is operative in ~lauss's 
\\Tl ting. 

It will he sufficient to note a few of the other passages to which 
\Ve might refer. There is the discussion on Baudelaire's "Serpent" 
\vhere Derrida obse1ves that "the gift, if there is any, will always 
be without border. ":H A little later, as part of the same discussion, 
Derrida talks about Baudelaire's giving up the text to a dissemina­
tion without return. "The structure of trcKe and legacy of this text 
... surpasses the phantasm of return and marks the death of 
the signatory or the non-return of the legacy!' the non-benefit, 
therefore a certain condition of the gift-in the w1·iting itself." 

~~ Derrida, (;'J'J. 48. 
:!!t Derrida, (;TJ; 80. 
:m Derrida, GT.I; 62. 
:n Oernda. GT/. 91. 
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He continues: "That is why there is a problematic of the gift only 
on t.he basis of a consistent probiemacic of the trace and the 
text.":\~ Derrida speaks of the undecidability of the Gift in terms 
of writing: the Hscenc'' of writing is the "scene" of the Gift; the 
death of the donor agency ~~is only thinkabie on the basis of, set­
ting out from the giff'; and the addressee, loo, remains uncer­
tain. :~:i The Gift and the narrative find the1nselves intrinsically 
intertwined. ••The gift, if there is any, requires and at the same 
time excludes the possihility of narrative. The gift is on condition 
of the narrative, but simultaneously on the condition of possibility 
and i1npossibility of the narrative. ":H What is it that is "'the condi­
tion of possibility and i1npossibility of the narrative"? What is the 
condition of the gift that is inscribed "in the writing itself"? What 
is t.he "consistent problematic of the trace and the text"? It "isn 
nothing. It (is) d~ffi'ranre. 

That to which Derrida consistently refers as providing the con­
ditions of possibility and impossibility for writingt and so ulti­
mately for giving~ is d~[feranre. We 1night tenlatively say that the 
Gift His" d1ffhnnte1 except that riiffhanrP is not anything.:':) But 
then, neither is the (;ifL I return, in order to facilitate con1pari­
son, to the conditions of the Gift that have previously been out­
lined. The Gift cannot be present, cannot be anticipated~ and 
cannot. be reme1nberecL It is an event~ but it cannol be an event 
within the reahn of consciousness~ even though it will somehow 
bear a relationship to consciousness that is constitutive of it. The 
Gift c-annot take place behveen subjects. It ·will always have already 
been~ lhat is~ it will be immemorial; and it will be known onlv bv 

,, I 

the erasc<l trace of its having passed. In other words, the Gift can 
only be known by way of a trace: it can have no decidable origin, 
cannot exist as such, and can have no decidable destination. Does 
dtfffrmirr meet this description? Derrida describes rlijjerance as 
~~strategic," and one of his com1nentators, Gasche, describes it as 
an ~'infrastructurar' device.~" In other words, while dijferance is 

'.'.~ Dt->1T1da, GTJ, 100. 
:n Derrida~ CTJ, I 02. 
:i.i Derrida. (;TJ ~ 10:~. See also 122 . 
. \_-, "Diil(~rancc 1s not, doe-snot exist. and 1s not any sort of being-present (on).'' 

Dt>1·nda, Sl~ l ;~-i. Sec Dernda. (;TJ. l 27-28 n. .. 
:\h Dt'ITida! SI~ l ~H: Case he, ID.flJ. 4ff. 
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operative in any text, it is not of the satne order as the text. It can 
be narr1cd, observed as a trace through its effects, but dijferance is 
never present, since dijff:mnr:P His" not. Since it cannot be present, 
it can neither be anticipated in presence nor remembered in 
presence~ It is thus not an object that can be grasped by con­
sciousness. ls it nevertheless possihle to say that dijferantr is consti­
tutive of consciousness? Perhaps so, in the sense that since 
consciousness is never coincidental with itself, it is always inhab­
ited by a species of dijferanre. But it would not be possible to posit 
dijferance as the cause of consciousness. And difjhnnce itself refers 
us to no giver: its origin is undecidable, and its passing in11nen10-
rial. With d~{ff>rance we would have a Given that would not attract 
any of the problematic ele1nents of the gifL For there would be 
no giver ( d~fferan re "is" \Vi thou t o ri gin) ; no gift as such ( differance 
"is" not anything); and no recipient (since it ·wotdd be a given 
without destination). But there would have been (ii y aurait eu) 

Gift. The Gift. would have been given without being anything al 
all. The Gift that enables or disables donation would have been 
given~ Such an understanding of the Gift would not be undone 
by its impossibility, but in fact enabled by iL 

\\bat questions remain in the \vake of this understanding of 
the Gift? I have at this point basically n.vo. In the first place, does 
the disengagement of the conditions of jJossibilitJ of the gift 
(someone gives something freely to so1neone else), even if that 
enables a meeting with its conditions of impossibility (there can 
be no giver, no gift as such, and no recipient), annul the Gift we 
have just described? If the Gift is perfectly impossible but not at 
the saine time really possible, even if its possibility is less impossi­
ble than simply undecidable, His" there really Gift? In other 
\vords, do '""e find ourselves lost in that '"transcendental illusion n 

that is the first of the double risks of the gift to \Vhich Caputo 
see1ns to poi11 L?~7 The Gift for \Vhich Denida allows appears Lo 

rest on the making of 110 distinction between .. the given H and 
"the gift. l ~ For surely the latter implies, at the vet}' least, a donor, 
whereas the former enables us to escape the implication of origin 
through the subtlety of language. When we speak of a ''given," 
the question of the donor slips away into the night. But are givens 

:r7 Caputo, Yfll>, 170. 
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and gifts the same? They are connected, certainly, in etymology, 
yet they carry different in1p1ications. I submit that the only way 
through this particular difficulty is by way of undecidability. v\That­
ever is "given" may also be "gift,'' but whether or not it is so is an 
undecidable question. And if \Ve take the risk of naming it gift, 
then 've can do so only according to this reading of Derrida1 s 
criteria: that the donor rests undecidable, the gift undecidable, 
and the destination undecidable. In that way, the conditions of 
both possibility and impossibility are 1net. My other question is a 
related one. Does a reading of the Gift as dijferanre preclude any 
possibility of belief that God is Giver? It seems to me that this 
need not be so, but it will modify any way of speaking about God's 
dealings with the world. If there were to be revelation, it would 
be revelation characterized by d~fffranre, not because God has be­
come a kind of Cartesian evil genie out to trick us, but because 
no human experience can remain unaffected by dijferance, and 
because the relation less relation cannot be understood otherwise. 



8 
Rethinking the Gift II 

WE TURN NOW to the second way in which Derrida addresses the 
gift-as that which is given, rather than the condition for the 
given, although as it has already been pointed out, such a clear 
distinct.ion is not always to be found in Derrida's writing. Both 
readings of gift Stem from a ~~mo1nent's madnCS!;, n from "an ef­
fraction of the circle,,, or from "the instant all circulation will 

have been interrupted.,, 1 Similarly, the conditions of possibi1ity 
and impossibility for the gift \Vi1l here remain the same, a1though 
they will be applied in their abbre\'iated form and will take into 
account an element of futurity. This second way, it will be re­
called, can be further subdivided into two types. The first of these 
subspecies I have entitled "A Moment of Madlless" because it is 
a consideration of the possibility of Hany other gift" from the 
perspective of human giving. The second of the subspecies I have 
headed "Giving in Secret" because while it too is a consideration 
of the possibility of any other gift, it is an atte1npt to deal with gifts 
whose origin is n1ore truly undecidable: life, death, the \vorld, and 
the calL':! 

0NF IMPOSSIBLE GIFT: A MOMENT OF MADNESS 

Turning to the first variety-the gift n1ade in madness, or perhaps 
even the gift of madness-it is useful to bear· in mind Caputo's 
"double risk,'' that of '~illusion and of h}pocrisy: on the one end, 
the risk of entertaining a transcendental illusion; on the other 
end, the risk of 'entering the destructive circle,' of getting ground 
up in the wheels of giving-in-order-to-get-back, the hypocrisy of 

1 Derrida, GT 1 ~ 34ff., 9. 
'.!With n.~g-arct to Derrida on ''the secret.'' see chapter I of Derrida, (;[)_ 
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taking under the guise of giving.":~ Derrida hi1nself talks of re­
sponding both to the gift and to reason, "both to the injunction 
or the order of the gift ('give' r donneJ)" and ro "the injunction 
or order of meaning (presence~ science, knowledge) ~"· 1 In trying 
to speak of the gift m- in trying to give we risk losing it in either 
of two ways: by holding on to its in1possibility and losing its possi­
bility, or by holding on to its possibility and losing its in1possibility. 
Since we can afford to lose neither of these characteristics of the 
giftt and since they appear to be mutually exclusive, there is every 
reason to conclude that the gift incites a kind of madness, that the 
gift only belongs in a kind of madness, that the gift "is'' madness. 

Yet who would rather stay sane than enter into this n1adness? 
For despite the fact that each and every human gift bears the 
wounds of its loss, undoes itself in one way or another, human 
beings continue to give, and continue to believe that the impossi­
ble gift is possible. For this reason~ in this lack of reasoning, it is 
possible to trace in the madness of the gift the figure of desfre, of 
expectation, of anticipation, of faith. The pure gift (the gift that 
meets all its conditions of possibility and impossibility) is always 
the gift that is to con1e, the gift that is hoped for.:. The pure gift is 
of an order that is asymptotic; always a-vfnir, always to con1e but 
never con1ing to closure: 

The possibilizatiou of Lhe impossible possible must remain at one 
and the same time as undccirlablc~and therefore as decisive-as 
the future itselL \\1iat would a future he if the decision were able 
to be progl'anuncd, and if the risk [ l'alia], the uncertainty, the un­
stable certainty~ the inassurance of the upcrhaps 11 were not sus­
pended on it at the opening of what comes flush with the event, 
within it and with an open heart?h 

The deal is never done. The pure gift is of a future that is never 
here, now. Throwing oneself into the madness of the gift is throw ... 
ing oneself into the groundlessness of what has not been realized, 

:\Caputo, JYl.PJ. I 70. 'The way to negotiate this double nsk is with the delic.aq-· 
of a double gesture. Everything comes down Lo seeing that tht· gift is a q11..(JS1-

transcendental, slightly messiamc engagement (gage) \·VhLch both plays the eco­
nomic game and outplays it." 

-i Dernda, GTJ, ~~O. 
:, ""Faith Is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 

seen.', Heb.] l:l. 
h Derrida, PF ~9. 
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and what cannot be realized. It is a participation in a particular 
kind of n1essianism where the inessiah is always to be anticipated 
but never actually arrives~ 7 

That being the case, is it feasible to speak at all of this gift that 
is at the point where illusion and hypocrisy collide~ \Vhere there 
can only be desire? Yes and no. Insofar as yes~ no. (\i\.'hat we try to 
save, \Ve invariably lose.) But insofar as no, perhaps yes. (For what 
we loose, we lose, and in the losing in loosing 1night be giving.) 
Such is the move1nent of desi1-e, ·which is not in the grasping but 
in the being grasped. Such is the 1noment of madness to which I 
1night surrender. And in an attempt to render an account of that 
for which \Ve cannot take account, l propose to examine some of 
Derrida's writing thematically~ Vvhat are the sorts of gifts that 
"one" might try to give? What are the gifts that 1night emerge 
from the collision of illusion and hypocrisy? Can I inake a gift of 
writing? Might it be possible to i1nagine love as a gift born of 
n1adness? \i\lhat of hospitality and justice, of responsibility and 
forgive11ess? 

The Text 

One of the questions addressed analytically by Derrida in the lat­
ter part of Givt>n Time,. and perfonnatively in the essay "At This 
Very Mon1ent in This v\Tork Here I Am~u is whether or not a text 
can be given. 8 In Given TirnP, we note Derrida's observation: "This 
text-apparently finite, this bit of corpus titled 'Counterfeit 
~1oney'-is for us a gi:oen. It is there hefore us who read it and 
who therefore begin by receiving iL If it has th~ structure of the 

7 A mess1amsm \Vithout a messiah~ which Derrida himself explores. In relation 
to the structure of messianism. an<l 1ts use by Waht"r Benjamin, see Jacques Der­
rida, SpertreJ rlAforx: The Staff of the Debt, lhf' Wrn:k of lifounung, and Lhf' Nno lntmw­
lwnal, trans. Peggy Kamuf (>Jew York: Routledgei 19Y4). !"1:-J. and the 
corresponding note at 181. Derrida discusses it further at 167-tiY. He also speaks 
of this in l'R 20-25, wluch is taken up at length hy Caputo in /JN at 156-80, 
and in .. Foi et Savoir." !~a Religion, ed. Jacques Derrida and Gianni Vattimo 
(Paris: Ediuons du Seuil, 1996), 9-86 [hereafter Derrida~ r:s1. in English as 
"Faith and Knowledge," Rrligum, trans. Samuel Weber (Stanford: Stanfc>rd Um­
versity Press, 1998), 1-78 [hereafter Derrida, .F.k1. See a1so Levinas in ~'.Jacques 
lkrn~la: \i\-'holly Otherwise," in his PN, 57: "A pn~jc·rt unpossible of accomplish­
ment. ever deferred, a mtisswmrfulurP as that missing present." 

x Derrida, J\1VM. 
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given, it is not only because we arc iirst of all in a receptive posi­
tion with regard to it but because it has been given to us~"~) The 
Baudelaire text is a given: is it therefore a gift? Does it meet the 
conditions of possibiliLy and impossibility of the gift. that it be 
kno\\'11 only via a trace: that it can have no decidable origin, can­
not exist as such~ and can have no decidable destination? This 
seen1s in1possible, since surely we can identify the author of the 
text by its signatory, we have the text as an ol~jcct in our hands, 
and we can identify the intended recipient by the dedication~ 

If the author is known, then it would appea1- that the giver of 
the given or gift is also known, and this would see1ningly interfere 
with the necessary undecidability of the origin of lhc gift. Yet is 
this so? Why has it been insisted so strongly that the origin of 
the gift is undecidable? Only because undecidability offers some 
protection against return, and hence against the annihilation of 
the gift in its certain recognition. In the case of a text, however, 
Derrida suggests that the author dies once the text is "delivered." 
Once the text is released, both its content and its destination inev­
itably become uncertain: it is given in a udissemination without 
return." Derrida explains: 

\Vhatever return it could have made toward Baudelaire or whatever 
return he might have counted on~ the structure of trace and legacy 
of this text-as of anyLhing that can he in general-surpasses the 
phantasm of return and marks the death of the signatory or the 
non-return of the legacy~ the 11on-bcncfit.. therefore a certain con­
dition of the gift-in the wTiting ilsclf. 1u 

The text cannot return to Baudelaire~ not only because he is liter­
ally dead, hut because he will never have been present to the 
text as it disseminates. \Vorking in all sorts of contexts that \Vere 

unimaginable to the author, the text does not n1ediate the pres­
ence of the author or of his ideas, but only the play of presence 
and absence. The text will always exceed whal Baudelaire intends. 
What I might receive frmn Baudelaire is sin1ply not the same as 
what he has given~ and therefore no exchange has taken place. 

Derrida uses this line of argun1ent to suggest additionally that 
what I 1night receive in the gift is not the result of any generosity~ 

9 Derrida, GTJ, 9.1. 
10 Derrida, (;J~/, l 00. 
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"But whereas only a probletnat.ic of the trace or dissemination 
can pose the question of Lhe gift, and forgiveness, this does not 

i1nply that writing is genrrous or that the writing subject is a gi·oing 
sub.Jett." 11 There "isn gift in the excess that is not intended by the 
author but which is structurally a part of the text. Similarly, since 
the destination of the gift cannot be ultin1ately specified, it cannot 
be a gift given to someone in particular. The gift will go where it 
will. There can be no calculated return, hence the identification 
of the author does not necessarily destroy the gift of the texL 11 

Baudelaire cannot even know whether or not he gives. ~~The prob­
lem ren1ains intact, the proble1n of knowing whether one gi,ves 
tokens and whether one gives when one gives tokens or signs or 
siJnulacra. '' 1 :~ 

In considering the question of the author, I have anticipated 
consideration of the two subsequent questions. The second ques­
tion, relating to the gift ol~ject. that is the text I have before me as 

I write, can be addressed by a thinking of the specific content of 
the gift. Vlhat is the content of the gift? It is the text. But what is 
the content of the text? Can it be specified? No, because all the 
contexts of the text could never be specified, and difjiranrf \Vorks 

in the text in such a way that. one could never account for all its 
meanings. Derrida addresses these issues in Given Tinie by asking 
about the title of the text. This is a question about the texf s bor­
ders, or frame. If the text could be held within an area, it would 
become a specific oqject with a particular signification. But it 
quickly becomes apparent that the borders of the text are n1ore 

11 Dernda, CTJ, 101. On the question of generosity, it is unportant to obse1vc 
t1 further distinction that Derrida draws: HWould a gift that proceeds from a 
natural power, from an ongmary aptitude for giving; he a gift? Simultaneously, 
we come ~round to dissociating the gift from g-cncrosily in a paradox the fulJ 
rigor of wh 1ch must be assumed. If it is not to follow a program, even a program 
in~nihed in the /1huits, a gifl must not be generous. Ge11erosil.y rnust not he its 
motive or its e~-;;;cntia] rharacLer. One may give with generosity but not out <f 
generosity, not so as to obey this originary or 11atw·al dnve called generosity, the 
need or des1re to give, regardless of the translations or !'iymploms one may dcn­
phcr in it.') GT!, 162. 

12 See Jacques Derrida. '"Te1Cp.ath1e~·· P\)'rhi".· /mwutums rfr l"a-utn.~ (Paris: Gali­
leet HJ87), 2:n-70~ 238 [hereafter Derrida, Tl. See also .Jarqucs Dernda. '11u· 
Post-Card: From SocratPs to Frrud a-nd B1j'tmd, tran~. Alan Bass {Chicago: Universi1y 
of Chicago Press, 1987). 

i:\ Derrida, GT/, 90. 
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fluid than might be first thought. The title itself cannot establish 
the para1neters of what will take place in the text. "Its place and 
its structure as a title leave a great indetennination and a great 
possibility for simulacra that open the field precisely to counterfeit 
nwne;1• ,, 

11 Derrida goes on t.o suggest that ''the title, 'Counterfeit 
~:loney' is already dividc<l, betrayed, displaced," having two refer­
ents~ one of which is ~·counterfeit money itself," and the other 
"the narrative that has counterfeit money as its referent or nar­
rated content. n But further~ LL this first division then engenders 
rnany other dehiscences, vii~tually to infinity." l:) In other words, 
even in the Litle of the text, the possibilities for meaning are multi­
plied beyond measure. vVit.h this in mind, ''rhat Derrida subse­
quently says about the hor<lers of the gift, and the collapsing of 
the borders of the text, makes inore sense: 

The gift, if there is any, will alway~ be without bm~dcr. Vvbat docs 
Hwithout" mean here? A gift that docs nut nm over its borders, a 
gift that would let itself he contained in a determination and lim­
ited hy the indivisibility of an identifiable trait would not be a gift. 
As soon as it delimits itself, a gift is prey to calculation and measure~ 
The gift, if there is any, should overrun the horder, to be sure, 
towards the measureless and excessive; but it should also suspend 
its relation to the border and even its transgressive relation to the 
separable line or trait of a honkrY~ 

14 Derrnla, <;JT 8!l. '"If this title is so bifid and abyssal as to say all that (the 
content of the narrativet the narrative itself as fiction, as counterfeit money, the 
l of the narrator as false signatun~, and so forth), one must still add a supple~ 
menl or ·cmmtedeH money.' A.nd whal is that? The title says, in effect: 'since I 
say so many things a• once. since I appear to title this even as I title that at the 
same time~ sliKe I re•gn rcfercnc(' and since. insofar as it is fictive, my reference 

~- , 

is not an authentic. legiLimacc rcfi:renC"c 1 well then 1, as title (hut it docs not say 
it ... ) am counte-rklt mmH:")"' lt (I) entitles itself and 'autonames' Itself but 
wnhout saying so. without saym~ I (oLhenvise it vmuld not do tt, u \Vc.mkl have 
to say it). Cnu1ttaft!ll money is the title of the title, the (titldess) utle of the 
title. The lit.I~ ts lhf' tiLk of tht- tt"xl. Rut does ic give its cttlc by saying: I am 
nnmtr-rfeiL monev? No, since cmmLerreit money is onlv counterfeit on the con-
dition of not ~i\1 it~~ its tltlc:'. H GTJ, 86-87. . ' 

ir, Derrida~ (;Tl, 85. 
11

' Dernc\a, GTl, 91. With regard to the '"without,H ;md the giving, see TP, 
where Derrida is speakrng of the beauty of the cut tulip: ''The sys1ei11 is entire 
and yet is Visibly lacking ltS end f uuul], a hit [ buutJ 'iNhich is not a p1el"C like any 
other, a bit which cannot he totalizcd along with lhe others, which does not 
escape from the system a11y mm-c than Jt acids iti;;clf on Lo it, and \Vh1ch alone 
can m any case, hy its men-~ absence or rather by the trace of its absence (the 
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The defining 1noment of a gift is its undoing. Its givenness de­
pends on an incalculable excess: not the excess generously of­
fered by the donor/author, but the excess inscribed in the gift 
itself, which forbids or defies measure. vVhat cannot be 1neasured 
has no borders, or rather, it does not "occur" within the space 
or tin1e (ironically, the dimension) of borders. What cannot be 
measured cannot become an ol~ject like other objects. Hence, 
and in a very particular way, it rloes not enter the realm of what 
is~ of presence, of the econorny. The text may \Vell he a thing that 
seems to be present, but it endlessly eludes presence. "But insofar 
as it tells the story of a gift, rhis corpus is going to say 'in' itself, 
·oc itse]f the exceeding that fran1es it and that exceeds its 
frame.''.1i 

The last question concerns the recipient of the text, and clearly 
I, along with many hundreds or thousands or even millions of 
others., have received it. Derrida does not deny that the text can 
he received, and received as given. 18 Surely the existence of a re-

trace-itself outside the th mg and absent-uf the absence of nothing), give me 
what one .should hesitate to go on calling- the P.\jJenn1f'f of 1 h~ beautiful. The 
mere absence of the goal would not gi\'e it to me, nor wmt]d iL-; presence. Hut 
the trac~ of its abscnc-e (of nothing), inasmuch as it forn1S- \ts ltml in che totality 
in the guise of the sans, of the without-end, the trace of the sans which does not 
give itself to any perccpliou and yet ,..,..i}wse mvisihility mark!' a full totality to 
which it does not belong and which has nothmg- to do with 1t as totality, the 
trace of the san.~ is the ongin of beauty. It alo11e can be said to he beautiful on 
the basis of this trait. From this point of view heaury is never seen, neither in t.he 
totality nor outside H: the sans is not visib]e~ sensible, perceptible. it does not 
exist. And yet thm~ 1s somP of 1t and H is beautiful. Il g1v1_JJ lfa donne] the beauti­
ful." 'J~ 90. Sec abo 9Hff., where Dern<la speaks of framing and also of relation­
less relatmn. The latter remarks. in parucular, are extremely usefu1 to the 
unfolding of tht' current w·ork: ·~It has to bt thu:s intcrrupced: by having to be, 
purely. absolutely. removing al1 adherence Lo what ii cuts itself off from, It liber­
ates beauty (free, wandering, and vagtw). By having to be mterrupled, the swu­
text and the sans-therne relate to the end in t.lw mode of nonrclauon. Absolute 
nonrelatton. An<l by having to be so, this absolute nonrclation must also, if possi-­
ble, be mscribed in the structure of the artifact. The sans of the snnir-theme and 
the sans--text must be marked, \Vllhout being cit.her present or ahscnt, in the 
thing lo which it does not belong and which is no longer quite a thing, which 
one can no longer name, wluch is uol~ onu:· charged with the mark. a material 
support or a form ohvhat is to he found neither here nor there~ and which one 
might indicatet given a c-ertain displacement. by the name of text or trace.'~ TP. 
98-99. 

17 Derrida, GTJ, 1 O~. 
i.q Refer lo the quote from Derrida, GT/, 99, wluch is gt\Tll abov<.~. 
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cipient annuls the gift! But how can I be sure that the text was a 
gift to me? if we beiieve the dedication that prefaces "Counterfeit 
Money," the intended recipient of the text was one Arsene Hous­
saye. Baudelaire almost certainly did not conceive that the text 
woukl reach such a different destination. 19 Derrida remarks: "By 
giving it to be remarked, the dedication situates, then, the dative 
or donor moven1ent that displaces the text. There is nothing in a 
text that is not dedicated, nothing that is not destined, and the 
destination of this dative is not reducible to the explicit dedica­
tion. "w When Baudelaire dedicates or gives his text, he gives it 
up, because he cannot know its destination. So there n1ay be re­
cipientsJ but they wilJ not receive the gift as a gift fron1 Baudelaire. 
It may be given, but whether it is received as a gift wi11 be a com­
pletely different question, one whose ans\ver will be interminably 
undecidablc. 21 It seems, then~ that according to the basic gift cri­
teria (donor without donor; gift without present; recipient with­
out recipient, and all happening in a freedom that is really more 
freewheeling than the exercise of someone's will), the gift of a 
text would always be a possibility. But it remains to be seen 
whether or not this can be deliberately accomplished. For that 
reason, I \\lill bricflv refer to Derrida's essav ~~At This Verv Moment 

~ ) I 

in This Text Ilere l Am.,. 

This essay originally forn1ed part of a col1ection entitled Textes 
pour Emmanuel Levinas, 'vhich was designed to commemorate Lev­
inas's work. Howevec the nossibilitv of navinl! homal!e to Levina.s 

' .l ~- -1 I U 0 - -

became complicated by the fact that Levinas)s project is charac-
terized by an ethical structure~ Giving thanks to Levinas threat­
ened to become a violation of the ethical structure he himself 

P< Sec Derrida, T. 
20 Dernda, GTJ, 87. 
:n .. The gift mscribes another signature, one Lbal joyfully gm.:·s itself up frH· 

lostt that surrenrlers its ~proper name,' that drops Jt'"i defenses and its desire for 
reappropriatmn. After all, an 1 edition' is supposed Lo be a : gift,' a giving out, 
e-dare, ediiw, with a 'dedication.' a. lextual event of giving mvay that ·cann-ot b~ 
contained to .some particuiar fri~nd of the author~s. \Vhen a text is published 
and de<licated, from that verv moment, it 1s delivered over to the slrucmre of 
the trace. n Caputo, /)/\/, 193. /;But a text should be a gift, and a signature should 
make a gift of itsdC give itse1f lo tht· other without rernrn, s~nt our without 
expectation of pay-back, that solicits and 111vites countless new and unexpected 
countersignatures.'· D}V, 190. 
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itnposed~ a violation of the gift. 2~ In HAt This Very Mo1nent," Der­
rida is strugg1ing constant1y ·with the difficulty of writing for Levi­
nas 'Ni th out beco1ning bound in the system of exchange~ How can 

L , L 

Derrida give to Levinas \Vi th out giving badl? Only by giving in such 
a way that the gift does not return to Lcvinas but dissen1inates to 
the Other can Derrida escape the annulment of the gift: 

The girt is nut. One cannot ask "what is the gift?''; yet it is only on 
that mndit.ion that there will have been. by this name or another, a 
gift. 

Henet\ suppose that beyond all restitution, in radical ingratitude 
(hut notice~ not just any ingratitude, not in the ingratitude that stiH 
he1ongs to the circle of acknowlcd~ment and reciprocity), I desire 
(it de-sires in me, but the iL [It rnJ is not a neutral non-me), I desire 
to try to give to F.L. This or that? Sud1 and such a thing? A dis­
course, a thought, a writing? No, that WOLtld still give rise to ex­
chaugc, commert"c, economic reappropriation. No, to give him the 
very giving of giving, a giving which might no longer even be an 
object or a present said, because every present remains within the 
economic sphere of the same .... That ""giving'' must he neither a 
thing nor an act, it must somehow be someone (male or female) 
not mtJ: nor him ("he''). Strange, isn't it, this excess that overflows 
language at evet]' instant and yet requires it?~:\ 

Derrida's writing of a gift \4,.rhose f~1ult vdll convert its delivery fron1 

the Same to the Other is achieved through painstaking, some­
ti1nes painful attention to the dijjirantial possibilities of the text. 
Levinas's nanw, for cxatnple~ does not appear as such therein. 
Instead, there are references to ii (he); to E.L.; to el (which in 
Hebre\v refers to Cod)~ and to elle (she). The uncertainty of the 
reference not only confuses the identity of the one to whom the 
text is directed, but allows for a critique of Levinas's work to be 
made. For the voices of sexual difference are those that. are inost 
often silenced in Levinas's writing, despite the fact that his work 

~:2 "The logical and ethical ne:c·essity that haunts Dernda's essay is that by writ­
ing a text .fm· Emmanuel I.evtnas, by paying homage to Ins work and recalling 
how his work works. 011e \.\'ott]d return the work to its auLhor. then:hy helraying 
the ethical structure thaL Lcvinasl.s work tnes to set to work~'' Critchley, EDDL, 
110-11. This problem p; also r~cogmze<l by Dernda in \/j\1. 

:!:~ Dernda, A~JVAI, l 5. 
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is an atte1npt to value alterit:y.~4 So the movernent from '~he1" who 
• ; .. ... • - ... ., • 1 1 , ,., ,, 1 - -

1n1gnt ne Lev1nas, to r_.. L., wnere ne see1ns 10 come a niue c1oser~ 
is undone when E.L. becomes el, and ulti1nately el!P. And the gift 
to Levinas becmnes in part a critique of Levinas. Further, the 
voice of the author hi1uself beco1nes confused in the course of the 
essay. The "I" of the beginning, which we identify with Derrida, 
suddenly becomes part of a dialogue between ''I''s, whose identi­
ties are unknown. And at one point, we hear a woman speak. HAt 

This Very Mon1ent" is a text given to Levinas during his lifetin1e, 
and we ascribe its authorship to his friend and admirer, Jacques 
Derrida. But it is a gift that, because of its structural tendency to 
conversion, does not pass between Derrida and Levinas, and so 
does not return Levinas's own gift. For in the text itself, both 
author and addressee become undecidable. And what we might 
consider a gift (unreserved praise of Levinas) is undone by the 
questions that are raised about Levinas~s work. In these ways, the 
giving~ the gift, and the recipient are unsettled, left open, left 
hanging. That is how he or she or Derrida gives a gift. 

Tv,,ro elen1ents are slriking in this whole process. One is the ele­
ment of desire.!?ri It was earlier noted that the 1noment of madness 

is the 1n01nent of the inutual exclusion of hypocrisy and illusion, 
anrl th:.1t hPr;.i11.;;p thi" i~ ~tn imnn~'ihlP mnmPnt thP orrlPr of thP ------ ------ -- -- ------ ----- --- ~-- ----r--------- _____ , ______ ...... , ...... --- .._,.. '--'"''- .. ,, .......... ..._. 

pure gift is never to be realized, but only ever desired. The pure 
gift is of an order that is asymptotic, always ii-vtmir. Derrida's gift 
springs from a desire to give to Lcvinas, hut his gift can only be 
achieved by playing along its fault lines, because it traverses the 
interface between gift and econon1y. The other elen1ent of great 
interest is that of conversion. For the gift to be given to Levinas, 
it must not be given to Levinas~ but to the Other. In other \Vords! 

a gift does not return if the response to it is diverted. This idea 
holds tre1nendous theological possibilities, for it gives a space for 
giving that is really free. vVhat if my response to Godis giving (if 

:n See, for example, the cntiquc ofkr~d bv Luce- lrigaray in "'The FccundiLv 
of the Caress.'~ Farl! lo FarP with Lft11tws. eel. 'Ric:hanl Cohe'n (New York: SU:'\°\' 
Press, 1986), 231-56. 

:!:i On the gifl as desire, see.Jean-Luc Nancy) ThP Sen~r oftlze l\-'nrld~ tram.Jeffrey 
S. Llbreu (Minneapolis: lJni\'tTsity of ~,.fornesota Press, 1997). !"';O-rl3. 
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that it was God who gave ren1ained undecidable) never returned 
to God, because it was converted into a gift to the Other? 

l"ove and HosjJitali('V 

We turn now to reflect, in a preli1ninary way, on the possibility of 
the gift of love, as well as other gifts that fall into a similar cate­
gory.~'; There is a degree of an1biguit:y in love mirroring that of 
the gift. For the model of love that I suspect many people hold to 
be ideal is one where the attitude of love does not depend on 
conditions, and hence is given freely~ But effectively, such a purity 
in love is rare. For Derrida, love involves a degree of narcissism, 
although for him such narcissistn is not so much a sign of the 
inevitable failure of love to meet its ideal, but the condition that 
n1akes relationships possible: 

I helic\'e that without a movt'"mcnt of narcissistic reappropriation, 
the relation to the other would be absolutely destroyed, it would be 
destroyed in advance. The relation to the other-even if it remains 
asymmetrical, open, \'tr'ithout possible reappropriation-n1ust trace 

a movement of reappropriation in the image of oneself for love to 
he possible, for example. Love is narcissistic.n 

vVhy would the relationship be destroyed in advance without Ha 

n1ovement of narcissistic reappropriation "? It seen1s that the I 
1nust come back to itself in recollection (it must be able to say 
Bl") if it is to be in relationship at all. That is part of the deal 
when dealing with an economy. 

At. the same time, Derrida also observes the quality of separa­
tion that. characterizes relationships. The beloved always remains 
transcendent, but Derrida sees in this "not an obstacle but the 
condition of love. '' 28 So with love there is an econ01nic aspect that 
is necessary because it makes ine I, and so enables me to enter 
into relationship with what is not-I. But there is also an aneco-

-.:(•There an.·, of course, the different varieties of love that could be tfmsidered. 
For the sake of space I 'viH not attt'mpl such an analysis. Derrida makes .some 
int.ere.sting observations on the gift of friendship in GTJ, 1 ~{9, and Pl·: 

'!? D~rridal /-'o. 199. In other words, 1t is nan:iss1st1C" not esscntiaHy, but insofar 
as relauonslups between people require some assurance of identity on the part 
of each person. 

~K Dernda, VR, 14. 
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n01nic aspect; because the Other is never reducible to the I. Love 
is therefm-e a fine example of the gift that emerges in the moment 
of madness occurring in the collision of illusion and hypocrisy. 
Perhaps love does involve degrees of narcissism~ But there may be 

___ ~ __ I_·--- --- -- ------•--- ~- J ________ _'.Lt_~ 1 ____ ~------..'.-~=-~ -.-L-- -- ~ 
IllOlllL'llLS Wllt'.'11 Ullt: :set:" KS LO lU\'e WJlll lt;:;~ lldJ Ll:S~l:SIU, '-'\i'Jlt:'.'11 lJIH:::: 

desires to love \Vithout return; and even if pure love, like a pure 
gift, is only ever to cmnc, the aporetic moment might or might 
not be the beginning- of the gift.~~ 1 \Ve \Vill never know for sure. 

How does love relate to the gift criteria? How can we speak of a 
giving without a donor when it con1es to love, where it seems that 
the iover can be ldentiiied? vVe could say that the occasion when 
love is a gift is always to co1ne, and is something for which we 
1nust always hope, although it is also something that we have to 

_ • • ~· • . • 1 1 ..,, 1 • • 11 1 • r pracuce as y n were poss101e. 111 so 1ov1ng, we w111 never Know u 
we truly give. \Ve will never be able to account for the moment's 
madness. Or we could say thac on a particular reading of imme­
moriality, two people can never be present to one another. The 
Other is simply not accessible to me because the Other remains 
transcendent and has always and already eluded me.:~o How then 
can we speak of iove as a gift that is not a present? The answer has 
already been suggested, that pure love is a gift that is always to 
come. And how can we speak of the recipient of the gift of love, 
when it seems that the receiving of any gift must remain undecid­
able? In this case, the identity of the donor will not be protected 
by undecidability. However, the donor's giving wiIJ be so pro­
tected. For i wiii never know whether they have ioved to the ex­
tent that they have given then1selves up to love entirely. Even if 

:.?~l ~·An this is a way of saying that, as there is no clean distincuon between the 
gift and economy. that there ts also no clean distinction bet\veen narcissism and 
non-narcissism, but only certain degrees, gradations, or economics of narcis­
sism, more or less open and widened narcissisms. that self-love is capable of 
differcni forms, some of which are nol so sciiish. \.Ve are ali more or iess narcis­
sistic, for that is what the agent/subj<·ct 1s • •.• Jf the agent stopped loving jLiii 

own good, it \"Vould stop loving the good of lhe oth{T, since the good of the 
other is the good for \vhkh the agem acts and by seeking [ht· good of the other 
the agent is doing what it ioves lo do. jcsus said lO iove your neighbour tis you 
love yourselt because if you stopped lovmg yourself you wou]d stop ]oving God, 
your neighbour, and rnammon too~ )'OU ,,·ould stop loving .. pcriod~ 11 

Caputo~ D.i.V, 
148. 

:io I .evinas suggests a \'anauon of this position \vhen he says that the Other 
always i11hah1t'i i1 foture I cannoL reach. See Levinas. TA, 68-69. 
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the other were to die in love for me, the 1oving in dying could 
only be read as a trace of love~ and I would need to accept the gift 
purely out of faith. 

The the1ne of the possibility and impossibility of hospitality was 
introduced in chapter l. It '\Nill be recalled Lhat hospitality is apor­
etic in two ways: because it involves an obligation yet is a gift, and 
because it involves the limits and exclusions in1plied in ownership 
and yet implies a generosity that has no hounds. Thus hospitality, 
very 1nuch like love, finds itself at the in1possible intersection of 
the aneconomic and the economic, at. the point where illusion 
and hypocrisy collide. And again, like love, hospitality will only 
begin where we practice it as ~/it were pos~ible.:' 1 Hospitality is in 
fact the impossible perfonnance of love.·'~ In the experience of 
the aporia, there is no way of }mowing whether or not there is gift: 
the decision to love and to welco1ne is the only way Hthrough" 
the impasse. 

Justice and the taw; ResponsibiliLJ and Ethirs 

In the discussion of love and hospitality, it will have become ap­
parent that there is a pat.tern with regard to the type of giving 
with which Derrida concerns hin1self. The gift is aporetic in struc­
ture, but additionally, particular gifts lead to their own aporias. 
This is no less true when we consider the gift of justice, which 
cannot be reduced to the application of the law, or the gift of 
responsibility~ which cannot he reduced to the application of 
principles of ethics. In an effort to avoid further duplication, I 
\\till restrict iny discussion here to a brief consideration of respon­
sibility and secrecy, as it is observed by Derrida in The Giji of Death. 

:n See Caputo, DN, 111: "'Like everythin~ ~1st" in dt'<·<mstrurtinn. the possjbility 
of hospiLaliLy is sustained by 1ts impossibility; hospitalit)' realiy slarts 10 gel under 
way on]y \vhcn we ·experience· (which me.ans Lo travel or go through) this para1-
ys1s (the inability to move). Hospital I Ly 1s mlpo'.\slblt\ whal. lkrrida cal]s /hr im­
possible (the irn-pnssihility of hosril-pltaHt.y}, whKh LS not lln- same as a simple 
logical contra<linion. Hospitality really starts to happen when I push against this 
limil. this threshold and llmil~ ils own self-Hmltation, to become a gift lwyond 
hosp1tali1_v. That requires that the hose mus£t m a moment of madnes.s, tear up 
lhe tmderstanding hetween him and tlw g·uest, ac1 wilh 'excess~~ make an abso­
lute gift of his property, which is of crnirsc· impossible. Rt1t 1t 1s the only way a 
guest can go away fr~eling as if he was really made al home." On Derrida and 
the (()l/WlP SI (as if)' see o"ufourmantellt-' and Derrida, DI. H, I] I. 

'.)~See Derrida's comments on Levinas Ill Ari. at 78-79. 
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According to Derrida's usual way of working~ Thr Gijl ofDfath is 
an engagement with other writings, and in chapter 3, H\Vhorn to 
Give To," he is reading Kierkegaard's Fear and Trnnbling. Kierke­
gaard (or Johannes de silentio) is here considering the stOI)' of 
Abraham's sacrifice of Isaac. At. God's command, Abraha1n un­
dertakes to sacrifice his only son, the sun granted to hi1n in his 
old agel the one who1n he loves dearly. Abraham enters into a 
secret given by the one who passes in secret, the mJ.slrn·um trnrum­

rl.um., who cannot be seen or known in the present. Ahrahan1 can 
only make his sacrifice by keeping it. secret, by not speaking, or by 
speaking so as not to speak, by assu1ning his responsihility alone. 
Derrida observes that responsibility is here tied to singularity.:n 
This is contrary to our nonnal expectation that being responsible 
involves, as Derrida suggests, Hacting and signing in one's name," 
or Hthe neccssitv of accounting· f(w one's '"'ords and actions in 

J ~ 

front of others, of justifying aud ov .. ming up to them. H:H Being 
responsib1e usually 1neans standing behind a decision and mak­
ing what surrounds that decision fully transparent. Being respon­
sible usually takes place in a community and according to the 
standards of a com1nunity. Language is one of the most obvious 
ways in which luunan beings are social, and the means by which 
we account for ourselves. It is the place where reason cmnes to 
the fore, where we explain, justify, argue, prove, conden111, liber­
ate, 01- conquer. By entering into discourse, we enter into the 
realm of generality. But Abraham does not enter into discourse, 
and so he remains singular. A.hraham bears a secret that cannot 
undo itself in the public do1nain, or at. least one that woul<l find 
itself undone in being made public. Abraham cannot accouu t for 
what he is going to do. 

This brings us to what l consider the one of the inost interesting 
ideas to emerge from Kierkegaard's text: the sacrifice of eLhics to 
responsibility. Derrida describes this paradox as follows: 

According w Kierkegaard~ eihirnl exigency Is regulaced hy general­
ity; and iL therefore defines a responsibility that consists of sjwakrng. 
thal is, of i1wolving oneself sufficiently in the generality to justify 

:n As 1s Lhe secn·1. See .Jacques Drrrida, ~· RPmarks on Denm.'\truction and 
Pragmatism.~· !\.foufk. /JP, 77-88~ 80. 

:H lkrrida
1 

Cl>, SR; 60. 
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oneself, to give an account of one's decision and to answer for 
i""'\nP'~ '.lf'flAnc nn thP. '""th.L"Or h'>l'"lrl ·u.rl,_,, .. rt..-,c.c- Ah .. ~,~l ... q .... , f-~n.,-..l~ TTC" ; ..... 
'-'~.&...._. >..J U...._.1...1.'-'.&.a~T• '-..,PA.I l.-lA'-.- '.J'l.IS'-..S _ll_(.11,SS'.I.' 'VV SS<l.\, \.4V\-, ~ l. .. 1../1 0,.ll<l.111 \,'L<J.'Lll U~, 111 

his approach to sacrifice? That far from ensuring responsibility, the 
generality of ethics incites to irresponsibility. It impels me to speak, 
to reply, to account for something, and thus to dissolve my singular­
ity in the medium of the concept.:~;, 

In trying to behave ethically, we have to take into account the 
needs of the group. An ethical decision is one that pron1otes the 
good of all. There is no such thing as an individualized ethics, 
since that would result in mere relativism. Behaving ethically 
mA~":li,.,C- D_,f-Ar;....,.,,....,. ~'Y'l.t-r.... ,,.t;c._lll"'f""t.'1'1,.....Ct.£.lii ~-. .. ...,.,...1 ~..c....-.i~,....w-.,.1~+- .. r ~""" ~-...~ n~.- .... ~,.1~..,._ ~'t ..... ~ 
J.11'--«11~ 'L-J.lL'--11.115 11.ILV Ul~LVLU~L c'.l.J.l\.l 5c.:11c1a.11Ly, Ul a.~ .LJC111U£l. ,:,ut:,-

gests, "the medium of the concept." By the standards of ethics, 
Abraham would be considered a murderer, or could at least be 

any reasonable test, Abraha1n should not be permitted to proceed 
with the killing of his son. And given that he belongs to and would 
have been shaped by the community that would so judge, Abra­
ham undoubtedly sympathizes with this view. Yet Abraha1n has a 
responsibility to God in faith, such that obeying the ethical exi-

thus aporetic. It appears that we have to see1n to be irresponsible 
to be responsible, to be unethical in order to accord absolute 

rida tells us, ~~an insoluble and paradoxical contradiction between 
responsibility in general and absolute responsibility. ":~7 

sists that "the paradox cannot be grasped in time and through 
mediation, that is to say in language and through reason. ":~x 
·when he speaks, then, of an ''ate1nporal te1nporalit:y ~" he is refer­
ring to an instant that is utterly removed from the present. \\Then 
we act out of responsibility, it is itnpossible fr>r us to cmnprehend 
,-,r t1·, 11'-r'_l '-'t""'\ 'tArl\ ·:it h ·:i ~~~~Pn c ; rl th ·:1 t rn .r"o.rn Pn 1 J;'..-....r A hr•"l h •:1 m th~ t..' ; n= 
'-.,t".L l.'l...J' 5.1. l.4U'l" 1'1' .LI.I.A.I... .L.LC:<\.YP'-'.1..IJ ,.,,1. 1...J.,1,C:.f,.\.. J..LS'-"J.1.l.'-'11. '-• ..L VJ. .J. l..lJl. (.f,.J.J.U..lJ.J.' LJ.1.l.;, 11..1 

stant of 1nadness is at the point of absolute contradiction. "Abra­
han1 n1ust assu1ne absolute responsibility for sacrificing his son by 
l;!':lrr1fir1nrr Pth1rl;! hllt 1n nrr1J:Jir f'n1~ rl1Pr~l. tn h.P. ~.l ~.-:i.rr~hrP th,,::. µ.t-h1_ 
oJL"'-'-...1. .l..l..l.'\c....J..L.16 '-"l.••-''-''-'' lJIL-4.IL .1..1.J. '--'J. \.A'l...-J .l'lJJ. L.I. ...._ ... '-' L'-.>' l.-''l...- U . ..JC:<\.\....J JJ.J....__...__, LJ..l.'L '"-LJ..LJ.-

y, Derrida~ GD) 60-61. 
:'ti Dcrnda, GD, 6:). 
:n Derrida, GD, 61. 
:~K Dernrla, G/J, 65. 
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cal mu~t retain all its value; the love for his son must remain in­
tact, and the order of hun1an duty n111st continue to insist on its 
rights. ":1H Abraham's gift to God, his responsibility, his response to 
God, con1es at the price of an ethics that remains valid. Yet the 
story of Abrahan1 places us in an interesting situation with regard 
to the gift criteria. For in the story, surely we have observed the 
gift in action: ~~But the angel of the LORD called to him from 
heaven, and said, 'Abraharn, Abraham!' And he said, 'Here I am.' 
He said, 'Do not lay a hand on the hoy or do anything to him; for 
now I know that you fear God, since JOU have not withheld )'O'Ur son, your 
only son,.ftmn me''' (Gen. 22:11--12)~-10 It would seem that the gift 
has been delivered, and yet, what was the gift? v\lho gave~ and to 
whom did that one give ?·11 

Forgiveness 

\'Vhat of the gift of forgiveness? Derrida often links giving with 
forgiving: "vVhence comes the law that obligates one to give even 
as one renders an account of the gift? In other words to answer 
still for a gift thal calls one beyond all responsibility? And that 
forbids one to forgive whoever does not know how to 6-rive?"; "only a 
problem of the trace or dissetnination can pose the question of 
the gift, and forgiveness,,; ~~the gift, forgiveness-if there is an{~; 
"there is here a scene of gift and forgiveness, of a gift that seems 
to give nothing and of a forgiveness that is finally withheld"~ "he 
will not be forgiven because he has not given what was expected 
of him. 114~ The link between giving and forgi\'ing is borne out 
else\vhere. The Latin verb dono~ for exa1nple, means both ''to give 
as a present" and "to pardon~ forgive, remit.,, 

In Given Tim.e,. Derrida has occasion to reflect on forgiveness 
where Baudelaire 1 s narrator tries tn evaluate the situation in 
which he has found himself. The narrat.or,s friend, it will be re-

:~() Derncla. (;[), 6G. 
-rn Emphasis added. 
·
11 In the same way that Jacob knows not wheth("r he wrestles with a man or 

with God in Genesis ~~2:24ff. ( .. Mc? or me that f'oug·ht him? 0 whid1 one? is it 
each one? That night, that year I Of now done darkness I wretch lay wrestling 
with [my God!J my God." Gerard Man1ey Hopkins, ''Carnon Comfort,'' Porms 
and ProsP [Hannondsworth, Middlesex: Pengum, l 95~~], 60-6t 61.) 

·12 Derrida, CTI, 31. 101, 101, 115, 163. -
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called, has passed what he clai1ns is a counterfeit coin to a beggar 
on the street. The narnttor tries l.o n1akc sense of this action, and 
he cmnes to the conclusion that his friend has tried to ''win para­
dise econo1nically." That being his judgnwnt, he refuses to for­
give his friend the fraud:1

:\ Derrida's reading of the refusal of 
forgiveness focuses not. on the intention of the friend, but. on the 
n101nent of the narrat.or'sjudg1nent. ~'It is at the 1nornent he looks 
his friend in the eyes~ in the white of the eyes~ that the narrator 
sees, belin.Je.s he secs the truth of \vhat the other had ·wanted to do, 
his ~aim.~ But perhaps this n1omcnt marks the ve1y· b1indness out 
of \\~hich arises the .speculative discourse of the narrator.'' H The 
lack of forgiveness arises from a judgment that is not, that ran not 
be, complete. For the Other cannot be reduced to the San1c: the 
motives of the Other 111ay never be clear to me. And I do not have 
the right to pass judgn1ent. That being the case, I can do none 
other than forgive.-1r, In this sense, giving n1eans letting go. It is 
not just "letting be" ( Ct4assrnlu)it), but letting go of all de1nand 
for the rendering of accounts. Giving forgiveness is the maddest 
inomcnt of all. lt. i.s the giving up of the right to pursue, the i-ight 
to condemn, anrl even the right to re1nember. Forgiving really 
1nust be forgetting: forgiving is the forgetting where there is no 
longer anything forgotten. -~i:. In the case of forgiveness, the asymp-

ti Derrida. GTJ, 31-33. 
11 Derrida, CT I, 163. 
""'Caputo obscn1es: "Not only must ·we not ht: ou the take \vhcn \\.'(' ghT. lve 

wusl also give away whatever we- take, whatever \Ve ha\'c on the nth~r. \Ve must 
g1vl' away what we t\unk the other owes us, even if we ~et somc1hmg on the 
olht=-r seven tum~s a day, or seven times seven. \'Ve nrnsl~ ifs a respousibility, a 
n~spousibility wiLhoul duty, a ciuty withont dcbll a rlebt that does not cut off 
possibilities. If we wou)d give our~dves to the gift.. \\'C wou1d also gin"": ourselves 
to forginng. H /Y/.flJ, 181. 

~q '"\h/e know that absolution musr. come from an Other or the Other, and we 
k.110\\1 too th al it erases a <·on ten I, a lisl of omissions and/ or comnussions. A true 
absolution, h<.rn.rever, also remove,, the obligation Lo make a return for· what has 
been freely given: forgiveness. grarf". Absolution requires us to think a gift out­
side t>r beyond the circ111t of ex('hangc. a scandalous thought because it is, at 
heart, a thoug-hl of faith. mayhc tht thought of faith, the thought. that only faith 
can gwe. At any rate. an abso1ved language wou]d be one thal accepts 'vhat is 
offered to It and understands tlus strictly as a K:ift~ with no return 1m:olvecl. Yet 
for tlus lo happen the gift must somehmv remove its.elf in advance from the 
nrn1it or exchange 1 for hO\v rould on<: who receives a gift ab.so]rc hjmseJf or 
ht'rsdf from such. a respou.liihility? To have a sense or ahsolvcd ]angnage is to 
haw~ a thought of Go<l, even if LCod' here does not refer to a supreme ht'ff1g or 
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totic quality of the gift protects it from being seized in certitude 
by either donor or recipient. The pat.tern i.s contirn1ed that where 
no gift appears as such, each of the other elements of the gift with­
draws in undecidability. 

vVhile there are other places that we could glimpse gifts of mad­
ness (e.g., in Levinas's reflections on work, or in Caputo's com­
mentary on Derrida that includes a reflection on giving "'more" 
and "giving what I do not. have"), the exa1nplcs mentioned above 
should indicate sufficiently how Derrida treats the gift.·17 The gift 
is, always, an experience of the aporia, unable to be resolved satis­
factorily but opening onto a break in the horizon. In aporetic 
experience the horizon cannot. hut. be suspended: the gift is in 
this way a rupture of the economy that nevertheless relates (with­
out relation) to economy. 

ANOTHER lMPOSSIBl.F GIFT: GIVINC IN SECRET 

It has been observed that giving can only be attetnpterl in a mo­
ment's n1adness, and that in giving the gift scerns to retreat into 
the future. Is the same true of other givens Lhat we tnight he 
tempted to describe as gifts, whose origin remains cmnpletely hid­
den? It is com1non to speak of I.I.the gift or life,~, and to speak of 
the world, '-vhich in actual fact uis ~, not any "thing,'' as a gift. \Ve 
arc referred by Derrida to that which we n1ay not previously have 
thought to be a gift: death. Further, might it be possible to read 
in Derrida's works that the very sense of being called is a gift, a 

' ... (. 

secret gift? And if it is possible to think the call and the secret, 
n1ight it be possible to Lhink, fl·om such a position) God as gift? 
In \vhal follmvs, l \Vill attempt to address tlicse questions in an 
introductorv 1nanner. 

J 

to be-mg Hsclr. Even so, as I hav~ sH~gt"slt'<L \vhat. n~rncla calls ·c.od' cannot he 
a wholly pnvat~ affaff, while at Lhe same time there can he no guarantee that 
anyone else wiJl ful1y grasp how "God' functions for him m his 1diom.!• Kevin 
Hart, ''Jacques. Derrida: The God Fffc-ct. '' m B1ondi PW~ 259-80, 2~>1 lhen:afrcr 
Han, JlJ(;f~]. 

17 See Caputo, PTJD. Sec .also Lt~vinas. Tl, I fi8-74. and Robert Bernasnmi's 
exc.eHent ;nt1ck·, '"\Vhat Goes Around Come.l.i Around: lkrnda and I ,c,·in~1s 011 
the Eurnumy of the ( ;m aud the Gift. of Cenealogy. ·· 111 Schrih1 LC1 2F>6-73. 
Bernascom argues that Dcrrida1 s understandiug or lht" girt is highly inf1w-·1Kl'rl 
by Levinas. 
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Life and the World 

While, to my knowledge, Derrida does not advert to the question 
of life or the world directly in his writing on the gift, the possibility 
of reading life and the world as gifts is raised by Marion. 48 Would 
this make sense in a Derridean "framework''? One of the contexts 
in which life is referred to as a gift is where the actions or sacrifice 
of one person for another promotes the life of the latter. For 
exan1ple, in the case of organ donation, the recipient of the ne\v 
organ has been given a second chance at life, usually at the ex­
pense of the death of the donor. Another example ·where life is 
referred to as a gift is in the case \\.'here some type of applied 
medical technology allows either for the concept.ion of a child or 
for the prolongation of a lite. In a different sense, it is of course 
also possible to speak of one's parenls as those \Vho "gave me 
life." And in a religious context, it is equally common to hold the 
origins of life as sacred: life is a gift from the Creator. The belief 
that life is a gift (from Cod; of a benevolent. force; or even of 
nature or the universe) underlies the controversy surrounding 
public debate on issues such as abortion or euthanasia. 

According to Derrida's conditions, is it feasible to say that life 
is a gift? In the case of org·an donation, at least. where the donor 
remains alive, Derrida observes that the uncondit.ionality of the 
gift of an organ "is not what it is or claims to be: unconditional," 
although he does not explore organ donation any further. .. ~, It 
would seem, however, that the lUe itself that is pro1noted by organ 
donation, or advanced inedical technology, might fulfil the crite­
ria. The recipient of the organ would find life given, but it would 
not be the donor's life that was in any sense "passed on.,, The 
donor has given the possibility for or conditions of life, but not 
life itsel[ Expressed in another way, the donor has Hgiven life" 
without there being anything at all that was given~ This might be 
one of the \\'ays in which we could say that parents give life to 
their children~ For the parents (or even the IVF teain) create the 
conditions under \vhich life could begin, but the life that they 
thus give is no ''thingH that they can pass orL In spite of the ad-

·rn f\farion raises Lhese questions in EJJ. Derrida does, nevertheless, speak of 
the gift of nalun". Sec Derrida~ GTJ, 12fiff. 

4'' Derrida, (;1'/~ 17-18 IL 
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vances in scientific research, the possibilities of gene manipula­
tion~ cloning, fertility enhancement, conception outside the 
uterus, or the regeneration of prehistoric bacteria, life as such can 
be promoted but never really created ex nihilo. It 1nay be that the 
parents or the scientists make life possible, but it is not as clear 
that thev thus make life. The origins of life remain undecidable. 

) L 

Life is observable by its effects, 'vhether they be the multiplication 
of cells or the 1naintenance of a heartbeat, but life iti;;elf is nothing 
that can be objectified. Vv11en smneone dies, life is gone, but 
\\lhether or not the loss of that life is reducible to the sum total of 
physical deficiencies is still in question. 

The giving of life to me is always immemorial: the1-e is no possi­
bility that I can have witnessed its origin, and it has already been 
given when l can advert to it. And if my life is a gift, then I cannot 
knov,.r with any certainty who has given it. It seems that at the very 
least, life is a "given.,, But whether or not it is a gift 'vill always 
involve some kind of faith. That is not necessarily religious faith, 
but a faith in the gift. In a similar way, the world is ahvays a given, 
but \Vhether or not it is a gift remains questionable. In contrast 
'vith the earth, the i,vorld is not anything as such. Heidegger's 
powerful analysis of "being-in-the-i,vorld n illustrates this point. A 
luunan being is always and already "enworlded, '~ but to be en­
worlded does not mean to be on a planet or surrounded by things 
so much as enmeshed in a net,vork of relations.r;0 It is si1nply not 
possible to imagine not being enworlded, or to find a standpoint 
from \vhich it \vould be achievable to observe Hthe 'vorld." \Ve are 
deprived of its origins; \Ve are deprived of its existence (since it is 
not anything as such, but a type of context); and we are deprived 
of certain kno\vledge of what iL n1eans for us. 

Dea th and Sacrifice 

It seems strange to think of death as a gift, for death in \Vestern 
culture has mainly negative connotations, and despite the ambiva­
lence within the word "gift" that \vas earlier pointed out, it is 
difficult to use this word to describe smnething that is usually 

~)n He1degger, BT, at 138. for example. 
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considered a loss rather chan a gain. However, the many discus­
sions on <leath that precede Derrida's reflections lead us to a per­
spective on rlcath as \vhat cannot he experienced, since it is never 
presenL~\l Derrida speaks of "the gift of death" in a number of 
senses. 

In JJze Gyt of DPnth, Derrida rel lee ts on Abraham~ s sacrifice of 
Isaac as a gift of death. ' 1This is the moment when Abraha1n gives 
the sign of absoh1tc sacrifice, namely, by putting to death or giv­
ing death to his O\Vn, putting to death his absolute love for what 
is dearest, his onlv son. ":t:! \1Vhethe1- or not sacrifice can be such a 

I 

gift is a gn.~at questiorL Sacrifice attracts the same economic criti-
cism lhat plague~ the gift: if l make a sacrifice it n1ight he in order 
to avoid some punishn1ent or to gain so1ne reward. Derrida refers 
to this "economy nf sacrifice," but he also speaks of Abraham's 
sacrifice of economy. "Abrahain has consented to suffer death or 
worse, and that without calculating, without investing, beyond any 
perspective of recouping the loss; hence, it seems, beyond rcc01n­
pense or retribution, beyond economy, without any hope of re­
muneration lsalaireJ. ":,:~In the 1no1nent \Vhen Abraham is utterly 
prepared to make the ~acrificc, he has already 1nade the sacrifice, 
apparently without the hope that God will intervene to a1neliorate 
the situation. At the sa1ne titne, however, God does intervene, and 
this intervention, according to Derrida, rein scribes "sacrifice 
within an economy by n1eans of what thenceforth comes to rese1n­
ble a re,·vaITL ":-,t Does God's action annul the sacrifice as sacrifice, 
or as absolute gift? It seems to me that this is another of Derrida's 
m01nents of inadncss. \Ve will neYer know whether or not Ahra­
ha1n 'vas secretly hoping that Cod would not allm.\' hin1 Lo go 
through with the murder. A.11 we are given in the story is the assur­
ance that Ahraha1n is prepared to do it, and this preparedness is 
vouched for by the words of the angel of the Lord. So we may 
assume that Abrahan1's sacrifice is in one sense complete. That 
he is then 1-ewarded docs not therehy take away from the gift that 
is made in absolute self-expendilurc, but it brings it back into the 

~>1 See, for cxamp1e, Heidegger. nr. 279ff., and Lcviuas's response m Tl. 
~T~-36. 

c,~ Oernda, GJJ. 95. 
•,:: Dnnda, GD. 95. 
~) 1 Derrida, GD, 96. 
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ally reorients both the1n and their opposites. For cxa1nple, when 
Jesus washes the feet of the disciples he does not si1nply substitute 
the role of maste1~ for the role of servant, but redefines leadership 
in terms of an outpouring of love. 

So the first way in which Derrida uses Hthe gift of death n is in 
the sense of sacrifice, a sacrifice of what is most in1portant, and 
even a sacrifice of oppositions. The second \vay also involves a 
type of sacrifice, but it is a sacrifice not of love but of knowledge. 
Death is son1ething that cannot be experienced, at 1east in the 
terms that make it. viable to speak of experience at all. Death ar­
rivest but not in the sense that it uhappensp t.o n1e.:1~ 1 For this 
reason, death re1nains always in the future, and it is a useful tool 
for Derrida to use when he tries to speak about that which cannot 
be present. 

Reading Kierkegaard (and so not necessarily rnaking a state­
ment of personal faith), Derrida dwells for smne tin1e on the "ex­
perience" of God as one of fear and trcn1bling. ll is the 
"experience" of t.hc m~vsten~um trnnendum, known only in the 
tre1nbling that is the trace of its passing. Tre1nbling is a response 
to a shock, the origin of which we cannot see. But trembling is 

also the anticipation of the unpredictable repetition of that 
shock. As Derrida suggests, H\Ve tremble in that strange repeti­

tion that ties an irrefutable past (a shock has been felt, a traun1a­
tism has already affected us) to a future that cannot be 
anticipated. "W Trc1nbling forms the trace of a double secret, a 
secret that is kept intact via the two dimensions that deprive us of 
experience. The past dimension is immemorial-that is, the se­
cret has always already passed by the time we respond to it in 
trembling. The future dimension ren1ains always just beyond the 
horizon-that is, the secret can only be anticipated to the extenl 
that it remains utterlv unforeseeable. Nevertheless, we are told 

J 

that the secret is the m.'vsteriu.rn trem.enrlum. That which makes us 
tremble is "the gift of infinite love, the dissyrnmetry that exists 
bet\veen the divine regard that sees me, and myself, who doesn't 
see what is looking at me; it is the gift and endurance of death 

~1 ~ 1 In French the word annwr can be used to mean both "'to arnve'~ and ••to 
happen." 

•io Derrida, GDt 54. 
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that exists in the irreplaceable, the disproportion between the 
infinite gift and n1y finitude, responsibility as culpability, sin, sal­
vation, repentance, and sacrifice."'i1 This material evidently opens 
onto the questions of the secret, of the call, and of God, but. a 
_]~ - -- - .... : ·- -- - r .. 1 __ ,, r• ~- - ~~·:~~-FT -.Y:11 1-. r• _._, f~--~ ~~~' ..... -~: 1 •• ...l ~C~ ••.• ,.~....-1 '\A.Tl,,~-.; 
lll~LU:O,MOII Ul llll.::')C' lj UC:'.)ll(Jll:') W!ll l.JC l llVlllC:llldl IJ y UClC:l l c:u. vv llcl.L 

does Derrida mean by a "gift and endurance of death"? Perhaps 
it is that if there were to be an Hexperience" of God, il could only 
be an experience that defied knowledge, a gift or endurance of a 
death. In the san1e way that death excludes our consciousness ol 
it, God's passing would be so foreign as to be irreducible. 

Another, related way in which we rn.ight understand "the gift of 
death" is as the putting of oneself to <lea th. This can he thought 
of as a moven1ent of faith. Elsewhere. Derrida describes faith as a 
C"'l'l'l'"rL:i...-. ,.-l .-...r-~..-..~ 1"~--.. +l,.ci. ~~T;+YLLH."'-" r-...f t-1-..L:cJ urhr..11111 r..f'h.t.:i.t" Ii~ J;,~~ ~ l.,, i.l' ·~ L"-1 lt"r....:O...,_ 
.;)UJ.J.'l..,1-l\....l\...-11115 LU -1..JIL. V"'lLJ..lL•~•, \..l_l_ lJI\,., \' 1111\..111}' \..11...ll.'L.1-. .I_ 1U.l.t..Jl 1 .. -., C:'I. .. ~Llil.J.'-..1.l-

der to \vitness rather than to kno\vledge as such4 Further, we can 
consider the gift of death frmn the point of viev~.r of responsibility. 
It \Vas mentioned earlier that Abraha1n's response and responsi­
bility to God comes at the price of an ethics that nevertheless 
remains intact. Abrahan1 demonstrates his complete obedience 
tn. l:nr~· hP rP~nn.nrlc i1" r1.:.r.:nnni.::;hilr1v En tilt-.. Ah..:.nlntP llth1·~1· P.nt ..... .....___, '---"'...._,., .... ,. .&.• ....... Ii '-'ILJY"'--" ....... '----......, .a...& ................ ~ .. y,_.., ......... ~ .... ,._, ... ,&.AIL.' IL-'111.. ...... "\.-ii/a'-- _. ,,._.,., ... "'-'•"\..• .... ..._· ....._,. ........ ..._ .... ,J& . .llL-1-L 

in responding lo the Absolute Other, he has necessarily sus­
pended his duty to all lhe other others. Ile has suspended his 
rl11t\l of nrotPrtion tnu.r:.trn h1'i.:_ ~n.n ht=o h~l~ ~u~nPnnPrl hi~ r111tv nf" ----} ~- 1"" ~,, ......... ___ ,,.. ... ~ _._ ............... ~ ............. ,,, .... , .................. - • ., .,~~.,r ........... ~- ......... - ·-···· -----; ~,,-

trust lo,vard his wife, and he has suspended his duty to behave 
ethically in society. Entering into relationship with and fulfilling 
my duties '\Vith regard to one other, or in this case the Absolute 
Other, ineans that n1y duties to every other other are so1nehow 
compromised. The one starving person whom I am able to feed 
stands beside all those others whom I am not able to feed. And in 
a certain sense, because I have chosen to feed this one, I have 
chosen not to feed the others. I have given the1n death. uAs soon 
as I enter into relationshio with the other. I know that I can re-l. , 

spond only by sacrificing ethics, that is, by sacrificing whatever 
obliges me to also respond, in the san1e way, in the satne instant, 
to all the others. I offer a gift of death, I betray, I don't need to 
raise my knife over n1y son on Mount Moriah for that. ' 111 ~\ Death 

iit Derrida, GD. 55-56. 
··~ Derrida, /<~S', 46; FK, :B. 
11

:\ Derrida, CD, 68. 
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can be thought of as that whkh is dealt to us (perhaps causally, 
but without origin) or as smnething (no-thing) I deal to others. 
In either case, since death is another variant. of the mo1nent of 
madness, it ineets the criteria of the gift. 

'J lu' Call, the Secret, and Perhaps God 

It will he ren1e1nbered that "the call,, is an insistent theme in the 
writing of Heidegger (the call of Being), Levinas (the call of the 
Other), and Marion (the call beyond Being). But how does Der­
rida think the call? ls the call a call that is n1ade in secret? And is 
it possible, with certain provisos in place, to think nevertheless a 
secret call of God, or to think God as a secret~ a gift in secret? I 
must immediately make the observation, however. that Derrida 
only infrequently makes of the call a the1ne to be explored as 
suth. In fact, there is in Derrida, as in Levinas, far more attention 
devoted to response rather than calL But there are a number of 
places where it will at least be evident that the question of call, 
especially insofar as it de1nands a response~ is one of Derrida's 
preoccupations. 

B\Vhence con1es the law that obligates one to give even as one 
renders an account of the gift? In other words, to answer [ repondre] 
still for a gift that calls one beyond all responsibility?"64 This short 
passage from Given 'HmP registers in several keys at once. It refers 
us lo Kant, to the categorical imperative that orders us to our one 
duty, and which elsewhere Derrida will expose in its irnpossibil­
ity.1>:, It then refers us to the call as a call to an irnpossible responsi­
bility (the responsibility ''beyond all responsibility"). And it refers 
us to the call of the gift, to the gift as call, without specifying the 
gift any further, and with such an association reinforcing the idea 
that what. is de1nanded in the call is impossible. 

If we turn to "Passions,'' we find that the call is related to the 
invitation, and both call and invitation are related to the re­
sponse. •'\1Vhat ,,,.,e are glimpsing of the invitation (but of the call 
in general, as \•vcll) governs by the sa1ne 'token' the logic of the 

hi Derrida, C'fJ. ~H. 
t •• ~. Sec Jacques DeTTida, HPa.ssions,'' trans. David \Voo<l. in On tJu~ Nmm'i ed. 

Thomas Dutoit {Stanford: Stanford Cmversitv Press, 1995), :1-:H, at 7-8 [here-, 
after Dernda, Poss]; and Dernda, GO, 77. 
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response, both of the response to the invitation and Lhe response 
by itself. "tii> Yet responsibility and invitation are aporetic in struc­

ture, provoking an interruption to any logic. And in that aporia, 
where it is impossible to move, "it is not only religious sociality 
whose identity is thus menaced, it is philosophical sociality, inso­
far as it presupposes the order (preferably circular) of the appeal 
[or the call: apjJel-Tr.], of the question and the response. "()7 

What does Derrida n1ean by the presupposition of a ''preferably 
circular" order? It seems to me that those discourses which are 
governed by the form of question and response, of knowledge (a 
circular order, an econo1ny), are interrupted insofar as question 
and response will always lead to the aporia. The presupposition 
of the order of the appeal is overrun by the appeal. 

Further on in the san1e essay, we learn that there is a call associ­
ated vvith the secret: "vVhen it is the call [ appe[j of this secret, 
h<nvever, which points back to the other or to something else~ 
\vhen it is this itself \vhich keeps our passion aroused, and holds 
us to the other, then the secret i1npassions us. ,, 68 Yet the secret 
calls without speaking. HAnd the secret will remain secret, mute1 
itnpassive as the kh6-ra . ... It ren1ains silent, not to keep a word in 
reserve or withdravvn, but because it. re1nains foreign to speech.'' 
At the sa1ne ti1ne, ''no discussion '''ould c1thcr begin or continue 
without it/19 The secret, that there Bis" no secret (the secret 
LLbeing ,, that. '"e can not ever know for sure), is what drives us, what 
drives literature, what drives thought, what impassions us and 
calls us fm,,.vard. 70 RecaHing from Givrn. ,.rime that the gift "1nust 
JwrjJ a relation of foreignness to the circle/' and that it is also "rhe 
first 1nover nf tbe circle, n it seems that gift, secret, and ca1l bear 
in con1mon this quality of impassioning, of energizing, of en­
abling.11 Each is imn1en1orial and quasi-transcendental. Equally, 
gift, secret, and call thus also <lisable any possibility of an ade­
quate response. Responding as such. is impossible, for to respond 
to (by identifying) gift, secret, or call is to annul any one of them. 

1
•
11 Dernda. Pas.~. 15. 

l}i Derrida, Pm.s, 23. 
(~Derrida, Pnu, 29. 
m Dcrri<la, Pass. 27. 
70 Dernda, Pnss. 29-~~0. St"e also Caputo's rliscu.-,ston in Vl}D. 101-1 ~-
71 Dcrnda. <tfl, 7. :~o. 
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Derrida needs no caller, since the call of which he speaks needs 
no embodiment. And yet there is another turn \.Vithin his work 
that unsettles this concJusion and opens ever so quietly onto a 
theological possibility. 

In Politics of Friend.fJhi/J., Derrida explores the call of and to 
friendship, \Vhich once again is linked with impossible responsi­
bility. 7~ But here we a1·e dealing with a sJightly different question. 
For friendship implies a n1utuality, a sha1~ec1 space~ Under the 
guise of the call \Ve hav~ returned to the issue that plagues the 
relationship between Levinas and Derrida, which is the question 
of otherness, of the otherness of the Other and of the encounter 
with the Other. 7:~ Derrida asks: "How are Vite to distinguish be­
t1veen ourselves, between each of us who ccnnpose[s1 this as yet 
so undetermined 'we'?" In other words, he is asking about the 
proximity (using Levinas's terms) of relationship prior to its artic­
ulation in knowledge, prior to its political manifestation. "Even 
before the question of responsibility was posed, the question of 
'speaking in one's own nan1e,' ... we are caught up, one and 
another, in a sort of hetcronomic and dissymmetrical curving of 
social space-more precisely, a curving of the relation to the 
other: prior to all organized socius. " 7·1 It is possible to observe in 
this idea a link with Maurice Blanchot's ''double dissy1111netry" of 
the relation to the Other. 7:' Unlike in Levinas (and Marion), 
where the absolute asymmetry that orders the relationless relation 
is problematic, here we have a proximity that can sustain an im­
n1e1norial call to responsibility. 

V\lithin the nu-vcd space of the relation to the Other, there is 
alreadv rcsponsibilitv. 7~1 That is whv the call to friendship, which 

I I I 

7 :! Dernda~ Pf: especially in the essay "In Human Language. Fraternity.H 
7

:) I will nmlmue to use "01hcr~ 11 ratlwr than Lhe- ··other" of the 1ranslalions 
of both Dcrrirla and Blandml~ in orrlt"'r 10 kt~ep the clarity of the Levinasian 
distinction. 

7
-i Derrida. PI-: 231. 

7 ~1 Blanchol~ IC~ i3. 
711 u\'Vhat is unfolding itse]f' aL thi." mstant-and we are finding- il a somevdrnt 

clislllrhing- experience-is pt'rhaps onl~' the silent deployment of rhat strange 
violence that has always msiuuatcd ihc1f inlo the ongin of the most mnocetH 
cxperit~nces of friendship and justice. We have hegm1 m n.·spomL \Ve are already 
caught up. we are caught ont~ m a ccrtam rcsponsihilityt and the most inelucta­
ble responsibility-as if it were possible to thmk a responsibility without free­
dom." Dcrnda, Pf: 2~H. 
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is always h1tural rather than present, is nevertheless a call that can 
only he made on the basis of a past. 77 Speaking of the call in 
Heidegger, Derrida observes the strange "voice of the friend. " 7~ 

The call of the friend is prior to friendship, marking the very 
possibility (and i1npossibility) of friendship: 

It is perhaps in a region thus withdrawn from metaphysical su~jt:'c­
tivity that for Heidegger Hthe voice of the friend', rings out. The 
issue is perhaps what we \Vere calling above a minima] "commu­
nity' '-hut also incommensurable to all others, speaking the same 
language or praying, or weeping, for translation against the hori­
zon of a sole langua{re, if univ to manifest a disagreement: friend-• n , ~ 

ship prior to friendships. One would have to add: dprior ton 

enmity. 
This promise before friendships would he linked to the ~~ye~, 

yes,,. this promise of memory that we have attempted to analyze 
elsewhere. The double affirmation must remain essentially risky, 
threatened, open. Above all, it cannot allmv itself to be defined or 
posited, it cannot he n.·duced tu a determined position. 7 ~' 

The call of friendship is a call to responsibility, but a responsi­
bility that cannot be specified in advance. 80 It is a call to responsi­
bility that cmnes from the Other.81 Moreover, this call is 
irreducihle to knowledge, even and perhaps especially to the 
knowledge that is made present in phenomenology. In what is a 
very in1portant passage ''\'ith regard to Derrida and phenomenol­
ogy, he remarks: 

In the course of this experience, the other appears as surh-that is 
to say 1 the oLher appears as a being whose appearance appears with-

'' H (Let us note in passing that Lhc logic of this c-111-"You-my-fncnds-be-my­
rnends-and-al though-you-are-not-ye t-my-friC"n ds-you-are-a1ready ,-sinct-t hat-is­
'vha t-1-a m-ralling-you'). •! Dcrnda. PF, 2:35. 

78 Dernda. PF.. 241. 
1'

1 Dcrnda~ PF, 244. 
;-<n ··But if /ne.\Pnll)' there is no friend, let us act so that henceforth there will be 

fncncls of tlus 'sovereign master fnendshtp. · This 1s what I call you to~ answer 
my call, this is our responsibility. Friendship is never a present given} it belongs 
to the experience of expectation, promise, or engagement. Its discourse 1s tha1 
of prayer. it mauguratcs, but reports nothing, it. J;t; not satisticrl with \vhat Ls~ it 
moves out to this p1ace '"'here a responsihility opens up a futun::.. ·· Derrida. J1F, 
236. 

~ 1 
.. It 1s assigned to us by the other, from the place of the other~ \Vell before 

any hope of reappropnallon a11ows us the as.i;umption or this responsibility.~, 
Derrida, PJ;: ~3~. 
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ouL appearing! \4.i'it.hout being suhmitted to the phenomenological 
hnv of the originary and intuitive: given that governs all other ap­
pearances, all other phcnomcnality as such. The altogether other, 
and et1f'1), other (one) ts eVet)' (bit) othPr, comt-s here to upset. the order 
of phenomenology. And good JNW'. That which comes before au­
tonomy must also 1.'xcenl it-that is, succeed it, survive and indefi­
nitely overwhelm it. 8 2 

This sequence is rich with poss1m11ues, not least because, as an 
ex/Jen·enr:f'of relationless relation, it offers another opening on the 
question of GocL That is not to say that the relation with the 
hutnan other ('\Nhere '~the other appears as a being whose appear­
ance appears without appcaringt~) is the same as the relation with 
God, but it n1ight be suggested that it points in the direction of 
, 1 I , • • • T f'I 1 t , • 1 1 1 1 • J'• rne rc1auon wnn uoa, wno, cena1111y, a1so excecns uie capacny ot 
pheno1ncnology. The passage bears a fa111ily r~semblance to cer­
tain passages in The Gijt of Dtath, and surely that is not in the least 
coinciden taL 

Two types of secrecy arc pursued in The Giji rf Dnlth. There is 
the secret that Abraham bears, that is, the secret that he knows 
and cannot divulge if he is to be responsible. And then there is 
the secret that is his very Hexperience ~, of God. Derrida speaks of 
the experience of God as the experience of mysteriuni t-rrrnrndum, 

the secret known only in the lrcmbiing that is the trace of its 
passing. This is the secret that can never be known, thar "is 11 not 
anything. And not ''bcing11 anything, it bears a relationship to 
that secret thal I have aiready canvassed as that which drives ail 
passion and all thought. The two secrets of non-knowledge can 
of course be distinguished by the fa.ct that the one is a quasi­
transcenden tai, whiie the other is not only Lranscendentai, but 
possibly also transcendent and possibJy Lhe Transcendent. Never­
theless, each is named only as secret, and therefore there is an 
undecidability that protects any possible reference. 

This leads me lo ask whether, \"'ithin that undecidability and 
because of the protection there afforded, there is elsewhere in 
Derrida roon1 for a thinking of God as secret, for a thinking of a 
secret call of God, a secret giving of God. If there is such roorn, it 
is Jikdy to be found in the context of Derrida

1

s writing specifically 
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on negative theology and religion. Three texts spring imn1edi­
ately to inind: uHow to Avoid Speaking: Denials"; "Post-Scriptun1: 
Aporias, Ways" and Voices," which was later adapted and pub­
lished as HSauf le nom "; and "Foi et Savoir. "HJ For reasons already 
noted, it is generally recognized that Derrida is critical of negative 
theology.K·t Nevertheless, he is not dis1nissive of it, suggesting that 
"I trust no text that is not in some wav contan1inated with nega-, (, 

live theology, and even among those texts that apparently do not 
have, want, or believe they have any relation with theology in gen­
eral. 'ix:> 'The texts above reflect different approaches. In '~How to 
Avoid Speaking" Derrida is responding to the assertion that de­
construction is simply another fonn of negative theology, and so 
we find there that he reads negative theology largely in terms of 
its failure. Yet in ""Sauf le no1n" it seems that there is room for its 
rehabilitation. 

In "How to Avoid Speakingn there is an initial attempt to sug­
gest the paran1eters of negative theologyt using for a Christian 
perspective the _A'fystfral Theolog;1 of Denys (Diony~ius) the Areo­
pagite. Derrida tells us that 

·'negative thcolohry" has come to designate a renain typical atti­
tude toward languagT~ and within it, in the act of definition or attri-

;-;i Derrida's ··How to Avoid Speakmg" is an important text. not least because 
it is one of the places \\.'here he adverts to \fan on 's work, most frequently in Lhe 
1101es. "Post-Scriptum: Aporias, Ways.. and Voices'' appears m the same colk{"­
tton at ~83-Jit:~, although references will be made to Derrida~ SLV. 

~"'Sec Toby Foshay's Hlncroductton: Denegauou and Resentment'" in Derrula 
and Negalwe Thtolotf)', 1-~4. espenally al ~)and 5. See also Hart. TS, for example 
at Htt 

>'~. D~rrida, .\'L.V .. 69. Regarding the relationship between deconstruction and 
theology, Han ohscrvcs: "Let us shift focus for a moment and see how decon­
struction stands with respPct to theology. At first the picuire seems clear enough. 
Since God is "the namt' and the element of that which makes possible an ahso­
lult·ly pure and absolutely self-present self-knowledge' any God talk. any theol­
ogy, would be thoroughly shaken by dUfi!ranff. Not only is the sign complicit 
with mctaphy~ks but also it is ·essentially theological.· All talk of a center ts 
"theological: and dUfrranre ~hlocks evc:-ry relationship to theoloITT. ~ for all that, 
dcconstrunion is neither proposmg a ·return to finitude' nor calling for 'God's 
death.' And a dnsf'r mspect1011 of Derrida's texts reveals that he is concerned 
solely with the metaphysics i11 Lhcology. an<l would be sympathetic to those thc­
ologit"s, if any. that do not 'appropriate the resources of Greek conceptuality.~ 
There is at least otH.\ it seems, a contemporary deconstrucuve theolog)-1

.'' Kevm 
Hart, mtroduction to an excerpt from .. How to Av01d Speaking,'' The Pustrnodern 
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buLion, an attitude toward semantic or conccptua] determination. 
Supposet by a provisional hypothesis~ that negative theology con-
sists of r:onsidering that every predicative language is inadt"quate to 
the es~cnce, in truth to the hyperessentiality (the being beyond 
Being) of God~ consequently, on1y a negative C\tpophatirH) attri­
bution can claim to approach God~ and to prepare us for a silent 
intuition of God.~(. 

Derrida notes that the rhetoric of negative theo1ogy can readily 
be i1nitated, but he points out that its context is quite specific, 
frarned as it is by prayer and by the address to the other. 87 

We find within this definition-or at least this ~'provisional hy­
pothesis''-the chief elen1ent of Derrida,s concern. According to 
Derrida, while negative theology emphasizes the inadequacy of 
all oredication. it nevt'"rthe1ess aims ~H ;1 cnncent11~1l ohiect th;:it is 1 - - - - - - -- - - , - - - - - - - - - . - - - - -- - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - -.- - - - - I - -- - - -- - -- - --J - - - - - - - - - - -. 

still a type of being. Jn referring to God as "'hyperessential," Der­
rida argues~ Christian theology simply posits God as a preeminent 
being, even if this being is beyond the realm of being.8

H This 
seems to undermine the very negation that is characteristic of the 
genre.~~) ln trying not to say anything, negative theology already 

God: A Thmlof!,u~al Rnlfler, ed. Graham ·w-ard (Oxfonl: Hlacb.velL 199iL 161-62 
(hereafter Hart., JHA5.,J . 

. 'ih Derrida 1 HAS, 74. 
H7 Derrida clistinrruislws lwtwet·n nr;.1ve1· ;.ind 1l1<· enromrnm. and 111 a lenrrthv - - - ------- o-- - - - . 1----; -- --- - ---- ----- ----- -----, ------ --- -- --- n I 

footnote he explains a connection here (and a fundamental disagreement) '"'ith 
the work of Manon m ID. Derrida· s point is that the encomium, while perf orma­
tive, maintains some elements of attribution. HA.~', 11 I. See also Hart! !HAS, 164: 
"Yet, as Derrida point~ out. there is no pure prayer, no 'address to the other as 
other,' for it is supplemented by an encomium. The God beyond being is dctc1·­
mined in advance to bf" the Christ.Ian God .... Were it uuen-_.d in complete 
si1ence, the prayer still could not. erase the possibility of its inscriptton and all 
that follows from Lhis. i.\.nd so~ Oernda concludes. one cannot approach Cod~ as 
negative theology promises, hy passing from language to silence. E\'en ~ilence is 
marked by the effects oi diffimnff."' 

88
" I Negative theology· seems to rescn'f", beyond au posillvc pred1cation1 be-

-·--~ .-I ~Tl -~ ~~·- .._:_ ,~-- --- ·~-- l. ~- ·-- •• ,.J 11 ~=-- -- ... ---- ~ l--·--. ----- --- ~-. •: ~ ·~ .._. ·- L -· -·· ·- 1-._ ••• ,,_ •• ~J 
rv11u ctLJ ll(.'.t;;.1.UUJl. t.:"VC-11 L.Jt:"~lJU9yl lJl:Hl~i :'IUllLC Ll>tJCLC:".'l~Clllldlll)·, l\ ~J't.-111!-; LJ\.")"l.'IH.J 

Being.'' Dernda1 HAS. 77. Sec aJso the notes at l:l l-~?>. especially insofar as they 
concern a reading of !\farion. 

A
9 And which i.~ suggested by D~rrida as follows: "By a more or 1Pss tenable 

anaiogy, one would Lhus rct_·ogu1z~ some traits, the family resemhlann~ of nega­
tive theolob:ry, m every discours<' that seems to return in a rL"J:{Ular and i11sistent. 
manner to this rhetonc of negative detenninat10n, endlessly multiplying the 
defenses and the apophatic warnings: this, which 1s called X (for ~xample, text, 
writing, the trace, differ;mcc, the hymen, the suppiement, the phannakon, the 
parergon etc.) ~is' neither tl11s nor thal, neither sensible nor intelligible, neither 
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says far too 1nuch, effectively operating as a type of positive theol­
og,y.~10 Since uhyperessentiality·' is part of the language of the A(rJ­
tiral ThrulogJ, it seems that Derrida's criticism will be difficult to 
overcome. Those who respond on Lhc issue tend to do so hy ques-
...__.'. ___ :~-~ ••-~ ~~~J-~!~~ ~,C'l~~·-""J ... ...,J""'l..,~•~ .. -..t: .... l:......,.~ UT.r..•>:.._.,, LJ,., •• f- €'•'rr1-rf'>.c•+-eo -t-\;. .. -.,,t-
UlH ll [ ig. ll lC !UC d!ll I Jt;, l..H 11ypt._~1 l.:.ii;-,c l I l 1.:111 l}. n ... c- \' 111 .L. HU l. .')-lloo \._..;) l;"t- lJ 1<1 l 

' 'hypern has a negative rather than positive meaning, that it sug­
gests transgression or violation. In other words, hypercssentiality 
is used to indicate a rupture of essentiality rather than a surplus. 
According to Hart, who borrows the phrase from Levinas, the 
God of Pseudo-Dionysius (is) Hothen,rise than being. H~11 

To return to Derrida, there are other difficulties that he locates 
in regard to negative theology. There is its association with rnysti­
cal prayer, which on his reading carries with it the promise of 
r:n.rl 'c."' T'\.T"~H • .'~1"1 r~ ; Tl f h P P.UPt""\ tll ,.:. t 111'"\ l i"'\rl n,f th P ~0111 lATl th l:nrl ~12 
~'--''-"" t.l j.Jl"'-.·~"J"'-.-ll'--'-' Jl.l.R 1..-1..11..'-~ ...._.Yl\. ... .l&l..L.t.-L.t..I. '-t.&.&L'\.J..1....1.. '-~• '--.I..&'--· '-..JI''-''-... _.. '111.1.1\...&& ,__...,_,'-4"• 

Then there is his insistence that what sharply divides dijjemnce 
fro1n negative theology is that the latter springs fro1n a cause and 
is oriented to a Lelos.~ 1~\ \t\Tith regard to union, it 1nust be underlined 
that in Christian mysticis1n the integrity and uniqueness of both 
hu1nan and divine persons is upheld to the end. In contrast to 
~nn1r- othPr tr~lrlitirrn~ thP Chr1t..:.ti~n 1r:lrl1t1on 1n:.1int~in~ th:.:it thP 
'-' '..I A A a '-" '-' ....... -- _. ._A _ ... ..._,._ .. -· '--"' A • ~ ' ....... ..._.. .._ - a ,._ a a,_. ............ A "° ,_ ... .._ ........ & ... _. "-' A A & ,.. • -- a a a --- -, .... H .. A .. - .._, '-A A '-' 

human soul never fuses with the divinity in the mystical experi­
ence. \iVhatcvcr union means, it docs not inean dissolution. Re-

positi\'c nor negative, neither inside nor outside, neither· superior nor inft~nor, 
1wllher acti\'e nor passive. neither prr:-scn L nor ahsen t.. not even neutral, not 
even suqject to dialertIC with a third moinem. without any possible suhla,ion 
('Auflv .... bung~). Despite appearances, lht>n, this Xis neither a concept nor even 
a name; it does lnul it.v·lf to a senes of names+ but calls for another syntax. and 
exceeds even th~ order and Lhe structure of predicative discourse. IL 'is' uot and 
doe~ not say what 'is.~ It is \\TILLcn complt'tely othern·ise." Derrida) HAS, 74. 

!IU See Derrida) HAS, 81. Hart disputes I his, sa~'mg that "nt'gative Lheoloh~~ per­
ff.mns the dt'fomtruction of positive Lhcoloh')'." l-t:irt~ 7~)·. 20~. 

~ 11 "'To say that God i& hJJNmu.swu.s is to deny that Cod l~ a being of any kind, 
t?ven the highest or (ffigmal being. As Jones remarks, Pseudo-Dionysins denies 
1-l-..,-..f- 1··~ .. ..-1 ;,, h h•-•~•- , •• ,...] ...-l, • .,_:,.,. .. t..., ... f",_,J '-' 1~.c ! .. _~ / __ c~\ Tl._~.•:•••••-~- l_ __ ' 
u1.c.u ....... n_J'U 1;i. a uc:-ui:t; d.11u ui;::-un..:;"!i lH,1l '-..JUU 1:-. JJ•L:-lll;i:!, ~f!fiJ. 1 Ill: .. - tuv1uuyt ue Si::l}'St 1:-i 

'heyond hc-ing beyond bcingly before aw or-to bnrrow Levinas' COllClSl' for­
mulanon-uthenOHf" than bt'mg. Given this. Derrida is wrong- to say that negative 
thco1ot,1]' reserves a supreme hf"ing heyond the- catf"gorie~ of herng . .Jusr as ~sign· 
must be crossed out in the dt.TouslnKlum of metaphysics, so wo mus[ 'God' in 
the dt:'Tonstrurtion of pos1tl\'e theology. The God of neg-ativc lheology is tran­
scendent in (hat He transcends heing. all conceplimt"t of hemg as presence, as 
well as the categories of gender." l Iart, TS. ~02. 

"~ Derrida, HAS. 79-8 i. 
1
n Derrida, HAS, 99, 81. 
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garding the cause and end of negative theology, it would seem to 
me that this only becomes li1niting where it becomes a question 
of proof rather than one of faith, since faith itself only emerges 
out of diffhanre. God 1nay not be d~ff/~ranrf, but perhaps the expe­
rience of God is given according to dlH'francP. 

BSauf le n01n" begins with a recognition that the apophalic 
voice is plural, and in h1ct Derrida constructs the essay as if it were 
a dialogue (or the minutes of a discussion group), so that there is 
an ambiguity in the way it unfoldsY-1 Negative theology is being 
considered by negative theology. \Vhile not wishing to overlook 
the effects of this complex device, I shall continue to refer to the 
authorial voice as if it were singular. 

Derrida once again explores the parameters of negative theol­
ogy. He acknowledges that negative theology is lilwthe experience 
of dcconstructionY5 It is a language, yet it exceeds language. He 
tells us that "the proposition ('What is called Hnegative 
theology" ... is a language') has no rigorously determinable ref­
erence: neither in its sutdect nor in its attribute, vve just said, but 
not even in its copula.~'% It is as though we have a preunderstand­
i11g of negative theology. but once lve begin to articulate it~ ·we are 
already too late, and its possibilities have already been ex­
haostedY7 Negative theolobry is the kenosis of discourse, a forn1al­
ization without contentYH What is most striking about these 
descriptions is a sense that they are driven by immen1oriality. Neg­
ative theology always comes after the event, although it has a fu­
ture dimension as v.rell in that it ahvays \Viii have been.9~~ \Ve 

discern that negative theology makes no reference to a presence, 

·J.i Regarding plurality, see Derrida, SL}-r'~ ~~5~ 66. 
~,:,Derrida, .)'1.,,1\i', 43: 1This thought !'!Ce ms vag-udy familiar to the expcri~JKC of 

deconstruruon. Far from being a methodical technique, a possible or necessary 
procedun~ 1 u11rolli11g· the law of a program alld applying rules, that is unfolding 
possibiJitws, deconstruction has often been defined as the very exper·ience of 
the (impossible) possibility of Lhc impossible, of the mosl impossihle, ~ comii­
tion that rleconsl.ruction shares with the gift, the 'yes,' the 'come,' decision, 
testimony, the ~ecrt:>t etc. And perhaps death.,. 

qf, Derrida, SIN. 48. 
-r•• D~rrida. S/.N, 49. 
'
1s UThe staLement of negative theology empues itself hy definioon. hy vor.a--­

uont of all mluitive plenitucit":· Dernda. SL'\./, f10, 51. 
!•!

1 Dcrridat 5;rN. fiO, 58. 
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not even-in that sense-an absent presence. 100 So we find a se­
ries of passages that emphasize the way in which negative theology 
refers only through its bearing of a trace. 101 lt refers us to the 
i1npossible possible, or as we read in "Foi et Savoir," "I ,incalcula­
ble au coeur du calculable,'' the incalculable in the heart of the 
calculable. 10~ 

Negative theology is like a me1nory 1 testifying to a yet immerrH>­
rial event that leaves a mark on language. 10 :~ Derrida describes it 
as a "passion that leaves the mark of a scar in that place where 
the irnpossible takes place. "rn1 It carries a wound, just legible. 10=) 

It bears witness to an unknowable God who has nothing save a 
name: 

Save the name that names nothing that rnight hold~ not en~n a 
divinity ( Gotthnt), nothing whose withdrawal does not carry away 
every phrase that tries to measure itself against him. HGod" his'· 
the name of this bottomless collapse, of this endless rle.scrtifkation 
of language. But the Lrace of this negative operation is inscribed m 
and on and as the evml (what comrs, what there is and which is 
always singular, what finds in this kenosis the most decisive condi­
tion of its coming or its upsurging). There z.~ this event, '~;hich re­
mains~ even if this remnance is not more substantial, more essential 
than this God, more ontolov-icallv determinable than this name of 

i:'") J 

God of whom it is said that he names nothing that is, neither this 
nor that. It. is r.ven said of him that he is not what is {.,f11Jen there in 
the sense of (1S. {fi.bt: He is not what gives 1 his is beyond all gifts_ Loii 

101
) On this ciuC"stwn of presence, I \vould refer hack to Hart" s introduction: 

"'Tiu~ th('ologian should remember that Derrida nowhere njects the notion of 
presence. He argues that presencl~ cannot present itself; the possibility of i11-
scnpt1on is a nec.'essary one, and one that ensures the possibility of divis1011. 
Thi:.:-r~ may be a God. and this God may be pure self-presence, but He cannot be 
intmted or revealed 111 Lhe pre~ent. n Hart, !HA.\~ 164-65. 

wi Commenting on Angelus Silesms,, Derrida remarks: "'This 'more,' this he­
yowJ. this h)jJt>r (li"brr) obvmusly mtroduccs an absolute heterogeneity in the 
order and tn the modality of tlu.~ po!Ssible. The possibility of the impossible, 
of th~ ~more possihle 1 lhat as ."iuch is also possible ('more impossible than the 
impossihle 1

), marks an absolute.~ interruption in the regime of the possible that 
nonetheless n.·mamst if this can be saicL m p1ace. n Derrida. SLNJ 43. 

111:? Oerrid::t, f:\ 85; FK, 65. 
io:\ Df'rrida, SLV. !l4. 
104 Derrida, .)'LV, 59-60. 
iw. Derrida, SLV, 60. 
1111

' Derrida, .\'LV~ 5!l-.56. 
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The na1ne is that of the unnameable nameable, the nameable 
beyond the na1ne. 107 Here Derrida goes out of his way to tell us 
that it is not God who is given, or God who gives in the name. But 
I do not think that he thereby c01npletely disn1isses the possibility 
of the gift or the self-giving of God. 'A'hat he disn1isses is the de-
1nand for any more than the event, any more than the ~~collapse" 
or the "remnance. ,, He dismisses the association of God with Hei­
degger's given or with a pJacc of givenness. God is not uwhat 
gives"~ God is "'beyond all giftsln in the sense that God cannot be 
identified as giYer save by a trace that is read in faith. All we are 
left with is the name that constantly escapes us, a "desertification H 

reminiscent of kh6ra. 
\Vhereas in "How to Avoid Speaking'~ we gain a sense of the 

failure of negative theology owing t.o its inability to desist fro1n 
speaking of the unspeakable~ in "Sauf k nom" we get a sense 
that negative theology nevertheless functions as a supplen1entary 
discourse of rupture. In general tenns, how docs negative theol­
ogy work? Most significantly, negative theology works aporetically. 
The event to which it bears witness (is) impossible, unknowable, 
an aporia. Negative theology opens onto the aporia of the se­
cret.108 We are reminded that the only way through an aporia is 
via decision, a decision that passes through madness. 109 This does 
not force us to the decision of religious faith, but it opens up its 
possibility~ as much negatively as positively. The mystic can never 
prove that God has passed in his or her 11 experience.n Neverthe­
less, that aporetic experience is possible means that we cannot 
exclude the possibility that God may so pass. 110 

Negative theology works as hyperbole. "This hyperbole an­
nounas. It announces in a double sense: it .ngnal'i an open possi­
bility, but it also provokes thereby the opening of the possibility. Its 
event is at once revealing and producing~ post-scrijJtum and prole-

11J 7 Derrida, SLN, 58. 
ins Derrida. SLV, 60. 
i@ '·But isn't the uncleared way also the condition of deaswn or event_, which 

consists in opening the way. in (.rnt)passmg, thus in going bfymuR In (sur) passmg 
the aporia?'' Derrida, SLN, 54. '"The sole densmn possible passes through the 
madness of the undecidable and the impossible: to go where ( wo, Ort, ~Vorl) it is 
. ·1 I '' l'J V ... l) 11nposs1 J e to go. ,J _JJ. • .'.JL • 

iw With reganl to aporetlC experience, see Den-ida, A/1, for example at 15, 19, 
:12. 
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gomenon, inaugural writing." 111 Then it works in conversion, aris­
ing out of the conversion of the one who writes, but also involving 
a conversion frotn God to others~ At the very st.art. of this section, 
it was observed that the context of negative theolohry v . .ras prayer 
and the address lo the other. There is a movement that occurs 
where prayer., the address to God~ becomes confession~ a testi­
n1onv. 11~ In the end, negative theoloav involves surrender. 11 ~~ It is 

I 0:° 

desire that lets go of its object.'H En1erging from the address to 
God, it becomes an address to no matter whom. 11 :) 

Finally, negative theology works through plurality: the plurality 
of voices (the voice of radical critique and the voice of dogmatic 
assurance) that. contradict one another; the plurality of places 
(the place of revelation and the place of khO-ra) that exclude one 
another; the plurality of paths (Greek philosophy and Christian 
mysticis1n) that cross one another. 1

1ti Negative theology produces 
fissures: it fractures the cogito, divides being fron1 knowing, un­
dermines every thesis, and drives a wedge into the analogy be­
tween creator and creatnre. 117 The fissure is the madnes~ through 
\vhich we can only pass by decision. 

Having considered briefly the first two of the three texts that 
have a beariug on Derrida's speaking of God, I turn now to the 
third, HFoi et Savoir, ·· which has a co1npletely different style and 
focus. qFoi et Savoir" is a tneditation on the very possibility of 
religion. Derrida notes that religion often concerns itself with 
•'the name," with speaking "in the na1ne of" so1nething or son1e­
one, with natning, speaking in its own name. Additionally, reli-

111 Derrida, SIN, 62. Are we able to link the '"hyper'' of hyperbole wuh the 
·~hypt..-" of hypcn:ssentiality? Since Derrida here translat<.·s ''hyper" as "ultra, 
atHlelil, bf]1011d, ·1ib1>r," are we hually able to redeem hyperessentiality from the 
clutches of onlolobry? If 1t is hyperhole that ··names the mm'~ment of transcen­
dence that t~arrics or transports beyond bemg or bdngncss." :;;urely hyperessen· 
tialicy cannot name whc:1t docs nol utterly transct>nd, or transgress? 

11 ~ Derrida, SL\/, 39, 40: i.This moment ohvritmg is done for ·aftenvards. • But 
lt also follows the convers10n. h remains the trace of a presenr moment of the 
confessmn that ,\.<.>Uld have no sense without ~uch a conversion~ \Vithout this 
addn:,'is lo the brother readers.~· 

11 :
1 Derrida. S/.J.V, 74. 

LI 1 Derrida. SL.\T~ ~7. 
m Derrida, SUV, 74. 
1111 Derrida, SUV, 66-67, 7S-76, 62. 
11 ; Derrida, SL\/, 66, 65, fi7, 66. 
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gion is often about light. It sheds light, brings to light, and 
approaches the lun1inous. Pheno1nenology is also about bringing 
to light, or learning to see.' 18 Yet religion has to do with enipty 
places, what Derrida will call places of the aporia. He names 
three: the island, the pro1nised land, and the desert, although it 

will be on the desert that he focuses by and large. 'A111ilc these 
places fonn the horizon of thought, they also indicatl~ the need 
for a certain suspension or interruption of any horizon. BPara­
doxically, the absence of horizon conditions the future itsel[ The 
springing up of the event should breach any horizon of expecta­
tion. From where the apprehension of an abyss in these places, 
for exainple a desert in the desert, there where the one neither 
can nor should see con1ing that which would have to or would be 
able lo---perhapS--C()ITle. n J l~I 

There is a distinction to be made between faith and religion, 
and also between faith and theology. 1 ~0 Derrida then discusses the 
historical nature of revelalion, ,,rhich leads him to develop the 
notion of LLrevealability, n which would be the possibi1ity of any 
revelation at all. Perhaps, he wonders, revealability is that \Vhich 

is revealed in revelation; revealability is the origin of light. Md 
yet Derrida has in mind a more "nocturnal1, light, a more L'anar­
chic" and "anarchival" origin, H more than the arch-originar,: "a 
certain desert in the desert, the one that would 1nake possible, 
open, hollow out or infinitize the other." l'll This origin would 
be heterogeneous (and so non-original), bearing two narnes, the 
"messianicH and "khora. 1112

'!. It is this double experience of the 
desert, prior to revelation, that Derrida wants to think. 

Derrida speaks elsewhere of a n1essianism without a inessiah, 
where the tnessiah would always be coming but would never be 

118 Derrida. FS, 14-15; FK, 6. Hence the contrast with I\11anon~ \vho can St"~lll 
also to be making religion a question of the light. 

11 !-1 Derrida, FS, l~): ··Paradoxalement, l'ahsence d'horiz<>n conditi<>1111e l 1 a­
venir memc. Le surµ;i~semenL de l'evenemcnt doit trouer tout horizon d'attcnte. 
D~ofJ rapprd1ension d'un ab1mc en n~s lieux, par example tm di~sert dans le 
desert, hi oft l'on nc pent m doit vmr vcnir ce qw devran ou pournut-/Jmll­
t~tn:1--venir. '' FK 7. 

1 ~0 Dernda, FS', 17; FK, I 0. 
m Derrida, FS, 26: 1 'plus que l'archi-originatre"', ··un cenain df~sert dmu le (k­

sert~ celui qui rend possible. ouvre, creuse ou inflmtise l'autre.J' FK, 16. 
n:! Derrida. J<s·, 27; FK, 17. 
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present, never arrive. Here he speaks of "the opening to Lhe fu­
ture or to the coming of the other as the advent of justice, but 
without horizon of expectation and without prophetic foreshad­
owing.,, 1 ~:~ The messianic would expose us to surprise. Experience 
( l'exjJhience) would he structured hy a waiting without expecta­
tion, by the sheer desire f<>r or hope injustice. There would here 
be faith without dogma. 1

:!·
1 

The other aspect of the desert experience, or of the experience 
of desertification, would take the name of klu5ra. The word is 
taken from Plato's Timaeus, and Derrida uses it. frequently be­
cause it suggests for hi1n a place of absolute exteriority that is no 
place at all, but n1ore of a "spacing.,. 

Kh6m ... would he the place-name, a place-name, and very singu­
lar. for this spacing which, not letting itself be dominated hy any 
theological, ontological or anthropological instance, without age, 
without history and "older" than all oppositions, ... would not 
even show itself as "beyond Being," according lo a negative way. 
As a result, kh6ra remains absolutely impassible and heterogeneous 
to all processes of historical revelation or anthropo-theological ex­
perience, which nonetheless presuppose its abstraction. It will 
never have entered into religion and it will never let itself be sacra­
lized, sanctified, humanized, theologized, cultivated, historicizcd. 
Radically heterogeneous to the healthy and to the safe, to the holy 
and to the sacred, it never lets itself be mdnnntjifd. Even this cannot 
he said in the present, because l<lu5ra never presents itself as such. 
It is neither Being, nor the Good~ nor God, nor Man, nor Histo1y 
It will always resist them, it will always have been (and no future 
anterior, even, will haYc been able to reappropriate ... ) lhc very 
placr of an infinite rcsislancc, of an infinitely impassible remaining: 
a completely other \Vithonr face_ r~:. 

l'D Dern<la, R\. 27: 'Touverture a ravenir OU a la venue d~ rautre com-mf'avene­
ment de la justice, ma1s sans honzon d · aucn le et sans prHiguration prophet­
iquc." FK, 17. 

l'.!
4 Derrida, FS, 28; FK, 18. Of course, faith without dogma would mean that 

the ol~1cct of faith nmld never be 1dentirlcd. But this is nol so unusual in one 
sense. Rahner's (;od, too, is unthematized. at lcasl insofar as being the goal of 
self-tra11s(·cnding desire. 

1
•5 Dcrnda, FS, 31: "Khora ... serait ... 1e nom de lieu~ un nom de lieu~ et ffxt 

smgulier, pour rt1I espacement qui. nc sc laissanl dominer par aucune instance 
thi:·ologiqne, ontologique ou anthropologiquc~ sans age, sans l11stoirc et plus 
·ancien' que tuutes lcs oppositions ... ne s~~mnonce meme pas comme "au-dela 
de rc~trc,' sclon Ullt' voie negative. Du coup. Jdu)m rcstc absolumenl impassible 
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Derrida is quick to add that whi1c 11.hora is not anything ("not a 
being or of the present'~), it is also not the Heideggerian Nothing. 
He maintains that this desert would be "prior to" (if the language 
of priority can tnaintain any sense here) the desert of "revelations 
and withdrawals, lives and death~ of God, all figures of kenosis or 
of transcendence," and so forth. 1 ~6 But it would also be subse­
quent to it, Derrida noting the oscillation between revelation and 
revealability that cannot be ultimately dccidcd. 127 The experience 
of "the desert in the desert" would lead~ Derrida says, to a new 
tolerance for altcrity, to a respect for the "distance of infinite 
alterity as singularity.'' l:!l'<i 

In a Hpost-scriptum~~ that is longer than that which precedes it, 
Derrida talks about religion as response and responsibility. 129 The 
passage is reminiscent of Levinas, for whom religion is relation­
ship with the Other.130 Religion is response and it. is testimony, 
with 01- without. God as a witness. L'.~ 1 Religion involves faith, but 
faith suffers the constant te1nptation to try to convert itself into 
knowlcdge. 1 :~~ Faith is not about seeing, not about. knowing, not 
about conceiving anything. 1:r\ Here Derrida seems to align himself 

et heterogene a lOllS }es processus de rcv(~}atl011 historiquc OU d'experience an­
thropo-theologique, qui en supposent neanmoir1s rahstraction. Elle ne scra ja­
mais en tree en religion et nc se la1ssera jama1s sacraliscr~ sanctifier, humaniser, 
theoJogiscr, cult.iver, historialiscr. Radicalcment hi'iterogene au sain et au sauf, 
au saint et au sacre, e11e ne se laissc jama1s 1.ndemmser. -Cda memc ne pcl!-t se 
dire au present, car khilra ne se- pre.sentejamais commc telle. Elle n~est m rEtrc, 
ni le Bien, ni Dieu, ni l'Homme. ni l'Histo1re. Elle leur res1stP.-a tm~jours, elle 
aura (Ol.~JOUrS etC (et aUCHll futur anterieur, meme, 11 'aura f>ll rf-apfH'Of}I·ier ... ) 
k lieu mcme dlunc r(sistance infinie~ d 'nnc restance infiniment impassible: un 
tout autre sans \1sagc. ~, FK, 20-21. 

i::?r. Derrida~ fS~ 31-~~2: FK. 21. \Vhat kind of priority is Derrida talking about? 
It would be unlike him to refer to a prionty in tune. It seems he speaks once 
again of a quasi-transcendental priority, since it enables (and presumably dis­
ables) revelation. 

1 ~i Derrida. r:)', :12; FK~ 21. 
128 Derrida~ R..,·~ ~:1; fK, 22. 
1 ~9 Derrida, F.\ 3Y; FK, 26. 
i:rn Levinas~ 11, 40. 
1 ~H Derrida, I·~~·., 39-41: FK 26-29. Note Caputo's gloss: '"For this de~ert. khoral 

religion does not necessarily involve God, and \Vhi]e it certainly involves faith. 
faith is not necessarily faith in the God of tht' great monotheisms .. , Caputo, 
PTJD, 157. 

J:I:! Derrida, FS, 43-45; FK :}0-32. 
i:n Dernda, FS. 56; FK, 41. Sec a1so the discussion of photology in Derrida, (;J)~ 

98ff. 



RETHINKING THE GIFT ll 237 

with Levinas. And once again, we are reminded of Marion's diffi-
1 ~ 1 • " . • 1 • 1 ,~ •• 1 • - • 1 - - . 1 1 - • - - 1 - - - • - - - ~ - ~ • -- --cu uy, wnere in setnng n1msen wnn1n rne rne01og1ca1 onenrauon 

of Bseeingn (Balthasar) and within the phenomenological tradi­
tion of LLpresent.ing'1 

(Husserl)~ he leaves himself little room to 
move where agnosticism is required. Yet reiigion is 1nore than 
faith. Derrida in fact observes two experiences of religion: the 
experience of belief (in which category he includes faith, rather 
than the inverse), and the experience of" l'indnnni~ (\vhich could 
be translated as the "not losf '),which includes the experiences 
of sacr~dncss or~ holiness. LH \Vhile the two approaches cannot be 
reduced to one, they do come together in the experience of testi­
n1ony, or as Derrida seems to suggest at another point, in the 
oscillation between possibility and detennined necessity. u:1 Attes­
tation is what incarnates possibiiity, as it were. And attestation is 
ahvays before anothe1~, if not also before God. The faith that 
makes att~station possible is what enables a relationship with the 
other, a relationship that is, nevertheless, without relation. Faith, 
response, responsibilicy, testimony, the possible, the e1nbodied­
these are the words Derrida uses to think religion, and to think it 
fron1 a khoral piace (with a twist of the messianic). But whiie idz6ra 
"gives a place (perhaps)," it does so without any semblance of 
generosity~ Ub Any khoral gift would be forever undecidable. 

I have sought in three piaces something of Derrida~s response 
to the question of Goel, and have found instead. only what it 
means to fail in speaking and to speak with a kind of failure. In 
looking for God as a question I have encountered only secrecy: 
Derrida never gives a direct answer. D 7 Yet the secret has its own 

l'.H Derrida, J<~S', 46; FK, 33. "L 'indn11nf'" 1s a juridical term meanmg "without 
loss." In its usage here It almost suggests "the indemnified.'' Caputo translates 
""not hemg damned or damage<l." Caputo, !Yf'_pJ. 157. The division between 
belief and sacrality is an interesting move for Derrida to make, and it may repre­
sent two sryies of reiig1osily, che one desirous of the invisibic, and rhe other 
comforted by the visible, the ritual. the tangihlc signs that apparently point to 
the holy. It 1s not a distinction I would have drawn naturally, hut it does have a 
certain logic to it. 

i:'\;'°l With regard to the experience or testimony, SC(' Derrida, N), 83; FK, 63. 
With regard to the Hirreducible gap'' between possibility an<l determined neces­
sity (or history), see /<:~. 76; FK 58. 

i:ui Derrida, FS, 84-86~ FK fi4-66. 
1
:i

7 And I do not believe we are any closer with the following prott~ssion: ·· ... 
but she must have known that the constancy of God in my life ts called by other 
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call, and as we have seen, a call is a call for a response. It could 
perhaps safely be said that if there is a question of Cod for Der~ 
rida, then il would be found in that place where faith responds to 
the other. And there it would be impossible to say! impossible to 
\.:no\"'r (~in rt• li,;.PITP1) t.VhPthPr nr no1 f:nrl h~iJ r~ Jlp.,-1 rn11rh lP...-:-i;: 
-·--~.- ... ~ ,---·'---"~ ._.,,. ...... """""'" ... ...__,..""~'' ...... ..__."'-°.___. .. _.._... ...._,,_.. ...... ..._...__......__. '--.J"'"....._,,..._.._ .._ ........... ....__ ....... L..'IL...L..._'1111_, ........ , ......... 1-"'L.•..._L ... ,~._.~ 

\Vhether or not God gave or was given or was gift ... All horizons of 
expectation would need to have been suspended~ Yet the admis­
sion of such nescience is not so strange. It is not foreign to faith 
but necessarily at its heart, making choice possible, and obedient 
to the exigency of the giftY18 If God were (to be) the one who 
gives, if God were given, if God n1ade a gift of Godself, then I 
could not know it, but only believe it, and believe it only in re­
sponding to fVfl1)1 other who is (every bit) other. The Gf/l ~f lJrath 

na11\es, so that I quite rightly pass for an atheist, the omniprest:"ncc to me of 
\vhat I call God m my ahsolved, absolutely private language hcmg neither that 
of an eyewitness nor that of a voice domg anything- other than talking to me 
without saying anything, nor a transcendent law or an immanent sdu ... rJnnfl, that 
feminine figure of Yahweh who remains so strange and so familia1· to me, but 
the secret I am excluded from, when the secret consists m the fact that you are 
hcl<l to a secrecy by those who knmv your secret, how many arc there, and rlo 
not dare adnut to you that this 1s no longer a secret for them, that they share 
with you the open secrel, letting you reckon thaL they know without sayi11g+ and, 
from that pomt on. what you have neither the right nor the strength to conft .. ss~ 
it is just as useless to make lt known, to hand it over to this public notorittty you 
are the first and the only one to be excluded from. properly theological hypoth­
esis of' a blank sacrifice sending the birlding up to infinity, God coming to circu­
late among the unavowables, unavowable as he remains himse1f, like a son not 
hearing my name, like a son not bearing his name, like a son not bearing a 
name, and if to give 1·isc to this beyond of the nanw, in view an<l hy reason of 
this unacceptable appellation of se1f for my mother has become silenct_·d \vithout 
dying-, I wl"ite that there ts too murh love in my life, cmphasizmg too mud1, the 
better and the worse, that woulrl be true, love will have got the better of me, my 
fatf hfuluess stands any test, I am faithful even to the test that does harm, to my 
euthanasias." Jacques Dernda, "Circumfession, .. in Bennington and Derrida, 
.f arques Drmdn, 155-5 7. 

1 '~1-l Han condudes IJTAS wuh a '~quick sketch~' of the believer who ,,~ould he 
........ .,.,,,..... ..• ~·r, .-l •,..., .- •• I_•~ 1 "\ •••.•.• ,1 •• '~ ,., •••.• 1 •• ~~ ,-, ·-.. , • •• 1~ ~ ... _,.-J. ••LI,. -· - ,.I.-~ _-·~·.I .J •~·· •.. ~ ~ -· 
• .Hi...pcu~u ... ..__. •lLC\.~ 1..rc:tll'ULl ,"I .... Ull\.Jll:'!-11..H~~ uu IJ\J<-\l\,.I, llC: 'iJJ ;o,1n.- WVUIU U:U:'l-l Lii 

Go<l's prcsenc~ while not expectmg to experience it in the present. The lite of 
faith would depend on the interpretation of traces. It \vould be a negative way. 
not necessarily by virtut' of accepting a lnegative theology· but by dint of experi­
encing an aporia, an inexorable demand in choose beiwcen iegitimate aitcrna­
Lives. One would look to the God renden~d possihle by exegesis and philosophy, 
while at the same tinw answering to the Cod \vho upsets th~ realm of th~ possi­
ble, who arrives in a singular manner outside r.he known and lhe expected" 
(165). in disrusswn of this passage. Hart adds that ~'the traces are not thema­
tised at ti rst hu l hec om. e th em a tised in the cxe rcisc of fa 1th." 
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oflers, I believe, Derrida's most sustained thinking on this secret 
gift: 

On what condition is responsibility possible? On the condition that 
the Good no longer be a transcendental objective, a relation be­
t,veen objective things~ but the relation to the other, a response to 
the other; an experience of personal goodness and a movement of 
intention .... On what conrlition does goodness exist beyond all 
calculation? On the condition that goodness forget itself, that the 
movemenL be a movement of the gift that renounces itself, hence 
a movement of infinilc love. Only infinite love can renounce itself 
and, in order to berorru) .finite, become incarnated in order to love 
the other, to love the other as a finite other. This gift of infinite 
love comes from some-,vhere and is addressed to someone; rcspon­
si hili ty demands irreplaceable- singularity. Yet only death or the ap­
prehension of a death can give this irreplaceahility. 1 :~u 
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EPILOGUE: NAMING THE GIFT, 
GIVING A NAME, RETHINKING 

GOD AS GIFT 

THE QUESTION with which I have been occupied throughout this 
study is a theological one: how is it possible to speak of God as 
gift? And the path that has been traveled in response to that ques­
tion perhaps seems to have had little to <lo with theology as such. 
Yet if Anselm's famous definition of theology as 11 faith seeking 
understandingH is in any way valid, lhen this book has not been 
far fro1n theology at all, at least in the sense thal it is an attempt 
to understand what it n1ight 1nean for God to give Godself. That 
the resources on ·which l have drawn are not from theological 
tradition, but from contemporary thought, docs not exclude my 
reflection on this question at its most pn.~liminary level of possibil­
ity. At the same ti1ne, those resources do not lead lo specifically 
Christian answers, or at least they serve to illustrate that any speci­
fication of religious ~~experience" will have to rely on a risk of 
faith. To say as mucb seems like a commonplace, but it also seems 
that the radical nature of this position is rarely taken on board in 
its entirety. No serious theologian suggests that God can be 
kno\\.'tl as sudt (where knowing has the sense of co1nprehending, 
or bringing to presence). But if it is the case that any Bexperi­
ence '~ of God must therefore overwhelm (or, equally, under­
whelm) consciousness, it must also be confessed that affirming 
such an experience as one of God involves a hern1eneutic from 
the start. There is no revelation that is not always and already 
interpreted (as Revelation), that leaves open the possibility of its 
reinterpretation over and over again. 1 At this point the real diffi­
culty becomes evident. It is one thing to admit that the o~ject of 
theology cannot be made an o~ject, and that God overwhelms the 

1 I am indebted to Kevin Hart. for his discussions with me on this point. 
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understanding. But it is a11other to allow-really to allow-that 
there are no theological givens that are purely given. It is a hun1-
bling thing to admit that truth depends on a judgrnent and not 
on a Hfact. ., The stakes arc high. Suddcn1y the nature of risking 
one ts life on the Gospel takes on iLs proper degree of danger. 

To say that revelation/Revelation is ahvays and already interpre­
ted is not to underplay the role of religious co1nmunities in pass­
ing on a tradition or traditions of interpretation, but only to point 
out that it is interpretations that are passed on. The desire, on the 
one hand, to harden those interpretations into static doctrines is 
perhaps understandable. But to do that is like trying to seize the 
gift, and having it turn to dust before our eyes. To speak, on the 
other hand, or God as gift is to assent both to God and to gift as 
the irnpos~ible. It is not, as Ivlilbank perhaps fears, to consign each 
to simple impossibility, but to recognize the nature of the risk we 
are taking in desiring their Breality." It is to speak at the point of 
words' failure, which is why the passage through phenon1enolog)' 
has been instructive. And it is to he ovenvhelmed by transcen­
dence, yet not a transcendence that exists son1ewhere "out 
there," but one that has already interrupted ine before I can 
begin speaking, before I ain "here_, now." 

Throughout this work I have had cause to refer to the debate 
that took place between Marion and Derrida at Villanova in 1997. 
\Ve find in the text of this debate not only confrontation over the 
nature of phenomenology and the question of the gift. hut also 
over the question of negative theology. I noted earlier a point 
that Caputo brings out very well in his discussion of that debate, 
''rhich is that for Marion, thought is overwhelmed by excess (the 
saturated phenotnenon), whereas for Derrida, thought is inter­
rupted by the desert (the apo1-ia). ~ Neither of these positions, I 
observed, is too far from the theological tradition(s) known as 
mysticism. It is possible that in mystical theology we find the clear­
est recognition of the gap between thought and referent that 
1nust always unsettle theological discourse in the \vay I have sug­
gested. But to pursue a detailed discussion of mystical theology 
and its relation to deconstruction is beyond the scope of this 
book, although of course it is of genuine relevance to 1\·iarion~s 

'.!See Caputo, i\1, l 8?J-85 and passim. 
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theological work~ It has, in any case, already been explored else­
where.:' In closing I simply draw attention to the extraordinary 
discussion on the narne/Name that to some extent seems to align 
Marion and Derrida, in spite of the many differences bet\vecn 
them, especially where this 11amc/Na1ne might be thought in 
terms of gifL 

Marion's opening address at the 1997 conference is titled ''In 
the Nmne. H 4 Here he reartk:ulatcs and responds to Derrida's 
reading of negative lheology, and also puts fonvard his O\Vn ac­
count of 1nystical theology and its relationship to the saturated 
phenomenon. Marion argues that Inystical theology is misunder­
stood if it is merely seen as negation, and instead puts fonvard 
the Dionysian LLthird way,'' which goes beyond affirmation and 
negation in favor of "'the experience of incomprehension."=> He 
maintains that Derrida reads mystical theology only in its negative 
1node (a reading Derrida vigorously contests), which allows Der­
rida to suspect "lhc supposedly ultimate and freestanding nega­
tion of implicitly and surreptitiously smuggling in and re­
establishing an affirrnationy "t) Dionysius, on the contrary, 

denies first that negation itself suffices to define a theolohry, next 
that negation opposes affirmation in a simple duel, and finally that 
negation re-establishes affirmation while pretending to invert it. In 
short, Diouysius always thinks negation exactly as he thinks affir­
mation-as one of the two Yalues truths can have, one of the two 
forms of predication which it is pre.cisely a matter of transgressing 
completely, as the discourse of metaphysics. \Vit.h the third way, not 
only is it no longer a matter of saying (or denying) something 
about something, it is also no longer a matter of saying or unsaying 1 

but of rcftTring to Him who is no longer touched by nominaLion. 
It is solely ci matter of de-nominating.7 

J On ncgattve tlwolof..'}\ mysticism. 0Prrida, arnl denmstnict10n, sec, for ex­
ample, Han~ '/"5,',· Han. lllA.S; and H;in, .fDGE. Tht"'r~ an-~ many other plan-','\ 
where this sorl of disruss1011 Lakes place, bul few where the knmvledgc ol" Der­
rida is as <letailed and the expres!Sion a;', measun~d. Ou ~ladon and negative and 
mystKa1 theology, . .,ee in particular Carlson's fruhffretwn+ as wdl as Caputo and 
Scanlon, GGP. 

·
1 Jean-Luc ivlari.on. ""ln the Name"' P1ert>:..ifln Mano11, L'l_L in Caputo and 

Scanlon, (;(;]~ 20-5~~' inducli11g- Dcrr1da'.s respouse. 
~· Thc~e words are quoted hr Manon from :-\icho1a.s of Cusa, hut 1hey il1ustrate 

the poinl to perfect.ion. 
•i ~fanon, JN, 25. 
7 ~fanon, IN, ~8. 
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The reference to de-nominalion is an important one because it 
leads Marion to speak about another of Derrida's objections to 
Hnegative theology," that prayer and praise have a destination, 
and therefore an o~ject. in rnind. Marion~s response on this point 
is sound (and we later find Derrida in agreement with it): 

[Derrida's objection] presupposes that it is unquestionable that 
praising, that is attributing a name to an inLerlocutor, indeed dedi­
cating to him one name in particular, necessarily implies identity ... 
ing him in and with his essence and thereby submits him to the 
"metaphysics of presence." Now what is proper to the proper name 
consists precisely in the fan that it never belongs properly-by and 
as his essence-to the one who receives it. ... 

Thus, supposing that praise attributes a name to a possible God. 
one should conclude that it does not name him properly or essen­
tially, nor that it names him in presence, but that it marks his 
absence, anonymity and withdrawal-exactly as every name dissim­
ulates every individual, whom it merely indicates without ever man­
ifesting. In this sense, praise in mystical theology would in the case 
of divine proper names only reproduce an aporia.K 

It is next necessary for Marion to repeat his arguments from else· 
where about the transgression of being~ for he needs to inscribe 
the naming of mystical theology otherwise than according to any 
ontological horizon. Here, once again, we observe t:he characteris­
tic of reverse intentionality: 

It's a matter of being exposed in one's intending a non-object, ex­
posed to the point of receiving from this non-oqject determina­
tions that are so radical and so new that they speak to me and shape 
me far more than they teach and inform me. Iknccforth, the 
words spoken no longer say or explain anything about some thing 
kept for and hy my gaze. They expose me to what lets itself be 
said on1y for the sake of no longer permitting me to say it, but to 
acknowledge it as goodness, and thus to love itY 

Theology is not, Marion claims, "obsessed with presence," but 
only really theology insofar as it relinquishes the need to have a 
concept of God fulfilled. "God cannot be seent not only because 
nothing finite can bear his glory without perishing, but above all 

"'Marion~ JN, 28-29. 
q Manon, IN, 32. 
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iterable, its condition of possibility is also its condition of i1npossi­
bility. The n1eaning of a name/Na1nc can never be exhausted. 
Like the gift., a name/Kame is no-thing. gives no-thing. If God 
gives Godself as a na1ne/Na1ne, then \Ve will never know if the 
name/Name is a gift~ and \Ve will never be able to return it. 

Do Marion and Derrida speak the sarnc language after all, even 
if they resist the language of the same? In one sense it sce1ns in 
the Villanova debate that the protagonists could not be further 
apart, at least insofar as Marion still argues for the success of phe­
nomenology, and for excessive phenomena, whereas Derrida puts 
forward the failure of phenomenology and opL'i fr>r aporetic expe­
rience. But in another sense, in this dialogue on the na1ne, they 
could be quite dose. If Janicaud were to in te1ject, nonetheless, he 
would point out that :Marion's ''nan1c" is a '"Name," which seems 
to in1plicate Marion in going beyond a mere "'possibility'' and 
inaking a comrnitment to the out{'onie. Yet it could also be argued 
that here Marion is just another punter. He lays bis bets on the 
Na1ne, but Bhis'; Name gives-from the outside at least-no 1norc 

than Derrida's. That, it seems to rne, is the substance of his argu-
1nent with regard to mystical theology~ and provided he remains 
within the bet.ting ring, it is quite a convincing one. 

It is 1ny argument that the question of God and the question of 
the girt con1e fro1n the same aporetic space, that it is not only 
possible to think God as gift, but highly appropriate to do so. I 

n1aintain this on the basis of an approach to the gift by \vay of and 
beyond phenomenology. There may well he other and better ways 
to approach God, but they do not serve to sho\v, as I have hoped 
to do, the distinctive and problematic character of the gift itself. 
Instead, 1nany of the theological debates about the nature of 
grace simply affirm its gift quality, while at the same tin1e strug­
gling with the extent to which it can be received or 1nust be coop­
erated \Vilh, and are less cognizant of the question of how it can 
be gift at all. A gift is both that which is passed freely from one 
person to another with generous intent and that which is never 
present as gift, never identifiable as such. It seems to n1e that 
the Christian belief that God gives Godself in relationship \Vith 

persons, freely and generously, must be characterized by the same 
condition of in1possibility. If God gives Godself\\1ithout condition, 
then we will not be able to identify that gift aJ such: it will never 
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be present. The relationship must rest on a freedotn that dsks the 
possibility of misunderstanding or rejection, or else it will not be 
a relationship of love but one opening onto coercion .. Further, 
the gift \vill never be returned, not only because there could never 
be sufficient return, but because there \\rill be no return address . 
. Anv God-aift will disseminate in desire, as Levinas (in conversa-

' t':I 
tion \Vith Derrida) n1ight say, not for God but for the undesirable 
par excellence, my neighbor. Not every gift (is) God, but it seems 
that God is only to be thought starting from the gift, which places 
us in agreement \Vith Marion in orientation if not entirelv in 

L I 

tenns of method. \'\Tith a kind of Heideggerian flourish~ wt.: could 
write this "belonging together" as "God: gift.~~ Of course, to ob­
serve the con1mon aporetic structure of God and the gift does not 
solve the aporia. An aporia, by definition, cannot be solved~ but 
only resolved by a decision to act in a particular way, to act as ~f 
there were a way fonvard. I can never know whether or not I give 
or whether or not I receive, but I can believe it or desire it <W act 
as if it were possible. So it is with God. That is not to say that faith 
is a n1atter of wishful thinking, but to affirm that faith can only be 
faith, as 1nuch faith in the gift as faith in God. 

J\1uch religious mentality is devoted to a calculation of debts. It 
is a very human thing to keep score, and it is even more human 
to despair under the \vcight of the goodness of another~ fearing 
that the debt will be too great ever to be paid in fulL The thought 
of a God to whom \Ve owe our very lives, and in whose sight we 
are ahvays having to be made right. is often too much to bear. L:> 

But if there is any good news, then the good ne1\i~s is that we ovve 
God nothing, that God's (is) a gift that is really free, and that in 
this gift, giving, which is strictly in1possible, stirs in us as desire. 
\Ve will never know whether God gives, or what God gives; \Ve can 
only believe, struggling with traces and with words half said and 
needing to be unsaid, that there (is) gift. 

i:, Th ts theme is beautifully explored m the works of Sehaslian Moore, OSB. 
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freedom, 2, 5, 6, 58, 65, 6i, 68, 182, 

205,224,247 
friendship, 2, 65, 136, 224, 225 
future, 7, f>6, 60, 63, 65, 143, 188, 199, 

200, 209, 215, 220,2~5,230, 234, 
235 

gap, 8~. I 04, 1 O,~, 112, 11 :~. 156, 172, 
175, 178.237, 242 

gathering, 40 
gaze~ 145, 147, 162-6.5~ 171, 244 
Gef{1!lwnhnt. 82, 97, 116, 123, 137) 154, 

155 
gcnero~it.y, 1, 2, 9, 12, 15, 16, 3t 43, 

141 59, 130, 201, 202, 210, 237 
gift/Gift, , ix-xi, 1-19, 24, 35-38~ 40-

42, 44, 59,81, 93, 105, 107. 109-14, 
118, 122-~~8, 145, L~O. 152-58, 166, 
174, 17ti-210, 213-30, 2~~2. 237-39, 
241-43, 246, 247; abandoned, 130; 
and time, 185; anonymous, 134, 
1 E">O; anterior, 133, 135; as a presentt 
2, 156; as capacity to give, 183; as 
condition of present given, 185; as 
condition of the given, 128: as deci­
sion, 132; as lost, 182; as madncssi 
199~ as pmson~ 9~ as prcsem, 3: as 
pure loss, 129; as quasi-..transcenden­
tal, 186; as response to giftedness, 
133; as simulacrum, 9; as something 
determinate, 185; conditions of pos-
sibility and impossibility, H, 9; dcfi-
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nition. I, 4; delay and non-identKa) 
repetitiou, 1 {)~ «tymologfral consid­
er~tio11s, 9-11; ~~change, 1 :1; from 
d,\Jt'Where. 138, 181; givable, 131; in 
purified gift-exc hangc. 16; 11Hen­
Lion, ~:misunderstood, 12(); neces­
,i;;a1~y return. 10; non­
phenomcn<>logicaJ. 18; (>bligatory. 
11: of being, 3~~ ph~nomenologicall 
1~7; poles of, 181; pure. x; refused. 
l 2S, l 26~ return. ~); n·vdat1on as. 81; 
secret, ~; suspens1011 of, 136; truth, 
9: unapprcnaled, 12(i; undecidable. 
I ~t~; versus gift.-ol~icct, 131 

gift-object~ 8. 133; ideaL 2 
given. 3, 19, 24. :~8. 45, 74, 95, .118. 

121, 122, I:~H. 149, 154. 166, 188. 
L>l\I\ 'll\r.:. <.>1'7 l)QU 
~'-''-'• .;.\l~J, .C., I I, ~~10 

gi\'CllJWSS, 2, 4, 9, ] 3, 21, ~2. 37, t!;), !) 1, 
74, 8L 82. 8~1 8(), 92-9~l~ 101. 102, 
109, 115-18~ l~0-29. 135-~8. 141, 
l :t 0 1 .1 A ..t i: I i 0 1 :tfl. l I"" _.-t I'"' L• 1 :""' n 
t""t.:., l""t"'t-'1:U, l"tO, 1"'t::1, •~J'i:-:n~. i:Jo. 

174. 17i, 204, ~~12:'; as phenomenal­
ity, 1~8; degrees of. 14L 146 

giver/Giver. L t, 5~ R, 10, I ;~ 1 H~, 108. 
110-13. 124. 12!l, 128, BO, 1 :v2. 134. 
rn9. is2. r ~5. 1 n, I 74. ns. rno, 
181. 196. 197. 201, 2~~2; Goel as, 1x 

giving, ix-xi. ~l-6, H. l 0. 1 ~~-1 7. 2~. ~4, 
('\.!'-""' Ll"1 (."'lie\ Ot"""" l.11~ l''-" -'1\ ..&•-.... • .._,-... •. ..._,... 
Z.'l, ,) !-."> .. ) .• X>, .-"JI, ~.,rt, .:HJ-'1~, l'S:l, l'~l, 

109-18, 1 ~I. 127-~~0, rn~<~H, 14~~, 
144, HH, U»O, l 66, \ 76, 178, 179, 
182. 183, 185, 186, 188, 191-95, 198, 
200, 202, 203, 20:)-7, 209. :!10. 2i~1-
l i ') 17 l (\ 29'~ l)'Hl l24-· ' h ' ' } . ), - - .1, -u, -~'L, I' ,t )SS<l ' 

41; God as, 1x; in secret, 1 ~}8, 215; 
un iversa I, 130 

Corl, ix-x1~ 16, 1 7. z 1, :50, 34~ 44, 54. 
60, 61, 69-72! 74, 77-79. 95, 97. 98. 
10 l. 102, 10.-1-8, J 10-1 ~t_ 137 ~ 143, 
148~ 151-5:1, l S;j. I ~)8, 160, J 61, 
J 6.~-6!} 1 l 68, J n9 1 I 72-80. 183-85, 
!89. l~l7. 206-9. ~11-lfi, 218, ~20-
22, 226-~B. 235-38. 241-4i 

good beyond being, 74 
goodness, 8, 7'2., 7.~1, ·74, 75, 176. ~39, 

244. 247 
grace, ix, 108, 175, 214. 246 
gra1iturle, S, 8. 17, 38, 89, 129 
groun(L 2~J. :14, 4 I, 57, 72, 76, I ~m, 

148, 173, 182, 198 

hate. 125, Bfi. 219 
height, 68 
hermeneu t IC I hermeneutJcs~ ~g, 95, 

99, IO:l, 136, l !"18, lr.i9. 174, 184, 241 
holiness, 67. 143 
Holv. 168-70 
horizon/ s. 5. 19, 24~ 32. ;\H, :m I 41, !16, 

57, 74, 76, 78, 81, 92, 93, ~}(), 97, I 04, 
107, 108, 110, 113, I l 7, 118, 124, 
J ~9. 133. 1 :~4, I :~6. 1 :~7. 142--4!>, 
147. 15!l. 158, 159, UH, lh9. 171, 
215, ~20, ~251 234, 2~)!J, 244; inter­
rupllon oC 2.?>4 

hospitality, l l. 12: as g-if c 110: comli­
t1ons of pos.sihilily and impn.ssibility, 
12 

hyperessen ti al/ J1yp~r~ssc.\n tiali ty. 77. 
if 0 l)<.)O ()qn t:.J 'l 'l 
10, ~.::..n, .:..::..;;1, "'-·'·' 

hypostasis~ 61, 62. I 60 

I. 84. 93, 142, 171 
u·nn 1 1 1 t .1r'\. 1 .1.1.; 1 dQ 11.:..n_f~ .. r-... l l~7-
.. "'""-~·I) ._ .A. .& ' ~ & ..,,,,, ') .& ii.'\.._. t ,.I,, .l."-.~t • "- ' ', 'J-..1" .I 'l'' 

72. 174. 178; and rcdouhkd .~aUH"a­
tion, 148~ as saturated 
phenomenon, I (i() 

irle-a of the infinite/Infinite, 70, 71, 
1441 164 

identity. 65; and difl~renre, l2: versus 
self-identity, 61 

: -l ~ 1 1 1 , 1 ' I" 1 -~ ...,. 1 L' { ~ i• "" I ,~;... ,_.c_'l, 

JllUl, ll 1, l"t:J, 1'111 LOU--ll~I. 1u1~1z. 

l i4, 178 
il ya. 30, ~H. ,14, ~)7, rlH, 59. 62. 109. 

1 J I , 11 7, 1 7:1, 192 
iiinl_)', 66~ n-74 
image. 48, ;)R, 691 1601 16:?1 166-fi9 . 

208 
immanenct:/immancnt, 20, 21, ~~6, 47, 

6Gt 70t T;!,j 94. 99. JO~, J i6, I 37, I ~$8. 
155, 161, 2:~8 

tmmcmori~\1/1mmenwnalitv, 61. 63-
64, fi8, 72. i4, 7::,, 7~l, 83.,, 107, I:~:), 
174. 18.1, 190, 19~, 19:}. 196, 217, 
220. 22:\, 224, 2:n; as diachronv/as 
anachro11ism/as i111memorial pasl. 
6~ 

impossible. tlu. 7, 7R 1-14, 181, 184, 
] 88, :?~~] I 2"12 

mdehtedness. \?12, 13~t l ~H, ] 82, 18:'> 
mfi111te/ Int-imtl'. 5·L :,fi. 60, 69, 70. 71. 

72, 7~~1 74. i:J, 78, ~lS. 14:1, 164. 165l 
17 I. IS:~ 
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infinily/ Infinity, 54, 63, 65, 66, 70-74, 
77, 79, 164, 20~. 2~~8 

insomnia, 58-59 
intention, 162, 171, 174; mtirnte, 171: 

without intuition, 27 
intentionality, 22, 2~. 44-52, 60, 68, 

70. 71. 91, 126, 142. 150. 164, 165, 
174, 244; affective/pracucal/aes­
thet1c/vo]untary~ 47; as adequation, 
60: definiuon, 2:); inversion of, 68~ 
reversed, 150, ~2'14; theoretical, 49, 
50 

interlocutcd, the, 91, 93. 101. 104, 
144, ] 73 

interruption~ 71, 75. 95, 113, 159, 180. 
187, 189, 190, 2L3, 23C 234 

mtersul~jectivity, 2,'1, 25, 53, 5i 
m111it1nn 2.:'1 97 Mi. :)() ; I f.9 ~9 g; --- ........ -- .. ---- ... - .. ---.,. --., .-..~ ... ,. ..... ~,, ....... , ..... II'_,.,.._.. ..... , ... ~ ... , 

95, 96, 97, 114, 121 I 124, 142, 14:), 
14S, 147, 148, 149, 150. I 54, 156. 
159, 169, 172t 173, 228; as valuing 
and willing, 51 

m\'lsibility/invisiblt\ :H. 56. 80. 94. 
102, 104, 120, I:m. 142. 148~ 160-71. 
181, 237 

judgment, 91, 159 
JUSUCe, ix, 17! :>7, 69, 77, 200, 210, 224. 

qq:-:; 
"-·'·' 

klulm, ~1. 44, 223. 232-37 
knowledge! 15, 17. 19-22. 29, 49, SI, 

~Q ~~ ~~ ~n a1 ~9 c: ~~ nc 1nu 
.14, .r1- .n '"' U'.r, 1.J .J , u. •, U~J, I ""t", :;7V, L V<), 

11 ~~, l G2. 166, 172, 174, 176, 199, 
216, 2 l 7, 220-27, 236. 243~ eidetic. 
21 ; foumlat ion for, 19; transcen­
dent, 20 

lanKuage. 26. 67, 194, 230, 231 
law, 12!1. 148, ~10. 213, 219, 222. 226, 

L~Oi'I. L°lol)O 

4JU, L.;lO 

life. 94, 120. 125, 1:)6; as gift. 216 
lovc,ix,2. 17,47,49,63, 72, 73,87, 

125, l:H, rn6, 148, 167, 170, 171, 
173, 179. 183, 192,200,208,209, 
210,213, 218, 219,220.238,239, 
244, 24 7; as gift, 208 

me, i44, 150 
meaning. 15. 26, 46, 75, 83, 96, 172; 

conditions of possibility and nnpns­
sihility for, 26 

messiah/messianic /messianism, I 98, 
200, 234, 235, 2:~7 

metaphysics, 27, 28, 34. 39, 40, 56, 60, 
76, 82, 84, 97. 98, lOl. 103, 104, 109, 
116, 119, 158, 159, 161, 163. '2.'2.7, 
229, 243, 244; I .evinasian, 56, 60; of 
presence, 244 

moment of madness, 186, 198, ~00, 
207, 210~ 212. 219, 222 

m_Y.\·tnrnm lrrmendurn, 21 L 220, 226 
mysLici~m, 180, 229, 2~~~' 242. 24;~ 

name/Name, i9, 151, 231, 232, 233. 
243, 244, 245; 246 

nareissism, 208-9 
natural attttnrle; thel 22; '.!:\ 27, 28. s;~. 

86 
negative tlwologyt 69, 78, 79, 226-32, 

233, 242, 243, 245; as deconstruc­
tion (}f positive theolc,b'Y'· 229 

neuter, 31, 44 
noema, 22 
noesis, 2~ 
n11.•h1nrr th.Po Qh. R7 QQ 19n 
1-lllL...Jl'IL•&...&•I..n~ -1...1..L...._, "'.l...l'"'ii-"' ... ,,-~ j ~......,,. • ..-..v 

obligauou, 1, 5. lL 17. 117. l:~~. i;t~, 
210. 214 

.n.hl 1a·_1 ton• 1 J _ 1 q 
..._,. l~.li..a..::-,Lll."11...'l...T• ~~I ..L ...&. ..L ..... 

ontological difference, 37, 39. 43, 86, 
9~, 110, 118; indifference to, 107 

ontology. 28. 29, 33, 34, 36, 5~, fjfi, 57, 
h.i\ t-;.Q "'in QQ oA oq no l ru l 'in ,_,\f I \ Jl} t f '-1 I IJ, J' 1_J"T < ~J.::.,' J;:) • _I_ lJ"T ~ _I_ _,- ;"°_f • 

233 
onto-th('ology. !39, 9K lfil, 189 
organ donaum1, 216 
origin. 4, 39, 42, 61, G4, 72, lO:J. 139, 

152. 189. 2~4 
original, the. 166 
other: autre, 46 
Other, che, 46, ~4. 57, GO, 62-66, 68, 

69.72-74,76,91. 101,102. 17~209, 
214, 224, 225: autrw, 46 

otherness. 40, 60. 66. 150, 173, 174, 
224 

otherwise than being, 61, 77, 95, 111, 
229 

paradox, i 44~ paradox of paradoxes, 
146 
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perception. M, 22. 46, 48, 51, 52, 54, 
I ~O, 12 l, 166, 175, 204; thcolog1cal, 
175 

performative, 38, 194. 228 
phenomena: reJigious~ 146: revelatory, 

147, 15:~. Ir17, 1!>8, 159; saturated, 
142 

phcnonwnality, 86; as gift, 137 
phenomenological reduction, 20, 21, 

24, ~8. !>2, :,~). 8~1. 84, 116, 120, J 81; 
failmc of, 24; Heideggerian, 86 

plwnomenology: and religion, I 41; 
and theolog;y, 146, 148, 157, 158, 
1 77. 184: as bringing to light, 234; 

. . f" 9 /:; 59 l ti . l C) cnuque o , _.1, . -; c e rnt10n, . ; 
failure of, 81, 95, 100, 158; He1dcg­
gerian, 28ff.; Husserlian, 19ff.; Levi­
nas and, 4~ff.; limits of, lfl3ff.; 
Marion and, 81-152; method, 
stages,~() 

ph~nomenon/phcnomena: givcnt 2:3; 
rdigiou~~ l 4 l-42, 146; rf'vela1ory, 
108, 11 :1, 116, l:H 1 146-48, 1~3. 
157, 158, 171, 174, Ji7; saturated, 
M2-::J2. 1:i7+ 1!J9-GO, 171-72 .. 174, 
177.242-43. 245 

pluralism. 40 
possibility uf tht· impossible:\ 144 
prayer, t~8. 2~~~~. 24;~ 

• .. r.. 9r, q{'I ~, ... ~;ir:: 39 41 p1 esencc, .:J-, ,), __ l, ""·'· .:J:J, ,,.), • , · ! 

46,51, 54. 58, 69,Rl,82,85,91,94, 
95, 96, 105, 1091 1:!7, 128, 156, 158, 
170, 180, 201, 204 I 229, 2:10, 238, 
2441 245; and absence, 2fi~ as pn­
sonaL 163; as substanual, 163 

prcsennng, 36 .. 3~}~ 81 
presenl. x, 6?> 
principle or principles~ 9!i, 141 
principle of sufficient rt>ason, l ~4, 

125. l4l 
promise~ C1>G, 225 
protolype, lfi8. 170 

. 5- -4 80 q94 proxm11 ty. I~ 1 · • ~ ..::-

quasi-transcenden1al, 71. 79, 185, 186, 
198, 2~3. 226, 2~~6 

. . 9()r.:: 2()6 99r-; 298 reappropnatwn, '- .1. • __ .1. • 

re('eive, 1, 3, 5, 8, E), 134, 135, J :k>, 
140, 164. 166, 17fi, 178, 181, 183, 

190, 201, 205. 219, 247; versus ac­
cept, 3 

recipient, 1-5, 8, 10. 13, 113, 121, 
124-26, 129, 130. 132, l:H. 135, 
136, 137, 139. 180, 18L 182, 196. 
201, 20·t, 205, 207, 209, 21!>, 216 

reciprocity. 10, 12, 14, l El. Hi. ~n. 69, 
125, 129, 137. 179, 188,206,219 

reconciliation, 13() 
reduction, 92-94; to givenness, l 16ff.; 

to meaning, versus of meaning, 27 
regard, 148, 168. See also gaze 
relationless relation, 54, 66, 188, 197, 

224,226 
relauonship, ix, x, x1, 1, l~~. 31, 35, 38, 

40, 43, 45, 46,50,57,59, 64, 65, 67. 
68, 69, 72, 76. 78, 1 IO, 111, 114, 136. 
154, 160, 165, 179, 187, 188, 190, 
192, I 95, 208, 212, 221, 224, 226. 
227, 236,237,243,246,247 
l. · - 79 78 141 1 r7 9LJ7 2'1'} re 1g1on, -· , • :J , -- , ~-,a, 

234, 23S, 236, 2~7; as response and 
responsibility. 236 

repay/repayment. 13, ~~7. 12!1 
representation, 23, ~H. 46. 48, 49~ 50, 

f>2, 5~), 62, 67, 94, 9:>, I 07, 12 I. 142, 
164 1 170 1 173; versus having a sen.se, 
49 

· 1 · 1· I 1 r:: • -5 - ...... i::9 c4 respons1 JI Hy, , Yt. ,')._ , iJ I, u_, ,1- , 

65, 67, 681 69, 73, 74, 76~ 771 101, 
122, 182, 183, 200, 210, 21 c ~ l ~' 
213,214,221,222,22~,221.22~. 

236, 237,~39 
return, ix, x. 1, 4, 5, ti, 8, 9, IO, l:{, l!J, 

16t 17, 34. 38 1 5~,64, 77,85, 1CB, 
125, 126, 12Y1 l~0 1 n7, 151, 1!'>3t 
178, 179, 182, l8~~t 186. 187. 188, 
194, 195. 201, 202, 205. 20fi, 207' 
209,214,2~7,228~229r24fi,247 

revealability, 234, ~3fi 
revelation/Reve-lat1on, xi~ ~4, 78, 81 ~ 

94, ioo, 102, 10s. I rn--H, llfi, 1 ~o. 
124. 128, 145, 146, 1481 EH, 153, 
156-58, 162. ] 7 l. ] 72, l 71-77. 179, 
197, 233,234,235, 236, 241. 242 

sacrifice. 2, 4, 78, 130, rn~, 21 l, 212, 
216,217, 218, 219, 2~0.i21,238 

salvation, jx, x, 221 
Same, the, 46 
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saying/S;iying. 7:1, 76, 80; and umay­
mg. () l ~ versus Said, 67 

serr~t.:(91, 111.198,21l,il5,2~0-

23, ~~6, 230, ~32, 237-~~9 
self-giving, 2f>, 116; {;od'.~~ x-xi, ~3~; 

Sdbsl!{l'Kf.bmhnt, 98 
sign if 1cation, 9, 27, :H. 52, 61, fi4, 66, 

67, 72-761 82. 961 114, 1421 188. 191. 
202: unthematized, 52 

smgulant)·, 77, 211, 2121 2%1 2:~9 
.~panng, 27, 44, 2~~5 
su l~jecti\'Hy, 4 7, ~)8-fr), 68, 72, n, 83, 

91 ' 101 ' 1 :H' 149. 1 !10 I 15 L 18:-J; 190' 
225 

sublime, the, 145 
subst1 tu ti on, 65, 73, 150, 219 

testimony. 73, 230, 233, 236. 2~7 
{t'XI, lhe~ 194-96, 200-207 
thankmg, ~ 1. ~)8 
t_hanks-giving, ~n 
theology; ix, x1, ~:~. 39, 46, 69, 71, 7~~' 

78, 79, 98, 103, 104, IO!l, 11 ;), l 14, 
120, 137, 1451 146, 148, 151, 1S6, 
157, 158, 161, 163, 17,.1, 176, 177. 
180, 184. 189, 227, 228, 229.230, 
2~n. '.2~·~2, ~33, 2:14, 238, 241, 242, 
243 1 ~44, 24:1. 246: and denmstruc­
tion, 227; as on to-thcolof.,i;.·. 1 fi l ~ of 
~ift. 177; revealed. !37. H6. 156 
' J . . ~ 

thcophany, ne).{ative, 160 
thrni 1.~, !'">8, 10~}. 111 
time. g2, ~f). 1 ~O, 125, l 87; gift of, 16 
totality. !)6 
totalitv of being, 87, 88 
trace/:i:;, 10, 24,· 44~ 62, 66, 67, 711 72, 

74. 75. 7H. 79. Ho. 1 l :>, I ~-t~, 144, 1 ug, 
168. l7<L 174~ li5, 190. l<JL l~l2. 
193, 194, 19~\ 1 ~J6. I 99, ~01, 202, 
~m~; 204, 205. 208, 210. !213, 220, 
226.228,231,2~2.2331238,247 

traditions: of interpretation, ~42 
Lransa.sc-endence, 60 
transcendC'ncc. 20, 32, 60, 6~. 66, 67, 

68, 70. 72. 77,80,84,99. 102. 116, 
118, B~. 1~~7, 138, 148, 160, 181, 
233, 23G, 242 

transcendent, 20, 21, ~~6. 4 7, 60, 65, 71, 
84 1 IOI, 116. 137, L~l, 189, 20R, 209, 
226, 229. 238 

Transt·endcnt. 70-72, 77-79. 226 
tnm.sn·ndeuta1. 2:1, 28, ~4, 39, 48, 49, 

5~~' fr1. 70, 71, 78, 79, 83, 84, 91. 92. 
93, 97, 101, 116, 122, 126, 140. 144, 
145, 171~ 185, 186, !96, 198,22~, 
226, 2~\6, 239 

transccndentality, 76-78 
transcendentals, 71 
transcendental signified, 70, 78 
truth, q, 't.7 ~ ~~3. :H. :-Hi, 39, 40. 41 l :, I. 

5~!~ 68, l Of), 119, 127, 128, 153 1 190, 
214, 2281 212~ as adequation, 51, 60, 
128 

u11consnous11ess, 15; of gift 14 
undecidability. 7, 78, 80, 100~ 112 1 11~\ 

j 26~ i 3()~ i74, i8 i. i8:?. Hi9. l ~6, 
197, 20 L 209, ~15, 226 

undecidable, 26, i2, 80, 92, 95, 108, 
I~~~, 149, L~O, l 74, 175. 181. 18~1 
196, 197. 198, 199, 201, 205, 207' 
208,209,217,232,237 

ungrateful one, the. Jgo 

wllhdrav,:a): giving as, ~9. ~~5, 36, 4 L 
lOY' 11 0 I 112, 1 El' I l 7. 118 I 2 :2d I 

~44 

witness, 73, n) 144, 145~ 149, Ei7 T 166, 
221. 231, 2~)~, 216 

word: as gift, 136, 149 
world, the: as gift, 216 
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