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Variations on “the Unprethinkable”: Actuality / Event / the Other

One leitmotif of modern Philosophy is the notion that concepts cannot fully grasp reality, that reality amounts to more than its objectifiable characteristics. Nevertheless, conceptual work is not rejected: it is necessary in order to reach the point where the limits of the conceptual become visible. In that way, concepts might not exhaust reality but they point to something beyond themselves.

In the course, we will look at different philosophers who attempt to broach in some way these limits of the conceptual. We will also consider their views regarding whether there is a certain attitude of the subject that is necessary for this limitation of the conceptual (and thereby that which exceeds it) to surface.

Schelling speaks in his late works of an „unprethinkable being“ that cannot be grasped by a concept at all. He describes the unprethinkable as an actuality that is not preceded by any possibility. In this sense, the unprethinkable being is that which cannot be expected, the im-possible that thought comes upon. However, thought must traverse a certain path until it is able to encounter the unprethinkable. It must first have tried to reach actuality through the means of pure reason (a priori). Only once these means are exhausted can there be a decision to undertake a new approach in thought and start out from the unprethinkable actuality.

This dialectics of immanence and transgression can also be found in Heidegger’s thought. For it is exactly in working with and on concepts, i.e. within the conceptual realm, that he aims at disclosing its limits and at hinting at a richer dimension of reality; a dimension that transcends this realm. In his reflections on the ‚Event’ (Ereignis) that decisively inform his later works, this trait of Heidegger’s thinking becomes particularly evident. Thereby, Heidegger also reconsiders what attitude human beings, collectively or individually, need to adopt under conditions of the current age of technology in order to be able to receptively encounter this super- or trans-conceptual truth.

A further development of this theme can be found in Lévinas and his emphasis on the inifinite horizon ecountered in a “face-to-face” with the absolutely Other. He describes this situation as experience in the strongest sense of the word: the touching of an actuality that does not fit in any idea a priori, but excedes them all, pure experience without concept. The true beginning of philosophy lies in such an encounter that makes me responsible for the Other and arouses in me a desire for the Good.

Based on these three approaches, Jean-Luc Marion sees phenomenology as the attempt to go beyond objects toward their constitution, and he proposes a radical reduction of phenomena to their pure givenness. While most phenomena become objects, Marion focuses on what he calls „saturated“ phenomena, whose content cannot be objectified because it is too rich to fit any one description or signification. One of the kinds of saturated phenomena he considers is the “event”, which emerges from an unpredictable origin, without a cause, unrepeatable: unprethinkable. These saturated phenomena allow us access to the non-objective aspects that are always involved in and precede objectivity. At this level, Marion understands the self as an “adonné”, that is, before becoming an active, spontaneous subject, it is called to be by the inconditional givenness of phenomenality. 

These different attempts to conceive what exceeds conceptualization take diverging and in some cases opposing turns. The same is true of the way they understand the ‘subject’ of the unprethinkable ‘epiphany’. Nevertheless, thematically and genealogically, they form a strand of contemporary philosophy that is still in development and has found echo in other fields. In recent years, there has been a growing interest in the genesis of „presence“ understood as an actual reality that touches us in aesthetic experience and cannot be reduced to meaning or interpretation (Nancy, Gumbrecht, Steiner). The “event” has taken on a political significance in the work of Badiou and Zizek. The theological aspect of the topic, present since Schelling, has been emphasized of late by religious thought (Milbank, Pickstock). 
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