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To the memory of Dan Pagis

P

I think that not everything is in doubt.
I follow the moment, not to let it slip away.

e S i 6

-------------------------------------

Beyond the door begins

the interstellar space which I'm ready for.
Gravity drains from me like colors at dusk.
I fly so fast that I'm motionless

and leave behind me

the transparent wake of the past.

Dan Pagis, from “Point of Departure.”’
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to Dean Terence D. Parsons of the School of Humanities and to
former Executive Vice-Chancellor William J. Lillyman, both of
the University of California, Irvine, for their support. For help
with a broad range of problems, I am indebted to the Board of
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INTRODUCTION

The Critical Turn:
Toward “Negativity” and the “Unsayable”

During the last two decades most of us have grown accustomed
to recognizing the negative gestures that seem to be implicit in
virtually all poetic, philosophical, and even historiographical
language. The essays in this book primarily address two ques-
tions: Is there some power of dissemination or articulation that is
inherent in the negative gestures themselves? To what extent
might the phenomenon called “negativity” be an agent in bring-
ing about such dissemination, thereby allowing the unsayable to
speak for itself?? The critical turn mapped out in the following
essays has to do with an all-too-easily forgotten part of our liter-
ary experience: the ways in which languages of the unsayable
spotlight what has been excluded by that which is sayable and
said. Historically speaking, this highlighting involves the recov-
ery of the unspeakable elements in language glossed over by the
linguistic turn that dominates twentieth-century thought. In many
of the discussions that follow, a recuperation that allows for what
- has been shut out is sharply distinguished from an aesthetic
recuperation that entails a predetermined integration (see Culler).2
In its undetermined proliferation, negativity speaks for some-
thing that is arguably as real as anything else we know, even if it
can be located only by carving out a void within what is being
said.

Although this is not a book about Wittgenstein, it is useful to
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remind ourselves of the force of his final saying, or unsaying, in
the Tractatus: “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be
silent.” But far from relieving us of the burdens of the unsay-
able, Wittgenstein charges us with a double responsibility (see
Derrida). Once we have encountered the limits of the sayable, we
must acknowledge the existence of “unsayable things”? and, by
means of a language somehow formed on being silent, articulate
that which cannot be grasped. Since each of these salutary turns
deserves and necessitates the other, this book aspires to cross the
threshold between them, toward the unsayable.

Modes of Negativity

Even if in its very nature negativity eludes conceptualization,
a great deal can be said about and around it. The modern coinage
negativity, or some equivalent means of eschewing indicative
terminology, becomes inevitable when we consider the implica-
tions, omissions, or cancellations that are necessarily part of any
writing or speaking. These lacunae indicate that practically all
formulations (written or spoken) contain a tacit dimension, so
that each manifest text has a kind of latent double. Thus, unlike
negation, which must be distinguished from negativity, this in-
herent doubling in language defies verbalization. It forms the
unwritten and unwritable—unsaid and unsayable—base of the
utterance. But it does not therefore negate the formulations of the
text or saying. Rather, it conditions them through blanks and
negations. This doubling, to which we refer as negativity, cannot
be deduced from the text or, in fact, from the world that it ques-
tions and that, to a lesser or greater degree, it necessarily casts in
doubt. And, in all these operations, it cannot be conceived as
preparing the way for any substantialist idea or positivity (see
Iser). Indeed, it must be carefully discriminated from any ideolog-
ical rupturings, from the negativity inherent in theologia nega-
tiva, from a via negativa and, equally, from any nihilism (see
Derrida).

In order to evoke the multifariousness of negativity and to
suggest how it can allow the unsayable to speak, negativity can
only be described in terms of its operations, and not by any
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means in terms of a graspable entity. In many of these essays,
therefore, negativity is shown to be operative in eliminating liter-
alness and instilling in the exhibited position a self-consuming
tendency. In others, it is examined in its function of marking a
threshold in the ways of knowing, acting, and speaking. In most
of the instances dealt with here negativity emerges as an erasure
of being and as self-cancellation of its own discernible operation,
thus standing out in relief against the motivations governing de-
nials and negations.

A negativity which is traceable only through its impact exists
in marked opposition to an Hegelian negativity whose dialectical
concept appropriates negativity for the purpose of bringing about
self-consciousness. Indeed, in the modern post-Hegelian tradition
there is a tendency to reify negativity by conceiving of it as a
determined negation or even as a kind of ordained enabling struc-
ture. Alternatively, it is defined as an antithesis to the empirical
world which, as antithesis, incipiently affirms something that is
as yet absent, though heralded. These are ideas to which Adorno,
for example, seems to subscribe, sometimes in spite of himself
(see Birus). In the phenomena of negativity, as distinguished in
this volume, the multifacetedness of its operations opens up play
even with what it brings about (see Iser). Since in these opera-
tions negativity undoes itself whenever it aspires determinatively
to recuperation, the operations themselves can never be equated
with nothing, nothingness, or denial, or with the aims of avoid-
ance or nullifying. In the accounts offered in the present essays,
it emerges that even when the modes of negativity are made
apparent, they cannot be equated with an absolute of negativity,
but are rather always in the process of transformation.

To account for such transformation in literary texts an ap-
proach is required that comes to grips with the sequential or
* temporal nature of the play movement itself. This movement
turns the split signifier into a matrix for double meaning. In fact,
only through play can difference as oscillation be manifested,
because only play brings out the absent otherness that lies on the
reverse side of all positions drawn into interaction. In the play of
the text there is neither winning nor losing. Nor is there any
fundamental change in the status of that which is absent. Instead
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there is a process of transforming positions which gives dynamic
presence to the absence of otherness. In this way negativity not
only shows that it is not negative, since it constantly lures ab-
sence into presence. While continually subverting that presence,
negativity, in fact, changes it into a carrier of absence of which
we would not otherwise know anything. Aesthetic reduction, as
well as a totalization of the self, is avoided in this play of the text.
Instead, the enacted transformation that we observe in literature
makes it possible not so much to recuperate negativity or our
identities as selves as to extend ourselves toward the inaccessible.
Play as performance makes this inaccessibility both present and
absent (see Iser).

By the same token, the unlimited negating potential of negativ-
ity excludes the possibility of elevating it into a fundamental
principle. If it were to be conceived as such a principle, it would,
indeed, be indistinguishable from those substances which, in the
history of philosophy, have been posited as a be-all and end-ail
in order to explain everything that evolves from them. Here, quite
the contrary, the accounts of negativity as an enabling structure
do not impute to it the status of an origin. All the essays in this
collection attempt to grasp different modes of negativity that are
in play with one another. An emblem of this interplay is provided
by the frame from Gaslight, which forms the frontispiece to this
book.? Here the silent Ingrid Bergman, with her unformulated or
unsayable knowledge of her husband’s murderous identity, faces
the silent gaslight, with its unutterable secret of vampirism, while
both of them function under the sign of footsteps gouged out of
the molding (which we as spectators cannot positively pronounce
to be footsteps). There is no way of summing up these modes of
negativity, much less arresting them and making them portable.
The “still” form of the frame itself (and its hazy outlines) reminds
us that what we appear to see here is in fact inaccessible. This
image can not be seized upon as a reification of negativity, since
this frame only acquires the sharp outline of meaning as one
unfixable point in a sequence that cannot be arrested without
destroying the particular kind of sense it makes.

The modes of negativity decribed individually in these essays
similarly refuse the consolidation of negativity into something
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that can be appropriated. Yet, simultaneously, they adduce the
wide-ranging adaptability of negativity, which can function equally
as the nihil originarium and as the agent of world-making de-
scribed by Heidegger as well as the Nothing of Revelation in-
voked by Scholem and Celan (see Motzkin, Bruns, Moses). As an
enabling structure, as a means of recuperation, or as a play of the
letter, negativity plays against something and thus bears the in-
scription of that something. Negativity does not so much indicate
oppositions as combine negations with a resultant unforeseeabil-
ity. It disperses what it undercuts and turns into a proliferating
offshoot of what has been negated.

Tropics of Negativity and the Unsayable

One kind of bridge between the functioning of negativity and
the articulation of the unsayable can be located in the Platonic
khora (“place”). This spatial interval (which resides deep within
much of our culture and thought) neither dies nor is born. As
space and place it receives all and participates in the intelligible
in an enigmatic way. Khora is itself the atemporality of spacing,
for it atemporalizes and calls forth a temporality, thus giving
place to inscription. It signifies that there is something that is
neither a being nor a nothingness. The spacing of khora intro-
duces a dissociation or a difference in the proper meaning it
renders possible. To receive all and to allow itself to be marked
or affected by what is inscribed in it, khora must remain without
form and without proper determination. Place of this kind is only
a place of passage, a threshold. It allows us to speak about nega-
tivity as interval and hence as the place of inscriptions, while
avoiding the fruitless attempt to speak or to figure negativity
itself. In subtle but marked distinction to this figuration of the
unfigurable or the allowing of the unsayable to speak, negative
theology aims at a silent union with the ineffable. Yet the apo-
phatic movement of negative theology cannot contain within it-
self the principle of its own interruption. This movement can
only defer indefinitely the encounter with its own limits. If nega-
tive theology attempts to attain union with God, a speaking of
that union becomes necessary, and whenever that speaking oc-
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curs one is forced to speak of place, height, distance, and prox-
imity (see Derrida).

In connection with a conception such as the khora a particular
definition of consciousness becomes prominent. One is tempted
to designate it as that place in which is retained the singular
power not to say what one knows. In this place there is always a
secret of denial and a denial of secrets. (Compare this with the
situation of the woman in Gaslight, as described by Cavell.) The
secret as such separates and institutes negativity. It is a negation
that denies itself; it de-negates itself. There is no secret as such,
but only in relation to what is to be denied (see Derrida).

Thinking about the limitless, impersonal khora in this way
may, however, be practically impossible for most writers, speak-
ers, readers, and hearers. In the light of deconstruction we may
say that the “sense of an ending” appeals to everything in us that
desires a realm or place as something bounded. Place of this kind
is no doubt fallacious. It is only, after all, a simulacrum of pres-
ence. Yet even in the most implacable writing or speaking, con-
struction must apparently always precede deconstruction. Con-
versely, though novels are built toward closure, they are never
finally or fully governed by it. It follows that there are protective
and deconstructive readings that depend on the hyperessential
and on the discourse of differance, respectively. In practice, we
do not usually have one without the other. A plot provides an
image of the world in which the essent becomes essent (see
Kermode).

A different instance of the place of negativity is provided by
the figure of apostrophe, which is always coded as both invoca-
tion and turning away, and which necessarily interrupts a pre-
vious discourse (spoken or mute). As a dimensionless midpoint
between discourses, it figures recurrence. It exists as a focus of
potential relatedness with other human experiences of the noth-
ing. Yet in the conceptualization of relatedness that apostrophe
requires, reenforcement and subversion—which require over-
arching frameworks from which predications are made—are not
the operative terms. Predicative frameworks inevitably turn rela-
tionship into a representation of something other than itself. This
is what apostrophe escapes. Enabled by negativity, apostrophe
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and its framework of rhetorical division give a shape to negativ-
ity. Each apostrophe is not only addressed to a double but also
doubles its predecessor. As an empty space, apostrophe both
invites the occupancy of what is different and conditions the
linkage of negativity in which tradition consists. This linkage by
means of negativity has been overlooked by the common under-
standing of tradition, which generally defines it as a form of
handing down or replication of concepts. Thus apostrophe is not
only a principal constituent of intertextuality, but a basic element
in the grammar of tradition as well (see Budick).

In general we may say that in order to show the multifarious
modes of negativity, the positions predicated in writing or speech
are not deconstructed but translated to a negative realm. This has
the effect of releasing a hitherto unnoticed network of relation-
ships among these positions. But this can happen only when
relationships are set free and not subsumed in what the positions
stand for. Standing by themselves, these relationships turn into a
matrix for generating a semantic potential that can only be prag-
matically realized. In this way a relation of absence and presence
comes to the fore in which exclusions both stabilize and chal-
lenge the pragmatic meanings reached. In its turn, this challenge
points up the volatility, but not the meaninglessness, of all se-
mantics.

Languages of the Unsayable

What allows the unsayable to speak is the undoing of the
spoken through negativity. Since the spoken is doubled by what
remains silent, undoing the spoken gives voice to the inherent
silence which itself helps stabilize what the spoken is meant to
mean. This voicing of the unsayable is necessarily multilingual,
- for there is no one language by which sayings of things can be
undone. As the modes of negativity are many, and the undoing of
saying is manifold, so must the languages of the unsayable be
diverse. These languages depend on whether the given saying is
to be cancelled in relation to an addressee, a form of understand-
ing, a prevailing pragmatics, and so on.

It would be unfair to the essays in this volume to try to reduce
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them—assuming we could—to rule and formula. But we would
like to instance in advance some of the other conditions of occur-
rence or performance that the essays describe.

1. The shifting of allegorical language, for all its instability,
implies the existence of a tertium quid through which language
can pass back and forth between negation and affirmation. Alle-
gory develops a mode of articulation between the extremes of
silence and fear. It qualifies either doubt or certainty by a conti-
nuity of voice, and finally evaluates that voice by an act of
forbearance (see Whitman).

2. In Blake, “speak silence” is a gesture to humamze the in-
human void. It intimates presence, not absence, and is part of
Blake’s quest for an original language (see Hartman). In George
Eliot’s search for the unrepresentable a dispersal into equivoca-
tion occurs that cuts like a corrosive liquid into whatever is said
in order to nullify words and hollow them out. Everything fades
into the sameness of numbers, which are themselves vehicles for
approaching the neutral. The neutral, however, is never to be
embodied. At best it can only be mimicked {see Hertz). The
writings of Blake and George Eliot both seem to call for a certain
performativity that results from the erasure of a single authority
and the subsequent instituting of the play of the critic.

3. In Heidegger we hear that the work of art is marked by a rift
that makes it impossible for the work to represent anything. The
work of art occurs, rather, in the form of a double movement of
disclosure and refusal, unconcealment and dissembling. The words
in the work constantly break free, thus manifesting an uncontain-
ability within language itself {see Bruns). In a parallel way, inter-
ruption is the very condition of sense-making in the poetry of
Celan. The gap in space and the pause in signification make it
possible for the pure phonic essence of voice to be heard in its
originary violence. Thus, intervention as interruption creates an
opening for the unpredictable to take place (see Moses). There
is an analogous recuperation of unpredictable negativity in
Beckett. His movement toward the suppression of figure and his
silencing of language ultimately take place as the impossibility
of their accomplishment and the inability to do so. Therefore
Beckett’s movement into silence constantly impels his texts into
a different form of utterance, at a further remove from spoken
language (see Wolosky). In a similar way, Faulkner too makes
available a language that goes beyond words, expressed by a
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voice that momentarily transcends the vicious cycle of loss and
the repetition of absence. Yet in Faulkner’s case it is often impos-
sible to know if we are face-to-face with the recuperation of
negativity or the restatement of negation (see Rimmon-Kenan).

4. In Gaslight self-reliance figures as the aversion to conform-
ity. A pragmatized negativity is made present in the woman’s
freeing herself, through various forms of madness and irony, from
her husband’s control. The initial condition of the melodrama is
set by the fact that the man intends to decreate the woman. The
denial of her voice is the deprivation of her reason. Philosophy
and film would replace voice in a mad itinerary to sanity. This
itinerary takes into account the fact that conformity is voiceless-
ness, hence a form of madness, and that writing and film-making
in aversion to conformity are a continual turning away from
society, which also means a continual turning toward society, as
implicit reference. Therefore, philosophy and film perform a der-
vish’s dance between madness and sanity. In a land (America)
without an edifice of thought, in which the first cabins of thought
are still under construction, there is no question of wishing to go
back—historically, pedagogically, or archaeologically—to the
days of thought’s founding or to the metaphysical point of depar-
ture from madness. Hyperbolical doubt such as we encounter in
Emerson or Thoreau, or in this film, is a turn to emptiness, a wish
to exist outside language’s games—not so much as it were beyond
language as before it. Learning or providing for the possibility of
the unsayable language of the other is, in any case, not the same
as union or even conversation with the other. In the case of this
film at least, the decreation of the woman, the theft of woman'’s
knowledge, and the deprivation of her right to words can only be
partially redeemed. That partial redemption, however, can serve
as the condition for beginning to perform or sing (see Cavell).

Directly or indirectly, all of the essays in this collection em-
phasize that one cannot speak for the unsayable. It can only speak
. for itself. To say otherwise is to become imprisoned in one’s own
ventrilogquism or gimmick. By the same token, there is no ade-
quate substitute for listening to the languages of the unsayable.
No one can fully do such listening for anyone else. Yet we trust
that the following pages have provided many and varied oppor-
tunities for such listening.
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FINALLY, SOME sayable words of acknowledgment and remember-
ing. For continuous aid in carrying out the research for this book,
we wish to thank Eliyahu Honig, Michael Ottolenghi, Amnon Pazi,
Yoram ben-Porath, and, most particularly, Menahem Yaari, direc-
tor of the Institute for Advanced Studies of the Hebrew Univer-
sity, where most of our work was done. Dalia Aviely, Shabtai
Giron, and Bilha Guss, of the Institute staff, and Eva Vilarrubf
and Ruth Fine, our research assistants, deserve special mention
for their constant support and help. Jerusalem’s Mishkenoth
Shaananim guest house and Cinematheque graciously made
available their marvelous facilities and resources. The Center for
Literary Studies of the Hebrew University nurtured this project
from beginning to end. We are grateful to our many colleagues in
the Center, especially Lawrence Besserman, H. M. Daleski, and
Gershon Shaked.

Robert Folkenflik, general editor of Irvine Studies in the Hu-
manities, was of invaluable help in bringing our work to comple-
tion. Jennifer Crewe and Karen Mitchell, of Columbia University
Press, saw the book through its final stages of preparation. This is
also an opportunity to thank our anonymous readers, who will
see that we benefited from their advice on many points. Emily
Budick and Lore Iser blessedly gave counsel and encouragement
throughout. Shirley Collier, always cheerful and optimistic, as-
sured the continuity of our undertaking by establishing The Shir-
ley Palmer Collier Endowment Fund for Literary Studies, in
memory of her sister Jo (Palmer) Kaufman. At crucial junctures
during the three years this volume was in the making, our work
was facilitated by generous gifts from Sam and Lee Krupnick and
from Max Zimmer.

This book is dedicated to the memory of our gentle colleague
and friend, Dan Pagis. Dan participated energetically in our year-
long deliberations. A few weeks after our collective work in
Jerusalem was concluded, he succumbed to the illness he had
suffered in silence.

S.B.
Wi
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Notes

1. To consider these questions, the authors represented in this volume assem-
bled in Jerusalem, at the Institute for Advanced Studies of the Hebrew University,
over a period of ten months that culminated in a conference in June 1986. For
reasons that have formed parts of some of the following essays, Jerusalem seemed
a particularly appropriate place for extended deliberations on these matters.

2. In the interests of a panoptic view of the present volume, we have permitted
ourselves this highly general form of reference to individual essays. We have
referred to our authors in this way both where (as in this case) points we empha-
size correspond closely to those made in the essays and where we are very much
adapting or extending the arguments of the essays.

3. “Es gibt allerdings Unaussprechlichas,” he writes; Tractatus Logico-Philo-
sophicus, ed. and trans. by D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuiness (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1963), 6.522. For this sentence Pears and McGuiness offer,
“There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words” (p. 151), while Norman
Malcolm adopts the translation “Unsayable things do indeed exist’’; see The
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 8:333. Derrida’s translator, Ken Frieden, employs yet
a different wording in the first essay that follows.

4. A philosophical account of the meaning of Gaslight is provided in Cavell's
essay.
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1

HOW TO AVOID SPEAKING:
DENIALS

Jacques Derrida
Translated by Ken Frieden

I

EVEN BEFORE starting to prepare this lecture, I knew that I wished
to speak of the “trace” in its relationship to what one calls,
sometimes erroneously, ‘“‘negative theology.” More precisely, I
knew that I would have to do this in Jerusalem. But what does
such an obligation mean here? When I say that I knew that I
would have to do it even before the first word of this lecture, I
already name a singular anteriority of the obligation—is an obli-
gation before the first word possible?—which would be difficult
to situate and which, perhaps, will be my theme today.

Under the very loose heading of “negative theology,”” as you
know, one often designates a certain form of language, with its
mise en scéne, its rhetorical, grammatical, and logical modes, its
‘demonstrative procedures—in short a textual practice attested or
rather situated *“in history,” although it does sometimes exceed
the predicates that constitute this or that concept of history. Is
there one negative theology, the negative theology? In any case,
the unity of its legacy (archive) is difficult to delimit. One might
‘try to organize it around certain attempts that are considered
exemplary or explicit, such as the Divine Names of Dionysius the
Areopagite (Pseudo-Dionysius). But as we shall see, for essential
reasons one is never certain of being able to attribute to anyone a

Editors’ note: The French version of this casay, “Comment ne pas parler: Dénéga-
tions,” has appeared in Jacques Derrida, Psyché: Inventions de I'au.re (Paris:
Galilée, 1987), pp. 535—95.



4 Jacques Derrida

project of negative theology as such.! Before Dionysius, one may
search within a certain Platonic or Neoplatonic tradition; after
him up to modernity in Wittgenstein and many others. In a less
rigorous or less informed manner, then, “negative theology” has
come to designate a certain typical attitude toward language, and
within it, in the act of definition or attribution, an attitude toward
semantic or conceptual determination. Suppose, by a provisional
hypothesis, that negative theology consists of considering that
every predicative language is inadequate to the essence, in truth
to the hyperessentiality (the being beyond Being) of God; conse-
quently, only a negative (‘“‘apophatic™) attribution can claim to
approach God, and to prepare us for a silent intuition of God. By
a more or less tenable analogy, one would thus recognize some
traits, the family resemblance of negative theology, in every dis-
course that seems to return in a regular and insistent manner to
this rhetoric of negative determination, endlessly mutiplying the
defenses and the apophatic warnings: this, which is called X (for
example, text, writing, the trace, differance, the hymen, the sup-
plement, the pharmakon, the parergon, etc.) ‘“‘is” neither this nor
that, neither sensible nor intelligible, neither positive nor nega-
tive, neither inside nor outside, neither superior nor inferior,
neither active nor passive, neither present nor absent, not even
neutral, not even subject to a dialectic with a third moment,
without any possible sublation (**Aufhebung”). Despite appear-
ances, then, this X is neither a concept nor even a name; it does
lend itself to a series of names, but calls for another syntax, and
exceeds even the order and the structure of predicative discourse.
It ““is” not and does not say what “is.” It is written completely
otherwise.

I have deliberately chosen examples that are close and, one
might think, familiar to me. For two reasons. On the one hand,
very-early 1 was accused of—rather than congratulated for—
resifting the procedures ive theology in a scenario that
one thinks one knows well. One would like to consider these
procedures a simple rhetoric, even a rhetoric of failure—or worse,
a rhetoric that renounces knowledge, conceptual determination,
and analysis: for those who have nothing to say or don’t want to
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know anything, it is always easy to mimic the technique of nega-
tive theology. Indeed, this necessarily does include an apparatus
of methodological rules. In a moment I will try to show how
negative theology at least claims not to be assimilable to a tech-
nique that is subject to simulation or parody, to mechanical repe-
tition. It would escape from this by means of the prayer that
precedes apophatic utterances, and by the address to the other, to
you, in a moment that i§ not only the preamble or the method-
ological threshold of the experience. Naturally, the prayer, invo-
cation, and apostrophe can also be mimicked, and even give way,
as if despite themselves, to repetitive technique. In conclusion, I
will come back to this risk which, fortunately and unfortunately,
is also a piece of luck. But if the risk is inevitable, the accusation
it incurs need not be limited to the apophatic moment of negative
theology. It may be extended to all language, and even to all
manifestation in general. This risk is inscribed in the structure of
the mark.

There is also an automatic, ritualistic, and “doxic” exercise of
the suspicion brought against everything that resembles negative
theology. It has interested me for a long time. Its matrix includes
at least three types of objections:

a) You prefer to negate; you affirm nothing; you are fundamen-
tally a nihilist, or even an obscurantist; neither knowledge nor
even theology will progress in this way. Not to mention atheism,
of which one has been able to say in an equally trivial fashion
that it is the truth of negative theology.

b) You abuse a simple technique; it suffices to repeat: ‘X is no
more this, than that,” “X seems to exceed all discourse or predi-
cation,” and so on. This comes back to speaking for nothing. You
speak only for the sake of speaking, in order to experience speech.
Or, more seriously, you speak thus with an eye to writing, since
what you write then does not even merit being said. This second
critique already appears more interesting and more lucid than the
first: to speak for the sake of speaking, to experience what hap-
pens to speech through speech itself, in the trace of a sort of
quasi-tautology, is not entirely to speak in vain and to say noth-
ing. It is perhaps to experience a possibility of speech which the
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objector himself must presuppose at the moment when he ad-
dresses his criticism. To speak for nothing is not: not to speak.
Above all, it is not to speak to no one.

c) This criticism does not, then, threaten the essential possibil-
ity of the address or the apostrophe. It encompasses still a third
possibility, less evident but no doubt more interesting. Here
the suspicion takes a form that can reverse the process of the
accusation: once the apophatic discourse is analyzed in its logi-
cal-grammatical form, if it is not merely sterile, repetitive, obscur-
antist, mechanical, it perhaps leads us to consider the becoming-
theological of all discourse. From the moment a proposition takes
a negative form, the negativity that manifests itself need only be
pushed to the limit, and it at least resembles an apophatic theol-
ogy. Every time I say: X is neither this nor that, neither the
contrary of this nor of that, neither the simple neutralization of
this nor of that with which it has nothing in common, being
absolutely heterogeneous to or incommensurable with them, I
would start to speak of God, under this name or another. God’s
name would then be the hyperbolic effect of that negativity or all
negativity that is consistent in its discourse. God’s name would
suit everything that may not be broached, approached, or desig-
nated, except in an indirect and negative manner. Every negative
sentence would already be haunted by God or by the name of
God, the distinction between God and God’s name opening up
the very space of this enigma. If there is a work of negativity in
discourse and predication, it will produce divinity. It would then
suffice to change a sign (or rather to show, something easy and
classical enough, that this inversion has always already taken
place, that it is the essential movement of thought) in order to say
that divinity is not produced but productive. Infinitely produc-
tive, Hegel would say, for example. God would be not merely the
end, but the origin of this work of the negative. Not only would
atheism not be the truth of negative theology; rather, God would
be the truth of all negativity. One would thus arrive at a kind of
proof of God—not a proof of the existence of God, but a proof of
God by His effects, or more precisely a proof of what one calls
God, or of the name of God, by effects without cause, by the
without cause. The import of this word without (sans) will con-
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cern us in a moment. In the absolutely singular logic of this proof,
“God” would name that without which one would not know how
to account for any negativity: grammatical or logical negation,
illness, evil, and finally neurosis which, far from permitting psy-
choanalysis to reduce religion to a symptom, would obligate it to
recognize in the symptom the negative manifestation to God.
Without saying that there must be at least as much “reality” in
the cause as in the effect, and that the “existence” of God has no
need of any proof other than the religious symptomatics, one
would see on the contrary—in the negation or suspension of the
predicate, even of the thesis of ‘“‘existence” —the first mark of
respect for a divine cause which does not even need to “be.” And
those who would like to consider “deconstruction’” a symptom of
modern or postmodern nihilism could indeed, if they wished,
recognize in it the last testimony—not to say the martyrdom—
of faith in the present fin de siécle. This reading will always be
possible. Who could prohibit it? In the name of what? But
what has happened, so that what is thus permitted is never neces-
sary as such? In order that it be thus, what must the writing of
this deconstruction be, writing according to this deconstruc-
tion?

That is a first reason. But I chose examples that are close to me
for a second reason. I also wanted to say a few words about a
quite long-standing wish: to broach—directly and in itself —the
web of questions that one formulates prematurely under the
heading of “negative theology.” Until now, confronted by the
question or by the objection, my response has always been brief,
elliptical, and dilatory.? Yet it seems to me already articulated in
two stages.

1. No, what I write is not “negative theology.” First of all, in
the measure to which this belongs to the predicative or judicative
space of discourse, to its strictly propositional form, and privi-
leges not only the indestructible unity of the word but also the
authority of the name—such axioms as a ‘‘deconstruction’” must
start by reconsidering (which I have tried to do since the first part
of Of Grammatology). Next, in the measure to which “negative
theology”’ seems to reserve, beyond all positive predication, be-
yond all negation, even beyond Being, some hyperessentiality, a
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being beyond Being. This is the word that Dionysius so often uses
in the Divine Names: hyperousios, -6s, hyperousiotes. God as
being beyond Being or also God as without Being.? This seems to
exceed the alternative of a theism or an atheism which would
only set itself against what one calls, sometimes ingenuously, the
existence of God. Without being able to return to the syntax and
semantics of the word without (sans) which I have tried to ana-
lyze elsewhere, I limit myself here to the first stage of this re-
sponse. No, I would hesitate to inscribe what I put forward under
the familiar heading of negative theology, precisely because of
that ontological wager of hyperessentiality that one finds at work
both in Dionysius and in Meister Eckhart, for example, when he
writes:

Each thing works in its being [Ein ieglich dinc wiirket in
wesene); nothing can work above its being [liber sin wesen].
Fire can only work in wood. God works above Being [Got
wiirket iiber wesene], in space, in which He can move. He
works in non-being [er wiirket in unwesene]. Before there
was Being, God worked [@ denne wesen were, d6 worhte
got]; and He brought about being when there was no Being.
Unrefined masters say that God is a pure Being [ein ldter
wesen]; He is as high above Being as the highest angel is
above a fly. I would be speaking as wrongly in calling God a
being as I would in calling the sun pale or black. God is
neither this nor that [Got enist weder diz noch daz]. A
master says: if anyone thinks that he has known God, even
if he did know something, he did not know God. But when I
said that God is not being and that He is above Being [iiber
wesen], I have not denied Him being [ich im niht wesen
abegesprochen] but, rather, I have exalted Being in Him [ich
han ez in im gehehet].*

In the movement of the same paragraph, a quotation from St.
Augustine recalls the simultaneously negative and hyperaffirma-
tive meaning of without (sans}: ““St. Augustine says: God is wise
without wisdom [wise &ne wisheit], good without goodness [guot
ane gliete], powerful without power [gewaltic 4ne gewalt].” With-
out does not merely dissociate the singular attribution from the
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essential generality: wisdom as being-wise in general, goodness
as being-good in general, power as being-powerful in general. It
does not only avoid the abstraction tied to every common noun
and to the being implied in every essential generality. In the same
word and in the same syntax it transmutes into affirmation its
purely phenomenal negativity, which ordinary language, riveted
to finitude, gives us to understand in a word such as without, or
in other analogous words. It deconstructs grammatical anthropo-
morphism.

To dwell a bit longer on the first stage of my response, I thought
I had to forbid myself to write in the register of “negative theol-
ogy,” because I was aware of this movement toward hyperessen-
tiality, beyond Being. What differance, the trace, and so on ‘“mean”—
which hence does not mean anything—is “before” the concept,
the name, the word, ‘“‘something” that would be nothing, that no
longer arises from Being, from presence or from the presence of
the present, nor even from absence, and even less from some
hyperessentiality. Yet the onto-theological reappropriation al-
ways remains possible—and doubtless inevitable insofar as one
speaks, precisely, in the element of logic and of onto-theological
grammar. One can always say: hyperessentiality is precisely that,
a supreme Being who remains incommensurate to the being of all
that is, which is nothing, neither present nor absent, and so on. If
the movement of this reappropriation appears in fact irrepressi-
ble, its ultimate failure is no less necessary. But I concede that
this question remains at the heart of a thinking of differance or of
the writing of writing. It remains a question, and this is why I
return to it again. Following the same “logic,” and I continue
with the first stage of this response, my uneasiness was neverthe-
less also directed toward the promise of that presence given to
intuition or vision. The promise of such a presence often accom-
panies the apophatic voyage. It is doubtless the vision of a dark
light, no doubt an intuition of “more than luminous [hyperpho-
ton] darkness,”’® but still it is the immediacy of a presence. Lead-
ing to union with God. After the indispensable moment of prayer
(of which I will speak again later), Dionysius thus exhorts Timo-
thy to mystika theamata:
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This is my prayer. And you, dear Timothy, exercise yourself
earnestly in mystical contemplations, abandon all sensation
and all intellectual activities, all that is sensed and intelligi-
ble, all non-being and all being [panta ouk onta kai onta];
thus you will unknowingly [agnb6stos] be elevated, as far as
possible, to the unity of that beyond Being and knowledge
[tou hyper pasan ousian kai gndsin]. By the irrepressible
and absolving ecstasis [extasei] of yourself and of all, ab-
solved from all, and going away from all, you will be purely
raised up to the rays of the divine darkness beyond Being
[pros ten hyperousion tou theiou]. (MT, ch. 1:998b-1000a)

This mystic union, this act of unknowing, is also ‘‘a genuine
vision and a genuine knowledge [to ont6s idein kai gnésai]” (MT,
ch. 2: 1025b). It knows unknowing itself in its truth, a truth that
is not an adequation but an unveiling. Celebrating ‘“what is be-
yond Being in a hyperessential mode [ton hyperousion hyperou-
siés hymnesai],”” this union aims to “know unveiled [aperikalup-
tés; in an open, unhidden manner] this unknowing [agnosian]
which conceals in every being the knowledge which one can have
of this Being” (MT, ch. 2:1025bc). The revelation is invoked by
an elevation: toward that contact or vision, that pure intuition of
the ineffable, that silent union with that which remains inacces-
sible to speech. This ascent corresponds to a rarefaction of signs,
figures, symbols—and also of fictions, as well as of myths or
poetry. Dionysius treats this economy of signs as such. The Sym-
bolic Theology is more voluble and more voluminous than the
Mpystical Theology. For it treats “metonymies of the sensible which
stand for the divine [ai apo t6n aisthetén epi ta theia metonu-
miai]” (MT, ch. 3:1033a); it describes the signification of forms
(morphai) and figures (skhemata) in God; it measures its dis-
course against “symbols’” which “demand more words than the
rest, so that the Symbolic Theology was necessarily much more
voluminous than the Theological Sketches and than the Divine
Names.” With the elevation beyond the sensible, one gains in
“conciseness,” ‘“‘because what is intelligible presents itself in a
more and more synoptic manner” (MT, ch. 3:1033b). But there is
also something beyond this economical conciseness. By the pas-
sage beyond the intelligible itself, the apophatikai theologai aim
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toward absolute rarefaction, toward silent union with the inef-
fable:

Now, however, that we are to enter the darkness beyond
intellect, you will not find a brief [brakhylogian] discourse
but a complete absence of discourse [alogian] and intelligi-
bility [anoesian]. In affirmative theology the logos descends
from what is above down to the last, and increases according
to the measure of the descent toward an analogical multi-
tude. But here, as we ascend from the highest to what lies
beyond, the logos is drawn inward according to the measure
of the ascent. After all ascent it will be wholly without
sound and wholly united to the unspeakable [aphthegkté].
(MT, ch. 3:1033bc)

This economy is paradoxical. In principle, the apophatic
movement of discourse would have to negatively retraverse all
the stages of symbolic theology and positive predication. It would
thus be coextensive with it, confined to the same quantity of
discourse. In itself interminable, the apophatic movement cannot
contain within itself the principle of its interruption. It can only
indefinitely defer the encounter with its own limit.

Alien, heterogeneous, in any case irreducible to the intuitive
telos—to the experience of the ineffable and of the mute vision
which seems to orient all of this apophatics, including the prayer
and the encomium which prepare its way—the thinking of differ-
ance would thus have little affinity, for an analogous reason, with
the current interpretation of certain well-known statements of the
early Wittgenstein. I recall these words often quoted from the
Tractatus, for example, “6.522—The inexpressible, indeed, ex-
ists [Es gibt allerdings Unaussprechliches]. It shows itself; it is
the mystical.” And *7.—Concerning that about which one cannot

' speak, one must remain silent.”

The nature of this “one must” (“il faut”) is significant here: it
inscribes the injunction to silence into the order or the promise
of a “one must speak,” “one must—not avoid speaking’’; or rather,
“it is necessary (il faut) that there be a trace.” No, “it is necessary
that there have been a trace,” a sentence that one must simulta-
neously turn toward a past and toward a future that are as yet
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unpresentable, It is (now} necessary that there have been a trace
(in an unremembered past; because of this amnesia, the “neces-
sity” of the trace is necessary). But also, it is necessary (from now
on, it will be necessary; the *it is necessary” always also points
toward the future) that in the future there will have been a trace.

But we should not be too hasty. In a moment it will be neces-
sary to differentiate between these modalities of the ‘it is nec-
essary."’

2. Turning to what was often the second stage of my impro-
vised responses: the general name of ‘‘negative theology’’ may
conceal the confusions it causes and sometimes gives rise to
simplistic interpretations. Perhaps there is within it, hidden, rest-
less, diverse, and itself heterogeneous, a voluminous and nebu-
lous multiplicity of potentials to which the single expression
“negative theology”’ yet remains inadequate. In order to engage
oneself seriously in this debate, I have often responded, it would
be necessary to clarify this designation by considering quite dis-
similar corpuses, scenes, proceedings, and languages. As I have
always been fascinated by the supposed movements of negative
theology (which, no doubt, are themselves never foreign to the
experience of fascination in general), I objected in vain to the
assimilation of the thinking of the trace or of differance to some
negative theology, and my response amounted to a promise: one
day I would have to stop deferring, one day I would have to try to
explain myself directly on this subject, and at last speak of “neg-
ative theology” itself, assuming that some such thing exists.

Has the day come?

In other words, how is it possible to avoid speaking about
negative theology? How can one resolve this question, and decide
between its two meanings? 1. How is it possible to avoid speak-
ing of it henceforth? This appears impossible. How could I re-
main silent on this subject? 2. How, if one speaks of it, to avoid
speaking of it? How not to speak of it? How is it necessary not to
speak of it? How to avoid speaking of it without rhyme or reason?
What precautions must be taken to avoid errors, that is, inade-
quate, insufficient, simplistic assertions?

I return to my opening words. I knew, then, what I would have
to do. I had implicitly promised that I would, one day, speak
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directly of negative theology. Even before speaking, I knew that I
was committed to doing it. Such a situation leaves room for at
least two possible interpretations. 1. Even before speech, in any
case before a discursive event as such, there is necessarily a
commitment or a promise. This event presupposes the open space
of the promise. 2. This commitment, this word that has been
given, already belongs to the time of the parole by which I “keep
my word,” or “tiens parole,” as one says in French. In fact, at the
moment of promising to speak one day of negative theology, I
already started to do it. But this is only an as yet confused hint of
the structure that I would like to analyze later.

Having already promised, as if in spite of myself, I did not
know how I would keep this promise. How to speak suitably of
negative theology? Is there a negative theology? A single one? A
regulative model for the others? Can one adapt a discourse to it?
Is there some discourse that measures up to it? Is one not com-
pelled to speak of negative theology according to the modes of
negative theology, in a way that is at once impotent, exhausting,
and inexhaustible? Is there ever anything other than a “negative
theology” of ‘‘negative theology’’?

Above all, I did not know when and where I would do it. Next
year in Jerusalem! I told myself, in order to defer, perhaps indefi-
nitely, the fulfillment of this promise. But also to let myself know
—and I did indeed receive this message—that on the day when I
would in fact go to Jerusalem it would no longer be possible to
delay. It would be necessary to do it.

Will I do it? Am I in Jerusalem? This is a question to which
one will never respond in the present tense, only in the future or
in the past.®

Why insist on this postponement? Because it appears to me
neither avoidable nor insignificant. One can never decide whether
deferring, as such, brings about precisely that which it defers and
alters (différe). It is not certain that I am keeping my promise
today; nor is it certain that in further delaying I have not, never-
theless, already kept it.

In other words, am I in Jerusalem or elsewhere, very far from
the Holy City? Under what conditions does one find oneself in
Jerusalem? Is it enough to be there physically, as one says, and to
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live in places that carry this name, as I am now doing? What is it
to live in Jerusalem? This is not easy to decide. Allow me to cite
Meister Eckhart again. Like that of Dionysius, his work sometimes
resembles an endless meditation on the sense and symbolism of
the Holy City: a logic, a rhetoric, a topology, and a tropology of
Jerusalem. Here is an example among many others:

Yesterday I sat in a place where I said something [d4 sprach
ich ein wort] that sounds incredible—1I said that Jerusalem
is as near to my soul as the place where I am now [miner
sele als nahe als diu stat, d4 ich n stin]. In truth, that which
is a thousand miles beyond Jerusalem is as near to my soul
as my own body; I am as sure of this as of being a man.”

I will speak of a promise, then, but also within the promise.
The experience of negative theology perhaps holds to a promise,
that of the other, which I must keep because it commits me to
speak where negativity ought to absolutely rarefy discourse. In-
deed, why should I speak with an eye to explaining, teaching,
leading—on the paths of a psychagogy or of a pedagogy—toward
silence, toward union with the ineffable, mute vision? Why can't
I avoid speaking, unless it is because a promise has committed
me even before I begin the briefest speech? If I therefore speak of
the promise, I will not be able to keep any metalinguistic distance
in regard to it. Discourse on the promise is already a promise: in
the promise. I will thus not speak of this or that promise, but of
that which, as necessary as it is impossible, inscribes us by its
trace in language—before language. From the moment I open my
mouth, I have already promised; or rather, and sooner, the prom-
ise has seized the I which promises to speak to the other, to say
something, at the extreme limit to affirm or to confirm by speech
at least this: that it is necessary to be silent; and to be silent
concerning that about which one cannot speak. One could have
known as much beforehand. This promise is older than I am.
Here is something that appears impossible, the theoreticians of
speech acts would say: like every genuine performative, a prom-
ise must be made in the present, in the first person (in the singu-
lar or in the plural). It must be made by one who is capable of
saying I or we, here and now, for example in Jerusalem, ‘“the
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place where I am now” and where I can therefore be held respon-
sible for this speech act.

The promise of which I shall speak will have always escaped
this demand of presence. It is older than I am or than we are. In
fact, it renders possible every present discourse on presence.
Even if I decide to be silent, even if I decide to promise nothing,
not to commit myself to saying something that would confirm
once again the destination of speech, and the destination toward
speech, this silence yet remains a modality of speech: a memory
of promise and a promise of memory.

I knew, then, that I could not avoid speaking of negative theol-
ogy. But how and under what heading would I do it? One day, at
Yale, I received a telephone message:® it was necessary for me to
give a title on the spot. In a few minutes I had to improvise,
which I first did in my language: “Comment ne pas dire...?”
The use of the French word dire permits a certain suspension.
“Comment ne pas dire?”’ can mean, in a manner that is both
transitive and intransitive, how to be silent, how not to speak in
general, how to avoid speaking? But it can also mean: how, in
speaking, not to say this or that, in this or that manner? In other
words: how, in saying and speaking, to avoid this or that discur-
sive, logical, rhetorical mode? How to avoid an inexact, erro-
neous, aberrant, improper form? How to avoid such a predicate,
and even predication itself? For example: how to avoid a negative
form, or how not to be negative? Finally, how to say something?
Which comes back to the apparently inverse question: How to
say, how to speak? Between the two interpretations of *‘Comment
ne pas dire ... ?” the meaning of the uneasiness thus seems to
turn again: from the “how to be silent?”’ (how to avoid speaking
at all?) one passes—in a completely necessary and as if intrinsic
fashion—to the question, which can always become the heading
for an injunction: how not to speak, and which speech to avoid,
in order to speak well? “How to avoid speaking” thus means, at
once or successively: How must one not speak? How is it neces-
sary to speak? (This is) how it is necessary not to speak. And so
on. The “how” always conceals a ‘“why,” and the “it is necessary”’
{““il faut”’) bears the multiple meanings of ““should,” “ought,” and
“must.”
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I thus improvised this title on the telephone. Letting it be
dictated to me by I do not know what unconscious order—in a
situation of absolute urgency-I thus also translated my desire to
defer still further. This “fight or flight” reaction reproduces itself
on the occasion of every lecture: how to avoid speaking, and yet
from the outset to commit oneself by giving a title even before
writing one’s text? But also, in the economy of the same gesture:
how to speak, how to do this as is necessary, comme il faut,
assuming the responsibility for a promise? Not only for the arch-
originary promise which establishes us a priori as people who are
responsible for speech, but for this promise: to give a lecture on
“absence and negation,” on the not (“how not to,” “ought not,”
“should not,” “must not,” etc.), on the “how” and the “why” (of
the) not, the negation and the denial, and so on, and thus to
commit oneself to giving a title in advance. Every title has the
import of a promise; a title given in advance is the promise of a
promise. ’

It was thus necessary for me to respond, but I assumed respon-
sibility only while deferring it. Before or rather within a double
bind: ‘“how to avoid speaking” since I have already started to
speak and have always already started to promise to speak? That
I have already started to speak, or rather that at least the trace of
a speech will have preceded this very speech, one cannot deny.
Translate: one can only deny it. There can only be denial of this
which is undeniable. What, then, do we make of negations and of
denials? What do we make of them before God, that is the ques-
tion, if there is one. Because the posing of every question is
perhaps secondary; it perhaps follows as a first, reactive response,
the undeniable provocation, the unavoidable denial of the unde-
niable provocation.

To avoid speaking, to delay the moment when one will have to
say something and perhaps acknowledge, surrender, impart a
secret, one amplifies the digressions. I will here attempt a brief
digression on the secret itself. Under this title, “how to avoid
speaking,” it is necessary to speak of the secret. In certain situa-
tions, one asks oneself “how to avoid speaking,” either because
one has promised not to speak and to keep a secret, or because
one has an interest, sometimes vital, in keeping silent even if put
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to the rack. This situation again presupposes the possibility of
speaking. Some would say, perhaps imprudently, that only man
is capable of speaking, because only he can not show what he
could show. Of course, an animal may inhibit a movement, can
abstain from an incautious gesture, for example in a defensive or
offensive predatory strategy, such as in the delimitation of sexual
territory or in a mating ritual. One might say, then, that animals
can not respond to the inquisition or requisition of a stimulus or
of a complex of stimuli. According to this somewhat naive philos-
ophy of the animal world, one may nevertheless observe that
animals are incapable of keeping or even having a secret, because
they cannot represent as such, as an object before consciousness,
something that they would then forbid themselves from showing.
One would thus link the secret to the objective representation
[Vorstellung) that is placed before consciousness and that is ex-
pressible in the form of words. The essence of such a secret would
remain rigorously alien to every other nonmanifestation; and,
notably, unlike that of which the animal is capable. The manifes-
tation or nonmanifestation of this secret, in short its possibility,
would never be on the order of the symptom. An animal can
neither choose to keep silent, nor keep a secret.

I will not take up this immense problem here. To deal with it,
it would be necessary to account for numerous mediations, and
then to question in particular the possibility of a preverbal or

simply nonverbal secret—linked, for example, to gestures or to

mimicry, and even to other codes and more generally to the
unconscious. It would be necessary to study the structures of
denial before and outside of the possibility of judgment and of
predicative language. Above all, it would be necessary to reela-
borate a problematic of consciousness, that thing that, more and
more, one avoids discussing as if one knew what it is and as if its
. riddle were m@f But is any problem more novel today than
that of consciousness? Here one would be tempted to designate,
if not to define, consciousness as that place in which is retained
the singular power not to say what one knows, to keep a secret in
the form of representation. A conscious being is a being capable
of lying, of not presenting in speech that of which it yet has an
articulated representation: a being that can avoid ip\efh«i;{rﬂlt in

—
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order to be able to lie, a second and already mediated possibility,
it is first and more essentially necessary to be Mep for
(and say to) oneself what one already knows. To keep something
to oneself is the most incredible and thought-provaking power.
But this keeping-for-oneself—this dissimulation for which it is
already necessary to be multiple andto differ from oneself—also
presupposes the space of a promised speech, that is to say, a trace
to which the affirmation is not symmetrical. How to ascertain
absolute dissimulation? Does one ever have at one’s disposal
either sufficient criteria or an apodictic certainty that allows one
to say: the secret has been kept, the dissimulation has taken place,
one has avoided speaking? Not to mention the secret that is
wrested by physical or mental torture, uncontrolled manifesta-
tions that are direct or symbolic, somatic or figurative, may leave
in reserve a possible betrayal or avowal. Not because everything
manifests itself. Simply;.the nonmanifestation is never assured.
According to this hypothesis, it would be necessary to reconsider
all the boundaries between consciousness and the unconscious,
as between man and animal and an enormous system of oppo- -
Ksitions.

But I will avoid speaking of the secret as such. These brief
allusions to the negativity of the secret and to the secret of dene-
gation seemed necessary to me in order to situate another prob-

lem. I will only touch upon it. ‘“Negative theologies” m%a;ery-

thing that resembles a form of esoteric sociality have always\been
infortuitously associated with phenomena of secret society,/as if
access to the most rigorous apophatic d1scoursa\dema d the
sharing of a “secret’”—that is, of an ability to keep silent that
would always be something more than a simple logical or rhetor-
ical technique that is easily imitated and has a withheld content
—and of a place or of a wealth that it would be necessary to
conceal from the many. It is as if divulgence imperiled a revela-
tion promised to apophasis, to this deciphering which, to make
the thing appear uncovered (aperikalypt6s), must first find it
hidden. A recurrence and a rule-governed analogy: today, for

exammﬁﬁmﬂumw&w%iﬁmw its
thinking of differance or the writing of wu:gg_a bastardized
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resurgence of negative theology are also those who readily sus-
“pect those they call the “deconstructionists” of forming a sect, a
brotherhood, an esoteric corporatiomn;-or-meze-vulgarly, a clique,
a gang, or (I quote) a “mafia.” Since a law of recurrence operates
here, up to a certain point the logic of suspicion may be formal-
ized. Those who lead the instruction or the trial say or tell them-
selves, successively or alternatively:

1. Those people, adepts of negative theology or of decon-
struction (the difference matters little to the accusers), must
indeed have a secret. They hide something since they say
nothing, speak in a negative manner, respond “no, it’s not
that, it’s not so simple” to all questions, and say that what
they are speaking about is neither this, nor that, nor a third
term, neither a concept nor a name, in short is not, and thus
is nothing.

2. But since this secret obviously cannot be determined
and is nothing, as these people themselves recognize, they
have no secret. They pretend to have one in order to orga-
nize themselves around a social power founded on the magic
of a speech that is suited to speaking in order to say nothing.
These obscurantists are terrorists who remind one of the
Sophists. A Plato would be of use in combating them. They
possess a real power, which may be situated inside or out-
side the Academy: they contrive to blur even this boundary.
Their alleged secret belongs to sham, mystification, or at
best to a politics of grammar. Because for them there is only
writing and language, nothing beyond, even if they claim to
“deconstruct logocentrism’’ and even start there.

3. If you know how to question them, they will finish by
admitting: “The secret is that there is no secret, but there are
at least two ways of thinking or proving this proposition,”
and so on. Experts in the art of evasion, they know better
how to negate or deny than how to say anything. They
always agree to avoid speaking while spzaking a lot and
“splitting hairs.” Some of them appear “Greek,” others
“Christian”; they have recourse to many languages at once,
and one knows some who resemble Talmudists. They are
perverse enough to make their esotericism popular and
“fashionable.” Thus ends a familiar indictment.
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One finds hints of this esotericism in the Platonism, and Neo-
platonism, which themselves remain so present at the heart of
Dionysius’ negative theology. But in the works of Dionysius him-
self, and in another way in those of Meister Eckhart, one may say
that no mystery is made of the necessity of the secret—to be kept,
preserved, shared. It is necessary to stand or step aside, to find
the place proper to the experience of the secret. This detour
through the secret will lead, in a moment, to the question of the
place that will henceforth orient my talk. Following the prayer
that opens his Mystical Theology, Dionysius frequently names
the secret of the divinity beyond Being, the ‘“‘secrets” (cryphio-
mystiques) of the “more than luminous darkness of silence.” The
“gecret” of this revelation gives access to the unknowing beyond
knowledge. Dionysius exhorts Timothy to divulge the secret nei-
ther to those who know, think they know, or think they can know
by the path of knowledge, nor a fortiori to the ignorant and
profane. Avoid speaking, he advises him in short. It is thus nec-
essary to separate oneself twice: from those who know-—one
could say here, from the philosophers or the experts in ontology
—and from the profane, who employ predicative language as
naive idolaters. One is not far from the innuendo that ontology
itself is a subtle or perverse idolatry, which one will understand,
in an analogous and different way, through the voice of Levinas
or of Jean-Luc Marion.

The paragraph I will read has a surfeit of interest in defining a
beyond that exceeds the opposition between affirmation and ne-
gation. In truth, as Dionysius expressly says, it exceeds position
(thesis) itself, and not merely curtailment, subtraction (aphai-
resis). At the same time, it exceeds privation. The without of
which I spoke a moment ago marks neither a privation, a lack,
nor an absence. As for the beyond (hyper) of that which is beyond
Being (hyperousios), it has the double and ambiguous meaning of
what is above in a hierarchy, thus both beyond and more. God
(is) beyond Being but as such is more (being) than Being: no more
being and being more than Being: being more. The French expres-
sion plus d’étre (more being, no more being) formulates this
equivocation in a fairly economical manner. Here is the call to an
initiatory secret, and the warning:
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Disclose this not to the uninitiated [tdn amuet6én]: not to
those, I say, who are entangled in beings [tois ousin], imag-
ine nothing to be hyperessentially [hyperousids] beyond
beings, and claim to know by the knowledge in them ‘“Him
who has made the dark his hiding place’” [Ps. 18:12). If the
divine mystical initiations are beyond these, what about
those yet more profane, who characterize the cause which
lies beyond all [hyperkeimenen aitian] by the last among
beings, and deny it to be preeminent to their ungodly phan-
tasies and diverse formations [polyeidén morphomatén] of
it? For while to it, as cause of all one must posit and affirm
all the positions of beings, as beyond be-ing, beyond all, one
must more properly deny all of these. Think not that affir-
mations and denials are opposed but rather that, long before,
the cause transcends all privation [tas stereseis], since it
situates itself beyond all affirmative and negative position

[hyper pasan kai aphairesin kai thesin]. (MT, ch. 1:1000ab;

my italics)

It situates itself, then. It situates itself beyond all position.
What is thus this place? Between the place and the place of the
secret, between the secret place and the topography of the social
link which must protect the nondivulgence, there must be a cer-
tain homology. This must govern some (secret) relation between
the topology of what stands beyond Being, without being — with-
out Being, and the topology, the initiatory politopology which at
once organizes the mystical community and makes possible the
address to the other, this quasi-pedagogical and mystagogical
speech, which Dionysius singularly directs to Timothy (pros Tim-
otheon: the dedication of the Mystical Theology).

In this hierarchy,? where does the speaker stand, and where
the one who listens and receives? Where does the one stand who
speaks while receiving from the Cause which is also the Cause of
- this community? Where do Dionysius and Timothy stand, both
they and all those who potentially read the text addressed by one
of them to the other? Where do they stand in relationship to God,
the Cause? God resides in a place, Dionysius says, but He is not
this place. To gain access to this place is not yet to contemplate
God. Even Moses must retreat. He receives this order from a place
that is not a place, even if one of the names of God can sometimes
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designate place itself. Like all the initiated, he must purify him-
self, step aside from the impure, separate himself from the many,
join “the elite of the priests.” But access to this divine place does
not yet deliver him to passage toward the mystical Darkness
where profane vision ceases and where it is necessary to be silent.
It is finally permitted and prescribed to be silent while closing
one's eyes:

It [the good and universal Cause] lies hyperessentially be-
yond all, it is truly and undisguisedly manifested only to
those who step beyond all that is pure and impure, scale
every ascent of the holy summits, relinquish every divine
light, celestial sounds and logoi, and enter into the divine
darkness. ... It is not to be taken lightly that the divine
Moses was ordered first to purify himself, and again to be
separated from those who were not pure; after every purifi-
cation he hears the many sounded trumpets, he sees the
many pure lights which flash forth and the greatly flowing
rays. Then he is separated from the many and, with those
who are sacred and select [ton ekkriton iere6n), he overtakes
the summits of the divine ascents. Yet with these he does
not come to be with God Himself; he does not see God—for
God is unseen [atheatos gar]—but the place [topon] where
God is. This signifies to me that the most divine and highest
of what is seen and intelligible are hypothetical logoi of
what is subordinate to that beyond-having all. Through these
is shown forth the presence [parousia] of that which walks
upon the intelligible summits of His most holy places [ton
agiotatén autou top6n].

And then Moses abandons those who see and what is seen
and enters into the really mystical darkness of unknowing
[tes agndsias]; in this he shuts out every knowing apprehen-
sion and comes to be in the wholly imperceptible and invis-
ible, be-ing entirely of that beyond all—of nothing, neither
himself or another, united most excellently by the com-
pletely unknowing inactivity of every knowledge, and
knowing beyond intellect by knowing nothing. (MT, ch.
1:1000cd; my italics)

I will take up three motifs from this passage.
1. To separate oneself, to step aside, to withdraw with an elite,
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from the start this topolitology of the secret obeys an order. Moses
“was ordered first to purify himself, and again to be separated
from those who were not pure.” This order cannot be distin-
guished from a promise. It is the promise itself. The knowledge
of the High Priest—who intercedes, so to speak, between God
and the holy institution—is the knowledge of the promise. Dio-
nysius makes this more precise, in the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, on
the subject of the prayer for the dead. Epaggelia signifies both the
commandment and the promise: “Knowing that the divine prom-
ises will infallibly realize themselves [tas apseudeis epaggelias],
he teaches all the assistant priests that the gifts for which he
supplicates by virtue of a holy institution [Kata thesmon ieron)
will be abundantly granted to those who lead a perfect life in
God.” 1? Earlier, it was said that “‘the grand priest knows well the
promises contained in the infallible Scriptures” (ibid., p. 561d).

2. In this topolitology of the secret, the figures or places of
rhetoric are also political stratagems. The *““sacred symbols,” the
compositions (synthemata), the signs and figures of the sacred
discourse, the “enigmas,’ and the “typical symbols’ are invented
as “shields” against the many. All of the anthropomorphic emo-
tions which one attributes to God, the sorrows, the angers, the
repentances, the curses, all negative moments—and even the
“sophistries” (sophismata) which He uses in the Scripture “to
evade His promises”’—are nothing but ““sacred allegories [iera
synthemata) which one has had the audacity to use to represent
God, projecting outward and multiplying the visible appearances
of the mystery, dividing the unique and indivisible, figuring in
multiple forms what has neither form nor figure [kai typ6tika, kai
polymorpha tén amorphdt6n kai atyp6t6n], so that one who could
see the beauty hidden in the interior [of these allegories] would
find them entirely mystical, consistent with God and full of a
- great theological light” (Letter 9:1105b et seq.). Without the di-
vine promise which is also an injunction, the power of these
synthemata would be merely conventional rhetoric, poetry, fine
arts, perhaps literature. It would suffice to doubt this promise or
transgress this injunction in order to see an opening—and also a
closing upon itself—of the field of rhetoricity or even of literari-
ness, the lawless law of fiction.
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Since the promise is also an order, the allegorical veil becomes
a political shield, the solid barrier of a social division; or, if you
prefer, a shibboleth. One invents it to protect against access to a
knowledge which remains in itself inaccessible, untransmissible,
unteachable. We will see that what is unteachable is nevertheless
taught in another mode. This nonmatheme can and must become
a matheme. Here I have recourse to the use Lacan makes of this
word in a domain that is doubtless not without relationship to
the present context. One must not think, Dionysius specifies, that
the rhetorical compositions are fully sufficient unto themselves
in their simple phenomenality. They are instruments, technical
mediations, weapons, at least defensive weapons, “shields [prob-
eblesthai] which secure this inaccessible [‘intransmissible,” ms.]
science, which the many must not contemplate, so that the most
sacred mysteries should not readily offer themselves to the pro-
fane, and so that they should not unveil themselves except to the
true friends of sanctity, because only they know how to disentan-
gle sacred symbols from all puerile imagination” (Letter 9:1105c).

There is another political and pedagogical consequence, an-
other institutional trait: the theologian must practice not a double
language, but the double inscription of his knowledge. Here Dion-
ysius evokes a double tradition, a double mode of transmission
(ditten paradosin}; on the one hand unspeakable, secret, prohib-
ited, reserved, inaccessible [aporreton) or mystical (mystiken),
“symbolic and initiatory”; on the other hand, philosophic, de-
monstrative (apodeiktiken), capable of being shown. The critical
question evidently becomes: How do these two modes relate to
each other? What is the law of their reciprocal translation or of
their hierarchy? What would be its institutional or political fig-
ure? Dionysius recognizes that these two modes “intersect.” The
“inexpressible” (arreton) is woven together or intersects {sympe-
plektai) “the expressible” (t6 retd).

To what mode does this discourse belong, then, both that of
Dionysius and that which I hold about him? Must it not necessar-
ily keep to the place, which cannot be an indivisible point, where
the two modes cross—such that, properly speaking, the crossing
itself, or the symploke, belongs to neither of the two modes and
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doubtless even precedes their distribution? At the intersection of
the secret and of the nonsecret, what is the secret?

At the crossing point of these two languages, each of which
bears the silence of the other, a secret must and must not allow
itself to be divulged. It can and it cannot do this. One must not
divulge, but it is also necessary to make known or rather allow to
be known this “it is necessary,” “one must not,” or “it is neces-
sary not to.”

How not to divulge a secret? How to avoid saying or speaking?
Contradictory and unstable meanings give such a question its
endless oscillation: what to do in order that the secret remain
secret? How to make it known, in order that the secret of the
secret—as such—not remain secret? How to avoid this divulg-
ence itself? These light disturbances underlie the same sentence.
At one and the same time stable and unstable, this sentence
allows itself to be carried by the movements which here I call
denial (dénégation), a word that I would like to understand prior
even to its elaboration in the Freudian context. {This is perhaps
not easy and assumes at least two preconditions; that the chosen
examples extend beyond both the predicative structure and the
onto-theological or metaphysical presuppositions which sustain
the psychoanalytic theorems.)

There is a secret of denial and a denial of the secret. The secret
as such, as secret, separates and already institutes a neg/ativity; it
is'a negation that denies itself 1t de-negates itself. This denega-
tion does not happen to it by accident; it is essential and origin-
ary. And in the as such of the secret that denies itself because it
appears to itself in order to be what it is, this de-negation gives
no chance to dialectic. The enigma of which I am speaking here
—in a manner that is too eliptical, too ‘“concise,” Dionysius
would say, and also too verbase—is the sharing of the secret. Not
" only the sharing of the secret with the other, my partner in a sect
or in a secret society, my accomplice, my witness, my ally. I refer
first of all to the secret shared within itself, its partition “proper,”
which divides the essence of a secret that cannot even appear to
one alone except in starting to be lost, to divulge itself, hence to
dissimulate itself, as secret, in showing itself: dissimulating its
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dissimulation. There is no secret as such; I deny it. And this is
what I confide in secret to whomever allies himself to me. This is
the secret of the alliance. If the theo-logical necessarily insinuates
itself there, this does not mean that the secret itself is theo-logical.
But does something like the secret itself, properly speaking, ever
exist? The name of God (I do not say God, but how to avoid
saying God here, from the moment when I say the name of God?)
can only be said in the modality of this secret denial: above all, I
do not want to say that.

3. My third remark also concerns the place. The Mystical The-
ology thus distinguishes between access to the contemplation of
God and access to the place where God resides. Contrary to what
certain acts of designation may allow one to think, God is not
simply His place; He is not even in His most holy places. He is
not and He does not take place (“il n’est pas et il n’a pas lieu”),
or rather He is and takes place, but without Being and without
place, without being His place. What is the place, what takes
place or gives place to thought, henceforth, in this word? We will
have to follow this thread in order to ask ourselves what an event
can be—ce qui a lieu or that which takes place—in this atopics
of God. I say atopics, hardly even playing: atopos is the senseless,
the absurd, the extravagant, the mad. Dionysius often speaks of
God’s madness. When he cites Scripture (“God’s madness is wiser
than human wisdom”), he evokes “the theologians’ practice of
turning back and denying all positive terms in order to apply
them to God under their negative aspect” (DN, ch. 7:865b). For
the moment a single clarification: if God’s place, which is not
God, does not communicate with the divine hyperessence, this is
not only because it remains either perceptible or visible. This is
also the case inasmuch as it is an intelligible place. Whatever
may be the ambiguity of the passage and the difficulty of knowing
whether “the place where God resides’’—and which is not God
—does or does not belong to the order of the sensible, the conclu-
sion seems unambiguous: “The presence” (parousia)} of God situ-
ates itself ‘“upon the intelligible summits of His most holy places
[tais noetai akrotesi ton agi6taton autou top6n]” (MT, ch. 1:1000d).
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I1

We are still on the threshold.

How to avoid speaking? (“Comment ne pas parler?”’} Why di-
rect this question now toward the question of the place? Wasn't it
already there? And isn’t to lead always to give oneself over from
one place to another? A question about the place does not stand
outside place; it properly concerns the place.

In the three stages that now await us, I have thought it neces-
sary to privilege the experience of the place. But already the
word experience appears risky. The relation to the place about
which I shall speak will perhaps no longer have the form of
experience—if this still assumes the encounter with or crossing
over a presence.

Why this privilege of the place? Its justifications will appear
along the way, I hope. Nevertheless, here are some preliminary
and schematic hints.

Since such is the topos of our colloquium in Jerusalem, poetry,
literature, literary criticism, poetics, hermeneutics, and rhetoric
will be at stake: everything that can articulate speech or writing,
in the current sense, together with what I call here a trace. Each
time, problems are inevitable: on the one hand, the immense
problem of figurative spatialization (both in speech or writing in
the current sense and in the space between the current sense and
the other, of which the current sense is only a figure); and, on the
other hand, that of meaning and reference, and finally, that of the
event insofar as it takes place.

As we have already glimpsed, figuration and the so-called places
(topoi) of rhetoric constitute the very concern of apophatic pro-
cedures. As for meaning and reference, here is another reminder
—in truth, the recall of the other, the call of the other as recall.
At the moment when the question “how to avoid speaking?” is
raised and articulates itself in all its modalities—whether in
rhetorical or logical forms of saying, or in the simple fact of
speaking—it is already, so to speak, too late. There is no longer
any question of not speaking. Even if one speaks and says noth-
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ing, even if an apophatic discourse deprives itself of meaning or
of an object, it takes place. That which committed or rendered it
possible has taken place. The possible absence of a referent still
beckons, if not toward the thing of which one speaks (such is
God, who is nothing because He takes place, without place, be-
yond Being), at least toward the other {other than Being) who
calls or to whom this speech is addressed —even if it speaks only
in order to speak, or to say nothing. This call of the other, having
always already preceded the speech to which it has never been
present a first time, announces itself in advance as a recall. Such
a reference to the other will always have taken place. Prior to
every proposition and even before all discourse in general—
whether a promise, prayer, praise, celebration. The most negative
discourse, even beyond all nihilisms and negative dialectics, pre-
serves a trace of the other. A trace of an event older than it or of a
“Taking-place’ to come, both of them: here there is neither an
alternative nor a contradiction.

Translated into the Christian apophatics of Dionysius (al-
though other translations of the same necessity are possible), this
signifies that the power of speaking and of speaking well of God
already proceeds from God. This is the case even if to do this it is
necessary to avoid speaking in one manner or another, or even if,
in order to speak rightly or truly, it is necessary to avoid speaking
entirely. This power is a gift and an effect of God. The Cause is a
kind of absolute reference for it, but from the outset both an order
and a promise. The Cause, the gift of the gift, the order and the
promise are the same, that same to which or rather to Whom the
responsibility for who speaks and “speaks well”” responds. At the
end of the Divine Names, the very possibility of speaking of the
divine names and of speaking of them in a correct manner returns
to God, *“to That One who is the Cause of all good, to Him who
has first given us the gift to speak and, then, to speak well [kai to
legein kai to eu legein]” (DN, ch. 13:981c). Following the implicit
rule from this utterance, one may say that it is always possible to
call on God, to call this assumed origin of all speech by the name
of God, its required cause. The exigence of its Cause, the respon-
sibility before what is responsible for it, demands what is de-
manded. It is for speech, or for the best silence, a request, a

—



How to Avoid Speaking 29

demand, or a desire, if you wish, for what one equally well calls
meaning, the referent, truth. This is what God’s name always
names, before or beyond other names: the trace of the singular
event that will have rendered speech possible even before it turns
itself back toward—in order to respond to—this first or last
reference. This is why apophatic discourse must also open with a
prayer that recognizes, assigns, or ensures its destination: the
Other as Referent of a legein which is none other than its Cause.

This always presupposed event, this singular having-taken-
place, is also for every reading, every interpretation, every poet-
ics, every literary criticism, what one currently calls the ceuvre: at
least the “already-there” (déja-la} of a phrase, the trace of a phrase
of which the singularity would have to remain irreducible and its
reference indispensable in a given idiom. A trace has taken place.
Even if the idiomatic quality must necessarily lose itself or allow
itself to be contaminated by the repetition which confers on it a
code and an intelligibility, even if it occurs only to efface itself, if
it arises only in effacing itself, the effacement will have taken
place, even if its place is only in the ashes. Il y a ld cendre.

What I have just alluded to seems to concern only the finite
experience of finite works. But since the structure of the trace is
in general the very possibility of an experience of finitude, I dare
to say that the distinction between a finite and an infinite cause
of the trace appears secondary here. It is itself an effect of trace or
differance, which does not mean that the trace or differance (of
which I have tried to show elsewhere that it is finite, insofar as it
is infinite)!! have a cause or an origin.

Thus, at the moment when the question ‘““How to avoid speak-
ing?" arises, it is already too late. There was no longer any ques-
tion of not speaking. Language has started without us, in us and
before us. This is what theology calls God, and it is necessary, it
will have been necessary, to speak. This “it is necessary” (il faut)
is both the trace of undeniable necessity—which is another way
of saying that one cannot avoid denying it, one can only deny it
—and of a past injunction. Always already past, hence without a
past present. Indeed, it must have been possible to speak in order
to allow the questiori *“How to avoid speaking?” to arise. Having
come from the past, language before Tanguage, a past that was
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never present and yet remains unforgettable—this “it is neces-
sary” thus seems to beckon toward the event of an order or of a
promise that does not belong to what one currently calls history,
the discourse of history or the history of discourse. Order or
promise, this injunction commits (me), in a rigorously asymmet-
rical manner, even before I have been able to say I, to sign such a
provocation in order to reappropriate it for myself and restore the
symmetry. That in no way mitigates my responsibility; on the
contrary. There would be no responsibility without this prior
coming (prévenance) of the trace, or if autonomy were first or
absolute. Autonomy itself would not be possible, nor would re-
spect for the law (sole “cause” of this respect) in the strictly
Kantian meaning of these words. In order to elude this responsi-
bility, to deny it and try to efface it through an absolute regres-
sion, it is still or already necessary for me to endorse or counter-
sign it. When Jeremiah curses the day he was born,!? he must yet
—or already—affirm. Or rather, he must confirm, in a movement
that is no more positive than negative, according to the words of
Dionysius, because it does not belong to position (thesis) or to de-
position (privation, subtraction, negation).

Why three steps? Why should I now proceed in three stages? I
am certainly not bent on acquitting myself of some dialectical
obligation. Despite appearances, here we are involved in a think-
ing that is essentially alien to dialectic, even if Christian negative
theologies owe much to Platonic or Neoplatonic dialectic; and
even if it is difficult to read Hegel without taking account of an
apophatic tradition that was not foreign to him (at least by the
mediation of Bruno, hence of Nicholas of Cusa and of Meister
Eckhart, etc.).

The three “stages™ or the three “signs” that I will now link
together, as in a fable, do not form the moments or signs of a
history. They will not disclose the order of a teleology. They
rather concern deconstructive questions on the subject of such a

. teleology.

Three stages or three places in any case to avoid speaking of a
question that I will be unable to treat; to deny it in some way, or
to speak of it without speaking of it, in a negative mode: what do
I understand by negative theology and its phantoms in a tradition
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of thought that is neither Greek nor Christian? In other words,
what of Jewish and Islamic thought in this regard??? By example,
and in everything that I will say, a certain void, the place of an
internal desert, will perhaps allow this question to resonate. The
three paradigms that I will too quickly have to situate (for a
paradigm is often an architectural model) will surround a reso-
\nant space of which nothing, almost nothing, will ever besaid.
A

The first paradigm will be Greek.

I quickly mention its names, whether proper or not: Plato and
the Neoplatonisms, the epekeina tes ousias of the Republic, and
the khora of the Timaeus. In the Republic, the movement that
leads epekeina tes ousias, beyond Being (or beyond beingness—

" a serious question of translation on which I cannot dwell here),
no doubt inaugurates an immense tradition. One may follow its
pathways, detours, and overdeterminations until arriving at what
in a moment will be the second paradigm, the Christian apo-
phases, and those of Dionysius in particular. Much has been
written about this affiliation and its limits; this will not concern
me here. In the short time that I have at my disposal, since there
can be no question of allowing myself a minute study, or even of
summarizing what I am attempting elsewhere—now, in seminars
or texts in preparation—I will content myself with a few sche-
matic traits. I choose them from our present standpoint, that of
the question ‘“How to avoid speaking?”’ such as I have started to
define it: a question of the place as place of writing, of inscription,
of the trace. For lack of time, I will have to lighten my talk,
employing neither long quotations nor ‘“secondary” literature.
But this will not, we shall see, render the hypothesis of a “naked”

. text any less problematic.

In the Platonic text and in the tradition it marks, it seems to
me that one must distinguish between two movements or two
tropics of negativity. These two structures are radically heteroge-
neous.

1. One of them finds both its principle and its exemplification
in the Republic (509b et seq.). The idea of the Good (idea tou
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agathou) has its place beyond Being or essence. Thus the Good is
not, nor is its place. But this not-being is not a non-being; one
may say that it transcends presence or essence, epekeina tes
ousias, beyond the beingness of Being. From what is beyond the
presence of all that is, the Good gives birth to Being or to the
essence of what is, to einai and ten ousian, but without itself
being. Whence comes the homology between the Good and the
sun, between the intelligible sun and the sensible sun. The former
gives to beings their visibility, their genesis (growth and nutri-
tion). But it is not in becoming; it is not visible and it does not
belong to the order of what proceeds from it, either in regard to
knowledge or in regard to Being.

Unable to get involved in the readings that this immense text
demands and has already provoked, I will observe two points that
concern me in this context.

On the one hand, whatever may be the discontinuity marked
by this beyond (epekeina) in relation to Being, in relation to the
Being of beings or beingness (nevertheless, three distinct hy-
potheses), this singular limit does not give place to simply neutral
or negative determinations, but to a hyperbolism of that, beyond
which the Good gives rise to thinking, to knowing, and to Being.
Negativity serves the hyper movement that produces, attracts, or
guides it. The Good is not, of course, in the sense that it is not
Being or beings, and on this subject every ontological grammar
must take on a negative form. But this negative form is not neu-
tral. It does not oscillate between the ni ceci—ni cela (the néi-
ther/nor). It first of all obeys a logic of the sur, of the hyper, over
and beyond, which heralds all the hyperessentialisms of Chris-
tian apophases and all the debates that develop around them (for
example, the criticism of Dionysius by Saint Thomas, who re-

hes him for having placed Bonum before or above Ens or
Esse in the hierarchy of divine names). This maintains a suffi-
ciently homogeneous, homologous, or analogous relationship be-
tween Being and (what is) beyond Being, in order that what
exceeds the border may be compared to Being, albeit through the
figure of hyperbole; but most of all, in order that what is or is
known may owe its being and its being-known to this Good. This
analogical continuity allows for the translation, and for the com-
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parison of the Good to the intelligible sun, and of the latter to the
perceptible sun. The excess of this Good which (is) hyperekhon,
its transcendence, situates it at the origin of Being and of knowl-
edge. It permits one to take account, to speak both of what is and
of what the Good is. Knowable things draw from the Good not
only the property of being known, but also Being (einai) and
existence or essence (ousia), even if the Good does not belong to
essence (“‘ouk ousias ontos tou agathou’) but to something that
by far surpasses (hyperekhontos) Being in dignity, antiquity
(presbeia), and power (“all’eti epekeina tes ousias presbeia kai
dynamei hyperekhontos’’; Republic, 509b). The excellence is not
so alien to Being or to light that the excess itself cannot be
described in the terms of what it exceeds. A bit earlier, an allu-
sion to a third species (triton genos) seems to disorient the dis-
course, because this is neither the visible nor sight or vision; it is
precisely light (507e), itself produced by the sun, and son of the
Good (“ton tou agathou ekgonon’) which the Good has engen-
dered in its own likeness (‘‘on tagathon agennesen analogon”).
This analogy between the perceptible and intelligible sun will yet
permit one to have confidence in the resemblance hetween the
Good (epekeina tes ousias) and that to which it gives birth, Being
and knowledge. Negative discourse on that which stands beyond
Being, and apparently no longer tolerates ontological predicates,
does not interrupt this analogical continuity. In truth, it assumes
it; it even allows itself to be guided by it. Ontology remains
possible and necessary. One might discern the effects of this
analogical continuity in the rhetoric, grammar, and logic of all
the discourses on the Good and on what is beyond Being.

On the other hand, soon after the passage on what (is) epekeina
tes ousias and hyperekhon, Glaucon addresses himself or pre-
tends to address himself to God, to the god of the sun, Apollo:
“Oh Apollo, what divine hyperbole [daimonias hyperboles: what
daemonic or supernatural excess]!” We should not assign too
much weight to this invocation or address to God at the moment
when one speaks of that which exceeds Being. It seems to be
made lightly, in a somewhat humorous manner (geloifs), as if to
punctuate the scene with a breathing. I emphasize it for reasons
that will become clear in a moment, when the necessity for every
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discourse on apophatic theology to begin with an address to God
will become something completely other than a theatrical rheto-
ric: it will have the seriousness of a prayer.

Why have I just pointed out the allusion to the “third species”
destined to play a role of analogical mediation, that of light be-
tween vision and the visible? Because in the Sophist (243b), this
schema of the third also concerns Being. Of all the paired oppo-
sitions, one may say that each term is. The being (einai) of this is
figures as a third that is beyond the two others (‘“triton para ta
duo ekeina”). It is indispensable to the interweaving (symploke)
or to the dialectical intersection of the forms or of the ideas in a
logos capable of receiving the other. After having raised the ques-
tion of non-being, which is in itself unthinkable (adianoeton),
ineffable (arreton), unpronounceable (aphtegkton), foreign to dis-
course and to reason (alogon; 238c), one arrives at the presen-
tation of dialectic itself. Passing through the parricide and the
murder of Parmenides, this dialectic receives the thinking of non-
being as other and not as absolute nothingness or simple opposite
of Being (256b, 259c). This confirms that there cannot be an
absolutely negative discourse: a logos necessarily speaks about
something; it cannot avoid speaking of something; it is impossible
for it to refer to nothing (“logon anagkaion, otanper &, tinos einai
logon, me deé tinos adunaton’’; 262e).

2. I will distinguish the tropics of negativity, which I have just
outlined in such a schematic manner, from another tropics in
Plato’s works; it is another manner of treating what is beyond
(epekeina) the border, the third species, and the place. This place
is here called khora; I am, of course, alluding to the Timaeus.
When I say that this is found “in Plato’s works,” I leave aside, for
lack of time, the question of whether or not it has its place at the
interior of the Platonic text, and what “‘at the interior of”’ means
here. These are questions that I will treat at length elsewhere in a
future publication. From this work in progress,’* I will permit
myself to set off a few elements that are indispensable to the
formulation of a hypothesis that relates to the present context.

Khora also constitutes a third species (triton genos; Timaeus
48e, 49a, 52a). This place is not the intelligible paradigm with
which the demiurge inspires itself. Nor does it belong to the order
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of copies or sensible mimemes that it impresses in the khora. It is
difficult to speak of this absolutely necessary place, this place *“in
which” the mimemes of the eternal beings originate by impress-
ing themselves (typothenta) there, and it is difficult to speak of
the impression (ekmageion) for all the types and all the schemas.
It is difficult to adjust to it a true or firm logos. One glimpses it
only in an “oneiric” manner and one can only describe it by a
“bastard reasoning” (logismé tini nothé). This spatial interval
neither dies nor is born (52b). Nevertheless, its “eternity” is not
that of the intelligible paradigms. At the moment, so to speak,
when the demiurge organizes the cosmos by cutting, introducing,
and impressing the images of the paradigms ‘“into’’ the khora, the
lattermust already have been there, as the “there” itself, beyond
time or in any case beyond becoming, in a beyond time without
common measure with the eternity of the ideas and the becoming
of sensible things. How does Plato deal with this disproportion
and heterogeneity? There are, it seems to me, two concurrent
languages in these pages of the Timaeus.

To be sure, one of these languages multiplies the negations, the
warnings, the evasions, the detours, the tropes, but with a view to
reappropriating the thinking of the khora for ontology and for
Platonic dialectic in its most dominant schemas. If the khora—
place, spacing, receptacle (hypodokhe)—is neither sensible nor
intelligible, it seems to participate in the intelligible in an enig-
matic way (51a). Since it “receives all,” it makes possible the
formation of the cosmos. As it is neither this nor that (neither
intelligible nor sensible), one may speak as if it were a joint
participant in both. Neither/nor easily becomes both . . . and, both
this and that. Whence the rhetoric of the passage, the multiplica-
tion of figures which one traditionally interprets as metaphors:
gold, mother, nurse, sieve, receptacle, impression, and so on.

* Aristotle provided the matrix for many of the readings of the
Timaeus and, since his Physics (bk. 4), one has always inter-
preted this passage on the khora as being at the interior of philos-
ophy, in a consistently anachronistic way, as if it prefigured, on
the one hand, the philosophies of space as extensio (Descartes) or
as pure sensible form (Kant); or on the other hand, the materialist
philosophies of the substratum or of substance which stands, like
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the hypodokhe, beneath the qualities or the phenomena. These
readings, the wealth and complexity of which I can only touch
upon here, are still possible, and up to a certain point justifiable.
As for their anachronistic character, it seems to me not only
evident but structurally inevitable. The khora is the atemporality
(anachronie) itself of the spacing; it (a)temporalizes {(anachron-
ise), it calls forth atemporality, provokes it immutably from the
pretemporal already that gives place to every inscription. But this
is another story with which we cannot get involved here.

The other language and the other interpretive decision interest
me more, without ceasing to be atemporal or anachronistic in
their way. The synchronicity of a reading has no chance here and
no doubt would lack exactly that to which it claimed to adjust
itself. This other gesture would inscribe an irreducible spacing
interior to (but hence also exterior to, once the interior is placed
outside) Platonism, that is, interior to ontology, to dialectic, and
perhaps to philosophy in general. Under the name of khora, the
place belongs neither to the sensible nor to the intelligible, nei-
ther to becoming, nor to non-being (the khora is never described
as a void), nor to Being: according to Plato, the quantity or the
quality of Being are measured against its intelligibility. All the
aporias, which Plato makes no effort to hide, would signify that
there is something that is neither a being nor a nothingness;
something that no dialectic, participatory schema, or analogy
would allow one to rearticulate together with any philosopheme
whatsoever, neither “in” Plato’s works nor in the history that
Platonism inaugurates and dominates. The neither/nor may no
longer be reconverted into both...and. Hence the so-called
“metaphors” are not only inadequate, in that they borrow figures
from the sensible forms inscribed in the khora, without perti-
nence for designating the khora itself. They are no longer meta-
phors. Like all rhetoric which makes of it a systematic web, the
concept of metaphor issues from this Platonic metaphysics, from
the distinction between the sensible and the intelligible, and from
the dialectic and analogicism that one inherits with it. When the
interpreters of Plato discuss these metaphors, whatever may be
the complexity of their debates and analyses, we never see them
suspicious of the concept of metaphor itself.!s
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But to say that Plato does not use metaphor or sensible figures
to designate the place does not imply that he speaks appro-
priately of the proper and properly intelligible meaning of khora.
The import of receptivity or of receptacle which, one may say,
forms the elementary nonvariable of this word’s determination,
seems to me to transcend the opposition between figurative and
proper meaning. The spacing of khora introduces a dissociation
or a difference in the proper meaning that it renders possible,
thereby compelling tropic detours which are no longer rhetorical
figures. The typography and the tropics to which the khora gives
place, without giving anything, are explicitly marked in the Ti-
maeus (50bc). Hence Plato says this in his way: it is necessary to
avoid speaking of khora as of “something” that is or is not, that
could be present or absent, intelligible, sensible, or both at once,
active or passive, the Good (epekeina tes ousias) or the Evil,
God or man, the living or the nonliving. Every theomorphic or
anthropomorphic schema would thus also have to be avoided. If
the khora receives everything, it does not do this in the manner
of a medium or of a container, not even in that of a receptacle,
because the receptacle is yet a figure inscribed in it. This is
neither an intelligible extension, in the Cartesian sense, a recep-
tive subject, in the Kantian sense of intuitus derivativus, nor a
pure sensible space, as a form of receptivity. Radically nonhuman
and atheological, one cannot even say that it gives place or
that there is the khora. The es gibt, thus translated, too vividly
announces or recalls the dispensation of God, of man, or even
that of the Being of which certain texts by Heidegger speak
(es gibt Sein). Khora is not even that (ga), the es or id of giv-
ing, before all subjectivity. It does not give place as one would
give something, whatever it may be; it neither creates nor pro-
duces anything, not even an event insofar as it takes place. It
gives no order and makes no promise. It is radically ahistorical,
because nothing happens through it and nothing happens to
it. Plato insists on its necessary indifference; to receive all and
allow itself to be marked or affected by what is inscribed in it,
the khora must remain without form and without proper deter-
mination. But if it is amorphous (amorphon; Timaeus, 50d}),
this signifies neither lack nor privation. Khora is nothing posi-
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tive or negative. It is impassive, but it is neither passive nor
active.

How to speak of it? How to avoid speaking of it? In this centext,
the singularity that interests me is that the impossibility of speak-
ing of it and of giving it a proper name, far from reducing it to
silence, yet dictates an obligation, by its very impossibility: it is
necessary to speak of it and there is a rule for that, Which? If one
wishes to respect the absolute singularity of the khora (there is
only one khora, even if it can be pure multiplicity of places), it is
necessary always to refer to it in the same manner. Not to give it
the same name, as one French translation suggests, but to call it,
address oneself to it in the same manner (“tauton auten aei pros-
reteon’’; 49b). This is not a question of proper name, but rather of
appellation, a manner of addressing oneself. Proser6: I address
myself to, I address speech to someone, and sometimes: I adore—
divinity; prosrema is speech addressed to someone; prosresis is
the salutation that calls. One respects the absolute uniqueness of
the khora by always calling it in the same way—and this is not
limited to the name; a phrase is necessary. To obey this injunc-
tion with neither order nor promise, an injunction that has al-
ways already taken place, one must think of that which—beyond
all given philosophemes—has nevertheless left a trace in lan-
guage; for example, the word khora already existed in the Greek
language, as it is caught up in the web of its usual meanings.
Plato did not have another. Together with the word, there are also
grammatical, rhetorical, logical, and hence also philosophical
possibilities. However insufficient they may be, they are given,
already marked by that unheard trace, promised to the trace that
has promised nothing. This trace and this promise always in-
scribe themselves in the body of a language, in its vocabulary and
syntax, but one must be able to rediscover the trace, still unique,
in other languages, bodies, and negativities.

B

The question now becomes the following: what happens be-
tween, on the one hand, an “experience” such as this—the ex-
perience of the khora which is above all not an experience, if one
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understands by this word a certain relation to presence, whether
it is sensible or intelligible or even a relation to the presence of
the present in general—and, on the other hand, what one calls
the via negativa in its Christian stage?

The passage through the negativity of discourse on the subject
of the khora is neither the last word nor a mediation in service of
a dialectic, an elevation toward a positive or proper meaning, a
Good or a God. This has nothing to do with negative theology;
there is reference neither to an event nor to a giving, neither to an
order nor to a promise, even if, as I have just underscored, the
absence of promise or of order—the barren, radically nonhuman,
and atheological character of this ““place” —obliges us to speak
and to refer to it in a certain and unique manner, as to the wholly-
other who is neither transcendent, absolutely distanced, nor im-
manent and close. Not that we are obliged to speak of it; but if,
stirred by an obligation that does not come from it, we think and
speak of it, then it is necessary to respect the singularity of this
reference. Although it is nothing, this referent appears irreducible
and irreducibly other: one cannot invent it. But since it remains
alien to the order of presence and absence, it seems that one
could only invent it in its very otherness, at the moment of the
address.

But this unique address is not a prayer, a celebration, or an
encomium. It does not speak to You.

Above all, this “third species” that the khora also is does not
belong to a group of three. “Third species” is here only a philo-
sophical way of naming an X that is not included in a group, a
family, a triad or a trinity. Even when Plato seems to compare it
to a “‘mother” or to a “nurse,” this always virginal khora in truth
does not couple with the “father’” to whom Plato “compares” the
paradigms; the khora does not engender the sensible forms that
are inscribed in it and that Plato “compares’ to a child (Timaeus,
50d).

To ask what happens between this type of experience (or the
experience of the typos) and the Christian apophases is neither
necessarily nor exclusively to think of history, of events, of influ-
ences. Indeed, the question that arises here concerns the historic-
ity or eventuality (événementialité), that is, of significations for-
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eign to the khora. Even if one wishes to describe ‘“what happens”
in terms of structures and relations, it is no doubt necessary to
recognize that what happens between them is, perhaps, precisely
the event of the event, the story, the thinking of an essential
“having-taken-place,” of a revelation, of an order and of a prom-
ise, of an anthropo-theologicalization which—despite the ex-
treme rigor of the negative hyperbole—seems to dominate anew,
even closer to the agathon than to the khora. And in Dionysius’
works, for example, the trinitarian schema appears absolutely
indispensable to ensure the passage through or crossing between
discourses on the divine names, between the symbolic and mys-
tical theology. The affirmative theologemes celebrate God as the
Good, the intelligible Light, even the Good “beyond all light” (it
is a “principle of all light and hence it is too little to call it light”’;
DN, ch. 4:701ab). Even if this Good is called formless (like the
khora), this time it itself gives form: “But if the Good transcends
all being, as is in effect the case, then it is necessary to say that it
is the formless that gives form, and that the One who remains in
Himself without essence is the height of the essence, and the
reality without supreme life”” (DN, ch. 4:697a). This Good inspires
an entire erotics, but Dionysius warns us: it is necessary to avoid
using the word erds without first clarifying the meaning, the
intention. It is always necessary to start from the intentional
meaning and not from the mere words (DN, ch. 4: 708bc): “one
should not imagine that we oppose Scripture in venerating this
word of amorous desire [erds]. . . . It even seemed to some of our
sacred authors that ‘amorous love’ [‘erds’] is a term more worthy
of God than ‘charitable love’ [‘agape’]. For the divine Ignatius
wrote: ‘It is the object of my amorous love that they crucified’ ”
(DN, ch. 4:708c—709b). The holy theologians attribute the same
import, the same power of unification and gathering to erés and
to agapé, which the many poorly understand, which assigns de-
sire to the body, to the division, to the carving up (ibid.). In God,
desire is at once ecstatic, jealous, and condescending (DN, ch.
4:712a et seq.). This erotics leads forward and hence leads back
to the Good, circularly, that is, toward what “is situated far be-
yond both being considered in itself and non-being” (DN, ch.
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4:716d). As for Evil, “it belongs neither to Being nor to non-Being.
Rather, it is more absent and estranged from the Good than non-
Being; it is more greatly without being than non-Being” (ibid.).
What is the more of this less in regard to what is already without
essence? Evil is even more without essence than the Good. If
possible, one should draw the full consequences of this singular
axiomatics. For the moment, this is not my concern.

Between the theological movement that speaks and is inspired
by the Good beyond Being or by light and the apophatic path that
exceeds the Good, there is necessarily a passage, a transfer, a
translation. An experience must yet guide the apophasis toward
excellence, not allow it to say just anything, and prevent it from
manipulating its negations like empty and purely mechanical
phrases. This experience is that of prayer. Here prayer is not a
preamble, an accessory mode of access. It constitutes an essential
moment, it adjusts discursive asceticism, the passage through the
desert of discourse, the apparent referential vacuity which will
only avoid empty deliria and prattling, by addressing itself from
the start to the other, to you. But to you as ‘“‘hyperessential and
more than divine Trinity.”

I will distinguish at least two traits in the experiences and in
the so manifold determinations of what one calls prayer. I isolate
them here even if at the neglect of everything else, in order to
clarify my talk. 1. In every prayer there must be an address to the
other as other; for example—1I will say, at the risk of shocking—
God. The act of addressing oneself to the other as other must, of
course, mean praying, that is, asking, supplicating, searching out.
No matter what, for the pure prayer demands only that the other
hear it, receive it, be present to it, be the other as such, a gift, call,
and even cause of prayer. This first trait thus characterizes a
discourse (an act of language even if prayer is silent) which, as
-such, is not predicative, theoretical (theological), or constative.
2. But I will differentiate it from another trait with which it is
most often associated, notably by Dionysius and his interpreters,
namely, the encomium or the celebration (hymnein). That the
association of these two traits is essential for Dionysius does not
signify that one trait is identical with the other, nor even in
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general inseparable from the other. Neither the prayer nor the
encomium is, of course, an act of constative predication. Both
have a performative dimension, the analysis of which would
merit long and difficult expositions, notably as to the origin and
validation of these performatives. I will hold to one distinction:
prayer in itself, one may say, implies nothing other than the
supplicating address to the other, perhaps beyond all supplica-
tion and giving, to give the promise of His presence as other, and
finally the transcendence of His otherness itself, even without
any other determination; the encomium, although it is not a sim-
ple attributive speech, nevertheless preserves an irreducible rela-
tionship to the attribution. No doubt, as Urs von Balthasar rightly
says, ‘“Where God and the divine are concerned, the word {uveiv
almost replaces the word ‘to say.’ ”'® Almost, in fact, but not
entirely; and how can one deny that the encomium qualifies God
and determines prayer, determines the other, Him to whom it
addresses itself, refers, invoking Him even as the source of prayer?
How can one deny that, in this movement of determination (which
is no longer the pure address of the prayer to the other), the
appointment of the trinitary and hyperessential God distin-
guishes Dionysius’ Christian prayer from all other prayer? To
reject this doubtless subtle distinction, inadmissible for Diony-
sius and perhaps for a Christian in general, is to deny the essen-
tial quality of prayer to every invocation that is not Christian. As
Jean-Luc Marion correctly remarks, the encomium is “neither
true nor false, not even contradictory,”?” although it says some-
thing about the thearchy, about the Good and the analogy; and if
its attributions or namings do not belong to the ordinary signifi-
cation of truth, but rather to a hypertruth that is ruled by a
hyperessentiality, in this it does not merge with the movement of
prayer itself, which does not speak of, but to. Even if this address
is immediately determined by the discourse of encomium and if
the prayer addresses itself to God by speaking (to Him) of Him,
the apostrophe of prayer and the determination of the encomium
form a pair, two different structures: “hyperessential and more
than divine Trinity, You who preside over the divine wis-
dom. ...” In a moment I will quote more extensively from this
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prayer which opens the Mystical Theology and prepares the defi-
nition of apophatic theologemes. For “it is necessary to start with
prayers’’ (eukhés aparkhesthai khreén; DN, ch. 3:680d), Diony-
sius says. Why? No doubt, to attain union with God; but to speak
of this union, it is still necessary to speak of places, of height, of
distance and of proximity. Dionysius proposes to his immediate
addressee—or to the one to whom he dedicates his work, Timo-
thy—to examine the name of Good, which expresses divinity,
after having invoked the Trinity, that principle of Good which
transcends all goods. It is necessary to pray in order to approach
it, “most intimately” —that is, to raise oneself toward it—and
receive from it the initiation of its gifts:

It is necessary that we first be lifted up toward it, the source
of good, by our prayers, and then, by drawing near to it, that
we be initiated into the all-good gifts of what is founded
around it. For while it is present to all, not all are present to
it. Then, when we invoke it by our most holy prayers with
an unpolluted intellect which is suited for the divine union,
we shall be present to it. For it is not in a place, so that it
would be absent from some beings or have to go from one
being to another. Moreover, even the statement that it is “in”’
all beings falls far too short of its infinity, which is beyond
all and encompasses all. (DN, ch. 3:680b)

By a series of analogies, Dionysius then explains that, in ap-
proaching and elevating ourselves thus, we do not traverse the
distance that separates us from a place (since the residence of the
Trinity is not localized: it is ‘‘everywhere and nowhere”). On the
other hand, the Trinity draws us toward it, while it remains
immobile, like the height of the sky or the depth of marine bed-
rock from which we will pull on a rope in order to come to it,
and not to draw it toward us:

before everything and especially before a discourse about
God, it is necessary to begin with a prayer—not so that the
power present both everywhere and nowhere shall come to
us but so that by our divine remembrance and invocations
we ourselves shall be guided to it and be united with it.
(ibid.)
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The principle of the Good is beyond Being, but it also tran-
scends the Good (DN, ch. 3:680b). God is the Good that tran-
scends the Good and the Being that transcends Being. This “logic”
is also that of the “without”” which I evoked a moment ago in the
quotations from Meister Eckhart, citing Saint Augustine (“God is
wise without wisdom, good without goodness, powerful without
power’’) or Saint Bernard (“To love God is a mode without a
mode’’). We could recognize in the negativity without negativity
of these utterances—concerning a transcendence which is noth-
ing other (and wholly other) than what it transcends—a principle
of multiplication of voices and discourses, of disappropriation
and reappropriation of utterances, with the most distant appear-
ing the closest, and vice versa. A predicate can always conceal
another predicate, or rather the nakedness of an absence of pred-
icate-—as the (sometimes indispensable) veil of a garment can at
once dissimulate and reveal the very fact that it dissimulates and
renders attractive at the same time. Hence the voice of an utter-
ance can conceal another, which it then appears to quote without
quoting it, presenting itself as another form, namely as a quota-
tion of the other. Whence the subtlety, but also the conflicts, the
relations of power, even the aporias of a politics of doctrine; I
want to say: a politics of initiation or of teaching in general, and
of an institutional politics of interpretation. Meister Eckhart, for
example (but what an examplel) knew something about this. Not
to mention the arguments he had to deploy against his inquisito-
rial judges (“They tax with error everything they don't under-
stand. . . ."”), the strategy of his sermons put to work a multiplicity
of voices and of veils, which he superimposed or removed like
skins or garments, thematizing and himself exploring a pseudo-
metaphor until reaching that extreme flaying of which one is
never sure that it allows one to see the nakedness of God or to
hear the voice of Meister Eckhart himself. Quasi stella matutina,
which furnishes so many pretexts to the Cologne judges, stages
the drama of twenty-four masters (Liber 24 philosophorum of
pseudo-Hermes Trismegistus) who are reunited to speak of God.
Eckhart chooses one of their assertions: “God is necessarily above
Being [got etwaz ist, daz von nét iber wesene sin muoz].”!®
Speaking thus of what one of his masters says, he comments in a
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voice that no longer permits one to decide that it is not his own.
And in the same movement, he cites other masters, Christians or
pagans, great or subordinate masters (kleine meister). One of them
seems to say, “God is neither being nor goodness [Got enist niht
wesen noch giiete]. Goodness clings to being and is not more
comprehensive [breiter] than being; for if there were no being,
there would be no goodness, and being is purer than goodness.
God is not good, nor better, nor best. Whoever were to say that
God is good, would do Him as great an injustice as if he called
the sun black” (ibid., 1:148). (The Bull of condemnation mentions
this passage only in an appendix, without concluding that Eck-
hart truly taught it.) The theory of archetypes that forms the
context of this argument attenuates its provocative character: God
does not share any of the modes of Being with other beings
(divided into ten categories by these masters), but “He is not
thereby deprived of any of them [er entbirt ir ouch keiner].”

But here is what “‘a pagan master” says: the soul that loves God
“takes Him under the garment of goodness [nimet in under dem
velle der giiete],” but reason or rationality (vernunfticheit) raises
this garment and grasps God in His nakedness (in bl6z). Then
He is derobed (entkleidet), shorn “of goodness, of Being, and
of all names” (ibid., 1:152). Eckhart does not contradict the pagan
master; nor does he agree with him. He remarks that, unlike the
“holy masters,” the pagan speaks in accordance with ‘“natural
light.” Next, in a voice that appears to be his own, he differen-
tiates—I do not dare say that he makes dialectical —the preced-
ing proposition. In the lines that I am preparing to quote, a certain
signification of unveiling, of laying bare, of truth as what is be-
yond the covering garment—appears to orient the entire axiomat-
ics of this apophasis, at the end of ends and after all. Doubtless,
here one cannot speak in full rigor of signification and axiomat-
- ics, since what orders and rules the apophatic course precisely
exceeds the Good or goodness. But there is indeed a rule or
a law: it is necessary to go beyond the veil or the garment. Is it
arbitrary to still call truth or hyper-truth this unveiling which
is perhaps no longer an unveiling of Being? A light, therefore,
that is no longer elucidated by Being? I do not believe so.
Consider:
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I once said in the school that intellect [verniinfticheit] is
nobler than will, and yet both belong to this light. Then a
master in another school said that will is nobler than intel-
lect, for will takes things as they are in themselves, while
the intellect takes things as they are in it. That is true. An
eye is nobler in itself than an eye painted on the wall. But I
say that intellect is nobler than will. The will apprehends
God under the garment [under dem kleide] of goodness. The
intellect apprehends God naked, as He is divested of good-
ness and being [Verniinfticheit nimet got bldz, als er entklei-
det ist von giiete und von wesene]. Goodness is a garment
[kleit] under which God is hidden, and will apprehends God
under the garment of goodness. If there were no goodness in
God, my will would not want Him. {ibid., 1:152—53)

Light and truth, these are Meister Eckhart’s words. Quasi stella
matutina, that is what it is, and it is also a topology (height and
proximity) of our relation to God. Like the adverb quasi, we are
beside the verb that is the truth:

*‘As [als] a morning star in the midst of the mist.” I refer to
the little word ‘“‘quasi,’”” which means “as” [als]; in school
the children call it an adverb [ein biwort]. This is what I
refer to in all my sermons. The most appropriate [eigenli-
cheste] things that one can say of God are word and truth
[wort und wérheit]). God called Himself a word [ein wort].
St. John said: “In the beginning was the Word,” and means
that beside the word [wort], man is an adverb [biwort]. In
the same way, the free star [der vrie sterne] Venus, after
which Friday [vritac] is named, has many names. ... Of all
the stars, it is always equally near to the sun; it never moves
farther from or nearer to it [niemer verrer noch naher], and
symbolizes [meinet] a man who wants to be near God al-
ways, and present [gegenwertic] to Him, so that nothing can
remove him from God, neither happiness, unhappiness, nor
any creature. . . .The more the soul is raised [erhaben] above
earthly things, the stronger [kreftiger] it is. Even a person
who knows nothing but the creatures would never need to
think of any sermons, for every creature is full of God and is
a book [buoch]. (ibid., 1:154-56)
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In its pedagogical necessity and initiatory virtue, the sermon
supplements— not so much the Word (Verbe), which has no need
of it, but—the incapacity of reading in the authentic “book” that
we are, as creatures, and the adverbial quality that we must hence -
be. This supplement of adverbial quality, the sermon, must be
accomplished and oriented (as one orients oneself by the morning
star) by the prayer or invocation of the trinitary God. This is at
once the end and the orientation point of the sermon: “The soul
is thus like an ‘adverb,” working together with God and finding
its beautification in the same self-knowledge that exalts Him.
That for all time, may the Father, the Verbum, and the Holy Spirit
help us to remain adverbs of this Verbum. Amen” (ibid., 1:158).

This is the end of the Sermon; the prayer does not directly
address itself, in the form of apostrophe, to God Himself. In
contrast, at the opening and from the first words of the Mystical
Theology, Dionysius addresses himself directly to You, to God,
from now on determined as “hyperessential Trinity” in the prayer
that prepares the theologemes of the via negativa:

O Trinity beyond being [Trias hyperousi&], beyond divinity
[hyperthee], beyond goodness [hyperagathe], and guide of
Christians in divine wisdom [theosophias], direct us to the
mystical summits more than unknown and beyond light.
There the simple, absolved, and unchanged mysteries of
theology lie hidden in the darkness beyond light of the
hidden mystical silence, there, in the greatest darkness, that
beyond all that is most evident exceedingly illuminates the
sightless intellects. There, in the wholly imperceptible and
invisible, that beyond all that is most evident fills to over-
flowing, with the glories beyond all beauty. The intellects
who know how to close their eyes [tous anommatous noas].
This is my prayer ['Emoi men oun tauta eutkht6]. And you,
dear Timothy, be earnest in the exercise of mystical contem-
plation. (ch. 1:998a)

What happens here?

After having prayed (he writes, we read), he presents his prayer.
He quotes it and I have just quoted his quotation. He quotes it in
what is properly an apostrophe to its addressee, Timothy. The
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Mystical Theology is dedicated to him; in order to initiate him, it
must lead him on the paths toward which Dionysius himself has
prayed to God to lead him, or more literally to direct him in a
straight (ithunon) line. A pedagogy which is also a mystagogy
and a psychagogy: here the gesture of leading or directing the
psyche of the other passes through apostrophe. The one who asks
to be led by God turns for an instant toward another addressee, in
order to lead him in turn. He does not simply turn himself away
from his first addressee who is in truth the first Cause of his
prayer and already guides it. It is exactly because he does not
turn away from God that he can turn toward Timothy and pass
from one address to the other without changing direction.

The writing of Dionysius—which we presently believe we are
reading or read in view of believing—stands in the space of that
apostrophe which turns aside the discourse in the same direc-
tion, between the prayer itself, the quotation of the prayer, and
the address to the disciple. In other words, it is addressed to the
best reader, to the reader who ought to allow himself to be led to
become better, to us who presently believe we are reading this
text. Not to us as we are, at present, but as we would have to be,
in our souls, if we read this text as it ought to be read, aright, in
the proper direction, correctly: according to its prayer and its
promise. He also prays——that we read correctly, in accordance
with his prayer. None of this would be possible without the
possibility of quotation (more generally, of repetition), and of an
apostrophe that allows one to speak to several people at once. To
more than one other. The prayer, the quotation of the prayer, and
the apostrophe, from one you to the other, thus weave the same
text, however heterogeneous they appear. There is a text because
of this repetition.’® Where, then, does this text have its place?
Does it have a place, at present? And why can’t one separate the
prayer, the quotation of prayer, and the address to the reader?

The identity of this place, and hence of this text, and of its
reader, comes from the future of what is promised by the promise.
The advent of this future has a provenance, the event of the
promise. Contrary to what seemed to happen in the “experience”
of the place called khora, the apophasis is brought into motion—
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it is initiated, in the sense of initiative and initiation—by the
event of a revelation which is also a promise. This apophasis
belongs to a history; or rather, it opens up a history and an
anthropo-theological dimension. The hyphen (‘trait d’union”)
unites the “new, adjunct writing with that which God himself
dictated” (DN, ch. 3:681b); it marks the very place of this adjunc-
tion. This place itself is assigned by the event of the promise and
the revelation of Scripture. It is the place only after what will
have taken place—according to the time and history of this future
perfect. The place is an event. Under what conditions is one
situated in Jerusalem, we asked a moment ago, and where is the
place thus named situated? How can one measure the distance
that separates us from or draws us closer to it? Here is the answer
of Dionysius, who cites Scripture in the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy:
“Do not distance yourself from Jerusalem, but await the promise
of the Father which you have heard from my mouth, and accord-
ing to which you will be baptised by the Holy Spirit” (512c). The
situation of this speech situates a place: he who transmitted the
promise (Jesus, “divine founder of our own hierarchy’) speaks of
Jerusalem as the place that takes place since the event of the
promise. But the place that is thus revealed remains the place of
waiting, awaiting the realization of the promise. Then it will take
place fully. It will be fully a place.

Hence an event prescribes to us the good and accurate apo-
phasis: how to avoid speaking. This prescription is at once a
revelation and a teaching of the Holy Scriptures, the architext
before all supplementary “adjunction”:

with regard to the secret Deity beyond Being, it is necessary
to avoid all speech, that is, every incautious thought [ou
tolmeteon eipein, oute men ennoesai}, beyond what the Holy
Scriptures divinely reveal to us [para ta theoeid6s emin ek
ton ierén logion ekpephasmenal. For in these sacred texts,
the Deity itself manifested that which suited its Goodness.
(DN, ch. 1:588c; my italics)?°

This hyperessential goodness is not entirely incommunicable; it
can manifest itself, but it remains separated by its hyperessential-
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ity. As for those theologians who have “praised” its inaccessibil-
ity and penetrated its ‘‘secret infinity,” they have left no “trace”
(ikhnous; ibid.; my italics).

A secret manifestation, then, if some such thing is possible.
Even before commanding the extreme negativity of the apophasis,
this manifestation is transmitted to us as a “secret gift” by our
inspired masters. We thus learn to decipher symbols, we under-
stand how “the love of God for man envelops the intelligible in
the sensible, what is beyond Being in being, gives form and
fashion to the unformable and the unfashionable, and through a
variety of partial symbols, multiplies and figures the unfigurable
and marvelous Simplicity” (DN, ch. 1:592b). In brief, we learn to
read, to decipher the rhetoric without rhetoric of God—and fi-
nally to be silent.

Among all these figures for the unfigurable, there stands the
figure of the seal. This is not one figure among others; it figures
the figuration of the unfigurable itself; and this discourse on the
imprint appears to displace the Platonic typography of the khora.
The latter gave rise to the inscriptions, to typoi, for the copies of
the paradigms. Here the figure of the seal, which also seals a
promise, is valid for the entire text of the creation. It carries over
a Platonic argument, one of the two schemas that I have just tried
to distinguish, into another order. God at once permits and does
not permit participation in Him. The text of creation exists as the
typographic inscription of the nonparticipation in participation:

as the central point of a circle is shared by all the radii,

which constitute the circle, and as the multiple imprints

[ektypomata] of a single seal [sphragidos] share the original

which is entirely immanent and identical in each of the

imprints, not fragmenting itself in any manner. But the non-
participation [amethexia] of the Deity, the universal cause,
yet transcends all these figures [paradeigmata]. (DN, ch.
2:644ab)
For unlike what happens with the seal, here there is neither
contact, community, or synthesis. The subsequent discussion re-
calls again, while displacing, the necessity for the khora to be
without form and virginal. Otherwise, it could not suitably lend
itself to the writing of the impressions in it:



How to Avoid Speaking 51

One might object that the seal is not complete and identical
in all its imprints [en olois tois ekmageiois]. I respond that
this is not the fault of the seal which transmits itself to each
one completely and identically; rather, the otherness of the
participants differentiates between the reproductions of the
unique, total and identical model [arkhetypias]. (DN, ch.
2:644b)

Thus everything will depend on the material or wax (keros)
which receives the imprints. It must be receptive, soft, flexible,
smooth, and virginal, in order that the imprint remain pure, clear,
and lasting (DN, ch. 2:644b).

If one recalls that the khora was also described as a receptacle
(dekhomenon), one may follow another displacement of this fig-
ure, the figure of figures, the place of the other figures. Henceforth
the “receptacle” is at once physical and created. It was neither in
Plato’s works. Later, Saint Augustine once again assures the me-
diation, and Meister Eckhart cites him in his sermon Renouamini
spiritu: “Augustine says that in the superior part of the soul,
which is called mens or gemiite, God created, together with the
soul’s being, a potential [craft] which the masters call a receptacle
[sloz] or screen [schrin] of spiritual forms, or of formal images.”
The creation of the place, which is also a potential, is the basis
for the resemblance of the soul with the Father. But beyond the
Trinity, one may say, beyond the multiplicity of images and
beyond the created place, the unmovability without form—which
the Timaeus attributed, one may say, to the khora—is here found
to suit God alone: “when all the images of the soul are pushed
aside and it contemplates only the unique One [das einig ein], the
naked being of the soul encounters the naked being without form
[das blose formlose wesen] of the divine unity, which is the
hyperessential Being resting unmoved in itself [ein uberwesende

.wesen, lidende ligende in ime selben]” (ibid., 3:437—438). This
unmovability of the formless is the unique and wondrous source
of our movability, of our emotions, of our noblest suffering. Thus
we can suffer only God, and nothing other than Him: “Oh! won-
der of wonders [wunder uber wunder], what noble suffering lies
therein, that the being of the soul can suffer nothing else than the
solitary and pure unity of God!” (ibid., 3:438).
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Thus named, “God is without name [namloz],” and “no one
can either speak of Him or understand Him.” Of this “superemi-
nent Being [uber swebende wesen]” which is also a “hyperessen-
tial nothingness [ein uber wesende nitheit]” (ibid., 3:441-42), it
is necessary to avoid speaking. Eckhart allows St. Augustine to
speak: “what man can say that is most beautiful in respect to God
is that he knows how to be silent [swigen] on account of the
wisdom of the internal [divine] wealth.” Eckhart adds: ‘“Because
of this, be silent” (ibid., 3:442). Without that you lie and you
commit sin. This duty is a duty of love; the apostrophe orders
love, but it speaks out of love and implores the aid of God in a
prayer: “You must love Him inasmuch as he is a Non-God, a Non-
Intellect, a Non-Person, a Non-Image. More than this, inasmuch
as He is a pure, clear, limpid One, separated from all duality. And
we must eternally sink ourselves in this One, from the Something
to the Nothing.

May God help us. Amen” (ibid., 3:448).

This is to speak in order to command not to speak, to say what
God is not, that he is a non-God. How may one hear the copula of
being that articulates this singular speech and this order to be
silent? Where does it have its place? Where does it take place? It
is the place, the place of this writing, this trace (left in Being) of
what is not, and the writing of this place. The place is only a
place of passage, and more precisely, a threshold. But a threshold,
this time, to give access to what is no longer a place. A subordi-
nation, a relativization of the place, and an extraordinary conse-
quence; the place is Being. What finds itself reduced to the con-
dition of a threshold is Being itself, Being as a place. Solely a
threshold, but a sacred place, the outer sanctuary (parvis) of the
temple:

When we apprehend God in Being, we apprehend Him in
his parvis [vorbiirge], for Being is the parvis in which He
resides [wonet]. Where is He then in His temple, in which
he shines in His sanctity [heilic]? Intellect [verniinfticheit:
rationality] is the Temple of God.?2

The soul, which exercises its power in the eye, allows one to
see what is not, what is not present; it “works in non-being and
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follows God who works in non-being.” Guided by this psyche,
the eye thus passes the threshold of Being toward non-being in
order to see what does not present itself. Eckhart compares the
eye to a sieve. Things must be “passed through the sieve [gebiu-
telt].” This sieve is not one figure among others; it tells the differ-
ence between Being and non-being. It discerns this difference, it
allows one to see it, but as the eye itself. There is no text, above
all no sermon, no possible predication, without the invention of
such a filter.

C

I thus decided not to speak of negativity or of apophatic move-
ments in, for example, the Jewish or Islamic traditions. To leave
this immense place empty, and above all that which can connect
such a name of God with the name of the Place, to remain thus
on the threshold—was this not the most consistent possible apo-
phasis? Concerning that about which one cannot speak, isn't it
best to remain silent? I let you answer this question. It is always
entrusted to the other.

My first paradigm was Greek and the second Christian, without
yet ceasing to be Greek. The last will be neither Greek nor Chris-
tian. If I were not afraid of trying your patience I would recall
that which, in Heidegger’s thinking, could resemble the most
questioning legacy, both the most audacious and most liberated
repetition of the traditions I have just evoked. Here I will have to
limit myself to a few landmarks.

One could read What Is Metaphysics? as a treatise on negativ-
ity. It establishes the basis for negative discourse and negation in
the experience of the Nothing which itself “nothings” (“das Nichts
selbst nichtet’’). The experience of anguish puts us in relation to
" a negating (Nichtung) which is neither annihilation (Vernich-
tung), nor a negation or a denial (Verneinung). It reveals to us the
strangeness (Befremdlichkeit) of what is (being, das Seiende) as
the wholly other (das schlechthin Andere). It thus opens up the
possibility of the question of Being for Dasein, the structure of
which is characterized precisely by what Heidegger calls tran-
scendence. This transcendence, Vom Wesen des Grundes will
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say, is “properly expressed” (eigens ausgesprochen) by the Pla-
tonic expression epekeina tes ousias. Unable to involve myself,
here, in the interpretation of the agathon subsequently proposed
by Heidegger, I merely wished to mark this passage beyond Being,
or rather beyond beingness, and the reinterpretation of negativity
that accompanies it. Heidegger specifies immediately that Plato
could not elaborate “‘the original content of the epekeina tes
ousias as transcendence of Dasein [der urspriingliche Gehalt des
epekeina als Transzendenz des Daseins].”” He makes an analogous
gesture with regard to the khora: in the Einfiithrung in die Meta-
physik, a brief parenthesis suggests that Plato fell short of think-
ing of the place (Ort) which, however, signaled to him. In truth,
he only prepared (vorbereitet) the Cartesian interpretation of place
or space as extensio (Ausdehnung).?® Elsewhere I try to show
what is problematic and reductive about this perspective. Some
seventeen years later, the last page of Was heisst Denken? men-
tions khora and khorismos anew, without any explicit reference
to the Timaeus. Plato, who is supposed to have given the most
determinative Deutung for Western thought, situates the khoris-
mos—the interval or the separation, the spacing—between beings
(Seiendes) and Being (Sein). But “e khora heisst der Ort,” “the
khora means the place.” For Plato, beings and Being are thus
“placed differently [verschieden geortet].” “If Plato takes the
khorismos into consideration, the difference of place [die ver-
schiedene Ortung] between Being and beings, he thus poses the
question of the wholly other place [nach dem ganz anderen Ort]
of Being, by comparison with that of beings.” That Plato is after-
ward suspected of having fallen short of this wholly other place,
and that one must lead the diversity (Verschiedenheit) of places
back to the difference (Unterschied) and the fold of a duplicity
(Zwiefalt) which must be given in advance, without one ever
being able to give it “‘proper attention” —1I can follow this process
neither at the end of Was heisst Denken? nor elsewhere. I merely
underscore this movement toward a wholly other place, as place
of Being or place of the wholly other: in and beyond a Platonic or
Neoplatonic tradition. But also in and beyond a Christian tradi-
tion of which Heidegger—while submerged in it, as in the Greek
tradition—never ceased claiming, whether by denial or not, that
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it could in no case entertain a philosophy. “A Christian philoso-
phy,” he often says, “is a squared circle and a misconception
[Missverstindnis)].”2* It is necessary to distinguish between, on
the one hand, onto-theology or theiology, and, on the other hand,
theology.?® The former concerns the supreme being, the being par
excellence, ultimate foundation or causa sui in its divinity. The
latter is a science of faith or of divine speech, such as it manifests
itself in revelation (Offenbarung). Heidegger again seems to dis-
tinguish between manifestation, the possibility of Being to reveal
itself (Offenbarkeit), and, on the other hand, the revelation (Of-
fenbarung) of the God of theology.?¢

Immense problems are screened behind these distinctions. One
may follow, through Heidegger’s works, the threads that we have
already recognized: revelation, the promise, or the gift (das Ge-
ben, die Gabe, and the es gibt, which progressively and pro-
foundly displace the question of Being and its transcendental
horizon, time, in Sein und Zeit),?” or yet the Ereignis which one
sometimes translates, in such a problematic manner, by “event.”
I will limit myself to the question that my title commands: How
to avoid speaking? More precisely: How to avoid speaking of
Being? A question in which I will underscore equally the impor-
tance of avoiding and that of Being, as if to grant them equal
dignity, a sort of common essentiality, which will not go without
consequences. These are the consequences that interest me.

What does the avoidance signify here? In regard to Being or the
word “Being,” does it always have the mode that we have recog-
nized for it in apophatic theologies? For Heidegger, would these
be examples of aberration or of the “squared circle” —namely
Christian philosophies or unacknowledged onto-theologies? Does
the avoidance belong to the category or to the diagnostic of denial
(Verneinung), in a sense determined this time by a Freudian
problematic (“‘least of all do I say that”)? Or again: with regard to
the traditions and texts that I have just evoked, and in particular
those of Dionysius and Meister Eckhart,?® does Heidegger stand
in a relationship of avoidance? What abyss would this simple
word, avoidance, then designate?

(To say nothing, once again, of the mysticisms or theologies in
the Jewish, Islamic, or other traditions.)



56 Jacques Derrida

Twice, in two apparently different contexts and senses, Hei-
degger explicitly proposed to avoid (is there denial, in this case?)
the word being. More exactly, not to avoid speaking of Being but
to avoid using the word being. Even more exactly, not to avoid
mentioning it—as certain speech-act theorists, who distinguish
between mention and use, would say—but to avoid using it.
Thus he explicitly proposes, not to avoid speaking of Being, nor
in some way to avoid mentioning the word being, but to refrain
from using it normally, one may say, without placing it in quota-
tion marks or under erasure. And in both cases, we may suspect,
the stakes are serious—even if they seem to hold to the subtle
fragility of a terminological, typographical, or more broadly,
“pragmatic’ artifice. But in both cases, the place is at issue, and
this is why I privilege them.

1. First, in Zur Seinsfrage (1952), precisely in regard to think-
ing the essence of modern nihilism, Heidegger reminds Ernst
Jiinger of the necessity for a topology of Being and of the Nothing.
He distinguishes this topology from a simple topography, and he
has just proposed a reinterpretation of the seal, of the typos, of
the Platonic and of the modern typography. It is then that Heideg-
ger proposes to write Being, the word being, under erasure, an
erasure in the form of a crossing out (kreuzweise Durchstrei-
chung). The word being is not avoided; it remains readable. But
this readability announces that the word may solely be read,
deciphered; it cannot or must not be pronounced, used normally,
one might say, as a speech-act of ordinary language. It is neces-
sary to decipher it under a spatialized typography, spaced or
spacing, printing over. Even if this does not avoid the strange
word being, it should at least prevent and warn against, deviate
from, while designating, the normal recourse (if such exists) to it.
But Heidegger also warns us against the simply negative use of
this Durchstreichung. This erasure does not, then, have avoid-
ance as its essential function. No doubt, Being is not a being, and
it reduces to its turns, turnings, historical tropes (Zuwendungen);
one must therefore avoid representing it (vorzustellen) as some-
thing, an object that stands opposite {gegeniiber) man and then
comes toward him. To avoid this objectifying representation {Vor-
stellung), one will thus write the word being under erasure. It is
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henceforth not heard, but is read in a certain manner. In what
manner? If this Durchstreichung is neither a sign nor merely a
negative sign (“‘kein bloss negatives Zeichen"”), this is because it
does not efface “Being” beneath conventional and abstract marks.
Heidegger understands it as showing (zeigen) the four regions
(Gegenden) of what he here and elsewhere calls the fourfold
(Geviert): earth and heavens, mortals and the divine. Why does
this written cross, according to Heidegger, have nothing of a
negative signification? 1. In withdrawing Being from the subject/
object relation, it allows Being to be read, both the word and the
meaning of Being. 2. Next it “shows” the fourfold (Geviert).
3. But above all it gathers. This gathering takes place and has its
place (Ort) in the crossing point of the Durchkreuzung.?® The
gathering of the Geviert, in a place of crossing (“Versammlung im
Ort der Durchkreuzung’), lends itself to writing and reading in
an indivisible topos, in the simplicity (die Einfalt) of the point, of
this Ort whose name appears so difficult to translate. Heidegger
tells us elsewhere that this name “originally signifies” ‘‘the point
of the sword,” 3 that toward which all converges and assembles.
This indivisible point always assures the possibility of the
Versammlung. It gives place to it; it is always the gathering, das
Versammelnde. “The place gathers toward itself at the greatest
height and extremity [Der Ort versammelt zu sich ins Héchste
und Ausserste].”

Nevertheless, in order to think the negative appearance of this
erasure, to gain access to the origin of negativity, of negation, of
nihilism, and perhaps also of avoidance, it would thus be neces-
sary to think the place of the Nothing. ‘“What is the place of the
Nothing [der Ort des Nichts]?”’ Heidegger has just asked. Now he
specifies: the Nothing should also be written, that is to say thought.
Like Being, it should also be written and read under erasure:
“Wie das S)ﬁ, so miisste auch das Nichts geschrieben und d.h.
gedacht werden.”

2. Elsewhere, in an apparently different context, Heidegger
explains the sense in which he would avoid speaking of Being,
this time without placing it under erasure. More precisely, the
sense in which he would avoid writing the word being. More
precisely still (while remaining in the conditional mode, and this
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counts for much here), the sense in which “the word ‘being’ [das
Wort ‘Sein’]” should not take place, occur, happen {(vorkommen)
in his text. It is not a matter of “‘remaining silent,” as ane would
prefer to do, he says elsewhere,?! when the “thinking of God” (on
the subject of God) is in question. No; the point is, rather, not to
allow the word being to occur, on the subject of God.

The text is presented as a transcription. Responding to stu-
dents at the University of Ziirich in 1951, Heidegger recalls that
Being and God are not identical, and that he would always avoid
thinking God's essence by means of Being. He makes this more
precise in a sentence in which I underscore the words were,
ought, and write: “If I were yet to write a theology, as I am
sometimes tempted to do, the word ‘being’ ought not to appear
there [take place there, occur, figure, or happen there ] [Wenn ich
noch eine Theologie schreiben wiirde, wozu es mich manchmal
reizt, dann diirfte in ihr das Wort ‘Sein’ nicht vorkommen].” 32

How may one analyze the folds of denial in this conditional of
writing, in the course of an oral improvisation? Can one recognize
the modalities in it without first departing from the foundation
and from the thing itself—here, that is, from Being and God?
Heidegger speaks in order to say what would happen if he were
to write one day. But he knows that what he says is already being
written. If he were to write a theology, the word being would not
be under erasure; it wouldn’t even appear there. For the moment,
speaking and writing on the subject of what he ought to or could
write regarding theology, Heidegger allows the word being to
appear; he does not use it, but mentions it without erasure when
he is indeed speaking of theology, of that which he would be
tempted to write. Where does this, then, take place? Does it have
place? What would take place?

' Heidegger continues, ‘“Faith has no need for the thinking of
Being.” As he often recalls, Christians ought to allow themselves
to be inspired by Luther’s lucidity on this subject. Indeed, even if
Being is “neither the foundation nor the essence of God [Grund
und Wesen von Gott],” the experience of God (die Erfahrung
Gottes)—that is, the experience of revelation—‘occurs in the
dimension of Being [in der Dimension des Seins sich ereignet].”
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This revelation is not that {Offenbarung) of which the religions
speak, but the possibility of this revelation, the opening for this
manifestation, this Offenbarkeit of which I spoke earlier and in
which an Offenbarung can take place and man can encounter
God. Although God is not and need not be thought from Being as
His essence or foundation, the dimension of Being opens up
access to the advent, the experience, the encounter with this God
who nevertheless is not. The word dimension—which is also
difference—here gives a measure while giving place. One could
sketch a singular chiasmus. The anguished experience of the
Nothing discloses Being. Here, the dimension of Being discloses
the experience of God, who is not or whose Being is neither the
essence nor the foundation.

How not to think of this? This dimension of disclosure, this
place that gives place without being either essence or foundation
—would not this step or passage, this threshold that gives access
to God, yet be the ‘“parvis” (vorbiirge) of which Meister Eckhart
spoke? “When we apprehend God in Being, we apprehend Him
in His outer sanctuary [parvis], for Being is the parvis in which
He resides.” Is this a theiological, an onto-theological, tradition?
A theological tradition? Would Heidegger adopt it? Would he
disown it? Would he deny it?

I do not intend to respond to these gquestions, nor even to
conclude with them. More modestly, in a more hasty but also
more programmatic manner, I return to the enigma of avoidance,
of negation, or of denial in a scene of writing. Heidegger says
{then allows to be written in his name) that if he were to write a
theology, he would avoid the word being; he would avoid writing
it and this word would not figure in his text; or rather should not
be present in it. What does he mean? That the word would figure
in it yet under erasure, appearing there without appearing, quoted
but not used? No; it should not figure in it at all. Heidegger well
knows that this is not possible, and perhaps it is for this profound
reason that he did not write this theology. But didn’t he write it?
And in it did he avoid writing the word being? In fact, since
Being is not {a being) and in truth is nothing {that is), what
difference is there between writing Being, this Being which is
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not, and writing God, this God of whom Heidegger also says that
He is not? Indeed, Heidegger does not merely say that God is not
a being; he specifies that He “has nothing to do here with Being
[Mit dem Sein, ist hier nichts anzusichten].” But since he recog-
nizes that God announces Himself to experience in the “dimen-
sion of Being,” what difference is there between writing a theol-
ogy and writing on Being, of Being, as Heidegger never ceased
doing? Most of all, when he writes the word being under and in
the place (Ort) of the cancellation in the form of a cross? Hasn't
Heidegger written what he says he would have liked to write, a
theology without the word being? But didn’t he also write what
he says should not be written, what he should not have written,
namely a theology that is opened, dominated, and invaded by the
word being? ~

With and without the word being, he wrote a theology with
and without God. He did what he said it would be necessary to
avoid doing. He said, wrote, and allowed to be written exactly
what he said he wanted to avoid. He was not there without
leaving a trace of all these folds. He was not there without allow-
ing a trace to appear, a trace that is, perhaps, no longer his own,
but that remains as if {quasiment) his own. Not, without, quasi
are three adverbs. Quasiment. Fable or fiction, everything hap-
pens as if I had wanted to ask, on the threshold of this lecture,
what these three adverbs mean and whence they come.

P.S. One more word to conclude, and I ask your pardon for it. I
am not certain that only rhetoric is at stake. But this also concerns
the strange discursive modality, or rather the step of (not) writing
(pas d’écriture), Heidegger's pass, impasse, or dodge. What does
he do? He says to some students, in short: if I had to write a
theology (I have always dreamed of this, but I didn’t do it and
know that I will never do it), I would not let the word being occur
(vorkommen). It would not have a place, it would not have the
right to a place in such a text. I mention this word here but I have
never let it occur, it could not figure in all my work, except in not
doing it—since ! always said that Being is not (a being, that is)
and that it would have always had to be written under erasure, a
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rule that I did not in fact always observe, but which I should have
respected in principle, starting from the first word, dés le premier
verbe. Understand me: this is an erasure that would above all
have nothing negative about it! And even less of denegation! Etc.

What is thus the discursive modality of this step of (not) writ-
ing and of this abyss of denial? Is it first of all a modality, a simple
modality among other possible ones, or rather a quasi-transcen-
dental recourse of writing? We should not forget that we are
dealing with an oral declaration, later recorded from memory by
Beda Allemann. Heidegger indeed approved this protocol, but
while remarking that it did not render present the atmosphere of
the discussion, nor would a “complete shorthand report” have
done this: no writing could have rendered what had been said
there.

What was said there was addressed to colleagues and students,
to disciples, in the very broad sense of this word. Like the address
of Dionysius, in his apostrophe to Timothy, this text has a peda-
gogical or psychological virtue. It remains a text (written or oral;
no matter) only in this measure: as repetition or repeatability on
an agogic path.

But there is never a prayer, not even an apostrophe, in Heideg-
ger’s rhetoric. Unlike Dionysius, he never says “you’: neither to
God nor to a disciple or reader. There is no place, or in any case
there is no regularly assigned place, for these “neither true nor
false” utterances that prayers are, according to Aristotle. This
may be interpreted in at least two ways, which appear contradic-
tory.

1. This absence signifies in effect that theology (in the sense in
which Heidegger links it to faith and distinguishes it from theiol-
ogy and from metaphysical onto-theology) is rigorously excluded
from his texts. It is well defined there but excluded, at least in
. what ought to direct it, namely the movement of faith. And in
fact, while thinking that solely the truth of Being can open onto
the essence of the divinity and to what the word god means {one
is familiar with the famous passage in the “Letter on Human-
ism"), Heidegger says no less: “At the interior of thought, nothing
could be accomplished that would prepare for or contribute to



62 Jacques Derrida

determining what happens in faith and in grace. If faith sum-
moned me in this manner, I would close down shop. —Of course,
interior to the dimension of faith, one yet continues to think; but
thinking as such no longer has a task.”?? In short, neither faith
nor science, as such, thir.ks or has thinking as its task.

This absence of prayer, or of apostrophe in general, also con-
firms the predominance of the theoretical, “‘constative,” even
propositional form (in the third-person, indicative present: S is P)
in the rhetoric, at least, of a text which yet forcefully questions
the determination of truth linked to this theoreticism and to this
judicative form.

2. But at the same time, on the contrary, one can read here a
sign of respect for prayer. For the formidable questions evoked by
the essence of prayer: can or must a prayer allow itself to be
mentioned, quoted, and inscribed in a compelling, agogic proof?
Perhaps it need not be. Perhaps it must not do this. Perhaps, on
the contrary, it must do this. Are there criteria external to the
event itself to decide whether Dionysius, for example, distorted
or rather accomplished the essence of prayer by quoting it, and
first of all by writing it for Timothy? Does one have the right to
think that, as a pure address, on the edge of silence, alien to every
code and to every rite, hence to every repetition, prayer should
never be turned away from its present by a notation or by the
movement of an apostrophe, by a multiplication of addresses?
That each time it takes place only once and should never be
recorded? But perhaps the contrary is the case. Perhaps there
would be no prayer, no pure possibility of prayer, without what
we glimpse as a menace or as a contamination: writing, the code,
repetition, analogy or the—at least apparent—multiplicity of ad-
dresses, initiation. If there were a purely pure experience of prayer,
would one need religion and affirmative or negative theologies?
Would one need a supplement of prayer? But if there were no
supplement, if quotation did not bend prayer, if prayer did not
bend, if it did not submit to writing, would a theiology be pos-
sible? Would a theology be possible?
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Notes

Translator’s note: I shall avoid the customary apologies and excuses, denials and
disclaimers, instead merely acknowledging the assistance of Barbara Caulk and
Ora Wiskind in revisions of this translation.

1. Who has ever assumed the project of the negative theology as such, reclaim-
ing it in the singular under this name, without subjugating and subordinating it,
without at least pluralizing it? On the subject of this title, the negative theology,
can one do anything but deny it? Jean-Luc Marion contests the legitimacy of this
title, not only for the ensemble of Dionysius’ oeuvre—which goes without saying
—but even for the places where there is a question of “negative theologies” in the
plural (“tines oi kataphatikai theologiai, tines ai apophatikai’’) in chapter 3 of the
Mystical Theology. Concerning ‘“‘what it is suitable to call ‘negative theology,” ”
Jean-Luc Marion notes: *‘To our knowledge, Dionysius employs nothing which
may be translated by ‘negative theology.’ If he speaks of ‘negative theologies,’ in
the plural, he does not separate them from the ‘affirmative theologies’ with which
they maintain the relationship which one describes here.”” (See the Mystical
Theology, 1032 et seq.) Marion, L’idole et la distance (Paris: Grasset, 1977), pp.
189 and 244.

2. This occurred in diverse passages and contexts. I will cite only one in order
to clarify a point and, perhaps, to respond to an objection which has the merit of
not being stereotypical. In “Différance” (1968), contained in my Margins of Phi-
losophy, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 6, |
wrote: “So much so that the detours, locutions, and syntax in which 1 will often
have to take recourse will resemble those of negative theology, occasionally even
to the point of being indistinguishable from negative theology. Already we have
had to delineate that différance is not, does not exist, is not a present-being (on)
in any form; and we will be led to delineate also everything that it is not, that is,
everything; and consequently that it has neither existence nor essence. It derives
from no category of being, whether present or absent. And yet those aspects of
différance which are thereby delineated are not theological, not even in the order
of the most negative of negative theologies, which as one knows are always
concerned with disengaging a hyperessentiality beyond the finite categories of
essence and existence, that is, of presence, and always hastening to recall that
God is refused the predicate of existence, only in order to acknowledge His
superior, inconceivable, and ineffable mode of being” (translation modified slightly
{KF]). After having quoted this last sentence, in L’idole et la distance, p. 318, Jean-
Luc Marion objects: ‘““What does ‘one knows’ mean here? We have seen, precisely,
that the so-called negative theology, in its depths [my italics], does not aim to
reestablish a ‘hyperessentiality,’ since it aims at neither predication nor at Being;
how, a fortiori, could there be a question of existence and essence in Dionysius,
who speaks a sufficiently originary Greek to see in it neither the idea nor the
usage?”’ Here, too briefly, are some elements of a response. 1. In speaking of
presence or absence, of existence or essence, I sought merely to specify, in a
cursory manner, the different categories or modalities of presence in general,
without precise historical reference to Dionysius. 2. Whatever may be the com-
plex and quite enigmatic historicity of the distinction between essence and exis-
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tence, I am not sure that it is simply ignored by Dionysius: how can one be certain
of the absence of such a distinction at any stage of the Greek language? What does
“a sufficiently originary Greek”” mean? 3. What does “in its depths”” mean here?
What does it mean that “negative theology,” in its depths, does not aim to
reestablish a “hyperessentiality”’? First of all, as Marion knows better than anyone
else, it is difficult to consider accidental the reference to this hyperessentiality
which plays a maijor, insistent, and literal role in so many texts by Dionysius—
and by others, whom I will cite later. Next—beyond this obvious case, the only
one to which I had to refer in a lecture that was not devoted to negative theology
and did not even name Dionysius—it is necessary to elaborate an interpretive
discourse as interesting and original as that of Marion, at the crossing, in the
wake, sometimes beyond thoughts like those of Heidegger, Urs von Balthasar,
Levinas, and some others, to distinguish the “depths” (the thinking of the gift, of
paternity, of distance, of celebration, etc.) from what in the so-called “‘negative
theology” still seems to be very concerned with hyperessentiality. But without
being able to develop this third point here, I will return to it below, at least in
principle and in an oblique fashion.

3. Concerning a paradoxical writing of the word without (sans), notably in the
work of Blanchot, I allow myself to refer to the essay “Pas” in Gramma (1976),
nos. 3—4, reprinted in my Parages (Paris: Galilée, 1986). Dieu sans I'étre is the
magnificent title of a book by Jean-Luc Marion (Paris: Fayard, 1982}, to which I
cannot do justice in the space of a note or the time of a lecture. This title remains
difficult to translate. Its very suspension depends on the grammatical vacillation
that only French syntax can tolerate—precisely in the structure of a title—that is,
of a nominal or incomplete phrase. L’ may be the definite article of the noun étre
{God without Being), but it can also be a personal pronoun—object of the verb to
be—referring to God, from God to God Himself who would not be what He is or
who would be what He is without being (it) (God without being God, God without
being): God with and without being. On the subject of a title’s syntax, Levinas
preferred to say —also in a most singular syntax, no doubt in order to avoid this
ultimate precedence of Being or of the predicative sentence that would insinuate
itself here—rather than “Being without Being,” “God with or beyond Being,”
extra-essence, or hyperessence: otherwise than Being. Let us not forget these fairly
recent, thought-provoking titles—Dieu sans I'étre and Autrement qu’étre ou au-
dela de I'essence (1974-78)—which seek, in two very different ways, to avoid
what Levinas calls the contamination by Being, in order to “‘hear God not contam-
inated by Being” for example. Grammar does not suffice, but it never reduces to
an accessory instrumentality; by the word grammar one designates a discipline
and its history, or more radically the modalities of writing—how one writes of
God. The two cited titles lead the way to two major responses to the question I
would like to raise: how not to say or speak? Otherwise, and implicitly: how not
to speak Being (how to avoid speaking—of Being?)? How to speak Being other-
wise? How to speak otherwise (than) being? And so on.

4. Meister Eckhart, Quasi stella matutina. All translations of Meister Eckhart’s
sermons are based on Meister Eckharts Predigten, ed. Josef Quint (Stuttgart: W.
Kohlhammer, 1936), vols. 1-3. The present passage appears in 1:145-46.

5. Pseudo-Dionysius, The Mystical Theology, in The Divine Names and Mys-
tical Theology, trans. John D. Jones (Milwaukee, Wis.: Marquette University Press,
1980), ch. 1:998a et seq. References to these two works, cited in the text as MT
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and DN, are modified slightly from this translation [KF]. For obvious reasons, I
will sometimes quote several words of the original text [JD}.

6. Here the author alludes to the grammar of biblical Hebrew, which does not
employ a present-tense form of the verb to be; the previous paragraph refers to a
messianic motif in the Passover Haggadah [KF].

7. Adolescens, tibi dico: surge, in Meister Eckharts Predigten, 2:305.

8. Provenance of the call: Jerusalem. Sanford Budick had just called. He had
to record a title, however provisory, on the program of the colloquium. I must
associate the memory of this telephone call with that of a telegram. It also came
from Jerusalem and was signed by Sanford Budick, who was then preparing the
volume, which has since appeared, Midrash and Literature (New Haven, Conn.;
Yale University Press, 1986). Having learned that in Seattle, during a colloquium
devoted to Paul Celan, I had given what he called a “lecture on circumcision,” he
asked me: “could we have a portion of that lecture or some other piece you would
be willing to give us however short stop midrash volume soon going to press.”

9. Here it is not possible to become directly involved with this difficult prob-
lem of hierarchy, in particular concerning relations of translation or analogy—or
regarding the rupture and heterogeneity between hierarchy as such, namely “the
sacred ordinance,” the principle or origin of sanctity, and, on the other hand, the
sociopolitical order. One may follow Jean-Luc Marion as far as possible when he
dissociates the ‘“hierarchy, understood from the Theandric mystery of which the
Church offers us the unique place” and the *‘vulgar concept” or the ‘“‘common
concept” of hierarchy (L’idole et la distance, p. 209). One might even agree with
certain of his more provocative formulations (“‘the political model of hierarchy
has nothing to do with the mystery of the hierarchy which opens onto the com-
munion of saints. The deliberate or naive equivocation betrays the perversion of
the look, and does not even merit refutation. At issue is only seeing, or not
seeing”’; p. 217). No doubt, but what it is also necessary to see is the historic,
essential, undeniable, and irreducible possibility of the aforementioned perversity
which is perhaps only considerable by first having been observable, as one says,
“in fact.” How is the “vulgar concept” constituted? This is what it is also neces-
sary to see or not to not see. How is it possible that “distance”’—in the sense
Marion gives to this word and which also makes up the distance between the two
hierarchies—can have let itself be overstepped or “traversed” and give place to
the analogical translation of one hierarchy into another? Can one proscribe here
an “analogy” which appears nevertheless to support all of this construction? And
if the translation is bad, erroneous, “vulgar,” what would be the good political
translation of the hierarchy as a “sacred ordinance’? This is only a question, but
it is not impossible that its matrix holds others of the same kind in reserve, on the
subject of the trinitarian Thearchy of which the hierarchy would be “the icon, at
once resembling and dissembling” (p. 224; and the entire exposition on pp. 207ff
starting from the term ‘“hierarchy” which “Dionysius mobilizes” and which *“our
modernity prohibits us from the outset from understanding correctly”); and thus
on the subject of the trinitarian or patristic scheme sustaining a thinking of the
gift that does not necessarily require it or that perhaps finds in it a strange and
unfathomable economy, in other words a fascinating limit. Here I must interrupt
this lengthy note on a noneconomy or an anarchy of the gift, which nevertheless
has concerned me for a long time. In this regard I feel that Marion’s thought is
both very close and extremely distant; others might say opposed.
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10. Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, p. 564a. Quotations from this work are translated
from the French version cited by Derrida, as are a few short passages from the
Divine Names and Mystical Theology.

11. “The infinite différance is finite.” See Derrida, Speech and Phenomenon
and Other Essays, trans. David Allison (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University
Press, 1973), p. 102.

12. This allusion referred to a seminar on Jeremiah which had just taken place
in Jerusalem (at the Institute for Advanced Studies), shortly before this collo-
quium, and to a large extent with the same participants. Concerning that which a
question (be it the "piety of thought”) must already contain in itself and which
no longer belongs to the questioning, see my De I’esprit: Heidegger et la question
(Paris: Galilée, 1987), pp. 147f.

13. Despite this silence, or in fact because of it, one will perhaps permit me to
interpret this lecture as the most ‘“‘autobiographical” speech I have ever risked.
One will attach to this word as many quotation marks as possible. It is necessary
to surround with precautions the hypothesis of a self-presentation passing through
a speech on the negative theology of others. But if one day I had to tell my story,
nothing in this narrative would start to speak of the thing itself if I did not come
up against this fact: for lack of capacity, competence, or self-authorization, I have
never yet been able to speak of what my birth, as one says, should have made
closest to me: the Jew, the Arab.

This small piece of autobiography confirms it obliquely. It is performed in all
of my foreign languages: French, English, German, Greek, Latin, the philosophic,
metaphilosophic, Christian, etc.

In brief, how not to speak of oneself? But also: how to do it without allowing
oneself to be invented by the other? or without inventing the other?

14. A long introduction to this work in progress has appeared under the title
Chora, in a volume in honor of Jean-Pierre Vernant.

15. See my essay “Le retrait de la métaphore,” in Psyché, pp. 63-93.

16. Quoted by Jean-Luc Marion in L’idole et la distance, p. 249. Here I refer to
this work, and in particular to the chapter “The Distance of the Requisit and the
Discourse of Encomium: Dionysius.” I must admit that I had not read this book at
the time of writing this lecture. This book was in fact published in 1977, and its
author had amicably sent it to me. Discouraged or irritated by the signs of reduc-
tive misunderstanding or injustice concerning me, which I thought I had imme-
diately discerned, I made the mistake of not continuing my reading, thus allowing
myself to be diverted by quite a secondary aspect {namely, his relationship to my
work); today, after rereading Dionysius and preparing the present lecture, I better
perceive the force and the necessity of this work—which does not always signify,
on my part, an agreement without reservations. Since the limitations of this
publication do not permit me to explain myself, I defer the matter until later.
Nevertheless, the few lines in which I distinguish between prayer and encomium,
like the references to Dieu sans I'éire, were subsequently added to the exposition
that I had devoted to prayer in the lecture read in Jerusalem. I did this in response
and in homage to Jean-Luc Marion, who seems to me to give the impression all
too quickly that the passage to the encomium is the passage to prayer itself, or
that between these two the passage is immediate, necessary, and in some way
analytic. Notably, when he writes: ‘‘Dionysius tends to substitute another verb for
the speaking of predicative language, tuveiv, to praise. What does this substitu-
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tion signify? It no doubt indicates the passage of the discourse to prayer, because
‘prayer is a A6yos, but neither true nor false’ (Aristotle)” (p. 232). What Aristotle
says, as a matter of fact, in the Peri Hermeneias (17a), is that if all logos is
significant {semantikos), only one in which one can distinguish the true and false
is apophantic, and constitutes an affirmative proposition. And he adds: this does
not appertain to all logos; “thus prayer [eukhe] is a discourse [logos], but neither
true nor false [all’oute alethes oute pseudes].” But would Aristotle have said that
the encomium (hy mnein) is not apophantic? That it is neither true nor false? That
it has no relationship to the distinction between the true and the false? One may
doubt this. One may even doubt it in the case of Dionysius. For if the encomium
or the celebration of God indeed does not have the same rule of predication as
every other proposition, even if the “truth”” to which it lays claim is the higher
truth of a hyperessentiality, it celebrates and names what “is” such as it “is,”
beyond Being. Even if it is not a predicative affirmation of the current type, the
encomium preserves the style and the structure of a predicative affirmation. It
says something about someone. This is not the case of the prayer that apostro-
phizes, addresses itself to the other and remains, in this pure movement, abso-
lutely pre-predicative. Here it does not suffice to underscore the performative
character of utterances of prayer and encomium. The performative itself does not
always exclude predication. All the passages from the Divine Names or the
Mystical Theology, to which Marion refers in a note (n. 65, p. 249) as “‘confirma-
tion,” involve an encomium or, as M. de Gandillac sometimes translates, a cele-
bration that is not a prayer and that entails a predicative aim, however foreign it
may be to “normal” ontological predication. One may even risk the following
paradox: sometimes the celebration can go further than the prayer, at least in
supplementing it where it cannot ““accomplish” itself, namely, as Dionysius says,
in the *‘union” {DN, ch. 2:680bcd). Even if the encomium cannot merely bring to
light (ekphainein) or say, it says and determines—as that which it is—the very
fact that it cannot show and know, and to which it cannot unite itself even by
prayer. If prayer, at least according to Dionysius, tends toward union with God,
the encomium is not prayer; it is at most its supplement. It is what is added to it,
when union remains inaccessible or fails to occur, playing the role of substitute,
but also determining the referent itself, which is also the cause (the Réquisit,
Marion would say) of the prayer. It can incite to prayer, it can also follow it, but
it is not identical with it. From many other possible examples, here I recall only
the one Marion rightly quotes, underscoring a few words; “We must merely
recall that this discourse does not aim to bring to light (ex¢aivewr) the hyper-
essential essence insofar as it is hyperessential (because it remains unspeakable,
unknowable, and thus entirely impossible to bring to light, eluding all union),
but much rather to praise the procession which makes the essences and which
comes before all the beings of the [trinitary] thearchy, a principle of essence”
(DN, ch. 5:816c; cited by Marion on pp. 249-50). This passage may be found on
p. 128 of the (often different) translation by Maurice de Gandillac in the (Euvres
Complétes of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite (Paris: Aubier-Montaigne, 1943).
Not to bring to light, not to reveal (ekphainein), not to make access to it by
a revelation reaching “union’: this is not exactly not to speak, not to name, nor
even to abstain from attributing (even if this is beyond Being). This is not to
avoid speaking. It is even to start to speak in order to determine the addressee
of the prayer, an addressee who is also aitia, of course, and cause or requisit
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of the prayer, according to a trinitary beyond of Being, a thearchy as principle of
essence.

17. Marion, L’idole et la distance, p. 240.

18. Quasi stella matutina, in Meister Eckharts Predigten, 1:142,

19. Repetition appears at once proscribed and prescribed, impossible and
necessary, as if it were necessary to avoid the unavoidable. To analyze the law of
these paradoxes from the viewpoint of writing (notably in the current sense of the
word) or of a pedagogical initiation—which is much more than a “point of view”
—it would be necessary to follow very closely such a passage in the Divine
Names, for example, as that which explains to us why it would be *“folly” to
“repeat the same truths twice.” For example, those of the Theclogical Elements of
“‘our preceptor Hierotheus.” If Dionysius undertakes to write other treatises, “and
particularly that which one reads here [kai ten parousian theologian],” it is only
to introduce supplements adapted to our forces (expositions, clarifications, dis-
tinctions), where Hierotheus had magisterially contented himself with a collective
picture of fundamental definitions. Because these supplement do not fill a lack,
they repeat without repeating what is already said, virtually. They follow the
order given and obey a given order. They transgress no law; on the contrary,
“gverything happened as if he [Hierotheus] had prescribed that we, and all other
preceptors of still inexperienced souls, introduce expositions and distinctions by
a reasoning which was adapted to our forces.” But the order, the prayer, or the
request also come from the reader, from the immediate addressee, Timothy, as if
he reflected Hierotheus’ prescription (“everything happened as if he had pre-
scribed that we . ..”): “And to this task you yourself have often committed us,
and have sent back the book of Hierotheus, judging it to be too difficult.” From
the most difficult to the simplest, the adjunction of supplements only compen-
sates for our weakness and not for a gap on the side of what there is to read. Even
before determining our relationship to the major text of Hierotheus, the first
master, this supplementarity will have marked the relationship of Hierotheus'
writing to God’s writing, or rather, to God’s “dictation.” And thus the elite or the
hierarchy—and analogy—is constituted: “the instructions of his complete and
presbyterial thoughts—which might be viewed as new adjunct writings in con-
formity with the writings of those anointed of God—are for those beyond the
many. Thus, we will transmit what is divine according to our logos to those who
are our equals. . . . The eyewitness vision of the intelligible writings and & compre-
hensive instruction in these require the power of a presbyter, but the knowledge
and thorough learning of the reason which bear one to this are adapted to those
dedicated and hallowed persons who are inferiors” (DN, ch. 3:681bc); my italics
[translation modified slightly—KF]). Always in view of a greater sanctification,
and thus of aging well, the consideration of age only takes on its sense from this
analogy and this teleology.

20. This passage is translated directly from the French version cited by Der-
rida.

21. Meister Eckharts Predigten, 3:437.

22. Ibid., 1:150.

23. Martin Heidegger, Einfiihrung in die Metaphysik (Tdbingen: Max Nie-
meyer, 1953), pp. 50-51. In English, see An Introduction to Metaphysics, trans.
Ralph Manheim (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1959), p. 66.

24. Ibid., p. 6 in the German original and p. 7 in the English translation.
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25. Although this distinction is essential and stable, it does not always receive
a terminological equivalent as clear as, for example, in Martin Heidegger, Hegel'’s
Concept of Experience (New York: Harper and Row, 1970), p. 135: “The science
Aristotle has described—the science that observes beings as beings—he calls
First Philosophy. But first philosophy does not only contemplate beings in their
beingness [Seiendheit); it also contemplates that being which corresponds to
beingness in all purity: the suprems being. This being, 7 Oeiov, the Divine [das
Gattliche], is also with a curious ambiguity called ‘Being.’ First philosophy, as
ontology, is also the theology of what truly is. It should more accurately be called
theiology. The science of beings as such is in itself onto-theological.” See also
Heidegger’s course on Schelling (1936; Tiibingen: M. Niemeyer, 1971), pp. 61-62.
Insofar as it is distinct from the onto-theological theiology, theology had been
defined in Sein und Zeit (p. 10): a “‘more originary making explicit” of the being
of man in his relation to God, starting from the *“meaning of faith.” See Heideg-
ger's Nietzsche (Pfullingen: Neske, 1961), 2:58-59. In the preceding chapter,
“Nihilismus, nihil und Nichts,” Heidegger defines the essence of nihilism (from
which Nietzsche will not have escaped): not to take seriously the question of the
Nothing, “the essential non-thinking of the essence of the Nothing [das wesen-
hafte Nichtdenken an das Wesen des Nichts]” (ibid., pp. 53—54).

26. See, in particular, the resumé of a session of the Académie évangélique,
early in December 1953, in Hofgeismar, Heidegger et la question de Dieu, trans.
Jean Greisch (Paris: Grasset 1980), p. 335.

27. Es gibt die Zeit, es gibt das Sein, says “Zeit und Sein” in 1962. Later
printed in Martin Heidegger, Zur Sache des Denkens (Tiibingen: Max Niemeyer,
1969), pp. 1-25. There is no question of reversing priority or a logical order and
saying that the gift precedes Being. But the thinking of the gift opens up the space
in which Being and time give themselves and give themselves to thought. Here 1
cannot enter into these questions, to which in the 1970s I devoted a seminar at
the Ecole normale supérieure and at Yale University (“Donner le temps”), which
expressly orient all the texts I have published since about 1972.

28. Heidegger sometimes quotes Meister Eckhart, and frequently in regard to
the thinking of the thing. “As the old master of reading and living, Meister
Eckhart, says, in what is unspoken of their language [i.e., that of things] is God
first God” (Martin Heidegger, Der Feldweg [Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Kloster-
mann, 1953), p. 4; my italics). It is always on the subject of the thing that he
associates the name of Dionysius (who, to my knowledge, he cites nowhere else),
with that of Eckhart: “Meister Eckhart employs the word dinc both for God and
for the soul. ... Thereby this master of thought [my italics) by no means wishes
to say that God and the soul are similar to a boulder: a material object; dinc is
here the cautious and reserved name for something that is in general. Thus
Meister Eckhart says, following a passage of Dionysius the Areopagite: diu minne
ist der natur, daz si den menschen wandelt in die dinc, die er minnet [the nature
of love is that it transforms man into the things he loves]. . . . Like Meister Eckhart,
Kant speaks of things and understands, by this word, something that is. But for
Kant, what is becomes an object of representation [Gegenstand des Vorstellens)”
(“Das Ding,” in Vortrdge und Aufsatze [Pfullingen: Neske, 1954), p. 169). I quote
this last phrase because, as we shall ses, it is not without relation to the reason for
which Heidegger writes the word being under erasure. Concerning the concept of
Gemiit in Heidegger and a tradition that also leads back to Eckhart, among others,
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see my De I'esprit: Heidegger et la question {Paris: Galilée, 1987}, p. 125 and
passim.

29. By an analogous but no doubt radically different gesture, Jean-Luc Marion
inscribes the name of God under a cross in Dieu sans I'étre, “‘crossing G¥J with
the cross which reveals Him only in the disappearance, His death and resurrec-
tion” (pp. 152-153). This is another thinking of the gift and of the trace, a
“theology'" which would be ‘'rigorously Christian” by sometimes opposing itself
to the most kindred thoughts, those of Heidegger in particular: “these question-
ings could join together in a topical, apparently modest question: does the name
of (Mi who crosses Himself with a cross because He crucifies Himself, arise from
Being? We say nothing of ‘God’ in general, or of thought which takes its starting-
point from the divine, hence also from the fourfold; we speak of the Gm who
crosses himself with a cross because He reveals Himself by His being placed on
the cross, the C)@ revealed by, in, and as Christ; in other words, the C)@ of
rigorously Christian theology’ {p. 107). By placing a cross on “God™ rather than
on “Being,” Marion proposes to subtract the thinking of the gift, or rather of the
trace of the gift, because there is also and still at issue a thinking of the trace, from
the Heideggerian fourfold: “(,)@ gives. The giving [donation], giving one cause to
guess how ‘it gives,’ a donation, provides the only accessible trace of Him who
gives. Being/ beings, like everything, if it is taken into view as a giving, can
therein allow one to guess the trace of another gift. Here solely the model of the
gift which one admits is important—appropriation or distance. In the former
case, naturally, the agency of % could not intervene, since the giving [donner]
is included in the fourfold. . . . There remains to be glimpsed—if not with Heideg-
ger, at least from his reading and, if necessary, against him—that does not
belong to Being / beings, and even that Being / beings arises from distance” (pp.
153-54). This thinking of the trace is thus also that of a “distance” not reducible
to the ontological difference.

30. See, among many other places, the first page of Martin Heidegger, “Die
Sprache im Gedicht: Eine Erérterung von Georg Trakls Gedicht,” in Martin Hei-
degger, Unterwegs zur Sprache (Pfullingen: Neske, 1959), p. 37. In English, see
Martin Heidegger, On the Way to Language, trans. Peter D. Hertz (New York:
Harper and Row, 1971), p. 159.

31. “Metaphysics is onto-theology. Whoever has experienced theology in its
own roots—both the theology of the Christian faith and that of philosophy—
today prefers, in the realm of thinking, to remain silent [schweigen] about God.
For the onto-theological character of metaphysics has become questionable [frag-
wiirdig] for thought, not on the basis of any atheism, but out of the experience of
a thinking that has shown, in onto-theology, the as yet unthought unity of the
essence of metaphysics.” See the bilingual edition of Martin Heidegger's Identity
and Difference, trans. Joan Stambaugh (New York: Harper and Row, 1969), pp.
54-55 and 121. I have underscored the words remain silent.

32. This seminar was translated and presented by F. Fédier and D. Saatdjian
in the review Po&sie (1980), vol. 13, and the passage 1 quote was also translated
in the same year by Jean Greisch in Heidegger et la question de Dieu, p. 334. The
German text of the privately circulated edition was quoted, for the passage that
interests us, by J.-L. Marion, in Dieu sans I'étre, p. 93.

33. Report of a session of the Evangelical Academy in Hofgeismar, December
1953, trans. Jean Greisch, in Heidegger et la question de Dieu, p. 335.
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ENDINGS, CONTINUED
Frank Kermode

.. .8i j’entrouvre un de mes ouv-
rages, et si je le gote, si je 1'ad-
mire, c’est 12 me sentir inférieure a
celui qui 'écrivit. Je me dis: Tu
n’en ferais pas autant aujourd’hui,
tu es ta propre diminution. C’est
un sentiment trds pénible. Que si,
au contraire, le texte me semble
absurde ou d’un style que je ne puis
plus supporter, j’ai honte d’avoir
été le malheureux qui I’a pu écrire.
... On n'y échappe point. 11 faut
pleurer dans les deux cas, ou celui
que ’on est, ou celui qu’on fut, et
le moment présent a toujours les
deux visages d’un Janus, tous deux
fort tristes.

{Valéry, Mon Faust)

VALERY, OR rather his Faust,! expresses accurately the discomfort
an author may feel in looking back at early works of which he
does not clearly remember either the writing or the argument, let
alone what was thought at the time to be good or bad about them.
I myself try to avoid such occasions; when I can’t I find myself in
precisely the plight described by Valéry, now thinking sadly that
I couldn’t do that any more, now squirming at my kinship with
someone who once supposed he could get away with that.

Such are my feelings when I look once more at The Sense of
an Ending.? It is over twenty years old, for the lectures contained
in it were given in the autumn of 1965. The book was published
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in 1967, a year that in the opinion of many should be as cele-
brated in the history of criticism as 1798 in the history of poetry;
for it was in 1967 that Jacques Derrida published the three books
which were soon, with the aid of many successors from his hand,
and with the support of enthusiastic disciples, to end one epoch
and begin another, in which the sort of literary theory represented
by The Sense of an Ending might perhaps look at best a little
archaic. The book is still in print, having I daresay a sort of paleo-
technological interest—rather as if someone had designed an
advanced new airplane propellor at the very moment when the
jet engine arrived on the scene; or an archaeological interest, as if
a Louis Agassiz might offer to demonstrate the fixity of species in
1859, the year of Darwin’s Origin.

What induced me to risk the double sorrow of Valéry’s Faust
was a suggestion that the book, which had appeared without
revision in several other languages, might now be translated into
German, provided it could be shored up by an additional chapter
offering a few hints as to how the reader could update its mus-
ings, or contrast them as they were and are with what they might,
with more luck, have been.

It so happened that this notion came up at a conference in
Jerusalem in the early summer of 1986, an occasion notable,
among other things, for an extraordinary performance by Derrida.
His topic was, very roughly indeed, the relation between his
thought and the negative theology of Christian tradition. I was
asked to comment on this vast lecture,* and it was subsequently
suggested that I might usefully combine that task with the other
one of updating The Sense of an Ending. And that is what I have
attempted in this paper.

IT 1S possible, and also I believe reasonable, to maintain a resis-
tance to certain literary applications of deconstruction while con-
tinuing to admire—and, let us translate, wonder at—the achieve-
ments of Derrida, whose virtuosity is such that one sometimes

* Editors’ note: The reference is to the preceding essay in this volume, Derrida’s
“How to Avoid Speaking: Denials,” which has been revised slightly from its
original lecture form.
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feels genuinely embarrassed at claiming membership not only of
the same profession but even of the same species. De la Gram-
matologie continues to strike me as an astonishing intellectual
feat, quite beyond the conceptual capacities even of the sort of
mind we should in the ordinary way, and with justification, call
distinguished. I do not mean this characterization of the philoso-
pher as a sort of superman of pure intellection to be taken as
vacuous eulogy; my point will come to be seen as a different one,
namely that a continual attention to the operations of differance,
even supposing that it is always provided by thinkers of the
highest quality, even supposing that it is necessary by the purest
standards of intellectual hygiene, may not be humanly supporta-
ble; that even if this is the way things really are most of us may
still have to behave as if they were otherwise.

Summary accounts of the new philosophy, by persons better
qualified than I am to provide them, are easily available. Here I
concern myself only with aspects that seem to have a bearing on
the topics I considered, though in so different a mode, in my old
book. I can begin with the Jerusalem lecture. In it Derrida took up
an issue that had exercised him for a long time, though he had
not hitherto dealt with it so extensively. He called his lecture
“Comment ne pas dire?” or, in English, “How to Avoid Speaking:
Denials.” In the course of the lecture he made frequent use of the
term apophasis, which the Oxford English Dictionary glosses as
denial. The dictionary distinguishes two main senses of the word.
It was a technical term in rhetoric for ‘‘a kind of Irony, whereby
we deny that we say or doe that which we especially say or doe”
—to quote an example of 1657 cited by the OED. Derrida, who
has a special interest in multiple senses, and in the “slippage”
between them, undoubtedly had something like this definition in
mind as a description of his own method in the paper. But the
.other main sense of the word, which he kept in the foreground, is
theological, and has to do with the method of “negative theology”’
—*“knowledge of God obtained by way of negation,” as in this
OED example of 1961: “negative or apophatic theology ... cer-
tainly does not lead to complete ignorance.”

Now Derrida had much earlier considered the possibility that
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since to describe différance means forever saying what it is not,
his philosophy might be taken (mistaken) for an exercise in nega-
tive theology. In his essay ‘‘Différance,”* he remarked that

the detours, phrases, and syntax that I shall often have to
resort to will resemble—will sometimes be practically in-
distinguishable from—those of negative theology.... We
have noted that differance is not, does not exist, and is not
any sort of being-present (on). And we will have to point
out everything that it is not, and, consequently, that it has
neither existence nor essence. And yet what is thus denoted
as differance is not theological, not even in the most nega-
tive order of negative theology. The latter. .. is always oc-
cupied with letting a supraessential reality go beyond the
finite categories of essence and existence, that is, of pres-
ence, and always hastens to remind us that, if we deny the
predicate of existence to God, it is in order to recognize him
as a superior, inconceivable, and ineffable mode of being.
Here there is no question of such a move . . . [Differance] is
not a being-present. ... It commands nothing, rules over
nothing, and nowhere does it exercise any authority. It is
not marked by a capital letter. Not only is there no realm of
differance, but differance is even the subversion of every
realm. This is obviously what makes it threatening and nec-
essarily dreaded by everything in us that desires a realm, the
past or future presence of a realm. And it is always in the
name of a realm that, believing one sees it ascend to the
capital letter, one can reproach it for wanting to rule. (pp.
134-53)

As I read these rather eerie words I become conscious of a remote
resonance, some memory stirred by what may be merely rhythm-
ical association:

Nothing, nothing, attaches to them, and their reputation . . .
does not depend on human speech. ... Nothing is inside
them . . . if mankind grew curious and excavated, nothing,
nothing would be added to the sum of good or evil. One of
them is rumoured within the boulder that swings on the
summit of the highest of the hills; a bubble-shaped cave that
has neither ceiling nor floor, and mirrors its own darkness
in every direction infinitely.
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These are Forster’s caves, “‘older than anything in the world,”
“unspeakable,” bearing ‘‘no relation to anything dreamt or seen.”
Shortly I shall have to speak of place, of what Derrida names
khora; and the caves are a kind of figure of that place, always
already in place, without dimension or direction, not a realm, not
a being-present yet not an absence; the rhythms are the rhythms
of negativity itself.

The purpose of Derrida’s idiomatic pronouncement is to claim
that differance is not negative in the same measure as the God of
negative theology; for it is so in much greater measure—indeed it
cannot properly be thought of as negative at all; it is outside
negativity as it is outside everything. Only by an intellectual error
—induced by a sort of metaphysical paranoia, a fear for the
security of that “‘realm” —could anybody suppose that differance
has a design on us, or a desire to make itself into some sort of
presence. (Yet it is granted a sort of negative status as a person; it
does not command, rule, exercise authority; it subverts and can
seem threatening.) The centrally important need is to distinguish
it from the negativity of the theologians, into which there will
always be smuggled the comforting notion of hyperessentiality.

Accordingly Derrida labors to make us see that despite an
apparently inevitable similarity of vocabulary and figure what he
is talking about is different from any philosophy or theology that
invokes some form of hyperessentiality, or gives to the “without,”
which is inevitably used over and over again to speak of the
negative attributes of God, a quasi-positive sense: “‘the simulta-
neously negative and hyperaffirmative meaning of without,” as
he put it in the Jerusalem lecture. When Augustine, echoed by
Meister Eckhart, describes God as ““wise without wisdom, good
without goodness, powerful without power,” “purely phenome-
nal negativity” is being transmuted into “affirmation.”” But differ-
ance, as Derrida remarked in the earlier essay, is quite different;:
it cannot (or should not) be so transmuted; it casts not the slight- |
est shadow of positivity. Its difference lies in the fact that differ-
ance is not a way of positing a supraessential reality beyond
existence, beyond essence.

This rather hectic and repeated emphasis may suggest that it is
Derrida himself rather than the opponents he cites (without nam-
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ing them) who most obstinately brings up this question of nega-
tive theology and its resemblances to differance. It is as if he were
self-threatened with a theology, or an atheology—with the desire
for a realm, however vacant—and finds the prospect disturbing.
'He therefore attaches exceptional importance to this work of dis-
crimination. He does not want differance, under any of its aliases,
to be in place of God, or in a place resembling that of God, or
indeed in any place at all.

One qf-the objections attributed in the Jerusalem speech to
some imaginary opponent is precisel t such a discourse as
tl's%fDer/rida’s, though its object is to forestall any such conver-

gence, inevitably-verges on divipity. Derrida of course contests

Mdgt_g-wﬂiaﬁon," while admitting that,
trapped in the same language and logic, one can’t avoid it when
speaking of something that is preconceptual, independent of
presence or even absente;-etcs-it-is-betause-the difficulty is real
that he now risks returning to it.

I cannot trace every step of his route, taken with much calcu-
lated hesitation, and somewhat in the mode of apophatic irony,
as he wonders how to speak about the almost unspeakable, won-
ders how not to speak when he is already speaking, when indeed
he has effectively been doing so even before beginning to. Instead,
to serve my own ends, I shall here consider what he says about
place. He tells us that God “is not and He does not take place (‘il
n'a pas lieu’) or rather He is and takes place, but without Being
and without place.” He is certainly above all places. What hap-
pens when one speaks of many discourses, including negative
discourse on God, and discourse that in certain respects resem-
bles that negative discourse on God, taking place in the place
Jerusalem, which is not simply a place but a kind of origin and a
kind of end? As in all discourse on God, even the most apophatic,
there is a trace. The power of negative theology to speak in its
own way of God comes from God as its necessary cause. He is
called upon in consequence of an irrepressible desire for a refer-
ent, a desire for meaning. ‘“This is what God’s name always
names . . . : the trace of the singular event that will have rendered
speech possible.” That is why apophatic discourse must open
with a prayer. Without that preliminary prayer the negative dis-
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course would be directionless, a desert wandering. God, and his
Derridean antimetaphysical analogues (which are not truly anal-
ogous, but which, rather like God, are beyond being and do not
take place) must nevertheless have place, in a certain unique
mode of doing so, for which Derrida, with characteristic resource,
finds a name in the Timaeus.

The w i ora, the place (which is yet not a place) or the
receptacle (which is not a receptacle) in which the mimemes of
the forms are impressed on matter; the “place” that must there-
fore have been there already, in a *“there” outside time and be-
coming, neither in the eternity of the ideas nor in the becoming
of the sensible things. (Plato at this point does sound rather
Derridean.) The khora is something of which we have only a
dreamlike sense, as. as if it ex@t were there and not

nei € nor negative, neither passive nor active,
the receptacle or plac inscription of the forms, yet not a
receptacle and not a place; although the word khora existed al-
ready, it here denotes none of the things it formerly denoted. One
must think of the khora as Dionysius thought of the good: as the
formless which confers form. It is in this respect that it seems to
resemble the place to which negative theology hopes to be di- {
rected by prayer as it passes through the wilderness of discourse.*

In imagining the place as Jerusalem, offering another figure for
the un%;ﬁmm place, The place as a trace of
“that which committed or rendered it possible,” as the taking
place of “a reference to the other”’ —Derrida perhaps remembers
his earlier, more rhapsodic, essay on “Edmond Jab®s and the
Question of the Book."'® Jews, the ‘‘race born of the Book” (p. 64),
can say '“God separated himself from us in order to let us speak

. this negativity in Gad is-eur-freedom” (p. 67). And “Writing
is the moment of the desert as the moment of Separation.” ‘“The
desert-book is made of sand, ‘of mad sand’ ”’ (p. 68). In his reflec-
tions on the poetry of Jabes Derrida seems to approve these fig-
ures, and he goes on to speculate that the Book might be “an
epoch of Being, Being come to an end, radically outside the book,
books as the dissipation of Being, incapable of the interrogation
of God” (p. 77), separated from presence, the word (not the Word)
in the desert.
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It is at least evident from this, as from his whole posture, that
Derrida is unlikely to have much time for the idea of a book as a
place, another figure for the unfigurable; itself a sort of Jerusalem,
constituting a city, having limits and order or traces of them,
having even reference. Part of his attack on structuralism was
indeed founded on the perception that ‘““a structuralism, by its
own activity, always presupposes an appeal to the theological
simultaneity of the book, and considers itself deprived of the
essential when this simultaneity is not accessible . . . simultane-
ity is the myth of a total reading or description, promoted to the
status of a regulatory ideal” (p. 24). The whole essay from which
I quote, “Force and Signification,”® clearly places the book as a
theological repression of differance and of writing; and the point
is spelt out in Of Grammatelogy:’

The idea of a book is the idea of a totality, finite or infinite,
of the signifier; this totality of the signifier cannot be a
totality, unless a totality constituted by the signified preex-
ists it, supervises its inscriptions and its signs, and is inde-
pendent of it in its ideality. The idea of the book, which
always refers to a natural totality, is profoundly alien to the
sense of writing. It is the encyclopaedic protection of theol-
ogy and of logocentrism against the disruption of writing,
against its aphoristic energy, and ... against difference in
general. If I distinguish the text from the book, I shall say
that the destruction of the book, as it is now under way in
all domains, denudes the surface of the text. That necessary
violence responds to a violence that was no less necessary.

(p. 18)

The epochal supersession of the book as the enemy of writing—
perhaps these are early days, but it has not made decisive prog-
ress, at least “in all domains”’—-seems to leave the book in much
the same plight as the onto-theological tradition and the meta-
physics of presence: that is, in place, as part of an aporetic neces-
sity, an inevitable collaborator in its own destruction, the reward
of collaboration being survival, the price a major undecidability.

HERE I would draw attention to the prominence in the discourse
under consideration of certain words other than God and Being
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and writing and place; for example, realm (‘“‘everything in us that
desires a realm”) and desert—the desert outside the city walls
of Cairo (in the essay on Jabes) or of Jerusalem, where, on one
side, the wilderness laps against the walls. Realms and cities
have limits, like books; they resist free play, seek to halt differ-
ence and deferral. But the play of difference and deferral has
to be conducted in terms of the already limited, as if it were
possible to halt them; and of course the users of such discourse
are well aware of this “as if”’—aware of the metaphoricity that
infects their own discourse as well as the discourse to be de-
constructed.

" “Everything in us that desires a realm”—it is a variant of a
familiar Nietzschean position, “‘the kind of error without which a
certain species of living being could not live.” ‘“The value for life
is ultimately decisive”;® there are of course other aphorisms mak-
ing similar points (““The most strongly believed a priori ‘truths’
are for me—provisional assumptions; e.g., the law of causality, a
very well acquired habit of belief, so much that not to believe in
it would destroy the race. But are they for that reason truths?
What a conclusion! As if the preservation of man were a proof of
truth!”’)® Yet if to “preserve man” is desirable, or if it is biologi-
cally impossible to eliminate that project whether it is desirable
or not, then we behave, except in the unusual circumstances of
doing radical philosophy, as if we have forgotten that well-acquired
habits of belief are not truths, or as if life-preserving habits of
belief were what mattered rather than truth. If the truth is in
endless signifying chains and not in ordered sense, in shifting
sand, not city walls and accepted limits—if it consists in a per-
petual challenge to that which Milton’s Satan, after traversing the
wilderness of Chaos, identified as the “proud limitary cherub”—
then the realm we desire is one in which the truth is repressed in
the interest of self- or species-preservation, even perhaps of sim-
ple comfort.

What is the fate attendant on denying “everything in us that
desires a realm’”? Partly, as I have suggested, to engage in an
unending struggle against the language of the realm in the lan-
guage of the realm, appropriately skewed, sous rature, and always
on the verge of “reappropriation.” But more important in the
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present context is the necessary acceptance of finalities believed
to be false. Deferral must, in human terms, have a stop, and the
stop of deconstructive discourse is the aporia; the universal ter-
minus is undecidability. To treat text as a guarded meaning-
construct, as a willed civitas or perhaps oasis, as proportioned
and limited, is the plot of those who yield to the call of “every-
thing in us that desires a realm”; to treat it as something that
must be untied and exposed as interminably frayed, the exposure
being itself a kind of end, an end that makes sense of the untying,
is the plot of those who are mastered by a desire more subtle, yet
still a desire for a realm, which, for them, will replace that men-
songe véridique of which Lacan speaks, and which Derrida dis-
likes. For Lacan thought of the unconscious as a place, even the
place, of truth, what the signifiers signify; a concept as illicit as
the theologians’ hyperessentiality. To mentalities less severe it
might seem a poor satisfaction to destroy a city and erect, as its
monument, an aporia: solitudinem faciunt, pacem appellant.

If we want to avoid, even as we admire, this austerity, we may
be thrown back on a defense of mensonge véridique, or vérité
mensongeére, that will involve Nietzsche in a different sort of
argument. On either side, say the Lacanian and the Derridean,
there is, despite all the ingenious and honorable attempts to
prevent it, an inevitable suspicion of bad faith. Derrida’s transla-
tor and interpreter, Gayatri Spivak, notes that the desire to decon-
struct may be a desire of mastery, a desire to teach the text a
lesson by showing that it does not mean what it says (unlike the
text of the demonstration, which must be privileged); and Derrida
is of course always aware of this. And Spivak adds that another
allure of deconstruction is the Poe-like pleasure and fear of con-
templating the abyss—*‘the lure of the abyss as freedom.” Decon-
struction is itself sous rature (Of Grammatology, pp. bowvii—Ixxviii).
It is a tormented and somewhat desolating way to power and
pleasure. Is it indeed what we should invariably choose instead
of the easier means that survive from an epoch said to be closed?
May we not admit that our acts are slaves to limit? May we not
speak of places or realms, and of books and perhaps of lives and
of the world at large, as having recognizable though fictive bounds,
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as affording instances of the kind of error without which a certain
species of being cannot live?

LOOKING Now at The Sense of an Ending, one cannot avoid dis-
covering a kind of naive confidence that was originally far from
evident. If I now briefly recount some of its arguments it will at
once be plain how many assumptions made in them are nowa-
days put to the question. First of all, it seemed to me that the
matter of fictional endings had been curiously neglected. There
is, one might say, a tendency on the part of writers and readers to
wish upon endings the status of ends; mere cessation is not
satisfying—one hankers after entelechy, some sense that a poten-
tial has been actualized, that the ending has conferred order and
consonance on the beginning and the middle. To express the
matter as simply as possible, this completion is also what we
should want in our own lives and deaths, however skeptical we
may be about the possibility of achieving it.

For these fictive operations I found a kind of model in apoca-
lypse, and especially in the biblical Apocalypse, the end of a
book which begins with Genesis and has been found to be inex-
haustibly full of concords. (I did not claim to discover the connec-
tion between fictions of apocalypse and fictions about death; it
was pointed out by St. Augustine.) By such means we ‘“humanize
the common death.” And such is our need of ends that we habit-
ually impose them on successive time, sometimes as epochs,
sometimes as other kinds of fiction.

Our attachment to such fictions is so habitual that when apoc-
alyptic predictions are disconfirmed we make up new ones, or
adapt the old ones, in the interests of restored consonance and
credibility. But I also argued that we are at the same time highly
skeptical of these operations, and reconcile credulous desire with
the operations of critical intellect by means of fictions, notably
literary fictions, which are, in Vaihinger’s expression, con-
sciously false, known to be vérités mensongéres. Such fictions, I
added, require to be distinguished from myths; “myths are the
agents of stability, fictions the agents of change. Myths call for
absolute, fictions for conditional assent.” Myths are agents of



82 Frank Kermode

communal action by believers; fictions are tentative and act in
private. But the acceptability of fictions no doubt lies in their
power to satisfy under criticism, and under criticism to change,
in order to go on satisfying our persistent and perhaps barely
conscious need to make sense of our lives. We seek this sense
even when the search requires us, in the interest of completeness
and final order, to invent threats and terrors that reflect the reali-
ties of death, as apocalypse does. And we always risk the disap-
pointments attendant on disconfirmation. The historical perpe-
tuation of the apocalyptic paradigms in various forms, with their
repetitive Terrors and anti-Christs and their endlessly recurring
disconfirmations, testifies to the truth of this observation; the
book seems not to make the point explicitly, but it is strongly
implied.

Part of what I said about plot depends on the argument that
when we speak of the tick-tock rather than the tick-tick of a clock
we are replacing mere successive time with a significant duration,
creating a fictive temporal structure by inventing an end; tick is a
genesis, tock an apocalypse. Tock-tick is meaningless, or at least
we do not choose to hear it; it is merely successive time, outside
the organization to which we give our attention. In the same way
a fictional plot creates out of, or against the background of, suc-
cessive time a ‘“‘season” that is humanly more interesting than
unaccented temporal flow, and is made so by the equivalent of
the fictive tock. The fullness of time I called pleroma, as that
word is used in the New Testament, meaning that this is the
special quality given to the fictions by the fictive tock that satis-
fies our sense of an ending.

As to the special character of time when it is subjected to such
manipulations, 1 suggested that there were precedents in the
Scholastic doctrine of aevum, the time of the angels brought to
earth by medieval lawyers, who found it useful for various consti-
tutional and legal purposes, chiefly relating to the fictive perpe-
tuity of monarchs and corporations. | remember hearing a good
deal of talk about tick-tock and clerkly skepticism, and also about
the idea that fictions can regress into myth, which was indeed
treated rather critically; but aevum didn’t seem to catch on. It is a
third order of duration, standing between eternity and time. An-
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gels are independent of time and succession but act within time,
rather like characters in novels. I was anxious to find a term that
could replace the notion of “spatial form” with its oversimple
assumption of a fictive simultaneity (it is a fiction that has, as
we've seen, attracted the critical attention of Derrida). It seemed
useful, but ‘“‘spatial form” still had some life in it and was not
superseded.

Books and plots (alike slaves to fictive limits) are, I proposed,
fictive models of the temporal world as humanly dealt with, and
their effects might be compared with the effects of other ‘“‘con-
cord-fictions.” Of course I was keen to qualify the character of
our belief in them, and to point out that apocalyptic thought was
always subject to ‘‘clerkly skepticism,” a force that insists on
change, on the alterations necessary to continued credibility. In
fact, a good deal of the The Sense of an Ending is concerned with
just such issues; but I daresay I have said enough about it to make
possible a few guesses as to how it might be assailed by decon-
structive critics.

THE IMPOSSIBILITY of my undertaking in The Sense of an Ending
was deconstructively suggested by J. Hillis Miller in a brief article
that served as the leading contribution in a 1978 issue of Nine-
teenth Century Fiction,'® which was dedicated to the question of
endings. Professor Miller showed, with practiced ease, that there
was no way of distinguishing the Aristotelian operations of desis
and lusis, tying and untying, and consequently that no means
existed by which one could decide when a given narrative is
complete; “analysis of endings leads always, if carried far enough,
to the paralysis of the inability to decide” (p. 7). This leaves the
whole question at the point I mentioned earlier, which is habitu-
ally regarded as terminal by deconstructive analysis: namely,
paralysis. Not wishing the volume to end with its dismissive
opening chapter, its editor, Alexander Welsh, pointed out that by
means of the sort of argument Miller had deployed it would be
right to say ‘‘that the terms East, Midwest, and West have no clear
denotation because the regions they represent merge impercepti-
bly on the map, or that the tides that lap the shores of the conti-
nent obscure the distinction between dry land and wet.”” More-
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over, the argument that analysis, “if carried far enough,” must
inevitably lead to an impasse, has at some point to yield to
convenience, “as is recognized in all the sciences. The appro-
priate level of analysis depends on the uses of ‘literary investiga-
tions’ ” (p. 9). It appears that Aristotle himself found some diffi-
culty in sorting out desis and lusis, but he knew that it was the
dramatist’s job to get them right: “Many do the lusis badly after
doing the desis well; and yet the two things ought to be fitted
together.” !* Admittedly the lusis has to be distinguished from the
later term dénouement and starts much farther back, as G. F. Else
points out, so that the dividing line between tying and untying
might be hard to determine, but Aristotle {(and the playwrights he
was discussing) evidently supposed it possible to decide what
belonged to one and not the other—just as we confidently distin-
guish land and sea despite the tendency of the land nearest the
sea to get wet—and did not see their ‘‘fitting together” as consti-
tutive of an aporia. Perhaps Aristotle did not carry the analysis
far enough to reach a paralysis, deeming the level at which he
discussed the matter to be the appropriate one.

It is at this point that the relatively easygoing theory of the last
epoch confronts the ludic-puritanical challenge of the new, the
paralysis of aporia preferred to the lusis that used, in the era
between Aristotle and 1967, to seem appropriate. Welsh defines
it as occurring at the level appropriate to ‘“the uses of literary
investigations,” hinting that this level is lower than the one on
which Hillis Miller wishes to conduct the analysis “far enough.”

However, on Hillis Miller’s views there is no real sense in a
book about endings, since they don't, in the form presupposed,
exist, or exist only as evasions of aporia. On the Derridean view
there are even stronger reasons for abstention, which may be
inferred from his campaign, reported above, against the very no-
tion of the book. For the book imposes limit; if it did not do so
there could be no endings or indeed beginnings, and none of
those concordant structures it was once our habit to seek. The
book presents itself as a totality, which it cannot be unless consti-
tuted by a preexistent signified which controls it. It is therefore
the enemy of writing; it is described as a violence used to resist
the violence of writing, of differance; it checks deferral and masks
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difference. It is a false epoch. It imposes simultaneity on that
which cannot be simultaneous. It appeals to everything in us that
desires a realm; it is a false place, a simulacrum of presence. Even
the most refined claims that could be made for it would still be
subject to the kind of critique applied to the theologian’s hyper-
essentiality. Its thematic concords are indeed theological, the
product of a “theological simultaneity ...the myth of a total
reading or description.” An instance of the bad faith of the book
as structure is indeed its fictive simplification of time.

In the intention of deconstruction the textual processes of con-
struction and deconstruction go ahead simultaneously, the text
deconstructing itself in the process of construction, and this is
what the analyst has to point out. But as many have remarked,
the deconstructive reading cannot in practice begin until a con-
structive reading (serving the myth of a total reading) is in place.
John Searle’s speech-act theory had to be constructed and in
place before Derrida could deconstruct it by indicating its self-
deconstruction; Rousseau’s devious candor had to be on the page
before its more or less latent self-critique could be expounded.
This practical measure of priority accounts, in part at least, for
the obstinacy with which practitioners choose canonical works to
deconstruct; there must be something to subvert, and there must /
be in existence some doubtless naive established reading of the
constructive sort Derrida describes as ‘“a doubling of the com-\{
mentary,” an attempt to protect the text and prevent us from
saying absolutely anything we like about it; to reduce its infinite
openness. (“This moment of doubling commentary should no
doubt have its place in a critical reading. To recognize and re-
spect all its classical exigencies is not easy and requires all the
instruments of traditional criticism. Without this recognition and
this respect, critical production would risk developing in any
direction at all and authorize itself to say almost anything. But
this indispensable guardrail has always only protected, it has
never opened, a reading”’ [Of Grammatology, p. 158, where there
occurs also the famous pronouncement “il n’y a pas de hors-
texte™).}

In an interesting paper in the issue of Nineteenth Century
Fiction mentioned above (“Little Dorrit and the Question of Clo-
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sure,” pp. 110-30) Alistair Duckworth sought a compromise be-
tween the protective and the deconstructive ways of reading, or
between limit and openness. Duckworth makes many conces-
sions; he disowns Hirsch’s emphasis on authorial intention, and
allows much to Derrida—for example, he agrees that criticism
which in spite of the evident complexities and untidiness of plots
still discovers thematic unities, still sees an end that confers
order and meaning on the whole, can rightly be called ‘eschato-
logical” and condemned as an attempt to ‘‘conceive of structure
from the basis of a full presence which is out of play” (quoting
Derrida).'? Duckworth, in arguing for compromise rather than
confrontation between a necessary though limited protection and
“openness”’ expresses his fear that what he says will be “con-
strued as [in] the interests of a dated humanism.” But as I have
suggested, the presence of a stable ‘“crafted text” protected by
constructive readings is hard to deny and is allowed even by
- Derrida; and in any case it may be time to stop apologizing for
“humanism,” even though it connotes a desire for a realm, and a
proneness to the kind of error without which a certain species of
human being could not live—one of those illusions which, like
the “metaphysics of presence,” are so deeply ingrained that they
can be thought of as among those Nietzschean lies that turn into
truth for the benefit of a hapless non-superhuman humanity. This
is a view to which I still incline. It entails an acceptance of realm,
place, and limit in books as not necessarily repressive—in many
\ fictions, which we after all described as fictions in The Sense of
an Ending.

IF 1 were trying to write such a book now I should of course make
it very different; I wouldn’t want to talk about the same texts, and
I should certainly be more interested in all that makes for “open-
ness’’ and goes beyond “doubling.” But I should still, though on
grounds that had probably not occurred to me in 1965, and in a
manner refined, I hope, by a greater awareness of hermeneutic
problems, think of interpretation as subject to constraint. Take,
for example, the question of endings which appear to be faked, or
manipulated certain ways, by an author who counts on a stock
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response. D. A, Miller doubts whether closure can really effect
what he calls that “transcendence”??® of the narrative material
which, as he thinks, is assumed in my book and in others by
Genette, Kristeva, Barthes, and Sartre (though the last two named
at least corrected themselves). He thinks that one may take for
transcendence what is “merely a deluded transcendence effect.”
He argues that “once the ending is enshrined as an all-embracing
cause in which the elements of a narrative find their ultimate
justification, it is difficult for analysis to assert anything short of
total coherence.” What is needed is a recognition that although
“novels ‘build’ towards closure . . . they are never fully or finally
governed by it.”

This will hardly be contested, since an attempt to justify that
“fully and finally” would be insane; what is more interesting is
the confident distinction between “transcendence” and “tran-
scendence effect”’; for it is not easy to see how the former could
be established except in terms of the latter, nor is it easy to decide
who is “deluded.” Nevertheless it is possible to identify endings
which can be seen to be in a sense imposed on the reader by
identifiable authorial fiat; so that they feel different from endings
that are, so to speak, properly earned—either by ‘‘thematic” means
(though these are frowned upon by Derrida) or simply by a lusis
that seems, before analysis proceeds toward paralysis, to be satis-
fying. The “effect,” one might say, is an effect and nothing more
—a trick, an illusion.

1 had myself given some thought to these pseudo- or illusory
endings; too late for my book I came across Shklovsky’s remarks
on the subject. He spoke of the ease with which writer can induce
reader to credit the story with an ending, or effect his own clo-
sure, by making some weighty observation about the scenery or
the weather. Shklovsky calls this device the “illusory ending.”” *4
* It depends on obedience to a coded rhetorical gesture: ““‘the river
ran on,” “it was still raining,” and the like. The interest of such
devices is that they induce one to believe in an end when the
tale, raveled but not unraveled, might otherwise be thought to
have merely stopped. There is of course a metatextual end to all
written discourses, including stories; you run out of printed mat-
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ter, there's no more to read. But even if a narrative comes close to
merely petering out in this way (a famous example is Women in
Love) nobody is really disposed to accept the drying-up of read-
ing matter as an end, and in the case of Lawrence’s novel we are
in fact told, in the manner of final chapters, that “Gerald was
taken to England to be buried,” and that “Gudrun went to Dres-
den,” and that Ursula and Birkin stayed behind and had the
conversation reported on the last page. This happens to be about
Birkin’s need for “eternal union with a man” as well as with a
woman. Here, as so often throughout the novel, Ursula is skepti-
cal, indeed hostile to Birkin’s theory of his needs, and so, in a
suitably low tone (they are mourning) a major conflict is remem-
bered in a coda, and the book ends on a discord we could easily
show to be “thematic” if we allowed ourselves to think in such
terms. In other words we are willing to find what we want, even
when the author makes a gesture, as was Lawrence’s habit, toward
denying it to us. By the same token it could be argued that
Shklovsky’s remarks assume the argument of The Sense of an
Ending; there has to be a desire for such endings before the
rhetorical trick will work.

To Derrida such maneuvers would be typical of the bricolage
of all constructions, and no different from all other “thematic”
effects in narrative; all “thematizations’ are the product of the
wrong sort of interpretation. But you can equally well think of it
if you happen to approve of it, identifying it with what Henry
James called “the finer tribute” —that degree of devotion in the
reader which goes beyond “the simpler . .. forms of attention”;
that “miraculous windfall, the fruit of a tree he [the author] may
not pretend to have shaken.” It was James who said that the
reader’s share was “quite half,” and part of the contribution must
be to work on endings, for the author cannot make “revelations
stop,” only draw “the circle within which they shall happily
appear to do so,” the conversion of appearance into something
like reality being, no doubt, part of the reader’s share, the rest
being his or her willingness to accept the simultaneous structures
which are suggested but cannot, insofar as his book is a fraud
violently perpetrated against “writing,” really exist. For James at
any rate the perfect reader would, however fraudulent, be in-
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tensely pratective. He or she is the weapon by which the book
resists the reciprocal violence of writing.

The difference between the “protective’ and the ‘“deconstruc-
tive” readings mirrors that between the discourse which depends
on the hyperessential and the discourse of differance. But, as we
have seen, these discourses are hard to distinguish, even by the
observer best placed to distinguish them; and it seems that in
practice you can’t have one without the other. Just as the dis-
course of differance is defined by its not being the discourse of
apophatic theology, and therefore, in the mind of its inventor,
must continually be referred to that discourse, so the discourse of
deconstruction depends on the discourse of construction, the
superhuman on the human. That the protective reading will be in
some severe sense ‘‘ideological” is hard to deny. Its assumptions
may not invariably be “species-specific,” but cultural, and it will
have to change over time, though it seemed to me worthwhile
looking for more universal determinants, such as the desire for a
realm. The assumption, which may seem ignoble, is that “human
kind / Cannat bear very much reality,” or live without a certain
kind of error. Not every individual can be as contemptuous of the
need or will to live as Nietzsche was.

SOMETIMES, REFLECTING on endings, I remember Ben Jonson's
disapproval of the habit of aposiopesis, the utterance of sentences
that do not end and so are not sentences; he saw a connection
between slovenly language and public riot. Our notions of well-
formedness may somehow stem from our lifelong power to pro-
duce and understand well-formed sentences—another violence
committed against writing. In rhetoric, aposiopesis is defined as
an artifice in which “the speaker comes to a sudden halt, as if
unwilling or unable to proceed, though something not expressed
must be understood” (OED). (It is a device very much part of
Derrida’s own rhetorical armoury.) Clearly the rhetorical uses of
aposiopesis are various: you can use it when, like Derrida, you
wish to draw attention to the actual predicament of the speaker,
hindered by the very processes of his own thought from moving
on, from saying what comes next, even though it is already writ-
ten, forbidden by one’s own doctrine from ever coming to an end
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(though in fact Derrida is very good at endings, as he is at writing
books against books}). Of course you can also use it when you
genuinely haven’t anything more to say, but, thinking you ought
to have, try to make it appear that you are using the standard
device, and throw the burden of completion upon your audience
(“an excellent figure for the ignorant, as ‘what shall I say?’ when
one has nothing to say, or ‘I can no more’ when one really can no
more,” as Pope jokes in The Art of Sinking). For whatever reason,
aposiopesis substitutes silence for speech, in a recognized con-
vention, and may be expected to appear as part of the rhetoric of
narrative, still bearing the small burden of ambiguity it has in
oratory.

However, if the habit were common at the level of spoken
language, we might never learn to speak at all, and it may be that
we should find it impossibly difficult to learn something that had
no complete syntax or system. And stories have system, even
when paratactic or episodic, and their structure is at least in some
measure determined by their ends. Given an end that has some of
the quality, or the delusive appearance, of an entelechy, one does
have that (illusion of} structure, of a sort of simultaneous totality.
Derrida is quite right, in his own terms, to call this ““the encyclo-
paedic protection of theology . .. against the disruption of writ-
ing.” He blames Claudel for saying that creators and poets have,
like God, “a taste for things that exist together”—a desire to
frustrate the operations of differance—and he censures Rousset
for thinking that the reader should overcome the “natural ten-
dency of the book [i.e., to present itself sequentially] and see it as
a simultaneous network of reciprocal relationships.” “It is then
that the surprises emerge,” says Rousset. “What surprises?”’ asks
Derrida. “How can simultaneity hold surprises in store? Rather,
it neutralizes the surprises of nonsimultaneity. . . . Simultaneity
is the myth of a total reading or description, promoted to the
status of a regulatory ideal” —which must be a false ideal because
of the indefinite referral of signifier to signifier (‘‘Force and Sig-
nification,” pp. 24-25). However, he does say that ‘“‘surprise
emerges from the dialogue between the simultaneous and the
nonsimultaneous,” and the realm in which that coexistence oc-
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curs is that which I named aevum in my book, though the name
was probably too obscure, or too hard to pronounce, to catch on.

The dialogue between the simultaneous and the nonsimulta-
neous must take place in a condition of simultaneous simultane-
ity and nonsimultaneity. And it is certainly not the case that all
the surprises occur in the sphere of the nonsimultaneous; unless,
of course, one discounts those discovered relationships (as James
remarked, they stop nowhere} which constitute the “surprise”
concealed in the presentation of the simultaneous. They become
readable when the successiveness stops, when the work ends,
ceases for our purposes to be simply text and becomes a book,
properly equipped, since it is in good theological standing, with
a genesis and an apocalypse and a human concern for death and
its types and figures. The flow of the successive contains small
mimemes of this plot, ticks that become tocks, seasons that re-
place mere seconds, antitypes fulfilling remote types. Thus are
prepared the surprises of the simultaneous. The New Testament,
being the part of the book that is always announcing and provid-
ing an end, is full of small typological completions; the texture
accordingly becomes not a matter of succession or repetition, but
of fulfilment; these reciprocities as recorded in the nonsimulta-
neous are figures for the larger fulfilments of what I think of as
aeval simultaneity. So the imitation of this process in secular
plots can, as I've suggested, very reasonably be called theological,
even though anybody with a vested interest in random succes-
siveness and interminable deferral would prefer to call it repres-
sive. What 1 tried to show was that it was human; that it is
disgraceful only from a superhuman perspective to prefer system
to aggregation, as even Kant, thinking of history, admitted that
he did.

HEIDEGGER SAYS that “a fundamental characteristic of the essent
is to telos, which means not aim or purpose but end. Here ‘end’
is not meant in a negative sense, as though there were something
about it that did not continue, that failed or ceased. End is ending
in the sense of fulfilment [Vollendung]. Limit and end are that
wherewith the essent begins to be. It is on this basis that we must
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understand the supreme term that Aristotle used for being, entel-
echeia—the holding (preserving)-itself-in-the-ending. ... That
which places itself in its limit, completing it, and so stands, has
form, morphe. Form as the Greeks understood it derives its es-
sence from an emerging placing-itself-in-the limit.” He goes on to
say that the German word translating the Greek parousia, being
or presence, is An-wesen, “which also designates an estate or
homestead, standing in itself or self-enclosed.”!® Derrida would
of course differ from this view, but I quote it for comfort, and
because this homestead sounds like the place, and the realm we
have it in us to desire, in so far as we are “a certain species.” A
plot provides an image of the world in which the essent becomes
essent; its closure might be an entelechy, its structure a form, its
recognition an unconcealment or truth.

ONE OLD signification of the word presence was the confines of a
royal court—the king’s ceremonial chamber, or simply the stated
limits or area in which his person resided. Certain rules of con-
duct, a certain etiquette, were absolutely enforced within these
limits, not merely for security but in the interest of dignity. The
presence could as well be a field or a ship as a palace, but the
rules were the same. The ruler’s personal presence was deemed
to extend to these limits, ending at a particular wall or tent; this
was a shared legal-ceremonial fiction, binding on all.

Such are the ceremonial arrangements acceptable to a certain
species. It attaches similar force to many other kinds of ceremony;
its members are deemed to change their state at set moments,
when they make promises or exchange rings, for instance. They
have not, in any other than this very arcane and ceremonial sense,
changed, though the community will in certain cases require
them to behave as if they had. All such fictions are the enemies
of difference and the allies of presence, aspects of the great myth
by which we are said to have been enslaved. If they are revealed
as subterfuges, illusions, attempts (like those Derrida identifies in
Rousseau) to smuggle presence into the present, are they still not
there, and still humanly interesting, like some ceremonies con-
cerning realms, places, and states? And do not our bookish fic-
tions, our ends and structural reciprocities, our defeats of never-
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present time, have a dignity of the same sort, which is undeniably
a human sort?

so MUCH by way of speaking up for my old book, written before
anybody knew there were radically other ways of writing about
writing, in the hope that it is still a place, or in place. I may seem
to have taken the long way round, yet the idea is essentially very
simple. Let us say that there is no hors-texte, not even death, not
even life; so there are no ends, no undeconstructible concords, no
such thing as being in the midst. We could allow this to be the
case, yet live within our necessary limitations and persist in our
necessary illusions, our ways of making sense of the ways in
which sense is made of the world. Indeed it was in that spirit,
and with a due sense of the illusory character of those illusions,
that The Sense of an Ending was written.
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HEIDEGGER’S
TRANSCENDENT NOTHING
Gabriel Motzkin

MARTIN HEIDEGGER was the first major twentieth-century thinker
to reconsider the problem of the relation of ontological Nothing-
ness to Being. In order to expose his perspective, it may be useful
to begin by contrasting his position on this issue to that implicit
in Jacques Derrida’s paper in this volume, “How to Avoid Speak-
ing: Denials.”

The aim of Derrida’s paper is to expose how the Platonic philo-
sophical tradition, especially its Christian Neoplatonic variant,
considered two issues together: the Being that is beyond beings,
and the possibility or impossibility of saying anything about that
Being. For that tradition, the One (God), as expounded by Der-
rida, cannot be a direct referent in speech. The reason God cannot

be a direct referent in speech is that He is transcendent to any

world, since any world must be a created world. Language, how-
ever, can only take place within a world. Therefore we can turn
toward that which 15 beyond being, for example in prayer, but we

cannot say anything about it. What Derrida does not elaborate is
whether this impossibility of speaking about what is beyond being
is not a result of our being created beings: this impossibility holds
not only for us, but for all the angels and Ideas as well.

The concept of the transcendent that Derrida consequently
applies is a concept of the transcendent as the other. The beyond
Being is transcendent to Being, but are we transcendent to Being?

The concept of the Nothing that informs Derrida’s text then fol-
lows from this fundamental ontological difference: the Nothing is
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neither the Beyond-being nor Being, for the relation between

ese (wo [o]} olningness nor one of

simple opposition.
Derrida does not state baldly where he locates the Nothing in

the architectonic of the ontology he discerns in the mystical
tradition. But his placement of the relation between Being and
what is beyond being as a relation to the other and his rejection
of opposition as the model for this relation allow us to under-
stand what is meant by saying, with Meister Eckhart, that God is
a non-God. The reciprocal relation betWween self and other is such
that one can only be insofar as all he can say is that the other is
not. The beyond-being is beyond predication; therefore it can be
“predicated” as being the completely receptive pl~ce wherein all
things can happen. True negativity is the negativity that is the
threshold between language as being with a world and its other
as the transcendent which is without a world. It is because God
is without a world that he is not.

Martin Heidegger does not really belong to this tradition, be-
cause he did not set transcendence as equivalent to what is be-
yond being. He did distinguish between Being and entities, and
one could read this distinction as the distinction between being
and what is beyond being in the Neoplatonic scheme. But the
essential character of Heidegger’s transcendence is that it is world-
making, indeed that the concepts of transcendence and the world
cannot be thought of separately because it is the world itself that
is transcendent. Therefore it is the sensible and intelligible enti-
ties within the world that do not have a world because they
cannot have a world. Therefore the problem of addressing the
beyond-being is never the problem of addressing what is beyond
understanding, even though Heidegger would agree with Derrida
that the frame of reference is one that is beyond predication. What
is beyond predication, however, is not what is beyond the world,
but rather the world itself. Therefore, while Heidegger would
agree with Derrida that the moment of negativity is essential to
the process of constitution, he would never characterize it as a
moment of receptivity. Rejecting the notion that the other is what
is beyond being, Heidegger rather identified the other with the
whole of what is, counterposing the other as all entities within
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the world to the Nothing as world-defining. In what follows, I
aim to decipher Heidegger’s specific conception of Nothingness
in terms of its world-making role.

AT THE conclusion of the Transcendental Analytic, Kant dis-
cusses the ““‘concept of an object in general . . . without its having
been decided whether it is something or nothing.”? To help us be
able to decide whether a concept is something or nothing, Kant
distinguishes between four concepts of nothing: 1. the empty
concept without object, ens rationis; 2. the empty object of a
concept, nihil privativum; 3. the empty intuition without object,
ens imaginarium; and 4. the empty object without concept, nihil
negativum. Kant terms the ens rationis and the nihil negativum
empty concepts, and the nihil privativum and the ens imaginar-
ium empty data for concepts. With respect to these last two, the
nihil privativum and the ens imaginarium, Kant continues, “Ne-
gation and the mere form of intuition, in the absence of a some-
thing real, are not objects.” 2

This paper will make two arguments. The second is that Hei-
degger’s concept of the Nothing can be understood in terms of
these two concepts which Kant had grouped together, the nihil
privativum and the ens imaginarium. Such a specification of
Heidegger’s concept of the Nothing has value because the Nothing
is the precondition for the activity of conferring and recovering
meaning in his thought. My first argument will be that Heideg-
ger’s concept of the Nothing only makes sense in terms of his
concept of transcendence. Therefore an elucidation of the role of
transcendence in Heidegger's philosophy is a prerequisite for a
specification of the function of Nothing in his conception of the
meaning-process.

I will concentrate on those of Heidegger’s writings which focus
on these two concepts, transcendence and the Nothing. These
lectures and essays all stem from the period between 1927 and
1929. The exposition of the relation between transcendence and
Nothing in Heidegger’s philosophy during these years may con-
tribute to a better understanding of the well-known reversal or
Kehre in his thinking, which is usually dated at 1930.
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THREE CONCEPTS of transcendence had been developed in the
philosophical tradition: 1. absolute transcendence, i.e., the self-
subsisting realm above and beyond the world of sense; 2. imma-
nent transcendence, i.e., the incarnation of the absolutely tran-
scendent in this world; 3. transcending, i.e., the presumed human
capacity to move beyond this world.

The Catholic philosopher, Maurice Blondel, writing toward the
close of the nineteenth century, emphasized immanent transcen-
dence in order to show that we are not the source of our own
capacity to transcend.® Contemporaneously, Edmund Husserl
sought to anchor truth in an ideal so absolutely transcendent that
it could not be modified in either space or time.* Husserl’s *“‘sec-
ularization” of absolute transcendence, which secured meaning
by making it transcendent to sense-reality, was absorbed by Emil
Lask.’ Lask bequeathed this doctrine to his disciple, Martin Hei-
degger, with two significant modifications: first, influenced by the
neo-Kantian, Heinrich Rickert, he concluded that the source of
this transcendence must be sought within the world;® second,
reading Neoplatonism through the eyes of Eduard von Hartmann,
he argued that the location of the source of meaning in a primor-
dial world that is transcendent to subjectivity requires that logical
affirmation and negation be derived from an ontological source in
this primordial world.”

Martin Heidegger endorsed both of these positions, but, whereas
Lask had rejected both immanent transcendence and transcend-
ing, retaining only the absolute transcendence of the primordial
world as the origin of meaning, Heidegger elaborated a concept of
transcendence that integrated absolute transcendence and tran-
scending while rejecting immanent transcendence. His motive for
doing so was his desire to anchor transcendence in the nature of
time.

Heidegger’s solution to the nineteenth-century problem of the
world’s transcendence to us, and its consequent possible inacces-
sibility, was to reverse the order, and to suggest that it is not
objects that are transcendent to consciousness, but rather human
being, Dasein, that is transcendent to things.® Dasein’s transcen-
dence, however, is human. It is not an eternal and immobile self-
contemplation, but is rather dynamic and incessant, and as such
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time-bound, and as time-bound, finite. Its being finite, however,
does not make it any the less absolutely transcendent, for this
activity can never be other than transcendent.

What Heidegger meant by making Dasein absolutely transcen-
dent to things was that Dasein’s world, as the sum total of Das-
ein’s possibilities, can never be determined in terms of things that
are within that world (BP, pp. 162, 165). With respect to those
things, the world is an antecedent and transcendent determina-
tion, with the reservation that the world does not produce the
things we meet in the world (BP, p. 165).

Such a world can only exist if Dasein exists (BP, p. 166). It is
precisely because Dasein is the world that it is forever beyond
itself (BP, pp. 168, 170).° The analysis of transcendence must
therefore begin with the concept of world.

Heidegger conceived of transcendence in relation to the world
as that process which makes the world one as a world of meaning,
a world that is forever beyond itself, but that is always already
understood (BP, pp. 165, 296). In relation to this concept of
world, transcendence is a process of understanding, i.e., tran-
scending is the process through which significance becomes ex-
plicit (BP, pp. 300, 302). Even the concept of self is a structure of
significance which can only be made explicit on the basis of
transcending (BP, p. 300).'°

This apparent demotion of the self to the level of a construct
and the assignment of the cardinal function of world unification
to transcendence forced Heidegger to grapple again and again
with the problem of unity, whether of the world, of time, or of
transcendence.!! The assumption of the one world that is unified
by transcendence would seem to indicate that for a given human
being there exists only one transcendence. However, the act-
character of transcending appears to require a multiple transcen-
dence, and perhaps multiple worlds of significance devolving
from many acts of meaning.

This problem of the nature of the link between transcendence
—that which gives unity to something—and that something itself
goes back to the Scholastic discussion of transcendental determi-
nations. For the Scholastics, transcendental determinations meant
such determinations as were necessary for the existence of an
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entity but could not exist apart from it. Thus my being one is
necessary for my existence, but my oneness cannot be said to
have a possible existence apart from me. The Scholastics were
aware that setting the individual one as a transcendental deter-
mination could prove problematic not merely with regard to one-
ness conceived as a universal and general determination, but also
with regard to the plurality of ones. Should multiplicity also be
considered as a transcendental determination?

Heidegger had examined one response to this problem in his
habilitation, namely Scotus’ theory of disjunctive transcenden-
tals, which are related to each other, for example, in that the one
is the privation of the many and the many is the privation of the
one.'? If this privative conception of unity were combined with
an act-conception of transcendence, the consequence would be
that there are many transcendences which are inherently priva-
tive and which are related to each other disjunctively. Heidegger
did think that the instantiation of transcendence is multiple: One
thing transcendence does is that it “makes possible coming back
to entities” (BP, p. 300). Since Heidegger held that an entity can
only be identified as such after reversion to the entity from the
world, transcendence requires multiplicity (BP, p. 299).1

Heidegger’s epistemological theory consequently separated un-
derstanding from identification. He justified this distinction on-
tologically by denying both the uniformity of being between the
knower and the known and the division between the knower and
the known according to the degree of knowledge possessed by the
knower. Instead, he drew a sharp distinction between meaning
and physical being. The meaning-process is transcendent to the
entities that are interpreted in its terms. This transcendence of
the meaning-process means that the entities are understood be-
fore they are interpreted. Interpretation presumes the connected-
ness of the entities to an enframing activity. This enframing activ-
ity, which is transcendent to the entities, is both synonymous
with understanding and a necessary condition of our being in a
world.

This priority of sense over determinate reference to the entities
identified within a world would, however, be ontologically indis-
tinguishable from the priority of the knower over the known in
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the Kantian epistemological picture, unless the world is identi-
fied with the totality of sense and not with the totality of refer-
ences. For such a totality of sense, the repeated reversion implicit
in reidentification through multiple reference to the same entity
is meaningful, for no two acts of identification can be identical,
albeit the sense remains invariant.

In sum, Heidegger substituted meaning for knowledge, and
identified the world with the meaning-process and not with an
unsignified totality of entities which would somehow lie beyond
that process as an unmeant totality from which a world or a
context of significance is then individuated. Whereas the neo-
Kantian theory of knowledge had viewed as identical the deter-
mination of the entity as known and the determination of the
limit of knowledge, i.e., the determination of the limit of the
world of knowledge, Heidegger’s separation between the regional
determination and the reidentification of the individual entity
dissolved this double character of the act of knowing, a double
character which, as Hegel had seen, could ultimately be legiti-
mated only dialectically. Instead, Heidegger had made the world
transcendent to the entity.

This transcendence of the world is absolute, but this world is
Dasein’s world, and as such is in time (BP, pp. 297, 302). Since
Dasein’s basic temporal mode is futurity, Dasein’s relation to its
world takes place in terms of the ecstatic temporal mode, which
as ecstatic is transcendent, 1.e., always beyond itself (BP, p 302).
This ecstatic character of time, which is most readily apparent in
our relation to our futures, is then antecedent to transcendence as
a way of relating to the world (BP, p. 302).**

This theory has several interrelated consequences. First, time
is transcendent to the entity. Second, this transcendence is not a
transcendence of one substance to another, but a transcendence
of meaning. Third, meaning as world-making is ontologically
prior to the being of the individual entity.

The unity of meaning as world-making is a transcendental
unity rather than an essential unity, i.e., transcendent meaning is
a necessary condition for the possibility of something like a world,
but it can never be considered separately from the world of which
it is a condition. This transcendental unity is then a condition of
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understanding; correlatively each world is a world of meaning,
and as such prior to the being of the individual entity. Implicitly,
that being cannot exist apart from meaning. In The Basic Prob-
lems of Phenomenology, Heidegger wrote: ‘“The transcendence of
being-in-the-world is founded in its specific wholeness on the
original ecstatic-horizonal unity of temporality. If transcendence
makes possible the understanding of being and if transcendence
is founded on the ecstatic-horizonal constitution of temporality,
then temporality is the condition of the possibility of the under-
standing of being.”1®

In The Metaphysical Foundations of Logic, Heidegger focused
on the relation between the transcendent world and the entity
that is encountered within it.'® He argued that an entity is per-
ceived by a transcending being only when it has already been
transcended (MA, p. 212). Entities can only “appear” if they have
already been surpassed, and therefore they can never be said to
be “present” for the transcending activity. The individuation of
an entity, in contrast to the human entity for which it is indivi-
duated, can only take place retrospectively; that is, the entity can
only be identified after it has already been encountered, and
therefore each identification is in reality a reidentification, for no
entity can be encountered outside of its contextual determination.
Transcending then means the surpassing of an entity or object
that is encountered in the same world to which I belong. The
telos of transcendence is then not the entity, but the world itself.
Dasein, already in a world, transcends to that world (MA, p. 212).

Heidegger was careful to point out that by beginning his analy-
sis with Dasein as being already in a world, he did not mean to
begin the analysis of human existence with the contingent exis-
tence of a particular human being, as if, for the purposes of the
analysis, that human being were in any way necessary or deter-
minate: “It does not lie in the idea of man that he really exists,
i.e. is in a world; it is merely possible that such an entity as
human Dasein is in a world . . . it does not belong to the essence
of Dasein as such that it exists factically; it is rather its essence
that this entity can always be factically non-existent.”*?

Transcendence, being-in-the-world, is therefore prior to exis-
tence, for it has possibilities of existence and of non-existence
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(MA, p. 217). The transcendent possibility of non-existence is
therefore prior to any real, factical existence. The idea of tran-
scendence is thus carefully separated from the idea of actuality.
For Heidegger, the primacy of possibility over actuality was car-
dinal; it saved him from the pitfall of subjective Idealism, for if
his theory were a theory of actuality, then he would have been
driven to the conclusion that no world can exist except as a
consequence of determinate human existence.

On the other hand, since world designates the totality of the
entity in the totality of its possibilities, these possibilities must
be specified not in terms of the actuality of an entity, from which
they cannot be derived, but rather as what they are, namely
human possibilities for meaning-conferral (MA, pp. 231, 247).
Without this link to human meaning-conferral, the world as the
totality of possibilities could not be conceived as a whole, given
that the world as the totality of possibilities far exceeds any
totality of actualities. How can this world be conceived as a
whole? Heidegger’s response was that this totality of possibilities
can only have significance in relation to a being for which world
is a fundamental mode of its being (MA, p. 233).

Here the objection could be raised that Heidegger had intro-
duced a fundamental distinction between human beings taken as
entities and all other entities, or more strictly between an individ-
ual human being and all that is external to it. Heidegger discerned
this objection, and responded by asserting that transcending does
not only mean transcending other entities but also Dasein’s tran-
scending itself (MA, p. 234). Transcending has then a double role
for Heidegger. First, transcending means transcending the entity
that Dasein encounters in a world that it itself defines, while the
entity that it encounters is not itself Dasein. The entity is not
transcendent to Dasein, but is rather immanent to Dasein’s world.
It can be located in Dasein’s world only because that world is
itself transcendent. Second, since Dasein is itself an entity that it
encounters in such a world in the same way as it encounters
other entities, Dasein transcends itself, that is, the structure of
significance transcends physical being.

Since the concept of a self is a structure of significance, this
result means that Dasein can only be a self insofar as it transcends
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its physical being (MA, pp. 234, 243—44). This gap between phys-
ical being and the self is a sign of Dasein’s surplus of possibilities.
This gap only becomes manifest through transcending.

If the world as the totality of Dasein’s possibilities always
surpasses any real entity, each entity is then revealed in its ac-
tuality as a restriction or limitation on Dasein’s possibilities (MA,
p. 248). The realization of the possible is, as thing-in-itself, a
restriction of the universe of the possible (ibid.). Each determina-
tion is a negation, but a negation not of the actual, but rather of
the totality of the possible. Each entity is thus revealed as being
by its very nature insufficient or deficient. It is deficient, however,
not in relation to a plenitude of being, but rather in relation to a
surplus of possibilities. If all actual entities in any possible world
are always deficient insofar as they are real, then reality is by
nature deficient.

Heidegger’s substitution of the surplus of possibilities for the
plenitude of being as the transcendent sphere required a redefi-
nition of intelligibility, for intelligibility could no longer be con-
ceived in terms of a being with a plenitude of determinations,
that is, an intelligible world or entity about which we could know
everything. Instead, Heidegger conceived the ideal of intelligibil-
ity in terms of an entity with a deficiency of determinations
(hence everything can be known about it within a given context
of significance) in its relation to a being with a surplus of deter-
minations of being (hence the contexts of significance are func-
tionally infinite).

The question arises whether the infinite field of possibilities is
bounded or unbounded. While Heidegger restricted the set of
actualities in comparison to the field of possibilities, at the same
time he located the set of infinite possibilities in Dasein, saving
Dasein from being a god only by denying it the power to create an
infinite actuality parallel to its infinite possibilities. Actuality is
nothing in which Dasein can become immanent: Dasein’s bounded
infinity of possibilities is not transformed into something else by
the encounter with the restriction of actuality.

If Dasein’s existence is thus located before actuality, then the
possibility of endowing objects with meaning is given before the
objects themselves. (I experience my existence as the primordial
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given from which ontological analysis begins, but I am certain of
my existence only as my most certain possibility, never as a
restrictive actuality of the type I would have to derive from my
actual being as an entity.)

Heidegger hence concluded that the entity’s entry into a world
(Welteingang), the concept that he substituted for immanence,
means possible entry (MA, p. 249). If entry into the world is then
only possible rather than necessary, it is therefore only occa-
sional, for the qualification of possibility assumes that the situa-
tion of nonentry into a world can also occur (MA, p. 250). It is
important to note that this entry is not a possibility for Dasein,
but rather for entities, including Dasein in its aspect as an entity.
Dasein as such always remains transcendent; entities have the
possibility of either becoming immanent, i.e., entering a world or
not, in this case Dasein’s world (MA, p. 251). Heidegger thus
distinguished completely between transcendence and imma-
nence by attributing them to ontologically different beings, whereas
one great traditional problem had been how an entity can pass
from one condition to the other. Furthermore, Heidegger’s deter-
mination of Dasein as the only transcendent entity meant that
every other entity has to be considered as immanent, since tran-
scendence is not a possibility for an entity encountered in the
actual world.

If transcendence is not a possibility for the entity, the entity’s
possibility of entry into a world is completely dependent for
realization on Dasein. Transcendent Dasein makes it possible for
nontranscendent entities to become immanent in a world. This
actual entry is not a defining characteristic of the entity itself, for
the entity as such has no need of Dasein’s world of significance,
all the more so since the world the actual entity has entered is a
world of pure possibility (ibid.)

This problem of the possible entry of an entity into a world of
human significance led Heidegger to specify the ontological dis-
tinction between the world and the entity that is within it.

Since the entity is not affected by Dasein’s meaning-process,
the world as such does not exist in terms of the entity. Hence,
from the point of view of a philosophy of substance, the world is
nothing at all (MA, p. 252). If the world is not an entity, it is then
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also not a nonentity. However, while the world in relation to the
entity is nothing as all, all the same as Being it is something
(ibid.).

Heidegger began his investigation of the nothingness of the
world with this determination that the world can have no physi-
cal being as an individuated entity, and yet nonetheless does
have being. It has being in the way that all meaning must have
being. If the world is really nothing, then so is Dasein, so is
transcending, and so is meaning. This null being of the world
must then be spelled out, for its being spelled out is the condition
for the possibility of a discourse in which meaning can be given
to the surplus of unrealized possibilities over realizations.

It was clear to Heidegger that this Nothing cannot be the sim-
ply negative “not,” nor a dialectically determinate negation, for
meaning can never become an entity, nor an entity create a world.
The world’s not being an entity means that the world has no
substance. However, the world is also not absolutely nothing in
Kant’s sense of a nihil negativum (ibid.).

Heidegger elaborated the concept of nothingness he needed in
order to secure the transcendence of the meaning-process in rela-
tion to the concept of time. “Time as primordial temporality is
the inner possibility of transcendence” (ibid.). This simple asser-
tion does not, however, clarify the relation between time and
negativity. Here Heidegger made his next original move: he de-
fined temporality as the nihil originarium (ibid.).

Before continuing, we should recall Heidegger’s model of the
relation between Dasein and entities. Heidegger rejected two models
of the subject’s relation to the world, the immanent relation to an
external world and the intentional relation to an object (MA, p.
253). Heidegger had rejected the first model because he viewed it
as privileging the temporal mode of the present, and he rejected
the second model because it posed a world outside of time as
mediating between the subject and the external world. In Being
and Time, it had appeared as if his basic model was one that took
as its basic datum Dasein’s existence together with other entities
in one world. The further emphasis on transcendence, however,
seemed to correct this misimpression, for it located a dividing
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line between the world, now understood as belonging to Dasein,
and entities or objects.

Anytime a world is posed, necessarily that world as a coherent
concept must be delimited. One such limit appears to be the
object, which serves as a restriction on the world, as noted above
(see also MA, p. 254). What restricts the world from the other
direction? Any argument for a world must relate such an external
limit to the world as something that is included in the said world.
It is necessary to include the limit in the world, for otherwise any
concept of a world is incoherent, i.e., there would then be two
limits, a limit that does not belong to the world and a limit that
does. Heidegger, like so many others before him, had to reject the
possibility that what lies at the limit of the world is absolute
nothingness, for that would make the limit a nothing. On the
other hand, such a limit must be absolutely inclusive, that is, no
entity can exist that is excluded from the world, not even a
Kantian noumenon.

Heidegger conceived of the limit as dynamic. The difficulty
with this dynamic limit was that it could be argued that the
existence of such a limit necessarily changes the structure of the
individual entities it circumscribes at any given moment, as both
Hegel and Cohen had in fact maintained.

In that case, one could argue that no real ontological distinc-
tion exists between a world and whatever is found within it.
Against this last position Heidegger set out to find a response that
would secure this distinction while retaining the necessity of a
relation to entities despite the primacy of possibility. Otherwise
a world with no entities could be imagined. In order to establish,
first, the necessity of the relation to entities; second, the ontolog-
ical distinction between the world and the individuals within it;
and third, the inapplicability of absolute nothingness as that which
circumscrihes the world, Heidegger turned to the analysis of tem-
porality.

Heidegger rejected the various conceptions of time as linear, or
subjective, or belonging to sensibility (thus leaving spirit and
reason outside of time), or as contrasted to eternity (MA, pp. 254—
55). He enunciated five characteristics of his concept of time:
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first, time is ecstatic; second, as ecstatic, time necessarily has a
horizon (limit); third, time neither passes nor stands still, but
rather temporalizes; fourth, time must include reason and spirit
as well as sensibility; fifth, time has a personal direction (MA, p.
256). That does not mean that the person creates time, but rather
that time is directed towards factical, i.e., actual existence, and
therefore it is directed to persons (ibid.).

Heidegger asserted further that the modes of time are not modes
of consciousness of time, but that each mode of time, making
past, making present, and making future, is time itself (MA, p.
263). This division of time into modes raises the question of
whether there is one time, whether the modes of time can be
unified. The problem of unity is aggravated because Heidegger
held that the verb to be cannot be predicated in the ordinary way
of time (MA, p. 264). This move is reminiscent of Brentano’s
argument that no unity can possibly exist between different pre-
dicative uses of the verb to be, i.e., the predicative is is an illusion
of grammar.?® In the same way, Heidegger argued that time cannot
be predicated.

Heidegger nonetheless remained within traditional metaphys-
ics by defending time’s fundamental unity. Temporality is the
unity of modes that first unifies itself primordially through tem-
poralization (MA, p. 264). Heidegger needed unity in order to
protect time against the misconception that time is temporary,
which Heidegger saw as a deeper illusion than the notion that
time is present.’® If time were to dissolve into different modali-
ties, then one such authentic modality would necessarily have to
include the notion that time is temporary.

Heidegger thought that temporal expressions reveal a primor-
dial temporality (MA, pp. 264—65). If we attach words such as
then or now to an entity, we see that their reference is not com-
pletely circumscribed by that entity, for they always refer away
from the entity to somewhere else (Dariiberwegweisen; ibid.).
Heidegger believed that this referentiality away from . . . does not
come from the entity, but must belong to primordial temporality.
What this referentiality away from . . . shows is that a fundamen-
tal character of time is displacement (Entriickung; MA, p. 265).
Heidegger argued that this displacement is primordial and that it
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must have preceded any possible entity in advance, i.e., that it in
a sense has already anticipated the entire field of possibility
(ibid.). Thus one can speak of two properties of primordial tem-
porality; displacement and anticipation.

The ecstatic aspect of temporality as anticipatory or expectant
is such that a fissure, a raptus, as Heidegger called it, is created
by temporality itself (ibid.). This rapture is a gap in time itself,
since it is characteristic of time that it is always out of itself, that
its referentiality is away from itself. Heidegger believed that this
ecstatic, transcending quality of time is what provides the world
with its unity {(MA, 266). Each temporal ecstasy, which is the
condition for the possibility of a world, circumscribes itself (MA,
p. 269). The displacement posed by an ecstasy does not deter-
mine anything, yet the ecstasy is already faced with a possibility.
However, the ecstasy does not produce from itself any certain
possibility. What it does is provide the horizon, i.e., the limit of
possibility, in which a certain possibility can be expected (ibid.).

Heidegger emphasized the point that the horizon is not spa-
tially or temporally localizable (ibid.). It cannot be found at any
entity. He thus made a clear distinction between the entity as
restriction and the horizon as a limit on the sum total of possibil-
ities. Having determined that the horizon is not characterizable
through any determination whatsoever of the entity, he then drew
a further distinction between *‘is”” and temporalization. Since the
horizon temporalizes itself, it ““is” not (ibid.). Thus the normal
“is”’ of existence cannot be applied to it.

The horizon, however, is not identical with the temporal ec-
stasis. If it were, Heidegger's theory of temporality would be
subjective, for he would have identified the act of temporalization
with its limit. What the horizon does is to provide the ecstases
with their unity. Thus the unity of time is not the same as its
modality. Yet the horizon appears together with and in the ec-
stasis. Heidegger defined the horizon in relation to the ecstases as
their ecstema (ibid.).

It now becomes clear why Heidegger distinguished between
the temporalization of time and its unity. Namely, the ecstematic
unity of the horizon of temporality is the temporal condition of
the possibility of the world as a unity (MA, pp. 269-70). In a
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sense, Heidegger had elaborated two transcendent structures: pri-
mordial temporality and its horizon, the horizon being the con-
dition for the possibility of the world.

The structure of the ecstematic unity of the horizon shows how
the world belongs essentially to transcendence (ibid.). Since tran-
scendence is the basic condition for the possibility of a world, it
is prior to the world, but it is not prior to temporality. Both
ecstatic temporality and the ecstema