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Preface 

The present volume brings together twenty-one dialogues which I con
ducted over recent years in the area of Continental thought. 

Part l features previously unpublished exchanges, ranging from the 
conversation with Georges Dumezil, one of the founding fathers of 

structural anthropology, to more recent debates with Jacques Der
rida, Paul Ricreur, and Jean-Luc Marion. Part 2 contains interviews 
held with Continental thinkers originally published in 1984 by Man

chester University Press under the title Duzlogue.1 with Contemporary Con
tinental Thinker.:J: The Phenonienolt~qical Herifl~qe. While some of these have 
since been anthologized, the original volume has been out of print since 

the early 1990s. The third part of the book features a selection of inter
views from two of my later volumes, Vuion.:J {l Europe: Conver.:Jation.:J on 
the Le_qacy and Future of Europe (1992) and State.:J o_/'Mind (1995). This 
section includes conversations with Julia Kristeva, Umberto Eco, 
George Steiner, and Paul Ricreur, recorded between 1991 and 1993 as 
part of a series for Irish Public Television (RTE). It also contains two 

subsequent exchanges with Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard and Hans-Georg 
Gadamer conducted between 1994 and 1995. The fourth and final part 
of the book adds six new colloquies on my own work, which took place 

at a number of recent international symposia. 

I am very grateful to all those who participated in the organizing 
and editing of these dialogues~ John Manoussakis, Todd Sadowski, 
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Brian Gregor, John Cleary, Stephen Costello, Mark Manolopoulos, 
Sean Connolly, Fabrizio Turoldo, Eoin Cassidy, and Ian Leask. Sadly, 
five of my original interlocutors have passed away since we recorded 
our dialogues~ Marcuse, Levinas, Gadamer, Dumezil, and Lyotard. 
Their intellectual generosity is something I will always cherish, and I 
would like to dedicate this volume to their memory. 

xu • Preface 
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PART[!] 

Recent Debates 





Jacques Derrida 
Terro~ Religion,, and the New Politicd 

RK: In the interview with Dominique J anicaud (HeiJegger en France 
[Heidegger in France]), you talk about deconstruction as being a pref

erence for discontinuity over continuity, for J;//irance over reconcilia

tion, and so on. These two traits are always at work in your thought. 

I was wondering, at the practical level, what this preference might 

mean in the current political situation. In the wake of September 11, 

there is much talk of the West versus Islam. In Northern Ireland, there 

was much negotiation over decommissioning of arms. And there are 

all these tensions between Pakistan and India and, of course, between 

Palestine and Israel. My instinct here is to ask: Don't we need recon

ciliation in these areas of the world? It is perhaps a nai've question but 

also a pragmatic one. What I am really saying is: Where could the 

hermeneutics of reconciliation meet the deconstruction of difference 

on these issues ~the issues of agreement, consensus, and reconcilia

tion between enemies? 

JD: It is a very good question. First the quick answer. Of course, 

politically and socially speaking, I have nothing against reconciliation, 

and I think we should do whatever we can to reach a reconciliation 

worthy of that name, be it the end of war, the end of violence, and so 

on. And I think, since you gave us these examples of what is going 

on today in the world ~with a war which is not a war in the classical 

sense, a terrorism which is not terrorism in the classical sense, all these 



forms of new violence which challenge the old concepts of war, terror

ism, and even nation-state -given, then, the fact that you referred to 

these examples, of course my political choice will be toward reconcil

iation. But a reconciliation which would not be simply a compromise 

in which the other (as it is always the case) in this or that way loses his 

or her singularity, identity, desire, and so on; a reconciliation also that 

will not be simply a sort of "deal" in order to take advantage of the 

other. So, if there were a reconciliation that could be just, then of course 

I would be interested in reconciliation. Each time my choice will be on 

the side of life and not of death. Now, if we try to do justice to both 

sides of all the examples you cite, I suppose we would have to acknowl

edge that many think that they act for a just cause. Those who hijacked 

the airplanes on September 11 or those who spread the anthrax think 

probably that their actions were provoked by an act of terrorism from 

the opposite side, an act of state terrorism on the part of the United 

States. So if there were a kind of reconciliation that would signal a stop 

which could bring violence to a halt and reach an agreement or a com

mon conviction, then why not? But if reconciliation is just a pretext 

for a cease-fire so that tomorrow violence can start again, the violence 

of the one trying to prove that it is stronger than the other, then I would 

be very reluctant. Since we cannot avoid the reference to September 

11 and since I cannot start any public speech or discussion without 

reference to these unspeakable events that have been named after that 

date, I think that today the type of violence is such that there will be 

no reconciliation before violence stops. 

RK: Is that a precondition? 

JD: Let me say that I do not find the United States innocent, but, 

given what is going on, whatever the purpose might be, we cannot 

reach a reconciliation before this type of violence (either through mil

itary or the police agents) stops. But the terrain has changed. Assum

ing that we manage to identify the criminals behind these attacks -

let's say, bin Laden or some of his followers-and capture them or kill 

them, this would not change the situation. The terrain of reconcilia

tion requires a radical change in the world; I would say a revolution 

of some sort. Any reconciliation worthy of that name requires not only 

that someone stops the violence through military or police force, or, as 

they call them, the peacekeeping forces. It requires more-a political 

change in the minds of the strongest. 

RK: But who is the strongest? 
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JD: In the present situation the strongest becomes the weakest, 
and the weakest the strongest. Take, for example, the case of biologi
cal war, which, by the way, as we all know, was initially provided by 

the United States. If you only read, among other sources, [Noam] 
Chomsky's book on the rogue states, you will see that the United States 

provided Saddam Hussein with the skills as well as the substance. 
That's why some people are so nervous about Iraq, because they know 

that Saddam has the substance and the ability to create it. That's 
why I said that no one is innocent in this affair. Nevertheless, being 
myself on the side of democracy, democracy to come, I wish only one 

thing: that the process of radical reconciliation ~implying a total trans
formation of the political situation ~would start with a major cessa
tion of all violence. Although I remain suspicious of American policies, 

I think today they cannot do anything else but protect themselves and 
try to destroy the source of this terrorism, a terrible but unavoidable 
thing. Now, about reconciliation itself. For everything said so far 

was at the level of the current political situation. Now, on a more rad
ical kind of reconciliation, beyond the political ~the political is just a 
layer~ I would not suspend every relation with the other for the sake 

of hope, salvation, or resurrection (I have been reading your admirable 
book these days on this subject). This is perhaps a difference between 
us: this indeterminacy of the messianic leaves you unsatisfied. To speak 

roughly, you, Richard, would not give up the hope of redemption, res
urrection, and so forth; and I would not either. But I would argue that 
when one is not ready to suspend the determination of hope, then our 

relation with the other becomes again economical. ... 

RK: ... Because hope interprets this relation in terms of horizons 

of expectation, interpretation? 

JD: My feeling is, and this is not political ~when I am political, 

juridical, and perhaps ethical, I am with you ~that when I try to think 
the most rigorous relation with the other I must be ready to give up 
the hope for a return to salvation, the hope for resurrection, or even 

reconciliation. In the pure act of giving and forgiving we should be 
free from any hope of reconciliation. I must forgive, if one forgives ... 

RK: Unconditionally. 

JD: ... unconditionally, without the hope of reconstituting a 

healthy and peaceful community. That's where reconciliation is for 
me problematic. When I am for any kind of negotiating between these 
unconditional and absolute thoughts and the conditional, then I become 
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juridical and political~then I am of course with the side of the best 

possible reconciliation ~which is, nevertheless, always very difficult. 

Reconciliation is difficult. It has to be negotiated through transac

tions, analyses of contexts and times: unpredictability of all kinds. But 

at least we have the feeling of a possible compromise. That is what 

is happening in life. 

RK: To come back to the conclusion you drew earlier and play 

devil's advocate. When you say we cannot have a genuine, radical rec

onciliation worthy of its name until we cease violence, this seems dis

turbingly reminiscent of certain phrases made, for example, by [Ariel] 

Sharon of Israel, refusing to speak with the Palestinians until we have 

peace; or the Unionists in Northern Ireland saying, "We cannot talk 

to Sinn Fein until they put away their guns." I can understand, of 

course, the logic behind that, but it seems like asking for the impossi

ble too .Joon, and not accepting the muddiness and murkiness of politi

cal situations. The Palestinians are slow to abandon the gusher of arms 

unconditionally until they see what is going to happen, etc. Decon

struction's position is, as I understand it, that nothin.<J is pure; every
thing is contaminated, mixed, ambiguous. And so we will never reach 

a point of pure nonviolence where we can have reconciliation. Unless 

we compromise. Unless we accept some kind of negotiated settlement 

before we reach perfect peace and nonviolence. 

JD: I totally agree with you. Perhaps what I said was oversimpli

fied. That's why reconciliation in the political sense always occurs dur

ing some lasting violence. Now when I mention the fact that the Amer

icans have to respond to the events of September 11, I did not exclude 

that they have already transformed the situation. On the one hand, 

they said that they were ready to help poor Afghans by dropping food 

and providing similar kinds of humanitarian aid, and on the other hand, 

they are already discussing the prospect of a Palestinian state. You 

remember, perhaps, Sharon saying, "We do not want to become the 

'Czechoslovakia' of today." Before World War II, peace was made with 

Hitler at the expense of Czechoslovakia, and Sharon is afraid that if 

the Western coalition needs to expand to include more Arab states, 

this could happen at the expense of Israel. I do not judge anyone now. 

Perhaps the United States is making a terrible mistake in what they 

are doing. I cannot judge. Since television is under censorship, we can

not really know. In fact, what I say is simply that the United States 

could not remain immobile. They couldn't say, "Let's wait and see." 

They had to do something, whether we call it "retaliation" or just an 
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attempt to stop the terror. At the same time, without waiting for the 

total destruction of the violent side, they have already, at least, prom

ised that they would change their policy. I think they are trying to 

change, however indirectly, but their premises are very complicated. 

They ask: "Why do they hate us?" They will have to try to understand 

these feelings of hatred and try to change them. I hope that the Euro

peans~ because we will have to come back to Europe on this issue~ 

that the European allies should exercise a pressure on the United States, 

that not only the States but the whole Western world should change 

its policy toward the Arabs, if only in order to demonstrate that they 

are right when they say that bin Laden does not represent Islam or the 

Palestinians. If they want this to be true, they have to take a number 

of steps. And I don't mean that they will necessarily have to stop the 

violence, but even before that, and at the same time with that, they will 

have to start changing their policy. 

RK: Pursuing this question of the other and the European as sort 
of a middleman, between the so-called Middle East and America, I 

take it you are suggesting that because Europe has a much closer rela

tionship with the Mediterranean world and Arab culture generally, it 

is more aware of all the different variations of Islam, and that Europe 

has, therefore, an obligation to try to communicate this understand

ing to America and to mediate between East and West, as it were. 

Since US citizens are asking, "Why do they hate us," they are asking 

for an answer. So we in Europe might be able to help "translate" 

between the two. I have been working on similar issues in my book 

On Storied, where there is a section on the construction of national nar

ratives. I try to explore how Rome was founded on the exclusion of 

the Etruscans; how the British and the Irish constituted themselves 

within a dialectic of otherness with each other; and then how Amer

ica founded its new world identity on the basis of its particular other~ 

starting with the native Indians, then going onto the slaves, emigrants, 

and finally aliens as the other (there is an obsession with aliens from 

outer space). After September 11, there was a front-page headline in 

New.:1week, "A Nation Indivisible." The other had struck. It seems to 

me that there was an immediate need to put a face on it, to situate it 

geographically, to identify enemies out there, because to have enemies 

within was so disturbing. Perhaps that is why the scare about anthrax 

was so disturbing. Once the other is also located within the nation, it 

is harder to project the other back "out there." How do you see this 

dialectic playing out? 
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JD: There are at least two or three questions in what you have 
said. First, a vast problem, let's call it "translation." Can Europe help 
in translating? I think there are two ways to look into things, to esti

mate what is going on here. First, there is the short one: to understand 
the premises of the Cold War. We are still paying the price of the Cold 

War, because it is precisely for that reason~the reason of having an 
enemy~that the United States had to surround themselves with so 

many nondemocratic countries (as allies). At the same time there was 
this polarity, and by means of this polarity the United States had made 
a number of terrible mistakes in strategy that boomeranged. So now 

we face these consequences of the Cold War. We shouldn't forget that 
bin Laden was trained according to American models. 

The longest way will be the study of the history and embodiment of 

Islam. How can we explain that this religion~ one that is now in terms 
of demography the most powerful~ and those nations which embody 
its beliefs, have missed something in history, something that it is not 

shared with Europe ~namely, Enlightenment, science, economy, devel
opment? They are poor countries. Even if some Arabs are extremely 
rich by virtue of the oil industry, they still have not the necessary infra

structure. What is, then, that which places them economically on the 
wrong side? Is it the religion? Now, of course, I am oversimplifying. 
But it took some centuries, during which Christianity and Judaism 

succeeded in associating with the techno-scientific-capitalistic devel
opment while the Arabic-Islamic world did not. They remained poor, 
attached to old models, repressive, even more phallocentric than the 

Europeans (which is already something). So without an understand
ing of history, without a new kind of historical investigation about what 
happened with Islam during the last five centuries, we will not be able 

to understand what is going on today. 

RK: You have several references in your work to monotheism as 
Judeo-Christian-Islamic. You always reintroduce this hyphen that 

many of us forget, and that complicates the scenario in a very refresh
ing way. You remind people that Islam shares a common monotheis
tic heritage in religion and philosophy (see for example the case of Avi

cena). At its inception, Islam does not look so alien from ourselves ... 

JD: In my short essay "Faith and Knowledge" I ask the question 

of Islam in relation to the other religions. We have the Judeo-Christ

ian couple as opposed to Islam, but, on the other hand, we have the 
Judeo-Islamic couple as opposed to Christianity. The death of God is 

Christian; neither Jew nor Muslim would ever say that God is dead. 
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There is, then, this confrontation between the three Abrahamic tra

ditions. If we want seriously to understand what is happening today, 
we have to go back to the origins and ask what has happened since the 

Middle Ages. Why - in spite of the fact that the Arabic world has incor
porated Western scholarship, science, and culture - has it not devel

oped socially, historically, as Europe has? I do not have an answer to 
that. But if we do not go back to this period, to this question, we can

not make sense of today's situation. 

RK: Does that statement include Buddhism, Hinduism? These 

religions did not seem to have such a problem. 

JD: No. I'm not sure that we could call them, strictly speaking, 
"religion." This is a point that I make in "Faith and Knowledge" about 
the mondialatini:Jation 1 of religion. 

RK: Maybe it is because Islam in its origins is somehow more con
nected with us here in Europe. The departure from us (the West and 

Europe) came at a later point. The battle of Vienna, when the Islamic 
forces were defeated by the Germans and the Poles, was in 1682. It 
is not long since Islam was in the heart of Europe. The Balkans, Spain, 
Greece. Islam was a part of us, and we were a part of it. 

JD: It is without doubt a great civilization, a great culture. Nev

ertheless, they did not articulate the possibility of what we define as 
power, as technoscience, capitalism. 

RK: How do we raise this question of Islam while avoiding 
[Samuel] Huntington's binary thesis of the good Western Empire 
against the evil Islamic Empire? 

JD: I think there is the expressed wish in Islam and among Mus

lims, among theologians, to dissociate Islam from a more violent form. 
I know that there is this desire to come back to an Islam that would be 
totally devoid of violence. These differences, however, within Islam, 

cannot be developed efficiently without a development of the institu
tion of the political, of the transformation of the .Jtractare.J of the soci
ety. Of course, we will always find an interesting Muslim scholar or 
theologian who will say, "Islam is not bin Laden." But these people 

remain powerless because what has power is precisely thiJ nondemo

cratic, violent regime. It is a strange situation today. Well, I think 
Europe-not the old question of Europe, the spirit of Europe, Husserl's 
Europe, Heidegger's Europe, not even the European Community or 

the Europe of Tony Blair-but perhaps there is something in Europe 
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today, a possibility of taking a certain distance from both sides (the 

United States and Islam); even if there is an alliance in NATO [North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization], there is something in Europe which 

could or should avoid these theocratic struggles, the theocratic duel. 

In order to give some image of this schema, I would return to the ques

tion of the death penalty, which, as you know, obsesses me. Imagine 

that they capture bin Laden; they may treat him, if he is captured by 

the United States ... they may capture him as a foreign soldier or 

enemy. They could judge him, then, according to their own laws of jus

tice and probably sentence him to death. Or would he be transferred 

to an International Penal Court according to the new law of the United 

Nations? In that case, he couldn't be sentenced to death, because the 

New International Penal Court has of course judged crimes against 

humanity, crimes of war, but it cannot enforce death or pass the death 

sentence. This case locates the difference between, let's say, the spirit 

of Europe and the United States. The fact that the European Commu

nity has abolished the death penalty makes a difference. A real differ

ence and a difference in principle. 

RK: If, say, British forces took bin Laden, they couldn't extradite 

him to the United States. 

JD: No, they couldn't and they shouldn't. Nor the French~they 

will never extradite someone to a country where the death penalty is 

accepted. Whether bin Laden would be killed as a "soldier," as an 

"enemy," or would be judged as a "terrorist." All these concepts are 

now shaken. To come back to the last part of your question about 

the refoundation of a sovereign, single nation, I am struck by the new 

reunification of this country. Speaking of assimilation, the African 

Americans of this country are now fully Americans, at least for the 

moment. As long as they are against bin Laden. Perhaps one day peo

ple will consider September 11 as the refoundation of the United States, 

because, precisely, the United States was struck by an unidentified 

enemy, not a state, not an individual (it is not bin Laden himself, alone). 

This attack has become the center for a new foundation of the nation. 

This aggression has rebuilt the nation; this terrible scar has provoked 

such a self-defense that it serves almost as a reconstitution, an econ

omy, a sort of therapy, and so on. Americans are becoming reconciled 

with themselves. There is reconciliation with immigrants and other 

underprivileged groups of society. You have probably seen a TV adver
tisement where a number of people of various backgrounds and nation

alities announce to the camera, "I am an American." It is amazing and 
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it is true. You cannot but admire this wonderful thing going on: despite 
all the tragedy and all the hypocrisy, there is still an idea of democracy. 
No doubt. I remember when I was here in 1971, in Baltimore; the "war 
with blacks" was terrible. There were rebellions in prisons, terrible 

violence. I thought that there would be a real revolution. And they suc

ceeded through violence, because a number of black militants, leaders 
of the black community, were killed. The despair was terrible. But after 

the depression they started with the act of integration, with the strug
gle for civil rights. There was progress. It is always not enough, of 
course. There is always a lot of hypocrisy: racism, for example, still 

exists. And yet the idea of this progress cannot be denied. 

RK: This polarization works. Much of the Islamic world seems 
to have forgotten, on a popular level, a sort of a fraternity with the West. 
On the other hand, the Americans are certainly a reconciled, rejuve

nated nation once again. In terms of these polar extremes~ comple
mentary enemies playing off against each other, both calling each other 
the "Evil Empire"~ I would call the European position a middle one, 

a hermeneutics of mediation. But I suspect that you would be slow to 
use either of these terms: hernuneaticd and nudiation. That is what I would 
endorse. But your tendency is to focus more on the gaps and holes. This 

is an absolutely indispensable move, but not the whole story. I suppose, 
if there is a difference between us~ I mention this in the fourth chap

ter of The God Who May Be ~it is a difference of emphasis rather than 
of kind. Maybe it is because of the experience of Northern Ireland. 

JD: We will need lots of time to make these traits more spe
cific. I think that there is already an act of mediation in Europe. 
Although Europe is predominantly Christian, Europe as community 

is less theocratic than the United States. Europe is more secular, and 
by being the ally of the States and being more attentive and respect
ful to difference than the States, it could, and I hope that it will, 

play a role of mediation. It should exercise some pressure on the United 
States. I agree with you on this level. Europe is not this factual, Chris
tian Europe simply led by Christianity~this is something that needs 

to be reelaborated. And here we come to the difference between you 
and me. It is easier to think of what I put under the word lchora in 
Europe than in any other place in the world. Now, it may also hap

pen in some parts of the United States, but this will be the dimension 
of "Europe" in the States. Something may happen in the United States 

thanks to some American thinkers. But it would have to do with a 
way of freeing yourselves not from "a God who may be" but rather 
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from a God that is, in the direction of what I call khora. When I say 

khora, I am not excluding anything, but I am referring also to the pol

itics of khora, the absolute indeterminacy, which is the only possible 

groundless ground for a universal~if not for reconciliation~at least 

for a universal politics beyond cosmopolitanism. 

RK: I suppose I could see the "God who may be" emerging from 

khora, from that space. If I had to try to locate it, this God, I would 

place it somewhere between the God of messianism and Being on the 

one hand, and khlira, on the other. The "God who may be" hovers and 

suffers between these two. It is not identical with khora. This is the sort 

of dialogue I develop throughout the book with you and Jack Caputo. 
I am aware of our differences on the issue of how does one speak about 

God. For me it is a hermeneutic problem: How do you speak and name 

and identify a god without falling back to metaphysics and ontotheol

ogy, and yet without saying "God is kh(7ra '? 

JD: I never said that. 

RK: I know you never said that, but you see the problematic ... 

JD: I try to address these various issues by reading your book. 
The differences between us are so thin that we cannot in a short dis

cussion do justice to them. These thin and sometimes imperceptible 

differences or nuances could be translated into politics. But we can

not reduce them to that. I felt very close to everything you said in this 

book~up to a certain moment where you yourself rigorously define 

the thinnest difference, that is, on resurrection. I am not against res

urrection. I would share your hope for resurrection, reconciliation, and 

redemption. But I ... I think I have a responsibility as someone who 

thinks deconstructively, even if I dream of redemption ... I have the 

responsibility to acknowledge, to obey the necessity of the possibility 
that there is khora, rather than a relationship with the anthropotheo

logic God of revelation. At some point, you, Richard, translate your 

faith into something determinable, and then you have to keep the "name" 

of the resurrection. My own understanding of faith is that there is faith 

whenever one gives up not only any certainty but also any determined 
hope. If one says that resurrection is the horizon of one's hope, then 

one knows what one names when one says "resurrection" ~faith is not 

pure faith. It is already knowledge. That's why sometimes you call me 

an atheist ... 

RK: Someone who rightly passes for an atheist. 
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JD: Sometimes I would argue that you have to be an atheist of 

this sort in order to be true to faith, to pure faith. So it is a very com

plicated logic. 

RK: In The God Who May Be, I say that "where the religious so 

offends, I would call myself a seeker of love and justice tout court. "2 

JD: Me too. A seeker of love and justice. It is not that I am happy 

with this. It is a suffering. 

RK: For me, this is the crux of the dialogue between hermeneu

tics and deconstruction. My diacritical hermeneutics are different from 

Gadamer's and Heidegger's and even Ricreur's in certain respects. But 

what I have tried to explore and develop in The Goo Who May Be and 

Stratzf;er.J, Goo.J and M01uter.J is the hermeneutic-deconstructive inter

face. One thing that I would like to mention here on the question of 

God is something you said in Villanova that I very much identified 

with. During the roundtable discussion, you said that "if I am inter

ested in God, it would be the God who is powerless .... " 

JD: Absolutely. First of all, I would like to tell you that I found 

your book powerful; it is powerful in its powerlessness. I was impressed 

and grateful to see what is happening with the history that we share, 

and we share twenty years now. Your book formalizes questions in a 

way that is absolutely wonderful. I read your book in agreement all 

the time with this tiny difference on the question of the power. The 
" b " Th d d h " " "I " . h may- e. ere are two ways to un erstan t e may. may is t e 
"perhaps"; it is also the "I am able to" or "I might." The "perhaps" (peut
etre) refers to the unconditional beyond sovereignty. It is an uncondi

tional which is the desire of powerlessness rather than power. I think 

you are right to attempt to name God not as sovereign, as almighty, 

but as precisely the most powerless. Justice and love are precisely ori

ented to this powerlessness. But khora is powerless too. Not power

lessness in the sense of poor or vulnerable. Powerlessness as simply 

no-power. No power at all. 

RK: Can we, then, kneel and pray before khora? 

JD: No. No. This is precisely the difference. But I would imme

diately add that if we are to pray, if I pray, I have at least to take into 

account that khora enaMe.J me to pray. That spacing, the fact that there 

is this spacing-a neutral, indifferent, impassible spacing-that enables 

me to pray. Without khora there would be no prayer. We should think 

that without khijra there would be no God, no othe1; no spacing. But 
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you can address a prayer only to somethinfJ or someone, not to khora. 
To come back to your question, I have nothing against all these things: 

reconciliation, prayer, redemption, and so on. But I think that these 

things would not be possible without this indifferent, impassible, neuter, 

interval spacing of khora: the "there is" beyond being. 

RK: Which is prior to all differences and yet makes difference 

possible ... 

JD: Yes. 

RK: And this can lead to a new politics, another kind of cos

mopolitanism. 

JD: Beyond cosmopolitanism, since cosmopolitanism implies a state, 

a citizen, the cosmos. Khora opens up a universality beyond cosmopoli

tanism. That's where at some point I am planning to examine the polit

ical consequences of the thought of khora, which I think are urgent 

today. And if one day there will be a reconciliation between the terri

ble enemies, it would be because of some space, of some khora, an empty, 

mutual space that is not the cosmos, not the created world, not the 

nation, state, global dimension, but just that: khi)ra. 
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Jean-Luc Marion 
The Hermeneuticd of Revelation 

I. Boston College, October 2, 2001 

RK: They are many similarities between your work, Jean-Luc, 

and mine: Both of us owe a great deal of our philosophical formation 

to the phenomenologies of Husserl and Heidegger; we have both 

engaged ourselves in close dialogue with Levinas, Ricreur, and Der

rida. Given these evident similarities, it would be more fruitful and 

interesting, it seems to me, if we take a look here into some of the J4~ 

ferenced in our respective positions in regards to the phenomenology of 

God. One question that I would like to put to you, Jean-Luc, and 

which, in fact, I have put in a more elaborate form on p. 33 of The GoJ 
Who May Be, is the question of the hermeneutical status of the satu

rated phenomenon. It seems to me that if there is a difference between 

us, given all our common readings and assumptions, it is this: I would 

pass from phenomenology to hermeneutics more rapidly than you 

would. It strikes me that your approach is more strictly phenomeno

logical, since for you the saturated phenomenon is fundamentally irre
gardahle, a pure event without horizon or context, without "I" or agent. 

As such it appears to defy interpretation. You do of course make some 

concessions to hermeneutics, as when you say- on the very last page 
of your essay "The Saturated Phenomenon" -that this phenomenon is 

communal and communicable and historic. Here you do seem to acknowl

edge the possibility of a hermeneutic response, but my suspicion, and 
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please correct me if I'm mistaken, is that the example you privilege~ 

revelation~ requires a pure phe1w1neno!o.9y of the pure event, whereas I 

would argue that there is no pure phenomenon as such, that appear
ing~ no matter how iconic or saturated it may be~ always already 

involves an interpretation of some kind. Phenomenological descrip

tion and intuition, in my account, always imply some degree of 

hermeneutic reading, albeit that of a prereflective, preunderstand

ing, or preconscious affection for the most part. My question, then, 

would be: How do we interpret~and by extension, how do we judge~ 

the saturated phenomenon without betraying it? 

M: This is an old question. The first version of "The Saturated 

Phenomenon" was written as a paper just after Reductimz and Givenne.Jd; 

then a more elaborate version followed, as it is now found in Etant 

Donni [Being Given}. The first to raise this question was Jean Grondin, 

a specialist on Gadamer at the University of Montreal; after him Jean 

Greisch asked me the same question, and although I am stubborn and 

narrow-minded, I am not completely closed to critical remarks! Let us 

put aside for a moment the question of Christian revelation, which is 

not directly related to the saturated phenomenon. The saturated phe

nomenon is a kind of phenomenon that is characterized by a deficit in 

concept vis-a-vis intuitwn: such phenomena include the event, the i£Jol the 

f!e.Jh, and the othe1: In all these cases, there is a surplus of intuition over 

intention. It is precisely because of this surplus of intuition, I have 

argued, that we need hermeneutics. Why? Because hermeneutics is 

always an inquiry for further concepts: hermeneutics is generated when 

we witness an excess of information rather than its lack. In Etant Donn~ 
where I discuss the four types of saturated phenomena, I say that the 

icon is "the icon of endless hermeneutics." Why an endless hermeneu

tics? Precisely because there is here a conceptual deficit. I have learned 

my hermeneutics with Ricreur, and Ricreur is very clear on this: if 

we are to have hermeneutics, it has to be an endless hermeneutics. 

There where the need of hermeneutics arises, it is completely impos

sible to imagine that we may get at any moment an adequate, final con

cept. Subjectivity, history, and the question of God ~the question of 

history is very important for our discussion here, for the historical event 

is the most simple kind of saturated phenomenon ~in all these cases, 

the question of hermeneutics is totally unavoidable. Hermeneutical 

investigation never completes its mission. It is never finished and should 

never be finished, and that is why there cannot be a hermeneutics of 

what I call the conunon range phenomenon. It is why, for example, the 
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history of mathematics is not a part of mathematics, why the history 

of science in general is not .Jcience. Because, in the case of pure math

ematics or pure science, there is no deficit of phenomenality, there is 

no saturated phenomenon, and thus no need of hermeneutics. 

RK: In two of your texts, De .Jurcrolt [In E'rce.J.J: Studied£?/ Saturated 

Phenomena} and Etant Donn~ you delineated the four types of saturated 

phenomena, all of them characterized by a superabundance of intu

ition over intention. As you say, they do not necessarily point towards 

a theological turn~ actually, they could be quite atheological ~but you 

have also written of the saturated phenomenon as a theological event. 

Since we are focusing our discussion here on the phenomenology and 

hermeneutics of God, let me come back to this theme and ask: Can we 

have a hermeneutics of God qua saturated phenomenon? For exam

ple, in some texts you speak of the saturated phenomenon in terms 

of a superabundance that surpasses all narration and predication and 

fills us with a certain stupor and terror whose very "incomprehensi

bility imposes on us." Regarding this notion of incomprehensibility, 

you would seem to suggest an ab.Jenee l?f' hermeneutic.J and point to a the

ology of absence where the role of narratives and images and even of 

conceptual interpretations appears to be a betrayal, in some sense, of 

the very unconditional absoluteness of the religious event. In Goo With

out Being, you actually speak of a "eucharistic hermeneutics"; but 

here again we are faced with what you call the "unspeakable word," 

which seems to mean that we find the Word already given, gained, and 

available. In addition to that, there is the question of the theologian 

who, by definition, ultimately has the !a.Jt word of interpretation. Such 

a view seems to me to delimit the notion of an endless hermeneutics. 

Moreover, those who do not participate in the praxis of the Eucharis

tic phenomenon seem to be excluded not only from its experience but 

also from its interpretation. 

M: Let us go back, then, to the theological character of the satu

rated phenomenon. My final position on that is that the four types of 

saturated phenomena mentioned above could all be recapitulated in 

the field of a phenomenology of revelation. Nevertheless, if we are 

allowed to take revelation~ a theological concept~ as a phenomeno

logical question, then, I think, it should be done to the degree that rev

elation can be described as the combination of the four types of satu

rated phenomena. I refer here to the J udeo-Christian revelation; to 

describe it you, I would need to employ (1) event~since it always occurs 

as an event; (2) the idol~ since it bedazzles us with its appearance when 
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it appears; (3) the f!e.:1h ~since it is always an appearance that has to 

appeal to our senses; and finally, ( 4) the othe1; that is, the otherness of 

the other. Revelation combines and recapitulates in itself all of the four 

types; it is, we might say, a phenomenon saturated to the square. The 

kind of hermeneutics that we would need to employ vis-a-vis revela

tion is already at work on each of these kinds of saturated phenomena. 

I would say that revelation is a rather good paradigmatic case of what 

I call the saturated phenomenon. What is given in revelation is pre

cisely what surpasses any expectation. The fact that we face something 

beyond any expectation and any final conception solicits an endless 

hermeneutics. That is why the field of hermeneutics is absolutely and 

widely open to any possible direction and to any level of interpreta

tion. Take, for example, the Creed, the Apostolic credo. Strictly speak

ing it is a document that reveals a set of doctrines shared in common 

by all the churches and all the theologians; on the other hand, how

ever, it is open to different interpretations which are not always con

sistent with each other, even within the same church or the same tra

dition. I see these differences of interpretation as many different 

hermeneutic possibilities. I would also say that the Jesuit spirituality 

is another example of a possible interpretation, of another type of 

hermeneutics within the tradition of Catholic spirituality. 

RK: Would you, then, admit to a comparative phenomenology of 

the religious, along the lines of someone like Mircea Eliade? Do you 

think that the phenomenon of God can be experienced outside a specif

ically monotheistic context? Is there something in the notion of reve

lation as an absolute saturated phenomenon that requires a Judeo

Christian theology? It is not just any God that appears in revelation, 

is it? And how can we tell the difference? 

M: I think that the "game," so to speak, is completely open to any

one who has to do what he can do and as much as his abilities allow. 

What happens at the moment of the revelation is like a tremendous 

explosion: it affects everyone, from those at the ground zero to those 

at the remotest periphery. But no matter where we stand, or how much 

or how little of intuition we receive, each one of us has to take that 

much and make out if it whatever we can. And this is an ongoing 

process; it is a story that never reaches its end. 

RK: So one could have a Buddhist or Hindu hermeneutics of 

the phenomenon of God? 
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M: I do think that the question of God is so great that, to some 

extent, we have to admit that all the different traditions, including those 

that are apparently foreign to the biblical heritage, are needed in order 

to say something about God. Buddhism is a way of living the experience 

of the infinite prior to or beside the phenomenon of revelation; Bud

dhism concerns itself with what we would call "natural revelation." And 

this too is needed. It is like putting the question of revelation in a differ

ent way: What would have happened if no revelation had happened? 

RK: You say "different" as negative to positive or as different to 

same? 

M: It cannot be completely different because what is at stake here, 

that is, the human being, is the same, in the sense that it is ttJ who raise 

the question of revelation. It can be raised differently, but it is always 

raised within the common structures of human experience. The expe

rience of the infinite, with or without revelation, does not compel us 

to choose this or that tradition. 

RK: Why do you say "without revelation"? Are there not kinds of 

revelations and epiphanies~as well as all kinds of saturated phenom

ena~that do not presuppose any theological or monotheistic given ... 

M: Yes. 

RK: ... and which are surely available to non-monotheistic tra-

ditions .. . 

M: There could be. 

RK: ... whether it is a work of art or an icon or a sacred moment 

in some Eastern religion or simply an act of love or justice, giving a 

cup of cold water to a thirsty person? 

M: Yes. I have no authority to decide whether the Buddhist, 

for example, would or should use this or that interpretation of his 

experience of the infinite. My point regarding the relation of the 

saturated phenomenon to revelation is an old issue between theology 

and metaphysics. 

RK: To clarify, when you say "revelation," do you mean "Revela

tion" ~with a capital "R" ~that is, a monotheistic Revelation, or you 

mean "revelation" in the phenomenological sense, which is obviously 

more inclusive? 
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M: My answer will have to be a long one. An old question that 

concerned me for some time was why metaphysics since the sixteenth 

century became so interested in explaining the very notion of natural 

revelation~not a terribly consistent concept anyway. When in mod

ern times philosophy was understood as the doctrine of the a priori, it 

became immediately apparent that if there are a priori, then any pos

sible experience must be limited and admitted by them. Within this 

context, very roughly sketched here, the question of revelation needed 

to be addressed, because in the mode of revelation the limitations of 

our experience are supposed to be given by revelation itself, or by the 

One revealed through revelation, and not controlled by the modalities 

of the transcendental apparatuses. The conflict between these two hori

zons was an unavoidable one, and the final conclusion reached, in dif

ferent ways by both [Johann Gottlieb] Fichte and Kant, was the 

limitation of religion "within the limits of reason alone." Let us recall 

here Fichte's criticism of any possible concept of revelation, Christian 

or non-Christian alike, and the answer that Hegel gave, where the Con

cept allows revelation to happen, but at the end it is the Concept itself 

that i1 the truth of revelation. The moral of this story was that philos

ophy alone is responsible for deciding what is acceptable as "revela

tion" and what is not. With the advent of the crisis in metaphysics, 

however, what we know today as "the end of metaphysics,'' the pic

ture changes. The question that led metaphysics into crisis was pre

cisely the one that questioned the role of metaphysics as the ultimate 

authority that decides which kind of phenomena are admissible to 

philosophical discourse and which are not, which questions the legit

imacy of metaphysics and, along with all this, the question of the 

possibility of revelation. Together with the crisis in metaphysics, or as 

a consequence of this very crisis, the question of revelation per se was 

reopened. Under this light, the experience of a Buddhist, for example, 

faces the same problem and the same critique as the question of expe

rience of the (Judeo-Christian) revelation. Neither can be taken as 
"rational" by the standards of philosophical and scientific rationality. 

On the other hand, Buddhists as well as Christians think that they have 

the right to be taken as reasonable and capable of performing sound 

reasoning and philosophical questioning, regardless of their faith. Obvi

ously, a broader and less rigid concept of rationality is in order here. 

If you want to focus on the interreligious discourse (understood not 

in the sense of ecumenism, but as the question of what constitutes, or 

not, revelation), such a matter can only be addressed when you assume 

that revelation nullifies any natural experience. But to assume that you 
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must already know what revelation is or does is the same as saying that 

the hermeneutics of revelation is now over, that revelation has noth

ing to reveal any more, and thus, by definition, that there is no reve

lation. If we speak of revelation, then, we have to accept that hermeneu

tics is still going on, that revelation is open, as history is still in the 

making. There is no contradiction in saying that everything was fully 

revealed and achieved but that, even today, we don't know, we can't 

know, how far it reaches. 

RK: Would you, at this point in your work, revise your position 

in Goo Without Being regarding the hermeneutics of the text as being 

conditioned by the community itself? How do you feel now, for exam

ple, about this passage that you wrote? "Hermeneutic of the text by 

the community ... thanks to the service of the theologian, but on the 

condition that the community itself be interpreted by the Word and 

assimilated to the place where theological interpretation can be exer

cised, thanks to the liturgical service of the theologian par excel

lence, the bishop," for it is "only the bishop that merits in its full sense 

the title of theologian" (152-53). The God without Being is undoubt

edly inscribed within a monotheistic tradition. Is this theological posi

tion one which you would still defend? Or do you think that the brack

ets have to be opened again to an "interfaith" phenomenon of revelation? 

M: I would like to say this. When I said that "only the bishop mer

its the title of the theologian," I was not, of course, taking sides in the 

present-day differences between, say, bishops and theologians; I was 

referring back to the tradition where most of our great theologians 

were, at the same time, bishops in their communities. I am thinking 

here of examples such as the two Grego:rys, Basil the Great, or John 

the Chrysostom. For a long time in the common tradition of the church, 

the place to teach theology was the pulpit from which the bishop, 

during the liturgy, had to explain the Gospel. All of our great patris

tic books were in fact connected to these homiletic practices. 

RK: But some of these books were burned by the bishops. Meis

ter Eckhart was on the Index, as was John Scotus Eruigena. Even 

Aquinas at one point! These were great teachers and hermeneuts. But 

none of them were bishops! 

M: But this ve:ry situation was the symptom of a corruption of what 

I am trying to explain here. It is difficult for us to think today about 

how theology was originally not supposed to be the outcome of intel
lectual curiosity, logical dexterity, or academic career. Theology grew 
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out of the task of commenting on the scriptures, not because you chose 

to be a professional exegete of the scriptures, but because that was an 

essential part of the liturgy, of the Eucharistic gathering of the faith

ful. In this sense, theology was a communal event. It was the theology 

of a community and not the solitary research task of a theologian. The 

great theologians of the tradition were not writing books because they 

wished to get published but because they needed to address specific 

questions that were of importance in their communities. Their theol

ogy was built in direct relation to their pastoral service. With the advent 

of the universities, we are in a new, terrible situation where you have, 

on the one side the bishop who has administrative power (and often a 

rather low level of scholarship), and on the other side, the university 

professor who has a high level of scholarship but who is removed from 

the believing community and its act of celebration. The result is that 

each one uses his old weapons to get rid of the other in the struggle 

over the monopoly of truth. The academic claims that the bishop is 

deeply involved in politics and thus unable to do serious theology, while 

the bishop says that we should not take seriously all these uncommit

ted professors and researchers. Things have radically changed. 

II. Dublin, January 11, 2003 

M: I take the opportunity of this seminar to answer a comment 

made by Richard Kearney, which is very fruitful, and which is a very 

good example of how far the concept of the saturated phenomenon can 

be applied. 

If we consider, as Kearney does in his hermeneutic reading of Exo

dus 3: 14 in chapter 2 of The God Who May Be, it is very fascinating, 

because there are three possible interpretations. The first interpreta

tion is the kataphatic: we take "I am who I am" as "I am an ou.:1ia/' 
and, more than that, "I am Being itself," and so on. Then you have the 

negative or apophatic interpretation: "I am who I am, and you will never 

know who I am," which is a very old and traditional interpretation too. 

And there is a third one, which is beyond both affirmation and nega

tion, namely, the hyperbolical one, where the two previous readings 

are both surpassed and assumed~ "I am the One who shall be. For

ever." Shall be what? He who can say, "Here I am," because "Here I 

am" is the name under which the encounter between God and man is 

made, throughout all revelation. So, "I will be the One always able 

to answer or to call." And so, with the same words of Exodus 3: 14, the 

same intuition, to some extent, we have three possible significations, 
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and we need at least those three. This is mystical theology. It is also a 

saturated phenomenon. And it is, finally, also the possibility of an end

less hermeneutic. The Exodic revelation may be repeated for other 

logia. I think we, Richard and I, agree on this issue. 

RK: Yes, we are in agreement here. But I would like to expand a 

little further. In The God Who May Be, I tried to explore how Meister 

Eckhart revisits certain metaphysical terms -Jwn, ego, qui e.Jt, etc. -

and reinterprets them in a way that opens them up to a postmetaphys

ical, eschatological interpretation. And I think we could apply this 

move more generally to a variety of postmetaphysical movements in 

contemporary philosophy and theology. Maybe this is a slight differ

ence of emphasis I have with Jean-Luc Marion, Heidegger, and Der

rida. Rather than affirming the metaphysics of presence, or ontothe

ology, which from Aristotle to Husserl is caught up in a metaphysics 

of "conceptual idolatry,'' what I try to advance with my notion of "dia

critical hermeneutics" is the suggestion that, in spite of the language 

of cause, substance, ground, e.J.Jentuz, e.J.Je, which easily lends itself to 

conceptual idolatry, there is also within metaphysics a metaphysical 

desire to understand, to conceptualize, to reason with, to reckon with, 

to make sense of, to debate with, questions of the ultimate. That meta

physical desire, it seems to me, is utterly respectable, and it can be rec

ognized in most of the great metaphysicians. There are two ways of 

approaching Plato, for example. On the one hand, there is Plato as 

ontotheology and the metaphysics of presence. But on the other hand, 

there is Plato as Levinas revisits him, as the exponent of a metaphysics 

of eros, of desire. In that sense, when Levinas speaks of metaphysi

cal desire in Totality and !t~f'inity, he is not saying we should return to 
Aristotelian or Scholastic metaphysics qua speculative system. He's 

saying that there is some drive within all metaphysical attempts to name 

the unnameable, which is retrievable and which can be reread escha

tologially. That's not just true of Plato; it's true of Augustine, where 

there is this restless desire for God; and it is true of Descartes too. 

As Levinas and Jean-Luc Marion have both pointed out, Descartes's 

"idea of the Infinite" is something that comes through metaphysics, but 

it can't be contained within nietaphy.Jic.J. 
So, I would make that differentiation. Does this bring us close to 

something like process theology? As a metaphysical desire for God, 

yes. But not as a need to form a system, with grounds and causes and 

reasons and concepts that tend towards a pantheism, where there's 

a beginning, middle, and end, and a master narrative which reduces 
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God to an immanent, historical process. I don't have any quarrel with 

the description of God as an immanent, historical process up to a point, 

but I think it is only half of the story. It's the story of us responding 

to the call of God and trying to work towards the kingdom. But there's 

another side to the story, which I don't really see recognized in [Charles] 

Hartshorne or [Alfred North] Whitehead, and that relates how his

torical becoming is a redpon.:fe to a call that comes from beyond his

tory. So the question is: Is there a notion in process theology of God 

as radical transcendence, ulteriority, exteriority, alterity? Does process 

theology sufficiently acknowledge the difference between immanence 

and transcendence? 

M: There is no contradiction between Eckhart saying Gott wirt and 
Gott entwirt and the saturated phenomenon. The very experience of the 

&l:Ce.:f.:f of intuition over signification makes clear that the excess may be 

felt and expressed as a disappointment. The experience of disappoint

ment means that I make an experience which I cannot understand, 

because I have no concept for it. So the excess and the disappointment 

can come together. The saturated phenomenon doesn't mean that we 

never have the experience of being in the desert. The reverse is the case: 

the desertification is an excess, in some way. The experience of some

thing that is unconditional is, for me, something occasioned by the fact 

that I am disappointed, that I am in the situation of encountering some

thing without having the possibility to understand it. This is not noth

ing. This is a very important figure of phenomenality. 
And so back to desire now. I would not be so optimistic about desire 

as some are. Indeed, in philosophy from the beginning, there is some

thing that is not purely conceptual, working "behind," being the secret 

energy of the system, the desire of knowing things. Desire of know

ing. There are two possibilities opened up here: first, desire is quite 

different from knowledge itself~" All men desire to know," as Aris

totle says. Second, desire is finally incorporated into the knowledge 

itself. To some extent, this is done with Hegel, where knowledge~ 

rooted in the dialectic~ includes in itself the desire to know. And so at 

that moment, desire is recalled and recollected, confirmed within meta

physics. Or you may argue~and I think it was part of Levinas's argu

ment about Plato~that the desire is prior to the philosophical inten

tion to know and is to be taken seriously as such. So you may try to 

focus your attention on desire "as such." This can explain an aspect of 

neo-Platonism, for instance, regarding desire "as such." But the ques

tion is whether desire does not claim far more than mere philosophy 
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understood as a theory of knowledge. Perhaps the question of desire 

is too serious to be explained within the same horizons as the ques

tion of knowledge. Perhaps the question of desire can not only not be 

answered, but not even be asked in the horizon of Being. So this is a 

reason why I think desire is the "backstage" of metaphysics, some

thing never enlightened by metaphysics (which is unable to do so). 

And so we have now, perhaps, to open a new horizon where the ques

tion of desire may be taken seriously. And it is not taken seriously, for 

instance, in psychoanalysis~ because psychoanalysis can consider 

and describe desire~ but it takes desire as simply a drive, an uncon

scious drive; it is nothing more than a drive, largely and maybe for

ever. But there is perhaps a deep rationality and consciousness of 

desire which is other than, and goes far beyond, mere unconscious

ness. To open this new horizon, we have to get rid of the horizon of 

Being, which is, at the end of metaphysics, quite unable, because not 

broad enough, to do justice to desire. 

RK: Perhaps we could link the notions of "desert" and "desire." 

Take Eckhart's notion of A6ge.:1cheiJenheit as the abandonment of desire, 

the experience of releasement and dispossession. This is not incompat

ible with the experience of the saturated phenomenon but may actu

ally be concomitant with it. I think there are two ways of approaching 

the divine, saturated phenomenon. One is ecstasy~the traditional 

beatific vision of the fusion with the God; mystical jouiJ.Jance. But there 

is also Akqe.Jcheidenheit, the sense of being disinherited, disinvested ~ 

John of the Cross's dark night of the soul. Sometimes the saturated 

phenomenon seems closer to Augustine's or Dante's beatific vision; 

sometimes it approximates more to the experience of the desert, dev

astation, the void. Other times again, it can be both together. 

In the transfiguration of Christ, for example, if we can take that as 

a divine saturated phenomenon, we witness an extraordinary fascina

tion with the whitened.J of the event, but also an experience of fear, such 

that the voice from the clouds has to say, "Do not be afraid." There is 

fascination but also recoil. Jesus cautions his disciples to keep a dis

tance from the event, not to say anything to anyone about it, not to 

construct a monument or memorial. All these are ways, it seems to me, 

of acknowledging the importance of A6.qe.JcheiJenheit. One is very close 
to something that could burn us up. We need a distance, and to be 

faithful to it we need to be cautious, discreet, and diffident. So I think 

it's a complex double move of ecstasy and A6ege.Jchei{)enheit, of attrac

tion and disappropriation. 

The Hermeneutics of Revelation • 25 



Relating this back to desire, I think it's important to distinguish 

between two different kinds - ontological and eschatological. Ontolog
ical desire comes from lack, which is, I think, the Hegelian and Lacan
ian definition of desire, but it also goes back, in fact, to Plato. One inter

pretation of Plato in The Sympo.Jiwn is that ero.J is the offspring of Poros 

and Penia, of fullness and lack, and therefore is a lack striving to be ful
filled. This ontoll~f}ica! notion of desire strives for possession, fusion, 

atonement, and appropriation. I would oppose this to e.Jchato!ogica! desire, 
which doesn't issue from lack, but from superabundance, excess, and 
surplus. This latter is also operative in Plato. But it's most emphatically 

evident, I think, in a biblical text like the Song (?f' Son.tJ.1, where there's a 
sort of theo-erotic drama between the divine and the human. 

M: If I may comment about that. You know the formulation in the 

commentary on the Son.9 t?f' Son.tJ.1 by Gregory of Nyssa? What is eter
nity in paradise? It is the fulfillment of pleasure, where each fulfillment 
is a new archi, without end. That is exactly the reverse of our experi
ence of biological desire, which cannot survive its fulfillment. And in 

that nonbiological, nonontical desire, which is not based on lack, the 
reverse is true: the more it is fulfilled, the more there is a rebirth of 

desire, without end. This kind of desire-which is nourished by excess, 

not destroyed by it-is quite different. When we feel that kind of desire, 
it's very clear that the original Platonic model, which is, I think, rul

ing all of metaphysics up to Lacan, is quite insufficient and cannot match 
the requirement of what is beyond even the way of knowledge. This 
is true for the question of will also. Because will, according to meta

physics - as will of will, will for knowledge, will to power -is quite dif
ferent from the will involved in the question of meeting the other per
son, the question of love. So there is a real equivocity about concepts 

like will, desire, and so on. And that equivocity is further evidence that 
there is really some limitation to metaphysics. 

RK: Taking up Gregory of Nyssa's point, we might mention his 

notion of perichore.Ju to describe the love between the three persons 
of the Trinity. This is a telling analogy, because what you've got here 
in the Three Persons is a love, a desire, a loving desire, that cedes the 

place (cedere), that gives room. But it is also a movement of attraction 
toward.J the other (.Jedere), a movement of immanence. Father to Son, 
Son to Spirit, and so on, in an endless circle. Hence the ambivalence 

of the double Latin translation as both circum-in-Ce.J.JW and circum-in

SetMw. But what is this movement that both yields and attracts? What 

does the peri or circwn refer to? Around what? Khora, an empty space, 
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a space of detachment and distance and disappropriation. The imma

nent movement in the free play of each person towards the other is 

accompanied by a movement of desire which is also a granting or ced

ing of a place to the other. And it's that double move of ecstasy -

A~qe.:Jcheioenheit-that you find within the very play of divine desire, 

which then translates into human-divine desire. 

Just a comment on Hegel. Where I would have a difference with 

Hegel is on the question of the "Ruse of Reason." Whether Hegel's desire 

is an ontological drive or an eschatological one is open to interpretation. 

But certainly in the Pheno11ie1w!t~qy it seems to me that it's still caught in 

a kind of metaphysical totality. The movement is there, and the energy 

and dynamism is there, within the dialectic. But in the final analysis, 

there's a cwuzin.tJ {?f rea.:Jon that has rigged the game. All the stakes are 

already set. Where I have a big problem with Hegel is not just with 

the definition of God as absolute consciousness-a God who has really 

decided everything before the play has even begun - but also with his 

notion of evil. It's the question of theodicy, where everything is ultimately 

justified within the system. In contrast to Hegel, I propose a diacritical 

hermeneutics which approaches the problem of evil in a less extreme, 

more tolerant way, a way that allows for greater understanding. This 

is a very undogmatic claim, a hypothesis, a wager. It is a suggestion that 
this is a better way of doing things, as a description and as an interpre

tation. But the only way it can be shown to be better (or worse) - because 

I'm just part of a dialogue that others have begun long before me and 

will continue long after me-is through the intersubjective community 

of dialogue. In other words, it works if people are persuaded by this as 

an accurate description. As Merleau-Ponty says about the evidence of 

phenomenology, you read Husserl, you read Heidegger, and either you're 

persuaded by their descriptions or you're not. There are no extraphe

nomenological or extrahermeneutical criteria that you can appeal to as 

a metaphysical foundation or ground or cause that proves you right and 

the others wrong. So in that sense it is always tentative. Indeed, it seems 

to me that the virtue of philosophy is this tentativeness -which does

n't mean being relativist or uncommitted. We all operate from beliefs, 

faiths, and commitments; all our philosophizing is preceded and followed 

by conviction. Before we enter the realm of philosophy, we are already 

hermeneutically engaged. We come out the other end-no one being 

able to live by philosophy alone; we recommit to our convictions, our 

beliefs, and so on. But the important point is that one acknowledges 

when one goes into the philosophical debate that these are one's hermeneu

tical presuppositions, prejudices, and prejudgments-temporally and 
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methodologically suspended for the sake of the conversation. Maybe 

when you come back to your commitments again, you do so with a greater 

sensitivity to a plurality of interpretations. This is not relativism; it is a 

democracy of thought. 

M: Yes, may I repeat that point in another way. There is no other 

argument to choose between different interpretations of the same data 

than the power of one interpretation in front of the other. This is a very 

fair battle, where the winner, posited at the end, is the one able to 

produce more rationality than the other, and you are convinced simply 

by the idea vera index .:Jui etf;zLfacuz. The hypothesis that produces more 

rationality than the other is the winner. And it is why it is a weakness 

in philosophy always to stick to a narrow interpretation of a situation, 

which is unable to make sense out of large parts of experience and to 

say, "well, you have no right to go beyond that limit." For me, it is the 

defeat of reason, of philosophy, when a philosopher says, "you have no 

right to make sense of that part of experience; this is meaningless, and 

should remain meaningless." It is an improvement in philosophy when 

a new field, which was taken to be meaningless, suddenly makes sense. 

For instance, you begin with a situation where everyone has an even 

chance. Everyone can say, "This sunset is a question of biology" or of 

aesthetics or of religion. Everyone has his possible interpretation, his 

constitution of the phenomenon. And everyone tries to go as far as they 

can. The result and the conviction which is gained, or not, is the result 

only of the power of that interpretation. Let us take the example of Lev

inas. The question of the other remained a puzzling issue until the move 

made by Levinas, considering that in the case of the phenomenon of 

the other, we cannot understand it unless we reverde the intentum. In that 

case, we no longer have an intention corning from me to the other as 

the objective, the object, but there is a reverse intentionality, and we 

have to reconstruct all of the phenomenon that way. By saying that, 

suddenly a large range of phenomena were available~ I would say~ 

for the first time in the history of philosophy. There is no other demon

stration than the simple visibility of the phenomenon of the othe1: 

RIC: I agree. I don't think that the different hermeneutics have 

to be seen as conflicting or competitive or incompatible. If that were 

the case, then you'd have to say, "My hermeneutic is right, the satu

rated phenomenon is God, and Heideggereans are wrong to call it Ereig
ni.1, and deconstructionists are wrong to call it khora. "That's not what 

it's about. I would rather use the term equi-prinwrduzf here. For exam

ple, say you are depressed. You go to a Heideggerian philosopher, and 
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s/he will tell you this is an.q.Jt; it's an existential experience of your being

towards-death. You go to a psycho-pharmaceutical therapist, ands/he 
will give you Prozac. The thing is, it's not a question of saying one is 

right and one is wrong. Here, I think, Julia Kristeva is quite right. If 
you're to be more fully responsive to the pain of the sufferer, it is not 

a debate as to whether this is a biochemical crisis or an existential one. 

It can be both. And you can be helped at both levels. But it is not a 

matter of saying they're the same thing. They're operating at different 

levels. I think that's important to recognize the different claims, inter

ests, and levels of interpretation. 

M: The question of love is also ve:ry crucial. For instance, to fall 

in love implies a very special type of reduction, a self-reduction, but at 

the level of an erotic reduction, and it is very true that the experience 

of the other in love is the experience of the saturated phenomenon par 
e."Cce!lence. It's absolutely clear that you will "see" the other before know

ing him or her. On the other hand, "blessed are those who believe with

out seeing." What does that mean exactly? It may be, to some extent, 

the distinction between philosophy and theology, simply that. Because 
in philosophy we have to "see" to believe. What does that mean, to 

believe? For us, because we start from a philosophical point of view, 

we spontaneously think that to believe is to take for true, to assume 

something as if it were true, without any proof. This is our interpreta

tion of belief. In that case, it is either belief or seeing. But is this the 

real meaning of belief? In fact, belief is also to commit yourself, and in 

that case it is also, perhaps, a theoretical attitude. Because by commit

ting yourself to somebody else, you open a field of experience. And so 

it's not only a substitute for not knowing; it is an act which makes a 

new kind of experience possible. It is because I believe that I will 

see, and not as a compensation. It's the ve:ry fact that you believe which 

makes you see new things, which would not be seen if you did not 

believe. It's the creoo at inte!!~qanz. So all this makes clear that what is 

at stake with the end of metaphysics, and with phenomenology, is that 

the distinction between the theoretical attitude and the practical atti

tude should be questioned. At the end of metaphysics, both theory and 

practical situations are quite different. But I think there are practical 

or ethical requirements even in a theoretical point of view. There is no 

pure theoretical point of view. You assume a complete attitude towards 

the world. And this has to be questioned. It is why questions about 

what is given, and what you believe, of love, are perhaps the unavoid

able issues now. 
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RK: On this question of seeing, I think it's important to recog
nize hermeneutically that there is a plurality of seeing. We can see in 
different ways. The empiricist sees the burning bush as a fact. John 

Locke would probably describe it in terms of impressions, and John 

Searle would probably start cooking sausages. That is a certain approach: 
a positivist, materialist, pragmatist approach. By contrast, Husserl or 

Heidegger, for example, might see it as a manifestation, a Lichtan.'7' or 
disclosure of Being. For Husserl, it would be a kind of categorial see
ing: we're not just looking at the fire as it burns us, as it lights up; we're 
also looking at the bein,q of the fire. Heidegger would deepen this onto

logical seeing. But then we could add a third mode of seeing, with a 
third reduction, which would be an eschatological seeing, where you 
hear the voice and you see the fire as a manifestation of the divine. Either 

you see it or you don't. And it doesn't mean, philosophically, that one 
is right and one is wrong. John Locke and the empiricists would come 
to Mount Horeb to describe the impression of a fire, unlike Moses, who 

came with a burning question: How do I liberate my people from bondage 
in Egypt? Moses is lost; he is disoriented; his people are enslaved; 
he's looking for liberty, for hope. He comes with the desire for a prom

ise, the desire for revelation. And so Moses sees something that the 
empiricist is not going to see. There are different modes of seeing. They' re 
not incompatible. Maybe Moses initially saw the fire empirically (you 

have to, to even approach it), but then he hears the voice. And that hear
ing and seeing otherwi.Je is what trips the hermeneutic switch. Belief and 
desire are indispensable to interpretation. 

As you know yourselves, when you're talking to someone about a 
difficult concept-love, beauty, the sublime, Being, God-you tend, 
even colloquially, to say, "Do you see what I mean?" Now, it's that 
"seeing-as," that "Do you see it a,_1 I see it?" that signals a different mode 
of seeing. In all modes of seeing, there is a "seeing-as," and therefore 

a belief, a presupposition, a reading (no matter how spontaneous or 

prereflective). In the case of Moses, there is what we might call a the
ological-eschatological "seeing-as": he sees the burning bush ad a man

ifestation of God. For Moses and for subsequent believers, that is what 
it is; that is how it strikes them. But for someone who doesn't come 

with that faith, they're not going to see it that way. 

M: ls that "seeing-as" simply the application of the same phenom

enological "as-structure" in Heidegger, in Sein and Zeit [Bein,q and Time}? 

RK: Yes, although not at exactly the same level. It would be con

fessional rather than purely existential. 
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M: You suggest that the case of seeing-as according to faith is a 

variation of die A!.J-Struktur? 

RK: Yes, but you will interpret the seeing eschatalogically, as a 

seeing of something that precedes you and overwhelms you and 

exceeds you. 

M: What is very important to make clear against [Karl] Barth's or 

[Rudolf] Bultmann's way of thinking is that there is some continuity 

between the general structure of hermeneutics and the case of faith, 

which is not irrational. This is my point. There is a deep rationality in 

the operations of faith, understanding, and interpretation, which can

not be reduced to the usual rules of hermeneutics and phenomenology. 

But there is a connection. I think we are no longer in a situation where 

you have "reason or faith." Reason is a construct. It is not optional; it 

is done. I would say that the difficulty for Christian theology now is 

perhaps that Christian theology assumes too much of the former figure 

of metaphysics and philosophy, which is already deconstructed. And 
this opens, I think, new fields for creative theology. But many theolo

gians, if I may say so, have not taken quite seriously deconstruction and 

the end of metaphysics, and so they miss open opportunities. It is per

haps surprising that philosophers are maybe more aware of new pos

sibilities open to theology than theologians (or at least some them). 

RK: An afterthought on the question of the hermeneutic "as." I 

would say the everyday way of seeing the world is always inscribed 
by an "as." We see everything "as." Wittgenstein, of course, makes the 

same point. Seeing is always seeing as. But when we go to practice 

philosophical hermeneutics, we bring the everyday "as" of prere

flective lived experience (what Heidegger calls our 

preunderstanding/V£w-ve1'c:lltl'ndni.:t) to a level of conscious clarification 

and critical reflection. I think we then switch the hermeneutic "as" 

into an "as if." There we enter into a position where we pretend we 

don't have our belief structures; we act "as if" we were free of convic

tions or presuppositions. It is a version of methodological bracketing 

or suspension. We put our everyday lived beliefs into parenthesis
not to renounce them, not to disown them, but to see them all the bet

ter. We go into a methodological laboratory of possibilities where our 
faith commitments and convictions-and it doesn't have to be reli

gious faith; it can be political or cultural faith, etc. - become certain 

ones amongst others. The so-called neutrality of philosophical 

hermeneutics is therefore strategic, artificial, contrived- but very 
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helpful as a pull toward common understanding or consensus. I 

acknowledge the "seeing as" of my everyday preunderstanding; I put 

that on the table, and then I act a.J if I'm now open to empathizing 

with and listening to, with an open mind, these other perspectives. 

Then finally, of course, one returns after the thought experiment of 

the hermeneutic "as if" to the former convictions of one's lived world. 

After the detour of methodological suspension, one returns to one's 

primordial "seeing as" -but hopefully with a more enlarged, ampli

fied, and attentive attitude. An attitude more sensitive and open to 

other points of view. 

M: We should emphasize, before concluding, that there is also a 

temporality in the experience of the saturated phenomenon. We may be 

in quite different situations in front of the saturated phenomenon. Some 

saturated phenomena will, after a certain time, perhaps be reduced to 

average objects. Perhaps after more information, other concepts, we 

shall be able to constitute them as objects. So there are some states

like admiration, according to Descartes-which change. Some admi

ration should disappear after time: when there is no surprise any more, 

complete understanding, no admiration left. We have that possibility. 

But there is the other possibility with saturated phenomena that the 

more we understand them, the more they keep appearing a.J saturated 

phenomena. For example, the saturated phenomena of the ur-impres

sion of time: it is always renewed. Or the experience of living and know

ing the other, when it is successful: the more you know the other, the 

more it remains a saturated phenomenon. And you may perhaps assume 

the same about the historical event: the more you study the historical 

event, the more it appears again and again as a nonobjective phenom
enon, a saturated phenomenon. So I think there are a lot of different 

epistemological situations. The saturated phenomenon does not stop 

epistemological enquiry; it makes it quite different. 
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Paul Ricreur 
On Narrative Imagination 

On Life Stories 

RK: You have written much about the power of narrative to pro

vide people with a sense of identity and cohesion. You have also writ

ten much about the fact that human existence is always in quest of nar

rative by way of providing us with a historical memory or future. Do 

you believe that narrative has a positive therapeutic potential? 

PR: Well, Hannah Arendt claims that "all sorrows may be borne 

if you may put them into a story or tell a story about them." She uses 

Isak Dinesen's beautiful proverb as the epigraph to her great chapter 

"Action" in Tbe Human Condition. Now this chapter is based on the 

remarkable theme of the "disclosure of the agent in speech and action" 

(section 24), followed by its corollary that it is in narrative that the dis

closure of the "who" is fulfilled, thanks to its weaving of the web of 

relationships between agents and the circumstances of action. What is 

lost, at least for a moment (it is explored a little later in "The Frailty 

of Human Affairs," section 26), is the burden of these "sorrows" in the 

epigraph. Whence my question: What resources does the "story" have 

to make sorrows bearable? 
It is in examining this question that I would like to enrich and rein

force the conclusions of your On Storier:J. I will do this by adding to the 

adjective acting that of r:Jt~f]'ering, referring to the acting and suffering 

person. This topic is not absent in On Storier:J. Its three "case histories" -
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Joyce's Daedalus, Freud's Dora, and [Steven] Spielberg's represen

tation of Schindler compared with [Claude] Lanzmann's Shoah~are 

about sorrows, whether they be the torments of hysteria or of the 

unspeakable horror of the death camps. In this way sorrow is in each 

case the answer to the question which opens your book: "Where Do 

Stories Come From?" However, in none of these cases does the "story" 

make sorrow bearable: Molly's final soliloquy in U!yJJe.J does not achieve 

this effect; similarly, Dora is not cured (perhaps because her case was 

used to verify a theory which would take shape more so in Freud's 

biography), and the sufferings of extermination exceed the resources 

of narrative~ cinematic as much as literary. If sorrow is neither absent 

nor resolved in your journey through personal narratives, it goes no 

differently in the national narratives, those founding Roman myths, 

those humiliating representations of the Irish by the British until recently, 

those relating to the distorted relationships of the Americans with their 

otherJ, the border crossings that prove to be the source of an alienation 

that makes neighbors into strangers. 

What then can I add to this ensemble of stories generated in some 

way or other by the innumerable figures of sorrow? I propose a reflec

tion on the capacity "to bear" ~to endure ~that is generated by narra

tive. A void indeed remains to be filled in the vigorous concluding chap

ter of On StorieJ, entitled "Narrative Matters." This chapter remains 

centered, like Arendt's chapter "Action," on the relationship between 

the narrative and the acting person. You show yourself to be concerned 

by the postmodern criticism of traditional narratives, be they fiction 

or history (coinciding paradoxically, though for opposite reasons, with 

the negationist criticism of the Shoah). At stake in the quarrel is the 

persistence of the very capacity to narrate in a time of fragmentation 

and the dispersion of human experience in its totality. In this response, 

you find support from that which seems to validate the persistence of 

the capacity to narrate, exemplified in the perennial nature of the cat

egories of narrative theory drawn from Aristotle's Poetic.:1; it is the 

link between narrative and action that is at the center of the theory, 

which is a matter of mythoJ, minieJi.1, or catharJi.1. The basic argument 

is that life itself is in search of narrative "because it strives to dis

cover a pattern to cope with the experience of chaos and confusion." 

Cast in these terms, the argument leaves me enough leeway to join suf

fering to action. However, following Aristotle, what is said of life is 

recentered on action in order to introduce the topic of mimesis, which 

is the mimesis of action, by virtue of the thesis taken from the anthro

pological part of the Nicomachean EthicJ, according to which action "is 
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always conducted in view of some end." It is thus permitted to affirm 

that "each human life is always already an implicit story." 

But does not sorrow come to cast its shadow on the finalist ver

sion of human action that secures the primacy of action in the theory 

of narrative? Does it not place in doubt the assertion according to 

which it would be the life of each person that would "always already" 

be an implicit story? My suggestion here is that the arguments that 

follow the definition of narrative as "mimesis of action" or "acting per

sons" would emerge reinforced by the addition of suffering to action, 

whether it be a matter of redefining miniediJ as "re-creation," cathar.:JiJ 
" 1 " I . " . d " d fi 11 I " h" " as re ease, pt:Jrone.:Ju as w1s om, an ina y etmM as an et ics con-

cerned with a persisting "self-identity," which perdures through a 

life of our memories, projects, and presence in the world. 

How would this widening of the referential base of narrative be car

ried out? It would need, I suggest, to recapture the theme of mourn

ing by revealing its narrative component. 

To this end, I will rely on the rapprochement, suggested in La m6noire, 
f'hi.1toire, !'oub!i [Memory, History, the Lapse of Memory], between (a) 
what Freud says in "Mourning and Melancholia" about the distinctive 

features of mourning compared to melancholia, and (6) his comments 

in "Recollection, Repetition, and Working Through" on the distinctive 

features of recollection when "working through" frees it from repeti

tion. But as you have done in On Storied, I will not make psychoanaly

sis the only resource for a reflection on the narrative component of 

mourning. Psychoanalysis operates under the restrictive conditions that 

comprise the rule of "telling all,'' the abandon of free association, the 

role of transference and countertransference. I want to hold up the expe

rience of analysis as a model and guide concerning the ways of facing 

tragedy and sorrow in the normal circumstances of life, let us say, those 

of ordinary neurosis. It was these circumstances of tragedy which I took 

as my reference point in my essay "Evil, a Challenge to Philosophy and 

Theology" (1986), included in Lectured 3 (and in Figuring the Sacred). 
I return to my attempt to learn a lesson from the rapprochement 

between "Mourning and Melancholia" and "Recollection, Repetition, 

and Working Through." The title of the first essay does not evoke nar
rative at all, but introduces the idea of the "work of mourning,'' onto 

which I will graft my theme of the work of narrative as applied to sor

row. The situations to which mourning reacts are indeed situations 

of sorrow: the loss of a loved one or of an abstraction set up in place 
of this person. As for the work of mourning it consists of this: "the test 

of reality showed that the loved object ceased existing and the entire 
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libiJo is commanded to give up the bond which attached it to this object. 

It is against this that there is an understandable revolt." There follows 

Freud's description of the "large cost of time and cathectic energy" that 

this obedience of the libido to the orders of reality requires, in spite of 

the continued existence of the lost object in psychic intimacy. "The 

detailed realization of each order laid down by reality is the work of 

mourning." Is it not to a work of memory that the work of mourning 

can in its turn cathect? Is the feeling of mourning not based on com

plaints that melancholy has transformed into accusations (Ihre Kla
.tJen Jind Anklapen)? Is it not these complaints and accusations that nar

rative struggles to tell d~fferently? 
This suggestion finds support precisely in Freud's second essay. 

Here it is the tendency to act out (paJJer t1 !~ict), which Freud sees as 

a "substitute for memory," that occasions a transition towards narra

tive; the patient, says Freud, "does not reproduce the forgotten fact in 

the form of remembering but in the form of action; he repeatJ it, obvi

ously without knowing that he repeats it." Freud explains the phenom

enon in terms of the link between the compulsion to repeat and resist

ances. This is where the obstacle to remembering resides. It is then the 

"translaboration" or "working out" which makes recollection a work, 

the work of memory. Is this not, once again, a contact point for a 

narrative that should be called a labor of narrative? Does this work of 

narrative not lie in the transition between what I call in Tinie ano Nar
rative the "configuration" constitutive of emplotment and the "refigu

ration" of life by the practice of narrative? The work of narrative would 

thus be the narrative form of "working through." 

It is in widening this breach in the direction of the work of mourn

ing with which all acting and suffering beings are someday or other 

confronted that I return to your closing statement in On Storie.J in order 

to amplify it and reinforce it. Yes, "all sorrows can be borne if you put 

them into a story or tell a story about them." But these narratives that 

are able to make sorrows bearable and to make us able to endure them 

constitute but one element of the work of mourning. Peter Homans, 

in The Ability to Mourn, shows that this work, which all of psychoanaly

sis seeks to explore, extends to the whole of our archaic and infantile 

beliefs, to our disappointments and disillusions, and in general to every

thing in our existence that bears the mark of !oJJ. Loss is the overar

ching pattern into which sorrow fits. It is this that was implied in my 

1986 essay on evil. It spoke initially about mourning, to address spec

ulative explanations in the form of theodicy, and evoked a broken oialec
tic perhaps close to what you are developing elsewhere with your "God 
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who may be." The essay continued by referring to work carried out in 
the field of action (evil is that which nut.Jt be fought) and completed in 
the transformation of feefin_q: at this point I evoked the work of mourn

ing put at the service of appeasing the complaint. 
It is here that the work of narrative constitutes an essential element of 

the work of mourning, understood as the acceptance of the irreparable. 
My conviction is that the final chapter of On Storie.J, "Narrative Mat

ters," emerges reinforced by the addition of suffering to acting, of sor
row to praxis. It works better than ever, thanks to this expanding of 
the ways "of makin.<J our lives into life-stories." 

On the Crisis of Authority 

Paris, May 2003 
Trans. Boyd Blundell 

RK: One of my main arguments in both On Storie.J and Stran_qer.J, 
God.J and Mon.Jter.J was that we live in a time of crisis - crisis of identity, 
crisis of legitimation, crisis of authority. In recent years in American 
and Western society, we have witnessed the collapse of a number of 

major national and international institutions-from the Catholic Church 
(due to abuse scandals) and corporate capitalism (Enron and Wall 

Street post-September 11) to the basic practice of the United Nations 

around the Iraq debacle. How do you think philosophy might best 
respond to this climate of crisis? 

PR: A key problem today is authority. Authority is disappearing 
from our world. When Hannah Arendt asks, "What i.J authority?" she 

immediately adds, "What rva.J authority?" But what has vanished? I 
would say it is the right to be ordered or obeyed without having to be 
legitimated, because the great problem of authority is legitimation. Espe
cially after the 1970s, there was suspicion of anyone having authority. 

This crisis laid bare the very structure of authority, which is the role of 
hierarchical relationship amongst equalitarian relations - or, to put it in 
a spatial metaphor, a vertical relationship crossing a horizontal one. Liv

ing together as equals on the one hand and obeying orders on the other. 
Authority has to be legitimated. It is the capacity to give reasons in a sit
uation which is now in crisis. Before, too, of course, one had to give rea

sons, but, in a sense, authority worked by a kind of social inertia because 
it was learned. The antiquity of authority was considered enough because 

it had a long past in itself. Authority relied on memory. 
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Nowadays people need explanations for authority. In his book On 
Jwt?fication, the French sociologist Luc Boltanski argues that today every
one must be able to justify what she or he does and that this necessity to 

be justified in each situation is new. In the past, the very fact that there 
was "authorized" authority meant that "it was so." But today authority 

is always in question. As we say in French, "Qui t'afait roil" We always 
look for another authority behind authority. So it is regressive. We ask 

where is the end point? ls there something indefinite in authority, or a 
kind of ultimate point where something will be authorized by itself? It 
is the lack of this ultimate point of reference that defines our modern sit

uation. To go beyond these generalities, I should distinguish between 
some typical situations, because authority does not work the same way 
according to different circles of allegiance. Following Luc Boltanski, we 

may distinguish between five or six different "worlds" or "cities." Con
cerning the grammar of grandew; we could say that in a traditional soci
ety the model would be the king. But in a modern democratic society, 

what is the paradigm of grandeur? We are not "great" in every respect. 
We are great according to certain rules of estimation. In a city of cre
ativity or inspiration, for example, amongst artists and writers, the 

paradigm of greatness is the recognition of creativity, and we have many 
criteria for this. It must be something which has to do with the capacity 

to produce something new. But if you speak of the city of fame, if you 

speak of sports - a great cyclist, for example -you are great according 
to quite different rules -for example, recognized performance, because 
fame here is to be recognized in the opinion of others. You are not nec

essarily great in domestic relationships, because fame is something larger 
than the family. Still now, in our modern society, the model of the cou
ple involves what the Greeks would have called the oilco.1 (the home). 

The relationship between father, mother, and child is one part of it, the 
relationship between the sexes another part. In medieval society, for the 
traditional aristocracy for example, we could say that the model of the 

home was prevalent. The French or British court was both a howe and 
the centralpowe1; The model of the home absorbed the political relation

ship. Then in the merchant bourgeois relationship, the capacity to exchange 

and to invent new modes of exchange, became the prevalent model of 
the city. Today the Internet is the typical model of a world expansion of 
the relationship of merchants. Everything is merchandise. 

So where does authority now reside? Today, political relationships are 

part of our system, but they are only partial relationships, in the sense 
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that we are not always concerned with voting, giving our opinion in 

opinion poles, or taking part in political meetings. But we remain cit

izens; the authority of the state still obtains. It concerns only part of 

our activity, but at the same time it is the condition of all the other rela

tionships of the modern nation-state -this is especially so in Europe. 

Here the problem of authority is brought to its extreme. Why? Because 

there is no end to the problem of legitimacy. What makes the author

ity of the governing power from Hobbes and Machiavelli to Hegel, for 

instance, is the recurring question: Who or what possesses the right to 

corrupt others? Because the problem of authority becomes that of .:101J

ereignty, what is so supreme that there is nothing higher? Then we come 

back to the core problem: What makes the legitimacy of hierarchical 

relationship in our democratic tradition of equality? This was the prob

lem of [Alexis de J Tocqueville especially, in his famous book Democ

racy in America, because, coming from Europe where there was the pre

supposition of aristocratic superiority, he encountered a society in 

America where there was no theoretical supremacy, no superiority. 

Where, therefore, was the recognition of superiority to come from? 

That was Tocqueville's question. And then we have Rousseau, of course, 

speaking of the "labyrinth of politics." 

Now today we have the additional question of international author

ity. We know how the nation-state works, but the state is afraid of polit

ical authority; it has limits of its own; its space is closed. There are two 
central features of the nation-state. On the one hand, we have the fact 

that the state has appropriated and absorbed the evils of revenge. As 

Hegel and Max Weber say, it has the monopoly of violence. But it has 

the power of implementing its decisions, whereas international society 

today doesn't have this power. It relies only on the good will, especially 

of the great powers. But there already we have a silent progression 

of the international lobby, particularly after the great criminal trials of 

the middle of the twentieth century - Nuremberg, Tokyo, Buenos 

Aires -where the tyrants were judged by the victors. The winners of 

the Great War were able to establish a tribunal which had a certain 

authority. I think this is a new phenomena. The idea that criminal law 

could cover the entire globe. As in the Pinochet case, we see how for 

the first time all the other states have a right to say something about 

what happens within the boundaries of the Chilean state. Why? Because 

we recognize that nation-state sovereignty is not absolute; it has rules 

of its own. The first rule of the sovereign state is to provide security 

for all its members. In tyrannies, the state has failed to provide this 

security, so, therefore, this failure gives a right to all the other states 
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to intervene. You have now an international right of intervention in 

the affairs of particular nations. This involves a certain e<l:ternal limita

tion of sovereignty. 

There was a time when, after a certain period, a crime was forgot

ten, but now, even decades later, you can be judged. This was only 

made possible after the victory of the democratic states over the Nazis, 

on the one hand, and the communist tyranny, on the other. This is new 

and positive. We can judge people who were guilty many years ago 
because there is a world public opinion. 

So how is world opinion linked to the question of authority? How 

does it work? We could say that there is a trial going on at the level of 

authority beyond the tribunals. The sentences of tribunals have to be 

recognized by public opinion. And it is in this process of recognition that 

something new happens. Before, we did not have this global judgment, 

this support of international opinion. Maybe it existed within certain 

quarters in the eighteenth century, under the French intellectual domi

nation of Europe -to a certain extent at the time of Enlightenment, 

for instance - but today we are witnessing a new world enlightenment. 
If we turn, on the other hand, to the whole question of regional

ism in the emerging federal project for a Europe of regions, we encounter 

the problem of the internal limitations of the nation-state. Here we wit

ness the growth of intermediary powers at subnational levels, so we 

witness two systems of limitation: the international limitation of the 

absoluteness of sovereignty and the regional limits to state sovereignty 

from within. We now have a very complex system and many options, 

going from a real plurality of subsystems, as in federal states like Ger

many or the United States, to the very subtle conjunction between 

regional governments and national governments in a country like Spain, 

for example, between the Catalans and the Spanish state, or in Italy 

between several regional authorities. France is arguably the most resist

ant to this plurality of substates. Sorting out the various relations 

between international, national, and subnational power is a good exam

ple of practical wisdom in the political field. 

Or take, finally, the quarrels between one province and another in 

Canada: this cannot be decided.//'om 01tt.:1iJe. It is a negotiation between 

powers and the peoples concerned. The big problem is whether they 

are consulted in a free and fair way. 

Authority involves the crucial question of legi:flation -and this arises 

at critical moments in the life of a state, usually after a civil war or con

stitutional crisis. In F ranee, we had seven or eight procedures of amnesty

after the Commune in 1871, after the First World War, after the war 
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of Algeria. Sometimes this can involve a big lie~" nothing happened." 

But it can also be a way of saying, "We are not in war," a way of pre
serving peace. I would say it is a matter of official forgetfulness, institu
tional forgetfulness, "un oubli i1Mtitutionnel. "The Americans use the word 

pardon. When Ford gave a pardon to Nixon, it is a remnant of a regal 

right, the right of grace, but in Europe it has disappeared. In France, 
only the President of the Republic is allowed to give such a "pardon"; 

we call it "gri1ce. "It's a remnant of the right of the king. But it has already 
been criticized by Kant in his theory of rights, where he says that "le droit 
de .tJrace" is a privilege of the king; if he uses it for the benefit of culprits, 
it would be a great injustice. Why? Because then victims would be 
deprived of the right to be recognized and the law would be despised. 

A purely utilitarian practice of amnesty would be a way of saying 
that the war did not appear, that the war between citizens did not occur; 
it would be a way of effacing "le tort," the harm done. Such amnesty 
would be a denial of harms. We are not allowed to speak about it. The 

first model of this is to be found in the Greek city in 403 B.C. There 
was a decree in Athens: You will not speak about the evils~ta kalca. 
There was an oath: "I shall not speak, notice, or even remember." It 
was a censorship of memory. It was a "big lie,'' because the harm done 
and the suffering was not recognized; there was an injustice, because 
there was a lack of recognition. It was a harm done to truth. It is inter

esting to see in a Greek tragedy how it is the poetry which preserves 
the memory of suffering. In all the great tragedies, we have the prob
lem of the harm of the powerful and the memories of great families and 

so on. We could say that politics starts with the prose of peace pitted 
against the poetry of war. There is a kind of truthfulness in the preser
vation by poetry of the memory of harm and suffering, while in denial 

in the prose of political life. 
At one level, then, this forgetfulness, this amnesty of crimes of the 

past, is not a good thing. It seems better to remember. There is the 

work of mourning. Amnesty and forgetfulness may prevent mourning. 
They can prevent a second suffering of harm done, but also the suffer
ing of mourning, which is a working through, a creative process. I 

make an allusion here again to the important essay by Freud, "Mourn
ing and Melancholia,'' where he speaks of the necessity of preserving 
mourning from being swallowed up by melancholia. When we prevent 

mourning, we succumb to melancholia. As we see in Europe after 

the French Revolution, there was a law of forgetfulness with the end 
of the Napoleonic wars, after which we had the spleen of the roman
tic generation. 
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So it is not harmless to implement amnesty. What I am saying is at 
the best "an moindre mal,, the lesser of two evils. Two great sufferings 
are prevented~ hate and revenge~ at the expense of the suffering of 

memory and the liberating power of this suffering. But we should not 

underestimate mournin.tJ· It is a way of giving people the right to start 
anew by remembering in such a way that we may overcome obsessive 
or compulsive repetition. It is a matter of the right balance between 

memory and for getting. 
Narrative has a crucial role here. I speak, especially now, of nar

rative at the public level, because collective memory and collective 

identity are based on stories concerning the founding events, and 
because founding events have civil dates whereby memory is both cre
ated and preserved by telling stories. As a result, history has the func

tion of adjudicating commemorations in a kind of public ritual. 
Does this found authority? All kinds of authority are ways of telling 

the story and repeating and therefore preserving what I call the social 

inertia of the past, by providing a kind of effectiveness of the past. In 
spite of all the changes in one's society, this is a matter of preserving 
the invisible roots of community by telling stories. 

Paris, April 2001 

The Power of the Possible 

RK: A central theme explored in The God Who May Be is that of "pos
sibility." While I was dealing there primarily with eschatological and onto
logical notions of the possible, ranging from Cusanus to Heidegger and 

Derrida, I am aware that you have dealt with this theme in a number of 
your writings and that you expressed to me recently the wish to write a 
last book~ if you have the time and energy~ entitled Ehonune capable. 
What sorts of things would you likely explore in such a book? 

PR: As I get older, I have been increasingly interested in explor
ing certain metaphysics of potency and act. In One._1e(f a.J Anothe1; I broach 
this in my analysis of the capacity to speak, narrate, and act. This phe
nomenology of the "I can," in turn, brings me to Aristotle's attempt 

in the Metaphy.Jic.J E 2 to outline metacategories of potentiality and actu
ality in line with his commitment to a plurality of meanings of being. So 

in this respect, I no longer subscribe to the typically antimetaphysical 
Protestant lineage of Karl Barth (though it is true that in early works 

like The Sy11i6ofi111i o_/Evil I was still somewhat under this influence). 
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But if I am on the side of metaphysics here, it is, admittedly, in the 
somewhat minority camp of those who prefer the categories of possi
bility and actuality to that of "substance." If the mainstream and offi

cial tradition of Western metaphysics has been substantialist, this does 
not preclude other metaphysical paths, such as those leading from Aris

totle's danmni.1 to Spinoza's conattu and [Friedrich J Schelling's and Leib
niz's notions of potentiality (puuJance). Here we find a dynamic notion 

of being as potency and action (Spinoza reformulates substance as a 
JubJtantuz actuoJa), which contrasts sharply with the old substantialist 
models of Scholasticism or the mechanistic models of Descartes. This 

is a matter of dynamism versus mechanism. The idea of a dynamic in 
being that grows towards consciousness, reflection, community. Here 
I think it is important to think ontology in close rapport with ethics. 

And that is why in Thinking Bib!ica!!y, I endeavor to unravel some of 
the ontological and eschatological implications of the "I am who am" 
episode in Exodus 3: 14. We encounter in this passage a notion of being 

which is alien to the Greek usage, and so its translation into Greek lan
guage and thought signals an alteration of the existing meaning of being 
to include new notions of being-with, being-faithful, being-in-accom

paniment with one's community or people (which is precisely what 
Yahweh promises Moses when he says "I am he who will be with you"). 
Now Aristotle had never considered this signification of being when 

he wrote the Metap/JYJluf. But that didn't and doesn't prevent the enlarge
ment of Greek ontology to accommodate and respond to such "other" 

meanings: a better solution, it seems to me, than setting up an unbridge

able antagonism between Hellenic and Hebraic meanings of being and 
then having to choose one or the other. What I am exploring in Think
ing Bib!ica!!y is a sort of philosophical theology or theological philoso

phy-not an easy task in a contemporary intellectual culture which 
still wants people to say whether they are "philosophers" or "theolo

gians" and is uncomfortable with overlaps. This recent return to reli

gious thinking is intimately linked with my growing interest in the 
whole field of action and pra .. Li.1, which increasingly drew me away from 
the abstract universalism of Kant towards a more Aristotelian ethics 
of the "good life" (bien 1Ji1Jre). And, of course, I would not deny for a 
moment here the important Heideggerian analysis of" care" and the 

whole post-Heideggerian retrieval of Greek thinking. Not that I have 

ever found my ontological feet in any final or absolute sense. It is no acci

dent that the title of the last chapter of OneJe!f aJ Another is in the form of 
an interrogation rather than an assertion- "Towards Which Ontol

ogy?" Here I try to explore possibilities of an ethical ontology beyond 
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the Heideggerian model of onto!o.qy without ethic.J and the Levinasian model 

of ethic.:! without onto!o.qy. By trying to think ethics in terms of action 
(pra.xillpm.<Jma) and action in terms of being as potency and act, I am 
seeking ways beyond the either/or of Heidegger/Levinas. The ultimate 
purpose of hermeneutic reflection and attestation, as I see it, is to try 

to retrace the line of intentional capacity and action behind mere objects 
(which we tend to focus on exclusively in our natural attitude) so that 

we may recover the hidden truth of our operative acts~ of being capah!e, 
of being wz honune capable. So if hermeneutics is right, in the wake of Kant 
and Gadamer, to stress the finitude and limits of consciousness, it is also 

wise to remind ourselves the tacit potencies and acts of our lived exis
tence. My bottom line is a phenomeno!o_qy of being ah!e. 

RK: It is remarkable that you should begin your philosophical 
career by reflecting on the nature of !'homnze j~zi!!ih!e (fallible man) and 

conclude by shifting the focus to !'honune capah!e. One might have 
expected it the other way around! But could you tease out a little more 
what you mean by this idea of a phenomenology of "I am able" (ane 

phinonu!no!ogie du je peu.x)? As you know, in my own work on the pos
sible, from Poitique du Po.:J.:Jih!e (1984) to The God Who May Be (2001), I 

have been trying to develop a post-Heideggerean hermeneutics of pos
sibility, inspired in part by Heidegger's reversal of the old metaphys

ical priority of act (ene1:qeia) over potency (dwuunil). I wonder if our 
respective paths are not converging more and more on this question. 

PR: I believe that the ontology and analogy of action which I am 
trying to think through plays itself out on the basis of a differentiated 

h 1 f "I k " "I " "I " d "I p enomeno ogy o can spea , can act, can narrate, an can 
designate myself as imputable" (imputabi!iti). What all these instances 
of "I am able to ... "articulate is the basic capacity of a human being to 

act and suffer. I am interested here in an anthropology of potency and 
impotency (paiMance et unpuiJ.:Jance). And in one sense what I find intrigu
ing about Spinoza's notion of conatuJ is that it refuses the alternative 

between act and potency, between energeuz and dwuunil. For Spinoza, 
each concrete thing or event is always a melange of act and possibility. 
And I would be closer here to Spinoza or Heidegger than to Aristotle, 
for what is the meaning of an "architect in potency," to take Aristo

tle's example, if it is not already an architect who is thinking architec
turally, making plans, preparing to realize a building project, and so 

on? I would hold to the idea of a profound continuity between dwuunil 
and ene1:qeuz, since enet:qeuz is the e1:qon, and this, as we know from the 
Ethic.:!, can be translated as the ta,Jk. Whether being an architect, doctor, 
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musician, etc., is exercised or not, it remains an e1:qon. So that possibil
ity as "capacity" to realize a task is by no means the same thing as 
possibility as an abstract or logical "virtuality." Think of the sprinter 

poised on the starting block. There are different modalities of the pos
sible ~the possible that is not yet possible, the possible that is on the 

way to being realized, the possible that is already a certitude, etc. 

RK: Unlike Aristotle, then, who argues that we can only know 
possibility through actuality, you would say that "attestation" is already 

a way of knowing possibility (pail.Janee). 

PR: Yes, I would say that, and I think this has important ethical 
consequences. I would insist, for example, that certain people who 
are deprived of their rights or means to exercise their capacities~ for 

example, the imprisoned or the mentally ill~ nonetheless are worthy of 
respect, because they still possess these capacities as possibilities. Like
wise, if I say that I can speak a certain foreign language, I do not have 

to be actually speaking it to have this capacity or skill. Or, indeed, when 

it comes to language generally: it is true that I can speak and use all sorts 
of different words and constructions, even if I am not actually doing so 

and will arguably never be in a position to speak a!L of language. And 
here it might be useful to rethink the Aristotelian notion of dwzamil and 
Spinoza's notion of conat1M in rapport with Leibniz's notion of appetite.J ~ 

possibility as a dynamic tendency or inclination. These philosophers, 
and Heidegger and yourself, too, of course, offer great resources for a 
new thinking about the possible. But my own interest in these ques

tions is ultimately inseparable from the nwra! question~ How do we 
relate a phenomenology of "being able" to the ethical events of "imputabil
ity" and "attestation"? And I might even concede here a point made 

recently by my young colleagues Dominico Jervolino and Fabrizio Tur
oldo that my thought is not so removed from certain religious and bib
lical issues as my standard policy of" conceptual ascetism" might have 

been prepared to admit in the past. I am not sure about the absolute 
irreconcilability between the God of the Bible and the God of Being 
(understood with Jean Nabert as "primary affirmation" or with Spin

oza as ".Ja!J.Jtantia act1w.Ja"). The tendency of modern French thought to 
eclipse the Middle Ages has prevented us from acknowledging certain 
very rich attempts to think God and being in terms of each other. I no 

longer consider such conceptual asceticism tenable. 

RK: Would you say that there is difference between your early 
and late thinking? 
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PR: Is there a difference between the beginning and the end? It's 

true that I have changed in the last fifty years. I have read lots of new 

books, and the whole philosophical climate has altered in all kinds of 

important ways. I began in an era of existentialism, traversed struc

turalism, and now find myself before a "post-I-know-not-what," decon

struction, etc. A long life like mine has meant passing through a great 

variety of philosophical landscapes, and negotiating with my contem

poraries~ sometimes friends, sometime adversaries~ is each time dif

ferent according to the specific nature and singularity of the encounter. 

And yet perhaps history will link these different situations in some way? 

Recorded by Fabrizio Turoldo and Richard Kearney, Paris 1995 and 2003 

Imagination, Testimony, and Trust 

Q: I am sure that Professor Ricceur realizes that in a country like 

Ireland, we have a particular interest in the idea of obsessive memo

rization and in repetition and ritual in political terms, so if we could 

retell stories ~if we could recreate a narrative and liberate ourselves 

from this ~we would be looking to a better future. But the problem of 

retelling the narrative is that it is told and retold so that you get not 

one agreed narrative but two narratives, and the competing narratives 

simply duplicate the conflicting ideologies from which they come. How, 

in this country, can you get a shared narrative about identity? 

PR: This problem of a common narrative calls for an ethics of dis

cussion. In so-called discourse ethics, developed by people like [ J iir

gen J Habermas and [Karl-Otto J Apel, we argue one against the other, 

but we understand the argument of the other without assuming it. This 

is what John Rawls calls "reasonable disagreements." I take the exam

ple of the relationship between Europe and the Islamic world, where 

we distinguish between those Islamic speakers with whom we can dis

cuss and others with whom we cannot. We make the difference between 

reasonable disagreement and intractable disagreement. A common 

or identical history cannot be reached~and should not be attempted~ 

because it is a part of life that there are conflicts. The challenge is to 

bring conflicts to the level of discourse and not let them degenerate 

into violence, to accept that they tell history in their own words as we 

tell our history in our own words and that these histories compete against 

each other in a kind of competition of discourse~what Karl Jaspers 

called a loving conflict. But sometimes consensus is a dangerous game, 
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and if we miss consensus, we think that we have failed. To assume and 

live conf1icts is a kind of practical wisdom. 

Q: You speak, in relation to Freud, of repetition as an obstruc

tion to memory. But might it not also be, in certain instances, a way of 

constructing a memory one could be comfortable with? 

PR: This is why Freud speaks of patience. The work of memory 

is a slow transformation of compulsive repetition into a talking cure, 

a liberation from pathological obsession into words as free association. 

Freud provides some historical examples where repressed feelings and 

memories were allowed to be brought to the surface, and it is quite 

possible that the positive side of commemoration has, in a sense, to do 

with this "acting out," which is a form of substitution, allowing for 

healthy memory. This sort of patience is very important: to let time do 

its own work, which is not destruction but a diluting resistance. 

Q: I'd like to raise the question of historical retrieval. 

PR: Let me cite a situation where there are several different inter

pretations of the same past event. I take the case of the French Rev

olution, since, over nearly two centuries, it has been a bone of con

tention among French historians. We have many stories of the French 

Revolution, and it is the competition between these stories that makes 

for historical education. There are two extreme approaches. The first 

is that of claiming the event as the beginning of everything, a new cre

ation of a new human being. Some of the revolutionary leaders even 

tried to invent a new calendar with a new way of dividing times and 

years and months and weeks (a week of ten days and so on). So it 

claimed to be the master of time and history. The opposite interpre

tation claims the French Revolution to have been only an acceleration 

of the centralizing trend of the monarchy, or a mere prefiguration of 

the Bolshevik Revolution. Here, the French Revolution is not seen as 

a unique event but a mere variation on a larger historical movement. 

By acknowledging that the history of an event involves a conflict of 

several interpretations and memories, we in turn open up the future. 

And this retrieval-projection of history has ethical and political impli

cations. Different political projects concerning the future invariably 

presuppose different interpretations of the past. Utopian projects, for 

instance, are about unkept promises of the historical past being repro

jected, reanimated in terms of a better future which might realize such 

lost opportunities or unfulfilled, betrayed, possibilities. So here we 

have to connect past and future in an exchange between memory 
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and expectation. The German historian Reinhart Koselleck put this 

past-future relation well in saying that there is a permanent tension 

between what he calls the space of experience (etj~zhrun_q.J_f'e[J) and the 

horizon of expectation. This critical exchange between memory and 

expectation is, I believe, fundamental. 

Q: You say utopias are places where we reactivate unkept prom

ises of the past. Does that mean there are no new dreams to dream and 

that the future is just a recollection of past historical movements, ful

filled or unfulfilled? 

PR: The epistemic status of utopia is very complex. I tried to 

explore this issue in my book Lectured on Ioeo!o.qy ano Utopia. There I 

argued that ideology usually reasserts the historical field of past expe

rience in a gesture of reassurance. Utopia, by contrast, attempts a kind 

of excursion out of time, a radical break into the future. There is a 

moment of madness in utopia which is irreducible to mere repetition. 

Utopia claims to be imagination of the new, of a pure beginning. But 

the opposition is not so simple. No historical period ever exhausted its 

own dreams. What happened in the past is only a partial realization of 

what had been projected. We may say this of the Greek city which 
failed and of the Roman Empire which was rescued by the Catholic 

Church as the Holy Roman Empire, before it collapsed again. The 

promise of an historical event is always more than what was actually 

realized. There is more in the past than what happened. And so we 

have to find the future{?( the pa.:Jt, the unfulfilled potential of the past. 

That is why Raymond Aron argues that one of the tasks of the histor

ian is to return to the moment of time when the actors did not know 

what would happen later and therefore to assume the state of uncer

tainty in which these actors were positioned, exploring the multiplic

ity of their expectations, few of which were ever fulfilled. Even Haber

mas approaches the Enlightenment in this way, as a still unfulfilled 

project. There is something still unfulfilled in the Greek heritage, in 

the Christian heritage, in the Enlightenment heritage, in the romantic 

heritage. There is never pure rupture. There is always reactualization 

to some degree or another. 

Q: In Ireland, we have a saying: If you want to know what hap

pened, ask your father, and if you want to know what people say hap

pened, ask your mother. There is this double attitude to the history 

of the past~what actually happened (history) and the way in which 

people interpreted what happened (story). Do we not always select 
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and edit memories? Is it not true that to remember everything, as the 

Irish playwright Brian Friel says, is a form of madness? 

Q: Following on from the previous question, if you allow many 

different interpretations of your own memory and of the memories 

of the nation, and if you claim that the healthy thing is a conflict of 

interpretations which disallows any final consensus-since there is no 

one who has the perspective from which to say what really happened

how can you talk of the a!nlr:fe of memory, either on a personal level 

or on the level of the nation? If there are only competing interpreta

tions, each with a claim on truth, how can we speak of truth or untruth 

in history? To speak of abuse assumes you have some perspective from 

which you can judge that someone is making a proper use of memory, 

and that someone is making an improper use of memory. 

PR: In relation to both questions, allow me to refer to my essay 

"Memory and Forgetting," in which I spoke of the truth claim of mem

ory. This should not be forgotten. There could be no good use of mem

ory if there were no aspect of truth. So, in a sense, what "really hap

pened" must keep concerning us. And here I am faithful to the German 

school of historians of the nineteenth century in saying that we have 

to tell things as they really happened (wic e.J eigentfich gewe.Jen). This is 

a very difficult problem, because we have two ways of speaking of the 

past. The past is something that is no longer there but which has been 

there, which once was there. So the grammar of the past is a twofold 

grammar. It is no longer, and yet it ha.:1 been. In a sense we are sum

moned by what was, beyond the loss of what is, no longer to be faith

ful to what happened. Here we confront problems of historical repre

sentation and reference to the past, but we must never eliminate the 

truth claim of what has been. This is so for ethical as well as epistemo

logical reasons. 

Q: You are not saying that history is a matter of a pure relativism 

of interpretations, where anything goes? 

PR: No. This crucial issue brings us to the borderline between 

imagination and memory. In his book on imagination, The P.Jychology 
of Imagination, [Jean-Paul] Sartre said that imagination is about the 

unreal, and memory is about the (past) real. So there is a positing act 

in memory, whereas there is an unrealizing of history in imagination. 

It is very difficult to maintain the distinction, but it must be kept, at 

least as a basic recognition of two opposite claims about the past, as 
unreal and real In that sense, memory is on the side of perception, whereas 
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imagination is on the side of fiction. But they often intersect. There are 
so-called revisionist historians, those who, like [Robert] Faurisson, deny 
the existence of extermination camps, ignore this problem of "factual" 

truth. This is why historical memory needs to be supplemented by doc
umentary and archival evidence. The Popperian criterion of falsifiabil

ity must be observed. This is not to ignore the fact that sometimes fic
tions come closer to what really happened than do mere historical 

narratives, where fictions go directly to the meaning beyond or beneath 
the facts. It is puzzling. But, finally, we have to return to a body count. 
You have to accurately count the corpses in the death camps as well as 

offering vivid narrative accoantJ that people will remember. 

Q: Is it possible to get a balance between the two approaches, 
between a narrative retelling (which evokes in us the feeling of the hor
ror of what happened) and a critical, scientific, objective distance (which 
informs us of the "facts" of what happened). Is this not a paradox? 

PR: I would say that the paradox is not on the side of memory but 

of imagination. This is the case because imagination has two functions. 
The first is to bring us outside of the real world~into unreal or pos
sible worlds. But it has a second function, which is to put memories 

before our eyeJ. Bergson touches on this in the second chapter of Mat

ter and Menwry. He says that pure memory is virtual and has to be 

brought back into the field of consciousness tLJ an image. This is why 

writing history as memory is so difficult. We are dealing with mem
ory-images where imagination serves as a kind of 1ni1e-en-Jcene of the 
past. The reality of history is made "visible" again through images, and 

this makes memory a reproduction, a sort of second production. Yet 
at the same time, the difference remainJ between the unreal and the 

real. So the paradox of imagination-memory is very puzzling indeed. 

Many philosophers, such as Spinoza, have treated memory as a province 
of imagination. And we also have the view, expressed by [Blaise J Pas
cal and [Michel de J Montaigne, that memory is a form of imagination 

which is to be guarded against. This is why I stress so strongly the real
ity claims of memory to remain faithful to our debt to the past, to the 
pastness of the past. Which brings me finally to the indispensable issue 

of teAinwny. Testimony is the ultimate link between imagination and mem
ory, because the witness says "I was part of the story. I was there." At 

the same time, the witness tells a story that is a living presentation, and 

therefore deploys the capacity of imagination to place the events before 
our eyes, as if we were there. Testimony would be a way of bringing 

memory and imagination together. It is very difficult, of course. I am 
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struggling with this difficulty at present. Maybe it has to do with the 

two meanings of pastness ~no longer there and still there, absent and 

present (or quasi-present). How do we make the past visible as if it 

were present, while acknowledging our debt to the past as it actually 

happened? That is my main ethical question of memory. 

Q: Is it not the case that testimonies can be manipulated and dis
torted to serve certain interests? If so, what critical tools must we avail 

ourselves of to unmask such manipulation? 

PR: In order to answer this, we must refer to the epistemologi

cal structure of historical knowledge. The fundamental objective of the 

good historian is to enlarge the sphere of archives; that is, the consci

entious historian must open up the archive by retrieving traces which 

the dominant ideological forces attempted to suppress. In admitting 

what was originally excluded from the archive, the historian initiates 

a critique of power. He gives expression to the voices of those who 

have been abused, the victims of intentional exclusion. The historian 

opposes the manipulation of narratives by telling the story differ

ently and by providing a space for the confrontation between oppos
ing testimonies. We must remember, however, that the historian is also 

embedded in history: he belongs to his own field of research. The his

torian is an actor in the plot. Our condition dictates that we can never 

be in a state of pure indifference. The historian's testimony is there

fore not completely neutral. It is a selective activity. It is, however, far 

less selective than the testimony of the dominant class. Here we should 
invoke what John Rawls calls "reflective equilibrium." He speaks of 

the need for reflective equilibrium between predominantly held beliefs 

and the findings of critical minds, represented by professional people 

such as historians. Such a mechanism helps us to distinguish good from 

bad history. In the final analysis, however, we must emphasize the role 

of trust. When I testify to something, I am asking the other to trust 

that what I am saying is true. To share a testimony is an exchange of 

trust. Beyond this we cannot go. Most institutions rely fundamentally 

on the trust they place in the word of the other. 

Q: How do you reconcile the emphasis which you place on the 

role of trust with what you call "the hermeneutics of suspicion"? 

PR: The hermeneutics of suspicion functions against systems of 

power which seek to prevent a confrontation between competing argu

ments at the level of genuine discourse. In such discourse, we bring 

together diverse and opposing intere.:Jt.:J with the hope that they will 
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engage at the level of rigorous argumentation. Habermas sees in such 

a strategy an "ethics of discussion." Such an ethics of discourse obliges 

me to give my best argument to my enemy in the hope that he will 

in turn articulate his resentment and aggression in the form of an 

equally plausible argument. It is through discussion of this sort that 

suspicion between opposing interests gives way to trust and a certain 
level of consensus. 

Q: How can an "ethics of discussion" help us to forgive and forget? 

PR: It is always better to give expression to anger or hatred than 

to repress it. It is good that the wounds of history remain open to 

thought. There is indeed something healthy in the expression of anger. 

To repress grievances is certainly bad. Expression and discussion are 

ways of healing. Psychoanalysis relies precisely on this expressive func

tion of language. To hear the anger of other people forces us to con

front our wrongdoings, which is the first step towards forgiveness. We 

must have trust in language as a weapon against violence, indeed, 

the best weapon there is against violence. 

Our thanks to the following for contributing to this dialogue, held at University 
College Dublin in April 1998 and first published in QueJtianin.q EthicJ, ed. Richard 
Kearney and Mark Dooley (London and New York: Routledge, 1999): Brian Cos
grave, Gayle Freyne, David Scott, Imelda McCarthy, Redmond O'Hanlon, Brian Gar
vey, John Cleary, Margaret Kelleher, Dermot Moran, and Maeve Cooke, in addition 
to the two editors. 
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Georges Dumezil 
Myth~ TiJeology~ Sovereignty 

RK: There is still some de bate as to how exactly your work should 
be situated and classified. Is it primarily philosophical, sociological, 

anthropological, theological, or linguistic? After your early research, 
you begin to define your study of ancient myths and religions as "the 

comparative study of the Inda-European religions" or simply "Indo
European civilization,'' in contradistinction to the earlier title of "com
parative mythology." How does this change in nomenclature describe 

your specific approach to myth and religion? 

GD: My work is primarily linguistic, or, to be more precise, philo
logical. That is, the classification and interpretation of ancient myths 

in terms of textual structures or types. My first concern was to dis
cover what the earliest texts of the various Inda-European civilizations 
might have in common, what similarities of/unction might exist in 

different mythic or religious orders to suggest a shared source. Even
tually, I discerned the "Ideology of the Three Functions" -Sovereignty, 

Force, and Fecundity-firstly in texts representative of diverse layers 
of Vedic, Germanic, and Roman civilization. And this led me to ascer

tain that there existed a specific conception of the three functions in 
all of the Inda-European cultures from India to Ireland. So my origi

nal philological preoccupation to better understand the texts of Indian 
and classical poets, for instance, developed into a passion to under

stand the unrevealed ways of thought of their common ancestors. In 
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short, phi!LJ/LJ_qy enabled me to posit the existence of an underlying Indo

European ideo/o..qy. 
This development meant of course that my work could no longer be 

accurately termed comparative 1nythology, since the ideology of the three 
functions proved to be one of the chief characteristics of Indo-Euro

pean civilization as a whole; it is not, for example, present in any artic
ulate way in African, American Indian, Chinese, or even biblical texts. 

And if they are present to a degree in the Aniki tradition of Polynesia, 
that probably results from very ancient and strong Indian components. 
Moreover, "mythology" itself became too limited a rubric, for the 

ideology of the three functions was also to be found in the religious, 
literary, philosophical, and even at times social, structures of Indo
European societies. 

RK: How does this approach differ, for instance, from the "anthro

pological" method of Claude Levi-Strauss or the "comparative phe
nomenological" method of Mircea Eliade? 

GD: Both Eliade's and Levi-Strauss's readings of the world of 

myth are very different from my own. Eliade's approach to myth strikes 
me as being primarily that of a man of letters. He interprets myth as a 

poet might, in terms of its inexhaustible mystery and sacredness. To 
see this, one only has to read his reflections on the myths of cyclical 
time and eternal return. But he differs of course from the ordinary poet 

in that he is a philosophising poet. He is concerned with the compar
ative study of the myths and rituals of different world civilizations in 
order to identify what he would see as the universal characteristics 

of man as a honio rel~tJUMlL:J. Levi-Strauss, on the contrary, is before all 
else a philosopher. His philosophy is essentially a critical philosophy, 
that is, a critical interrogation of the systems and structures which 

enable men to understand their world. Hence the term .Jtructuralut, 
which is applied to him. 

RK: If you differ from Eliade and Levi-Strauss in terms of method~ 
philological rather than poetic or philosophical~ is it not true that you 
also differ in respect of .Jahject matter? 

GD: Certainly. Eliade, though he began as a specialist of Eastern 
European culture (which he knew intimately as a Romanian) and 
Indian folklore (of which he also had firsthand acquaintance from his 

visits there in the 1930s), analyzes material from all or most of the 
world religions. He was also a talented philologist and linguist. But 
his overriding interest is a "comparative phenomenology," that is, a 
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reflective description of the "essential meaning" of the totality of ancient 

myths, rituals, and symbols still available to modern research. Levi
Strauss, for his part, specializes in the study of the religions of peo
ples without writing. This is what he calls "savage thought" (La pendie 
dauva .. qe) with no derogatory intent, because it precedes and precludes 
historical transposition into a developing or evolving literature (what 
he calls "diachronic" culture). Levi-Strauss's principal subject matter 

is, accordingly, the culture of the Latin-American Indian, where the 
symbolic and ritual structures have resisted time and change, remain
ing the same throughout the centuries ("syn chronic"). To put it briefly, 

I differ from Eliade in that my research is confined to the ideologi
cal structures of Inda-European civilization and from Levi-Strauss in 
that this Inda-European civilization is a historically developing and 

diachronic one ~in direct contrast to the 'pendie dauvage" of the Amer
ican Indians. That said, I must point out that there is absolutely no 
conflict between our three approaches. They operate on three hetero

geneous planes without collision. I have great respect for the work of 
both Eliade, with whom I have been associated, and of Levi-Strauss, 
who so kindly received me at the Academie fran\'aise and whose work 

I see as wholly compatible with my own, though some of his disciples 
have claimed otherwise. 

RK: What would you consider to be the relationship between the 

ideology of the three functions and history? Would you consider your
self an historian? 

GD: I like to think of myself as an historian of sorts, though many 

historians would object to this. The study of Inda-European ideol
ogy does not exclude the study of history. On the contrary, I believe 
that history as we know it is ultimately founded on an ultrahi.Jtory. This 

ultrahistory consists of an interpretation of the historical facts. To be 
more precise, it comprises the tripartite ideological functions which 
structure the historical facts available to us. For what is the Ideology 

of the Three Functions but the way in which the Inda-Europeans 
e."Cp!ained their world, giving the facts of existence an explicit meaning, 
order, or coherence. Thus historical facts, as rendered or recorded in 

Inda-European texts, are already conceptual interpretations of history. 
For example, in the last six songs of the Aeneid, the articulation of 
Aeneas, Tarchon, and Latinus is given coherence by being modelled 

on the tripartite structure of Romulus (the religious sovereignty of the 
proto-Romans), Lucumon (the warrior force of the Etruscans) and 

Tatius (the wealth and the gift of the Sabines), which had been itself 
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produced as an expression of the tripartite scheme. But these ideolog
ical divisions exist not only in mythic and literary structures but also 
in the endenible of religious, social, and philosophical structures of a 

society. They cut right through a culture and give it its specific sense 
of order. Thus when I speak of ideology, I do not mean it in the habit

ual sense of a "theory of illusions" opposed to the reality of history. I 
mean rather the comprehensive sense of a body of structural forma

tions and functions to be found in a society's myths (mythology), deities 
(theology), ideals (philosophy), and even at times in the organization 
of its social history. In this respect, I would say that my homeland of 

research resides somewhere between the philologists and the histori
ans, somewhere between the text and the historical facts that are being 
conceptualised or harmonized in the text~their ultrahistory. 

RK: But how does this ultrahistorical ideology of a culture corre
spond to its empirical or sociological institutions? Levi-Strauss's "social 

anthropology" indicates a direct connection between sociological 
and mythological structures. In your own work, what is the rapport, 

if any, between ideology and sociology? 

GD: This is an extremely complex question. First, one must remem

ber that every form of ideology~ be it mythological, theological, or 
philosophical ~is somehow a response to social reality. However, while 

in some Indo-European societies, for instance the Indian, one can detect 

a clear correlation between the tripartite ideology and the real tripar
tite division of that society into priests, warriors, and labourers, this is 
not always the case in other societies. Indeed, I would be tempted to 

say that where such a correspondence does exist, it is but one amongst 
other applications of the ideology. In other words, social organization 
conditions the ideology less than it is conditioned by it. I say this because 

I am struck by the fact that in many cultures the ideology of the three 
functions can survive at the level of religion or myth or literature with
out any corresponding social organization. This is true of the Scythi

ans, the Ossetes, or the Celts. For example, the tripartite ideology is 
manifest in the old Welsh legend of the Mabinogi of Math (eleventh 
century), even though the tripartite division no longer operated in the 

social practices of the Welsh people. Similarly, as Jean-Pierre Vernant 
and others have demonstrated, the tripartite ideology perdured in 
Greece, even though its social instantiation had virtually disappeared. 

The same is true of Rome, where ideology represented by the three 
gods~Jupiter (the sacred), Mars (the military), and the more com

plex Quirin us (partially the productive) ~bears no relation to the binary 

56 • Georges Dumezil 



social division into Patricians and Plebians. One could argue, accord

ingly, that the tripartite ideology teaches us that there can be a realm 

of values and explanations beyond the purely economic order. 

RK: So you would hold that the tripartite ideology can go beyond 
socio-economic facts and become autonomous? 

GD: I believe that the ideology of functions can ultimately free 

itself from the social or economic determinations of a society. This does 

not mean that at one time the ideological and sociological structures 

were synonymous. Nor, on the other hand, does it mean that ideology 

ceases to function as a structural interpretation of man's biological, 

social, or existential needs. I am convinced that the tripartite ideology 

corresponds to three fundamental biological needs which every human 

group must satisfy in order to survive: every man has a brain, hand.:J, 
and a nwuth, which correspond to his natural needs for control (sov

ereignty), protection (force), and nourishment (fecundity and plenty). 

Even animals and insects must operate according to the three basic 

functions as soon as they begin to organize in groups. One can see this 

by examining a beehive or ant colony. So it is undeniable that the tri

partite ideology has some basis or beginning in nature. The natural 

needs of nourishment, power, and survival are at the root of the ideol

ogy of the three functions and constitute its "primary matter." But there 

is a radical difference between the material needs of nature or human 

society, from which the three functions may originate, and the formu

lated ideology of these functions which can go beyond material needs 

and enjoy considerable autonomy. The three functions always operate 

as natural needs, but it is only in the old Inda-European cultures 

that they assume an e<~p!icit conceptual fonn by means of which a society 

can provide itself with an ideological raison d'etre. 

RK: But how would you account for this distinction between 

the three functions as biological needs and ideological forms? What 

enables the human spirit to make this leap from nature to culture, from 

the real to the ideal? I noted, for example, that in Mythe et ipopie [Myth 
and Epic] you speak of myths as "dreams of mankind," as "creations 

that testify above all to the fertility of the human mind." You seem to 

suggest that the ideology of myth cannot be exhaustively explained in 

terms of its biological, socio-economic, or unconscious origins (what 
Paul Ricreur calls the "archaeological" or reductive hermeneutic). Do 

you believe, then, that ideology can be seen as a creative projection or 

invention whereby humans express their desire to transcend the given 
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facts of existence towards a more coherent or perfect model of expla

nation which often has no place (u-topod) in the world of historical con

tingency? This latter interpretation is what Ricceur calls the "teleolog

ical" hermeneutic of hope~ meaning that myths, dreams, or symbols 

can be read as signs of man's striving towards a future goal (te!o.:J or 

edchaton), rather than as mere symptoms of a determining past or ori

gin (arche). In short, is myth the product of social and biological deter

mination or of a creative and utopian imagination? 

GD: These are really questions for the philosophers. It is true that 

in my youth I experienced the enthrallment and enthusiasm of philos

ophy, particularly the philosophy of Bergson. This early experience is 

one that I have attempted to both assimilate and suppress. And inso
far as I have assimilated it, I would say that Bergson's notion of the 

elan vital always tempted me to suppose the existence of a teleological 

dimension, in addition to an archaeological one, in the creation of ide

ology. I think that both dimensions exist. But these are things which 
we can never scientifically prove or demonstrate. We can only "dream" 

about them. 

RK: Your conviction that ideology can sometimes transcend the 

conditioning empirical facts of history and society would certainly 

seem to corroborate the teleological interpretation. But I would like 

to tackle the relationship between ideology and philosophy from 

another angle. In the preface to Mythe et epopee, you describe the ide

ology of the three functions as a "philosophy" and affirm that "these 

reflections of the old thinkers merit this name (philosophy) just as 

much as the speculations of the pre-Socratics." What do you mean 

exactly by such a comparison? 

GD: I am taking philosophy here, in its largest and most gener

ous sense, to mean the explanation of human experience in terms of 

conceptual structures. Therefore, just as the pre-Socratics explained 

their experience of nature and the cosmos in terms of the cycle of the 

four elements~air, fire, water, earth~or in terms of dialectical pair

ings such as love/hate or light/darkness, the ideology of the three func

tions proffers an equally coherent structuring of experience with its 

division into (1) the .:Jacred, (2) the nuzrtial and (3) the productive. Thus in 

Greek mythology we find an interpretation of the world quite as ordered 

and complex as the pre-Socratic explanation of things. In the descrip

tion of the Judgment of Paris, to take just one example, we witness 

the ideology of the three functions represented by Hera (sovereignty), 
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Athena (victory), and Aphrodite (love). And this ideological division 
survives in Greece even though the tripartite social division into priests, 
warriors, and producers had disappeared. Even Plato, the speculative 

philosopher par e<\:ce!!ence, drew on this ideology of the three func
tions in his ideal partition of society in The Repuh!ic. So the line sepa

rating "speculation" and "ideology" is not always a clear one. 

RK: Did the Indo-European ideology disappear in France with 
the demise of the Gallo-Roman Empire? 

GD: Probably. But there has been something like a reinsemina
tion of the tripartite ideology in the ninth century in France when 

the three functions reappear in the Latin texts as Oratore.:J!Be!fatore.:J!Lab
oratore.:J. And later again, they appear in the three orders of the Middle 
Ages, namely, Clergy, Nobility, and the Third E.Jtate (Ticr.:J Etat) of pro

ductive labourers and peasants. Indeed, as Joel Grisward showed in 
a recent book, in the thirteenth century one finds that the legendary 
cycle of Emery of Narbonne presents the same form of tripartite struc

ture as the Indian legend of Yayati and his sons. There are three pos
sible ways in which the Indo-European ideology found its way back 
into France. First, it could have come through the Germanic, espe

cially Visigoth, invasions; second, it could have come through the Anglo
Saxon channels of influence; or third, through Irish monasticism, which 

contributed much to the intellectual renaissance in Europe (for exam

ple, John Scotus Eriugena, who spearheaded the Palatine school at 
Laon in the ninth century). Early Christianity-as Proinsias McCana 
and others have remarked-tolerated and often preserved the Celtic 

ideology of the three functions by means of the creative coexistence of 
the pagan Druid and Fife with the Christian monk. 

RK: How does the tripartite ideology as such relate to monothe

ism? Some critics have argued that it is the exclusive preserve of poly

theistic paganism. Would you agree? 

GD: It is unquestionable that the rise of J udeo-Christian monothe

ism in Europe did much to dispense with the Indo-European explana
tion of things. Naturally, monotheism insisted on the all-powerfulness 
of the One God, rather than apportioning the divine functions to dif
ferent deities. In 1959, John Brough wrote a study entitled "The Tri

partite Ideology of the Indo-Europeans and the Bible: An Experiment 
in Method," in which he tried to demonstrate that the tripartite ide

ology operated in the Bible also. The complete failure of his demon
stration at every level (for example, the qualifications of the God of 
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the Bible, of the twelve tribes of Israel, of Solomon, etc.) suggests that 

Judaic theology has no need to transpose the three natural necessities 

of sovereignty, force, and abundance into a corresponding tripartite 

ideological system. Yahweh is the one and only God. And such a 

monotheistic explanation of the world is hardly likely to accommodate 

a pluralistic ideology of functions. This also applies to Islamic and 

Christian monotheism. Attempts to read the Christian trinity in terms 

of the tripartite lndo-European ideology are meaningless. (It was once 

suggested to me that the Holy Spirit represented the third function of 

phallic fecundity!) However, the impossibility of reducing monothe

istic theology to the lndo-European ideology does not mean that 

monotheistic and lndo-European elements cannot coexist within the 

same culture or society. 

RK: We have already mentioned the compatibility of Celtic pagan

ism and Christianity in ancient Ireland. Do you believe that the lndo

European ideology can have a positive significance for contempo

rary society? 

GD: I think it can, so long as it remains at the philosophical or 

aesthetic level as part of our collective or communal memory, as the 

stuff of our dreams. However, it cannot and should not be inserted into 

contemporary politics because the modern organization of Western 

society is alien to a tripartite hierarchy of priests, warriors, and work

ers. The ideology of the three functions is something of the past. But 

precisely as such it has dedcriptive, not normative, value. To suggest 

that the ideology could be revived in order to serve as the blueprint 

for a new political order is most dangerous. We know what happened 

in Nazi Germany when the ideology of the warrior-hero was rehabil

itated and deformed in order to mislead an entire people. 

RK: So the lndo-European ideology is not some "privileged dream" 

which, as the New Right like to believe, might denote the superiority 

of one culture or people over another? 

GD: Absolutely not. As I mentioned, the three natural necessities 
of human survival constitute the "primary matter" of all ideologies

be they theological, sociological, or mythological. Consequently, every 

culture or society- lndo-European or not - could de }ilre formulate an 

ideology of the three functions. So the ideological formulation of the 

three functions is potentially universal qua "primary matter." How

ever, de facto it was only the lndo-European peoples who achieved 

such a formulation, who transposed the tripartite natural structure 
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of human needs into a corresponding conceptual one. This formula
tion is only one of the many possible explanations of human existence; 
the Hebrew, the Chinese, the Babylonian, and the American Indian, 

to name but some, offered very different conceptual ideologies. Though 
all cultures share the same material and biological necessities, they 

"dream" differently. And no culture or civilization has the right to 
declare its dream a privileged one. 

Paris, 1982 
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PART 0 

From Dialogued: 
The Phenomenological Heritage~ 1984 





Emmanuel Levinas 
EthictJ of the Infinite 

RK: Perhaps you could retrace your philosophical itinerary by 
identifying some of the major influences on your thought? 

EL: Apart from the great masters of the history of philosophy -
in particular Plato, Descartes, and Kant-the first contemporary influ

ence on my own thinking was Bergson. In 1925, in Strasbourg Uni
versity, Bergson was being hailed as France's leading thinker. For 
example, [Maurice J Blondel, one of his Strasbourg disciples, devel

oped a specifically Bergsonian psychology quite hostile to Freud-a 
hostility which made a deep and lasting impression on me. More
over, Bergson's theory of time as concrete duration (la duree concrete) 

is, I believe, one of the most significant, if largely ignored, contribu
tions to contemporary philosophy. Indeed, it was this Bergsonian 
emphasis on temporality that prepared the soil for the subsequent 

implantation of Heideggerian phenomenology into France. It is all the 
more ironic, therefore, that in Being and Tinze Heidegger unjustly accuses 
Bergson of reducing time to space. What is more, in Bergson's LEvo
Lution criatrice {Creative Evolution}, one finds the whole notion of tech

nology as the destiny of the Western philosophy of Reason. Bergson 
was the first to contrast technology, as a logical and necessary expres

sion of scientific rationality, with an alternative form of human expres
sion which he called creative intuition or impulse-the elan vital. All of 

Heidegger's celebrated analyses of our technological era as the logical 
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culmination of Western metaphysics and its forgetfulness of Being 

came after Bergson's reflections on the subject. Bergson's impor

tance to contemporary Continental thought has been somewhat obfus

cated; he has been suspended in a sort of limbo; but I believe it is only 

a temporary suspension. 

RK: Could you describe how, after Bergson, you came under the 

influence of the German phenomenologists Husserl and Heidegger? 

EL: It was in 1927 that I first became interested in Husserl's phenom

enology, which was still unknown in France at that time. I traveled to 

the University of Freiburg for two semesters in 1928-29 and studied 

phenomenology with Husserl and also, of course, with Heidegger, who 

was then the leading light in German philosophy, after the publication 

of Sein and Zeit [Being and Tinie} in 1927. Phenomenology represented 

the second, but undoubtedly most important, philosophical influence in 

my thinking. Indeed, from the point of view of philosophical method 

and discipline, I remain to this day a phenomenologist. 

RK: How would you characterize the particular contribution of 

phenomenology to modern philosophy? 

EL: The most fundamental contribution of Husserl's phenome

nology is its methodical disclosure of how meaning comes to be, how 

it emerges in our consciousness of the world, or, more precisely, in our 

becoming conscious of our intentional rapport (vi.Jee) with the world. 

The phenomenological method enables us to discover meaning within 

our lived experience; it reveals consciousness to be an intentionality 

always in contact with objects outside of itself, other than itself. Human 

experience is not some self-transparent substance or pure cogitoj it is 

always intending or tending towards something in the world which 

preoccupies it. The phenomenological method permits consciousness 

to understand its own preoccupations, to reflect upon itself and thus 

discover all the hidden or neglected horizons of its intentionality. In 

other words, by returning to the implicit horizons of consciousness, 

phenomenology enables us to explicate or unfold the full intentional 

meaning of an object, which would otherwise be presented as an abstract 

and isolated entity cut off from its intentional horizons. Phenomenol

ogy thus teaches us that consciousness is at once tied to the object of 

its experience and yet free to detach itself from this object in order to 

return upon itself, focusing on those vi.Jie.J of intentionality in which 

the object emerges as meanin.qful as part of our lived experience. One 

might say that phenomenology is a way of becoming aware of where 
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we are in the world, a .:1ich be.:1innen which consists of a recovery of the 

origin of meaning in our life-world or Leben.:1welt. 

RK: Your second major work was entitled En dicouvrant !'e.xiftence 
avec Hu.Merl et Heidegger [Difcoverin_q E.xiftence with Hu.Merl and Heidegger}. 
If Husserl introduced you to the phenomenological method, how would 

you assess your debt to Heidegger? 

EL: Heidegger's philosophy was a shock for me, and for most of 

my contemporaries in the late twenties and thirties. It completely altered 

the course and character of European philosophy. I think that one can

not seriously philosophize today without traversing the Heideggerian 

path in some form or other. Bein_q and Tinie, which is much more signif

icant and profound than any of Heidegger's later works, represents 

the fruition and flowering of Husserlian phenomenology. The most 

far-reaching potentialities of the phenomenological method were 

exploited by Heidegger in this early work and particularly in his phe
nomenological analysis of anguish as the fundamental mood of our 

existence. Heidegger brilliantly described how this existential mood, 

or Stimnuuzg, revealed the way in which we were attuned to Being. 

Human moods, such as guilt, fear, anxiety, joy, or dread are no longer 

considered as mere physiological sensations or psychological emotions, 

but are now recognized as the ontological ways in which we feel and 

find our being-in-the-world, our being-there as BefinJlichkeit. 

RK: This phenomenological analysis of our existential moods was, 

of course, something which you yourself used to original effect in your 

descriptions of such human dispositions as need, desire, effort, lazi

ness, and insomnia in E.xif tence and E.xutent.:1. But to return to Husserl 

and Heidegger, how would you define the main difference of style in 

their employment of phenomenology? 

EL: Husserl's approach was always more abstract and ponder
ous-one really had to have one's ears cocked if one wished to under

stand his lectures! Husserl was primarily concerned with establishing 

and perfecting phenomenology as a method, that is, as an epistemolo

gical method of describing how our logical concepts and categories 

emerge and assume an essential meaning. What is the relation between 

our logical judgments and our perceptual experience? This was Husserl's 

question-and phenomenology was his method of responding, by means 

of rigorous and exact descriptions of our intentional modes of con

sciousness. Phenomenology was thus a way of suspending our precon
ceptions and prejudices in order to disclose how essential truth and 
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meaning are generated; it was a methodical return to the beginnings, 
to the origins of knowledge. On the other hand, Heidegger, the young 
disciple, brought the phenomenological method to life and gave it a 

contemporary style and relevance. Heidegger's existential analyses 
possessed a poetic quality and force which enchanted and astonished 

the mind, while preserving all the while the rigorous contours of the 
master's method. So that I would say, by way of summary, that if it was 

Husserl who opened up for me the radical possibilities of a phenom
enological analysis of knowledge, it was Heidegger who first gave these 
possibilities a positive and concrete grounding in our everyday exis

tence. Heidegger showed that the phenomenological search for eter
nal truths and essences ultimately originates in time, in our temporal 
and historical existence. 

RK: Your first study of phenomenology, The Theory of Intuition in 
H1u.:1er!'.1 Phenonieno!ogy, published in 1930, was the first complete work 
on Husserl in French. Your seminal study of Heidegger in La Revue 
Phi!o.:1ophique in 1931 was another milestone in contemporary French 

philosophy. Sartre and Merleau-Ponty were soon to follow suit, explor
ing further possibilities of the phenomenological method known today 
as French existentialism. As the discreet inaugurator of the French 

interest in phenomenology, what exactly was your relationship with 
Sartre and Merleau-Ponty? 

EL: I have always admired the powerful originality of Merleau
Ponty's work, however different from my own in many respects, and 
had frequent contact with him at Jean Wahl's philosophical meet

ings in the College de Philosophie in the thirties and forties and also 
whenever I contributed to Le.:1 Temp.:1 Mooerne.:1 while he was still co-edi
tor with Sartre. But it was Sartre who guaranteed my place in eternity 

by stating in his famous obituary essay on Merleau-Ponty that he, 
Sartre, "was introduced to phenomenology by Levinas." Simone de 

Beauvoir tells how it happened in one of her autobiographical works. 

One day in the early thirties, Sartre chanced upon a copy of my book 
on Husserl in the Picard bookshop just opposite the Sorbonne. He 
picked it up, read it, and declared to Beauvoir, "This is the philosophy 
I wanted to write!" Afterwards, he reassured himself that my analysis 

was far too didactic and that he could do better himself! And so he 
applied himself to a sustained study of Husserl and Heidegger. The 

result was a host of enterprising phenomenological analyses ranging 
from L1ma_qinaire [lnuz_qination} (1940) to Bein_q anJ Nothin_qne.J.J (1945). 

I was extremely interested in Sartre's phenomenological analysis of the 
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othe1; though I always regretted that he interpreted it as a threat and a 
degradation, an interpretation which also found expression in his fear 
of the God question. In fact, Sartre's rejection of theism was so unequiv

ocal that his final statements, in the Nouvel Ob.:1ervateur interviews just 
before his death, about the legitimacy of Jewish history as a belief in 

the existence of God seemed incredible to those who knew him or had 
studied him. In Sartre, the phenomenon of the other was still consid

ered, as in all Western ontology, to be a modality of unity and fusion, 
that is, a reduction of the other to the categories of the same. This is 
described by Sartre as a teleological project to unite and totalize the 

for-itself and the in-itself, the self and the other-than-self. It is here that 
my fundamental philosophical disagreement with Sartre resides. At a 
personal level, I always liked Sartre. I first met him in Gabriel Mar

cel's house just before the war and had further dealings with him after 
the war on the controversial question of Israel's existence. Sartre 
had refused the Nobel Prize for Literature, and I felt that someone 

who had the courage to reject such a prize for ethical reasons had cer
tainly conserved the right to intervene and to try to persuade Nasser, 
the Egyptian leader at the time, to forgo his threats to Israel and embark 

upon dialogue. What I also admired in Sartre was that his philosophy 
was not confined to purely conceptual issues but was open to the pos
sibility of ethical and political commitment. 

RK: What are the origins of the religious dimensions in your own 
thinking? 

EL: I was born in Lithuania, a country where Jewish culture was 

intellectually prized and fostered and where the interpretation and exe
gesis of biblical texts was cultivated to a high degree. It was here 
that I first learned to read the Bible in Hebrew. It was at a much later 

date, however, that I became actively interested in Jewish thought. 
After the Second World War, I encountered a remarkable master of 

Talmudic interpretation here in Paris, a man of exceptional mental 

agility who taught me how to read the Rabbinic texts. He taught me 
for four years, from 1947 to 1951, and what I myself have written in 
my Talniuoic Lectare.:1 has been written in the shadow of his shadow. It 
was this postwar encounter which reactivated my latent - I might even 
say dormant-interest in the Judaic tradition. But when I acknowl
edge this Judaic influence, I do not wish to talk in terms of belief or 

nonbelief. Believe is not a verb to be employed in the first person sin

gular. Nobody can really say I believe-or I do not believe-or for that 
matter, that God exists. The existence of God is not a question of an 
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individual soul uttering logical syllogisms. It cannot be proved. The 
existence of God, the Sein Gotte.J, is sacred history itself, the sacredness 
of man's relation to man, through which God may pass. God's exis

tence is the story of his revelation in biblical history. 

RK: How do you reconcile the phenomenological and religious 

dimensions of your thinking? 

EL: I always make a clear distinction, in what I write, between 

philosophical and confessional texts. I do not deny that they may ulti
mately have a common source of inspiration. I simply state that it is 
necessary to draw a line of demarcation between them as distinct meth

ods of exegesis, as separate languages. I would never, for example, 
introduce a Talmudic or biblical verse into one of my philosophical 

texts to try to prove or justify a phenomenological argument. 

RK: Would you go so far as to endorse Heidegger's argument that 

genuine philosophical questioning requires one to suspend or bracket 
one's religious faith? I am thinking in particular of Heidegger's state
ment in his Introduction of Metaphysics that a religious thinker can

not ask the philosophical question, "Why is there something rather 
than nothing?" since he already possesses the answer: "Because God 

created the world." Hence Heidegger's conclusion that a religious (in 

the sense of Christian or Jewish) philosophy is a square circle, a 
contradiction in terms. 

EL: For me, the essential characteristic of philosophy is acer
tain, specifically Greek, way of thinking and speaking. Philosophy is 
primarily a question of language, and it is by identifying the subtextual 

language of particular discourses that we can decide whether they are 
philosophical or not. Philosophy employs a series of terms and con
cepts-such as morphe (form), OLL.Jia (substance), noo.J (reason), fogor:J 

(thought), or te!o.J (goal), etc. -which constitute a specifically Greek 
lexicon of intelligibility. French and German, and indeed all of West
ern philosophy, is entirely shot through with this specific language; it 

is a token of the genius of Greece to have been able to thus deposit its 
language in the basket of Europe. But although philosophy is essen
tially Greek, it is not exclusively so. It also has sources and roots which 
are non-Greek. What we term the Judaeo-Christian tradition, for exam

ple, proposed an alternative approach to meaning and truth. The diffi
culty is, of course, to speak of this alternative tradition given the essen

tially Greek nature of philosophical language. And this difficulty is 
compounded by the fact that Judaeo-Christian culture has, historically, 
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been incorporated into Greek philosophy. It is virtually impossible for 

philosophers today to have recourse to an unalloyed religious language. 
All one can say is that the Septennium is not yet complete, that the 

translation of biblical wisdom into the Greek language remains unfin
ished. The best one can do by way of identifying the fundamental 

difference between the Greek and biblical approaches to truth is to try 
to define the distinctive quality of Greek philosophy before the histor

ical incursion of Jewish and Christian cultures. Perhaps the most essen
tial distinguishing feature of the language of Greek philosophy was its 
equation of truth with an intelligibility of presence. By this I mean 

an intelligibility which considers truth to be that which is present or 
copresent, that which can be gathered or synchronized into a totality 
which we would call the world or cosmos. According to the Greek 

model, intelligibility is what can be rendered present, what can be rep
resented in some eternal here-and-now, exposed and disclosed in pure 
light. To thus equate truth with presence is to presume that however 

different the two terms of a relation might appear (for example, the 
divine and the human) or however separated over time (for example, 
into past and future), they can ultimately be rendered commensurate 

and simultaneous, the same, englobed in a history which totalizes time 
into a beginning or an end, or both, which is presence. The Greek 
notion of Being is essentially this presence. 

RK: Would you agree then with Heidegger's critique of Western 

metaphysics as a philosophy of presence? 

EL: I don't think Heidegger is entirely consistent on this point. For 

me, Heidegger never really escaped from the Greek language of intel
ligibility and presence. Even though he spent much of his philosophi
cal career struggling against certain metaphysical notions of presence~ 

in particular the objectifying notion of presence as VorhanJenhei0 which 
expresses itself in our scientific and technological categorization of the 
world~he ultimately seems to espouse another, more subtle and com

plex, notion of presence as Amveden, that is, the coming-into-the-pres
ence of Being. Thus, while Heidegger heralds the end of the metaphysics 
of presence, he continues to think of Being as a coming-into-pres

ence; he seems unable to break away from the hegemony of presence 
which he denounces. This ambiguity also comes to the surface when 
Heidegger interprets our being-in-the-world as history. The ultimate 

and most authentic mission of existence or Da,;1ein is to recollect (wieder

ho!en) and totalize its temporal dispersal into past, present, and future. 

Dadein is its history to the extent that it can interpret and narrate its 
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existence as a finite and contemporaneous story (hiltoire), a totaliz
ing copresence of past, present, and future. 

RK: How does the ethical relation to the other, so central a theme 
in your philosophy, serve to subvert the ontology of presence in its 

Greek and Heideggerian forms? 

EL: The interhuman relationship emerges with our history, with
out being-in-the-world as intelligibility and presence. The interhu

man realm can thus be construed as a part of the disclosure of the world 

as presence. But it can also be considered from another perspective -
the ethical or biblical perspective which transcends the Greek language 

of intelligibility -as a theme of justice and concern for the other as other, 
as a theme of love and desire which carries us beyond the finite Being 
of the world as presence. The interhuman is thus an interface: a dou
ble axis where what is "of the world" qua phenonzenologicaf inteffigi/Jifity 

is juxtaposed with what is "not of the world" qua ethical redpon.1wifity. It 
is in this ethical perspective that God must be thought and not in the 

ontological perspective of our being-there or of some Supreme Being 
and Creator correlative to the world, as traditional metaphysics often 
held. God, as the God of alterity and transcendence, can only be under

stood in terms of that interhuman dimension which, to be sure, emerges 
in the phenomenological-ontological perspective of the intelligible world, 

but which cuts through and perforates the totality of presence and points 

towards the absolutely Other. In this sense one could say that biblical 
thought has, to some extent, influenced my ethical reading of the inter
human, whereas Greek thought has largely determined its philosoph

ical expression in language. So I would maintain, against Heidegger, 
that philosophy can be ethical as well as ontological, can be at once 
Greek and non-Greek in its inspiration. These two sources of inspira

tion coexist as two different tendencies in modern philosophy, and it is 
my own personal task to try to identify this dual origin of meaning
der U1'dprung ded Sinnh4'ten-in the interhuman relationship. 

RK: One of the most complex and indeed central themes in your 
philosophy is the rapport between the interhuman and time. Could 
you elucidate this rapport by situating it in terms of the ethics/ontol

ogy distinction? 

EL: I am trying to show that man's ethical relation to the other 
is ultimately prior to his ontological relation to himself (egology) or to 

the totality of things which we call the world (cosmology). The rela
tionship with the other is tinze: it is an untotalizable diachrony in which 
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one moment pursues another without ever being able to retrieve it, 

to catch up with or coincide with it. The nonsimultaneous and nonpre

sent is my primary rapport with the other in time. Time means that the 

other is forever beyond me, irreducible to the synchrony of the same. 

The temporality of the interhuman opens up the meaning of otherness 

and the otherness of meaning. But because there are more than two 

people in the world, we invariably pass from the ethical perspective of 

alterity to the ontological perspective of totality. There are always at 
least three persons. This means that we are obliged to ask who is the 

other, to try to objectively define the undefinable, to compare the incom

parable in an effort to juridically hold different positions together. So 

that the first type of simultaneity is the simultaneity of equality, the 

attempt to reconcile and balance the conflicting claims of each person. 

If there were only two people in the world, there would be no need for 

law courts, because I would always be responsible for, and before, the 

other. As soon as there are three, the ethical relationship with the other 

becomes political and enters into the totalizing discourse of ontology. 

We can never completely escape from the language of ontology and 
politics. Even when we deconstruct ontology, we are obliged to use its 

language. Derrida's work of deconstruction, for example, possesses 

the speculative and methodological rigor of the philosophy which he 

is seeking to deconstruct. It's like the argument of the skeptics: How 

can we know that we can't know anything? The greatest virtue of phi

losophy is that it can put itself in question, try to deconstruct what it 

has constructed, and unsay what it has said. Science, on the con

trary, does not try to unsay itself, does not interrogate or challenge its 

own concepts, terms, or foundations; it forges ahead, progresses. In 

this respect, science attempts to ignore language by constructing its 

own abstract nonlanguage of calculable symbols and formulae. But 

science is merely a secondary bracketing of philosophical language, 

from which it is ultimately derived; it can never have the last word. 

Heidegger summed this up admirably when he declared that science 
cafculate.J but does not think. Now, what I am interested in is precisely 

this ability of philosophy to think, to question itself, and ultimately to 

unsay itself. And I wonder if this capacity for interrogation and for 

unsaying (J!Jire) is not itself derived from the preontological inter

human relationship with the other. The fact that philosophy cannot 

fully totalize the alterity of meaning in some final presence or simul

taneity is not for me a deficiency or fault. Or to put it in another way, 

the best thing about philosophy is that it fails. It is better that philos

ophy fail to totalize meaning~even though, as ontology, it has attempted 
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just this-for it thereby remains open to the irreducible otherness of 

transcendence. Greek ontology, to be sure, expressed the strong senti

ment that the last word is unity, the many becoming one, the truth as 

synthesis. Hence Plato defined love -ero.:J -as only half-divine, inso

far as it lacks the full coincidence or unification of differences which 

he defined as divinity. The whole romantic tradition in European poetry 

tends to conform to this Platonic ontology by inferring that love is per

fect when two people become one. I am trying to work against this 

identification of the divine with unification or totality. Man's relation

ship with the other is better as difference than as unity: sociality is bet

ter than fusion. The very value of love is the impossibility of reduc

ing the other to myself, of coinciding into sameness. From an ethical 

perspective, two have a better time than one (on .:Jtuntt.:Je niict[._~ ll deu._~) I 

RK: Is it possible to conceive of an eschatology of noncoinci

dence, wherein man and God could coexist eternally, without fusing 

into oneness? 

EL: But why eschatology? Why should we wish to reduce time to 

eternity? Time is the most profound relationship that man can have with 

God, precisely as a going towards God. There is an excellence in time, 

which would be lost in eternity. To desire eternity is to desire to perpet

uate oneself, to go on living as oneself, to be always. Can one conceive 

of an eternal life that would not suspend time or reduce it to a contem

poraneous presence? To accept time is to accept death as the impossi

bility of presence. To be in eternity is to be one, to be one.:Je/f eternally. To 

be in time is to be for God (etre tzDicu), a perpetual leave-taking (adieu). 

RK: But how can one be for God or go towards God as the 

absolutely Other? Is it by going towards the human other? 

EL: Yes, and it is essential to point out that the relation implied in 

the preposition toward.:J (tz) is ultimately a relation derived from time. 
Time fashions man's relation to the other, and to the absolutely Other 

or God, as a diachronic relation irreducible to correlation. "Going 

towards God" is not to be understood here in the classical ontological 

sense of a return to, or reunification with, God as the Beginning or End 
of temporal existence. "Going towards God" is meaningless unless seen 

in terms of my primary "going towards the other person." I can only go 

towards God by being ethically concerned by and for the other per

son - I am not saying that ethics presupposes belief. On the contrary, 

belief presupposes ethics as that disruption of our being-in-the-world 

which opens us to the other. The ethical exigency to be responsible for 
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the other undermines the ontological primacy of the meaning of Being; 
it unsettles the natural and political positions we have taken up in the 
world and predisposes us to a meaning that is other than Being, that is 
otherwise than Being (autrenient qu 'etre). 

RK: What role does your analysis of the "face" (vi.Jage) of the other 

play in this disruption of ontology? 

EL: The approach to the face is the most basic mode of respon

sibility. As such, the fact of the other is verticality and uprightness; it 
spells a relation of rectitude. The face is not in front of me (en.face de 
moi) but above me; it is the other before death, looking through and 

exposing death. Secondly, the face is the other who asks me not to 
let him die alone, as if to do so were to become an accomplice in his 
death. Thus the face says to me: You shall not kill. In the relation to 

the face, I am exposed as a usurper of the place of the other. The cel
ebrated "right to existence," which Spinoza called the conattl<f e.J.Jendi 
and defined as the basic principle of all intelligibility, is challenged 

by the relation to the face. Accordingly, my duty to respond to the other 
suspends my natural right to self-survival, le droit vital. My ethical rela
tion of love for the other stems from the fact that the self cannot sur

vive by itself alone, cannot find meaning within its own being-in-the
world, within the ontology of sameness. That is why I prefaced Totality 
and 11~/'inity with Pascal's phrase, "Ma place au .Joleil le conunencenient de 
toute tl<furpation.,, Pascal makes the same point when he declares that 
"le nwi e._1f hai.J.Jable.,, Pascal's ethical sentiments here go against the onto

logical privileging of "the right to exist." To expose myself to the vul

nerability of the face is to put my ontological right to existence into 
question. In ethics, the other's right to exist has primacy over your 
own, a primacy epitomized in the ethical edict: you shall not kill; you 

shall not jeopardize the life of the other. The ethical rapport with the 
face is asymmetrical in that it subordinates my existence to the other. 
This principle recurs in Darwinian biology as the "survival of the fittest," 
and in psychoanalysis as the natural instinct of the "id" for gratifica

tion, possession, and power - the libido donzinandi. 

RK: So I owe more to the other than to myself ... 

EL: Absolutely, and this ethical exigency undermines the Hel
lenic endorsement, still prevalent today, of the conattL<J e.J.Jendi. There 
is a Jewish proverb which says that "the other's material needs are 

my spiritual needs"; it is this disproportion or asymmetry which 
characterizes the ethical refusal of the first truth of ontology-the 
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struggle to be. Ethics is, therefore, af7ain.:1t nature because it forbids 
the murderousness of my natural will to put my own existence first. 

RK: Does going towards God always require that we go against 
nature? 

EL: God cannot appear as the cause or creator of nature. The 
word of God speaks through the glory of the face and calls for an eth
ical conversion or reversal of our nature. What we call "lay morality," 

that is, humanistic concern for our fellow human beings, already speaks 
the voice of God. But the moral priority of the other over myself could 
not come to be if it were not motivated by something beyond nature. 

The ethical situation is a human situation, beyond human nature, in 
which the idea of God comes to mind (Gott fil!!t 1nir ein). In this respect, 
we could say that God is the other who turns our nature inside out, 

who calls our ontological will-to-be into question. This ethical call 
of conscience occurs, no doubt, in other religious systems besides the 
Judeo-Christian, but it remains an essentially religious vocation. God 

does indeed go against nature for He is not of this world. God is other 
than Being. 

RK: How does one distill the ethico-religious meaning of existence 
from its natural or ontological sedimentation? 

EL: But your question already assumes that ethics is derived from 
ontology. I believe, on the contrary, that the ethical relationship with 

the other is just as primary and original (ur.:1priinglich) as ontology~ 
if not more so. Ethics is not derived from an ontology of nature; it is 
its opposite, a meontology which affirms a meaning beyond Being, a 

primary mode of non-Being (nie-on). 

RK: And yet you claim that the ethical and the ontological coex
ist as two inspirations in some way? 

EL: Already in Greek philosophy one can discern traces of the eth

ical breaking through the ontological, for example, in Plato's idea of the 
"Good existing beyond Being" (agathon epekeina te.:1 oLL:JuM). (Heidegger, 
of course, contests this ethical reading of the Good in Plato, maintain

ing that it is merely one among other descriptions of Being itself.) One 
can also cite in this connection Descartes's discovery of the "Idea of the 

Infinite," which surpasses the finite limits of human nature and the human 

mind. And similarly supraontological notions are to be found in the 
pseudo-Dionysian doctrine of the vuz eniinentuze, with its surplus of the 

divine over Being, or in the Augustinian distinction in the C0t~f'e.:1.:1wn.:1 
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between the truth which challenges (verita.:1 redar.r;uetz.1) and the onto
logical truth which shines (verifa,J lacen.:1), etc. 

RK: Do you think that Husserl's theory of temporality points to 
an otherness beyond Being? 

EL: However radically Husserl's theory of time may gesture in 
this direction, particularly in The Phenomenology of Internal Time Con

dCU}Lldtzedd, it remains overall a co.:1mological notion of time; temporality 

continues to be thought of in terms of the present, in terms of an ontol
ogy of presence. The present (Gegemvart) remains for Husserl the cen
tralizing dimension of time, the past and the future being defined in 

terms of intentional re-presentations (Verge_qenwiirtigen). To be more 
precise, the past, Husserl claims, is retained by the present, and the 
future is precontained in, or protended by, the present. Time past and 

time future are merely modifications of the present; and this double 
extension of the present into the past (retention) and the future (pro
tension) reinforces the ontology of presence as a seizure and appro

priation of what is other or transcendent. Heidegger, who actually 
edited Husserl's lectures on time, introduced an element of alterity into 
his own phenomenological description of time in Beitz.'] and Tinie, when 

he analyzed time in terms of our anguish before death. Temporality 
is now disclosed as an ecstatic being-towards-death which releases us 

from the present into an ultimate horizon of possibles, rather than as 

a holding or seizing or retaining of the present. 

RK: But is not Heidegger's analysis of temporality as a being
towards-death still a subtle form of extending what is mine, of reduc

ing the world to my ownmost (eigendt) authentic (eigentfich) existence? 
Death is for Heidegger always niy death. Dadein is always the Being 
which is mine. 

EL: This is the fundamental difference between my ethical analy
sis of death and Heidegger's ontological analysis. Whereas for Hei
degger, death is my death, for me it is the other'.1 death. In The Letter 

on Humanilm, Heidegger defines Dtuein in almost Darwinian fashion 
as "a being which is concerned for its own being." In paragraph 9 of 
Being and Time, he defines the main characteristic of Dadein as that of 

minene.Jd (Jemeinigkeit), the way in which Being becomes mine, imposes 
or imprints itself on me. Jemeinigkeit as the possession of my Being as 
mine precedes the articulation of the I Dtuein is only "I" (!ch) because 

it is already Jemein~qkeit. I become I only because I possess my own 
Being as primary. For ethical thought, on the contrary, le mo~ as this 
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primacy of what is mine, is hal.1.:1able. Ethics is not, for this reason, a 

depersonalizing exigency. I am defined as a subjectivity, as a singu
lar person, as an "I," precisely because I am exposed to the other. It 

is my inescapable and incontrovertible answerability to the other that 
makes me an individual "I." So that I become a responsible or ethi

cal "I" to the extent that I agree to depose or dethrone myself ~to 
abdicate my position of centrality~in favor of the vulnerable other. 

As the Bible says, "He who loses his soul gains it." The ethical I is a 
being who asks if he has a right to be, who excuses himself to the 
other for his own existence. 

RK: In the structuralist and poststructuralist debates which have 

tended to dominate Continental philosophy in recent years, there has 
been much talk of the disappearance or demise of the subject. Is your 
ethical thought an attempt to preserve subjectivity in some form? 

EL: My thinking on this matter goes in the opposite direction to 
structuralism. It is not that I wish to preserve, over and against the 

structuralist critique, the idea of a subject who would be a substantial 
or mastering center of meaning, an idealist self-sufficient cogito. These 
traditional ontological versions of subjectivity have nothing to do with 

the entomological version of subjectivity that I put forward in Autrenient 
qu'etre [Otherwi.Je than Being}. Ethical subjectivity dispenses with the 

idealizing subjectivity of ontology which reduces everything to itself. 
The ethical "I" is subjectivity precisely insofar as it kneels before the 

other, sacrificing its own liberty to the more primordial call of the other. 
For me, the freedom of the subject is not the highest or primary value. 

The heteronomy of our response to the human other, or to God as the 
absolutely Other, precedes the autonomy of our subjective freedom. 
As soon as I acknowledge that it is "I" who am responsible, I accept 

that my freedom is anteceded by an obligation to the other. Ethics rede
fines subjectivity as this heteronymous responsibility in contrast to 
autonomous freedom. Even if I deny my primordial responsibility to 

the other by affirming my own freedom as primary, I can never escape 
the fact that the other has demanded a response from me before I affirm 
my freedom not to respond to his demand. Ethical freedom is une diffi
cile Liberti, a heteronymous freedom obliged to the other. Consequently, 
the other is the richest and the poorest of beings: the richest, at an eth
ical level, in that it always comes before me, its right-to-be preceding 

mine; the poorest, at an ontological or political level, in that without 
me it can do nothing ~it is utterly vulnerable and exposed. The other 

haunts our ontological existence and keeps the psyche awake, in a state 
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of vigilant insomnia. Even though we are ontologically free to refuse 

the other, we remain forever accused, with a bad conscience. 

RK: Is not the ethical obligation to the other a purely negative 

ideal, impossible to realize in our everyday being-in-the-world? After 

all, we live in a concrete historical world governed by ontological 

drives and practices, be they political and institutional totalities or 

technological systems of organization and control. Is ethics practi

cable in human society, as we know it? Or is it merely an invitation 

to apolitical acquiescence? 

EL: This is a fundamental point. Of course we inhabit an onto

logical world of technological mastery and political self-preservation. 

Indeed, without these political and technological structures of organ

ization, we would not be able to feed mankind. This is the great par

adox of human existence: we must use the ontological for the Jake of the 

other; to ensure the survival of the other, we must resort to the tech

nico-political systems of means and ends. This same paradox is also 

present in our use of language, to return to an earlier point. We have 

no option but to employ the language and concepts of Greek philos

ophy, even in our attempts to go beyond them. We cannot obviate the 

language of metaphysics and yet we cannot, ethically speaking, be sat
isfied with it: it is necessary but not enough. I disagree, however, with 

Derrida's interpretation of this paradox. Whereas he tends to see the 

deconstruction of the Western metaphysics of presence as an irre

deemable crisis, I see it as a golden opportunity for Western philoso

phy to open itself to the dimension of otherness and transcendence 

beyond Being. 

RK: Is there any sense in which language can be ethical? 

EL: In Autrement qu 'etre, I pose this question when I ask, "What is 

saying without a said?" Saying is ethical sincerity insofar as it is expo

sition. As such, this .:1aying is irreducible to the ontological definability 

of the .:1ai{). Saying is what makes the self-exposure of sincerity possi

ble; it is a way of giving everything, of not keeping anything for one

self. Insofar as ontology equates truth with the intelligibility of total 

presence, it reduces the pure exposure of saying to the totalizing clo

sure of the said. The child is a pure exposure of expression insofar as it 

is pure vulnerability; it has not yet learned to dissemble, to deceive, to 

be insincere. What distinguishes human language from animal or child 

expression, for example, is that the human speaker can remain silent, 

can refuse to be exposed in sincerity. The human being is characterized 
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as human not only because he is a being who can speak but also because 
he is a being who can lie, who can live in the duplicity of language as 
the dual possibility of exposure and deception. The animal is incapable 

of this duplicity; the dog, for instance, cannot suppress its bark, the bird 
its song. But man can repress his saying, and this ability to keep silent, 

to withhold oneself, is the ability to be political. Man can give himself 
in saying to the point of poetry-or he can withdraw into the non-say

ing of lies. Language as .Jaying is an ethical openness to the other; as that 

which is .Jaid - reduced to a fixed identity or synchronized presence -
it is an ontological closure to the other. 

RK: But is there not some sort of morality of the .JaiJ which might 

reflect the ethics of saying in our everyday transactions in society? 
In other words, if politics cannot be ethical insofar as it is an expres
sion of our ontological nature, can it at least be moral (in your sense 

of that term)? 

EL: This distinction between the ethical and the moral is very 

important here. By morality I mean a series of rules relating to social 
behavior and civic duty. But while morality thus operates in the socio
political order of organizing and improving our human survival, it is 

ultimately founded on an ethical responsibility towards the other. As 
prima phi!odophia, ethics cannot itself legislate for society or produce 

rules of conduct whereby society might be revolutionized or trans

formed. It does not operate at the level of the manifesto or rappel t'z l'or
drej it is not a .Javoir vivre. When I talk of ethics as a disinterestedness 

(ded-inter-eddenient), I do not mean that it is indifference; I simply mean 

that it is a form of vigilant passivity to the call of the other which 
precedes our interest in Being, our inter-edde as a being-in-the-world, 
attached to property and appropriating what is other than itself to itself. 
Morality is what governs the world of political "interestedness," the 

social interchanges between citizens in a society. Ethics, as the extreme 
exposure and sensitivity of one subjectivity to another, becomes moral

ity and hardens its skin as soon as we move into the political world 
of the impersonal "third" -the world of government, institutions, tri

bunals, prisons, schools, committees, etc. But the norm which must 

continue to inspire and direct the moral order is the ethical norm of 
the interhuman. If the moral-political order totally relinquishes its eth
ical foundation, it must accept all forms of society, including the fas

cist or totalitarian, for it can no longer evaluate or discriminate between 
them. The state is usually better than anarchy-but not always. In 

some instances-fascism or totalitarianism, for example-the political 

80 • Emmanuel Levinas 



order of the state may have to be challenged in the name of our ethi

cal responsibility to the other. This is why ethical philosophy must 

remain the first philosophy. 

RK: Is not the ethical criterion of the interhuman employed by 

you as a sort of Messianic eschatology, wherein the ontological struc

tures of possession and totality would be transcended towards a face

to-face relation of pure exposure to the absolutely Other? 

EL: Here again I must express my reservations about the term 

e.Jchatology. The term e.Jchaton implies that there might exist a finality, 

an end (fin) to the historical relation of difference between man and 

the absolutely Other, a reduction of the gap which safeguards the alter

ity of the transcendent, to a totality of sameness. To realize the e.Jcha
ton would therefore mean that we could seize or appropriate God as 

a te!o.J and degrade the infinite relation with the other to a finite fusion. 

This is what Hegelian dialectics amounts to, a radical denial of the rup

ture between the ontological and the ethical. The danger of eschatol

ogy is the temptation to consider the man-God relation as a state, as a 

fixed and permanent state of affairs. I have described ethical respon

sibility as in.Jonuzuz or wakeju!ne.J.J precisely because it is a perpetual duty 

of vigilance and effort which can never slumber. Ontology as a state 

of affairs can afford sleep. But love cannot sleep, can never be peace

ful or permanent. Love is the incessant watching over of the other; it 

can never be satisfied or contented with the bourgeois ideal of love 

as domestic comfort or the mutual possession of two people living out 

an egoilme-a-deu."'C. 

RK: If you reject the term e.Jchatology, would you accept the term 
Me.J.Jurnic to describe this ethical relation with the other? 

EL: Only if one understands Messianic here according to the Tal

mudic maxim that "the doctors of the law will never have peace, nei

ther in this world nor in the next; they go from meeting to meeting dis

cussing always-for there is always more to be discussed." I could not 

accept a form of Messianism which would terminate the need for 
discussion, which would end our watchfulness. 

RK: But are we not ethically obliged to struggle for a perfect world 

of peace? 

EL: Yes, but I seek this peace not for me but for the other. By con

trast, if I say that "virtue is its own reward," I can only say so for my.Jeff 
As soon as I make this a standard for the other, I exploit him, for what 
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I am then saying is: be virtuous towards me -work for me, love me, 

serve me, etc. - but don't expect anything from me in return. That 

would be rather like the story of the Czar's mother who goes to the 

hospital and says to the dying soldier: "You must be very happy to die 

for your country." I must always demand more of myself than of the 

other, and this is why I disagree with [Martin] Buber's description 

of the I-Thou ethical relation as a symmetrical copresence. As Alyosha 

Karamazov says in The Brotherd Karamazov by [Fyodor J Dostoevsky, 

"We are all responsible for everyone else - but I am more responsi

ble than all the others." And he does not mean that every "I" is more 

responsible than all the others, for that would be to generalize the law 

for everyone else -to demand as much from the other as I do from 

myself. This essential asymmetry is the very basis of ethics: not only 

am I more responsible than the other, but I am even responsible for 

everyone else's responsibility! 

RK: How does the God of ethics differ from the "God of the philoso

phers," that is, the God of traditional ontology? 

EL: For ethics, it is only in the infinite relation with the other that 

God passes (de padde), that traces of God are to be found. God thus 

reveals himself as a trace, not as an ontological presence, which Aris

totle defined as a Self-Thinking Thought and Scholastic metaphysics 

defined as an lpdwn Edde SahdiJtend or End Catua Sui. The God of the 

Bible cannot be defined or proved by means of logical predictions and 

attributions. Even the superlatives of wisdom, power, and causality 

advanced by medieval ontology are inadequate to the absolute other

ness of God. It is not by superlatives that we can think of God, but by 

trying to identify the particular interhuman events which open towards 

transcendence and reveal the traces where God has passed. The God 

of ethical philosophy is not God the Almighty Being of Creation but 

the persecuted God of the prophets who is always in relation with man, 

and whose difference from man is never indifference. This is why I 

have tried to think of God in terms of desire, a desire that cannot be 

fulfilled or satisfied-in the etymological sense of dati.1, measure. I can 

never have enough in my relation to God for He always exceeds my 

measure, remains forever incommensurate with my desire. In this sense, 

our desire for God is without end or term: it is interminable and infi

nite because God reveals Himself as absence rather than presence. 

Love is the society of God and man, but man is happier for he has God 

as company, whereas God has man! Furthermore, when we say that 

God cannot satisfy our desire, we must add that the insatisfaction is 
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itself sublime! What is a defect in the finite order becomes an excel

lence in the infinite order. In the infinite order, the absence of God is 
better than His presence; and the anguish of our concern and search

ing for God is better than consummation or comfort. As Kierkegaard 
put it, "The need for God is a sublime happiness." 

RK: Your analysis of God as an impossibility of Being or being
present would seem to suggest that the ethical relation is entirely utopian 
and unrealistic. 

EL: This is the great objection to my thought~"Where did you 
ever see the ethical relation practiced?" people say to me. I reply that 

its being utopian does not prevent it from investing our everyday actions 
of generosity or goodwill towards the other: even the smallest and most 
commonplace gestures, such as saying "after you" as we sit at the din

ner table or walk through a door, bear witness to the ethical. This con
cern for the other remains utopian in the sense that it is always "out of 
place" {tt-toptM) in this world, always other than the "ways of the world," 

but there are many examples of it in the world. I remember meeting 
once with a group of Latin American students well versed in the ter
minology of Marxist liberation and terribly concerned by the suffer

ing and unhappiness of their people in Argentina. They asked me rather 
impatiently if I had ever actually witnessed the utopian rapport with 

the other which my ethical philosophy speaks of. I replied, "Yes, indeed, 
here in this room." 

RK: So you would maintain that Marxism bears witness to a 
utopian inspiration? 

EL: When I spoke of the overcoming of Western ontology as an 
"ethical and prophetic cry" in "Dieu et la philosophie" ["God and 
Philosophers"] (De Dieu qui vient a !'idee {of God who come.1 to mind}), I 

was in fact thinking of Marx's critique of Western idealism as a proj
ect to understand the world rather than to transform it. In Marx's cri

tique, we find an ethical conscience cutting through the ontological 

identification of truth with an ideal intelligibility and demanding that 
theory be converted into a concrete praxis of concern for the other. 
It is this revelatory and prophetic cry which explains the extraordi

nary attraction which the Marxist utopia exerted over numerous gen
erations. Marxism was, of course, utterly compromised by Stalinism. 
The 1968 revolt in Paris was a revolt of sadness, because it came after 

the Khrushchev Report and the exposure of the corruption of the Com
munist Party. The year of 1968 epitomized the joy of despair, a last 
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grasping at human justice, happiness, and perfection after the truth 
had dawned that the communist ideal had degenerated into totalitar

ian bureaucracy. By 1968 only dispersed groups and rebellious pock
ets of individuals remained to seek their surrealist forms of salvation, 

no longer confident in a collective movement of humanity, no longer 

assured that Marxism could survive the Stalinist catastrophe as the 

prophetic messenger of history. 

RK: What role can philosophy serve today? Has it in fact reached 

that end which so many contemporary Continental philosophers have 
spoken of? 

EL: It is true that philosophy, in its traditional forms of ontothe
ology and logocentrism~to use Heidegger's and Derrida's terms~has 
come to an end. But it is not true of philosophy in the other sense of 

critical speculation and interrogation. The speculative practice of phi
losophy is by no means near its end. Indeed the whole contemporary 
discourse of overcoming and deconstructing metaphysics is far more 

speculative in many respects than metaphysics itself. Reason is never 
so versatile as when it puts itself in question. In the contemporary end 
of philosophy, philosophy has found a new lease of life. 

Paris, 1981 
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Herbert Marcuse 
The Philotiophy of Art and PolitictJ 

RK: As a Marxist thinker of international renown and inspira

tional mentor of student revolutions in both the United States and 

Europe in the sixties, you have puzzled many by the turn to primarily 

aesthetic questions in your recent works. How would you explain or 

justify this turn? 

HM: It seems to have become quite evident that the advanced 

industrial countries have long since reached the stage of wealth and 

productivity which Marx projected for the construction of a socialist 

society. Consequently, a quantitative increase in material productivity 

is now seen to be insufficient in itself, and a qualitative change in soci

ety as a whole is seen to be necessary. Such a qualitative change pre

supposes, of course, new and unalienating conditions of labor, distri

bution and living, but that alone is not enough. The qualitative change 

necessary to build a truly socialist society, something we haven't yet 

seen, depends on other values-not so much economic (quantitative) 

as aesthetic (qualitative) in character. This change in turn requires 

more than just a gratification of needs; it requires, in addition, a change 

in the nature of these needs themselves. This is why the Marxian 

revolution in our age must look to art also, if it is to succeed. 

RK: If art, then, is to play such a central role in the revolutionary 

transition to a new society, why didn't Marx himself say that? 
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HM: Marx did not say that because Marx lived over a hundred 

years ago and so did not write in an age when, as I have just main

tained, the problems of the material culture could in fact be resolved 

by the establishment of genuinely socialist institutions and relation

ships. Consequently, he did not fully realize that a purely economic 

resolution of the problem can never be enough, and so lacked the insight 

that a twentieth-century revolution would require a different type of 

human being and that such a revolution would have to aim at, and, if 

successful, implement, an entirely new set of personal and sexual rela

tionships, a new morality, a new sensibility, and a total reconstruction 

of the environment. These are, to a great extent, aesthetic values (aes

thetic to be understood in the larger sense of our sensory and imagi

native culture which I outlined in Ero.J and Civilization, following Kant 

and [Friedrich] Schiller), and that is why I think that one viewing the 

possibility of struggle and change in our time recognizes the decisive 

role which art must play. 

RK: You spoke there, rather dangerously it seems to me, about 

the possible necessity of "implementing" these new personal relation

ships, etc., which would characterize the qualitatively new society. 

How can art or culture be instrumental in this implementation with

out becoming the tool of some dictatorial elite (which would see it as 

its role to determine what should be "implemented") and without, con

sequently, degenerating into propaganda? 

HM: Art can never and never should become directly and imme

diately a factor of political praxis. It can only have effect indirectly, 

by its impact on the consciousness and on the subconsciousness of 

human beings. 

RK: You are saying therefore that art must always maintain a 

critical and negative detachment from the realm of everyday politi

cal practice? 

HM: Yes, I would claim that all authentic art is negative, in the 

sense that it refuses to obey the established reality, its language, its 

order, its conventions, and its images. As such, it can be negative in 

two ways: either insofar as it serves to give asylum or refuge to defamed 
humanity and thus preserves in another form an alternative to the 

"affirmed" reality of the establishment or insofar as it serves to negate 

this "affirmed" reality by denouncing both it and the defamers of human

ity who have affirmed it in the first place. 
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RK: Is it not true, however, that in many of your writings (I think 

particularly of An E.i.:Jay on Liberation and Ero.:J and Civilization) you sug

gest that art can play a more directly political and indeed positive role, 

by helping to point the way to a socialist utopia? 

HM: Art can give you the "images" of a freer society and of more 

human relationships, but beyond that it cannot go. In this sense, the 

difference between aesthetic and political theory remains unbridge

able: art can say what it wants to .:Jay only in terms of the complete and 

formal fate of individuals in their struggle with their society in the 

medium of .:Jen.:Jibility; its images are felt and imagined rather than intel

lectually formulated or propounded, whereas political theory is nec

essarily conceptual. 

RK: How then would you view the role of reason in art~ I ref er 

not to Ver.:Jtand (reason in the narrow Enlightenment sense of strictly 

logical, mathematical, and empirico-metric calculation) but to the Kant

ian and Hegelian concept of Vernunft (reason in the larger sense of a 

critical and regulative faculty), concerned primarily with those realms 

of human perception, intuition, evaluation, and ethical deliberation so 

central, it would seem, to the concerns of any cultural aesthetic? 

HM: I believe that you cannot have the liberation of human sen

sitivity and sensibility without a corresponding liberation of our 

rational faculty (Vernw~ft). Any liberation effected by art signifies, 

therefore, a liberation of both the senses and reason from their pres

ent servitude. 

RK: Would you be opposed then to the emotionally euphoric and 

Dionysian character of much of contemporary popular culture~ rock 

music, for example? 

HM: I am wary of all exhibitions of freewheeling emotionalism, 

and as I explained in Counter-revolution and Revolt, I think that both 

the living-theater movement (the attempt to bring theater out into the 

street and make it immediate by "tuning in" to the language and sen

timents of the working class) and the rock cult are prone to this error. 

The former, despite its noble struggle, is ultimately self-defeating. It 
tries to blend the theater and the revolution, but ends up blending a 

contrived immediacy with a clever brand of mystical humanism. The 

latter, the rock-group cult, seems open to the danger of a form of com

mercial totalitarianism which absorbs the individual into an uninhib

ited mass, where the power of a collective unconscious is mobilized 
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but left without any radical or critical awareness. It could, at times, 

prove a dangerous outburst of irrationalism. 

RK: Accepting the fact, then, that a revolutionary liberation of the 

senses requires also a liberation of reason, the question still remains as 

to who is to decide what is rational, what criteria, in turn, are to be 

deployed in such a decision and, also, who is consequently to endorse 

and implement this rational liberation? In other words, how do you 

obviate the unsavory prospect of a benevolent, "rational" dictator or 

elite imposing their criteria on the manipulated and "irrational" masses? 

HM: The aesthetic liberation of the rational and sensible faculties 

(at present repressed) will have to begin with individuals and small 

groups, trying, as it were, such an experiment in unalienated living. 

How it then gradually becomes effective in terms of the society at large 

and makes for a different construction of social relationships in gen

eral, we cannot say. Such premature programming could only lead to 

yet another example of ideological tyranny. 

RK: Would you then disagree with your former colleague, Wal

ter Benjamin, when he urges that popular culture, and particularly the 

cinema (which he held enables the critical and receptive attitudes of 

the public to coincide), be used in a politically committed fashion to 

aid and abet the socialist revolution? 

HM: Yes, I would have to disagree with Benjamin there. Any 

attempt to use art to effect a mass conversion of sensibility and con

sciousness is inevitably an abuse of its true functions. 

RK: I ts true functions being ... 

HM: Its true functions being (1) to negate our present society, (2) 

to anticipate the trends of future society, (3) to criticize destructive or 

alienating trends, and ( 4) to suggest images of creative and unalienat

mg zones. 

RK: And this fourfold function of negatwn, anticipatwn, critique, and 

.:fllfJ_t}e.:Jtwn would presumably be aimed at the individual or small group? 

HM: Yes, that is correct. 

RK: Would you wish to retract your allegiance to the Frankfurt 

school's Marxist aesthetic, as expressed in the following formulation? 

"We interpret art as a kind of a code language for processes taking place 

within society which must be deciphered by means of critical analysis." 
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HM: Yes, that seems to me to be too reductive. Art is more than 

a code or puzzle which would reflect the world in terms of a second

order aesthetic structure. Art is not just a mirror. It can never only imi

tate reality. Photography does that much better. Art has to transform 

reality so that it appears in the light (1) of what it does to human beings, 

and (2) of the possible images of freedom and happiness, which it might 

provide for these same human beings; and this is something photog

raphy cannot do. Art, therefore, does not just mirror the present; it 

leads beyond it. It preserves, and thus allows us to remember, values 

which are no longer to be found in our world; and it points to another 

possible society in which these values may be realized. Art is a code 

only to the extent that it acts as a mediated critique of society. But it 

cannot as such be a direct or immediate indictment of society -that is 

the work of theory and politics. 

RK: Would you not say that the works of Orwell, Dickens, or the 

French surrealists, for example, were directly an indictment of their 

society? 

HM: Well, the surrealists were never, it seems to me, directly polit

ical; Orwell was not a great writer; and Dickens, like all great writers, 

was far more than a political theorist - reading him gives us positive 

pleasure and thereby ensures that there is a reader for the book in the 

first place. This is one of the central dilemmas of art conceived as an 

agent of revolution. Even the most radical art cannot, in its denuncia

tion of the evils of society, dispense with the element of entertainment. 

That is why Bertolt Brecht always maintained that even the work which 

most brutally depicts what is going on in the world must also please. 

And one additional point to be remembered here is that even when 

certain works of art appear directly social or political in content-for 
example, Orwell and Dickens, but also [Emile J Zola, [Henrik J Ibsen, 

[Georg] Buchner, [Eugene] Delacroix, [Pablo] Picasso-they are 

never so inform, for the work always remains committed to the struc

ture of art, to the form of the novel, drama, poem, and painting, etc., 

and thereby testifies to a distance from reality. 

RK: What is your opinion then of the notion of a "proletarian" art? 

HM: I think it is false for several reasons. Its attempt to tran

scend the distancing forms of classical and romantic art and to unite 
art and reality by providing in their stead a "living art" or "anti-art" 

rooted in the actions, slang, and spontaneous sensations of the 

oppressed folk, seems to me to be doomed to failure, as I have argued 
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in Counter-revolution and Revolt. Although in earlier works I stressed 

the political potential of the linguistic rebellion of the blacks, wit

nessed in their folk music, dance, and particularly language (whose 

very obscenity I interpreted as a legitimate protest against their mis

ery and repressed cultural tradition), I now believe that such a poten

tial is ultimately ineffective, for it has become standardized and can 

no longer be identified as the expression of frustrated radicals, but 

all too often as the futile gratification of aggressiveness which too 

easily turns against sexuality itself. (For instance, the obligatory ver

balization of the genital sphere in "radical" speech has not been a 

political threat to the establishment so much as a debasement of sex

uality, for example, if some radical exclaims, "Fuck Nixon," he is 

associating the term for the highest gratification with the highest 

member of the oppressive establishment!) 

RK: What is your view of "living" or "natural" music which has 

always been associated with the oppressed masses in the West and par

ticularly with the black culture? 

HM: Well, it seems to me that here again one finds the same thing 

occurring. What originally started out as an authentic cry and song of 

the oppressed black community has since been transformed and com

mercialized into white rock, which, by means of contrived perform

ances, serves as an orgiastic group-therapy, which removes all the frus

trations and inhibitions of the audiences, but only temporarily and without 

any socio-political foundation. 

RK: I take it then that you would not support the idea of an art of 

the masses, an art devoted to the working-class struggle? 

HM: No, it seems to me that, rather than being a particular code 

of the struggle of the proletariat or working class, art can transcend 

any particular class interest without eliminating such an interest. It is 

always concerned with history but history is the history of a!L classes. 

And it is this generality which accounts for that universal validity and 

objectivity of art which Marx called the quality of "prehistory" and 

which Hegel called the "continuity of substance" from the beginning 

of art to the end ~the truth which links the modern novel and the 

medieval epic, the facts and possibilities of human existence, conflict 

and reconciliation between man and man, man and nature. A work of 

art will obviously contain a class content (to the extent to which it 

reflects the values, situations, and sentiments of a feudal, bourgeois, 

or proletarian worldview), but it becomes transparent as the condition 
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of the universal dreams of humanity. Authentic art never nierely acts 

as a mirror of a class or as an automatic, spontaneous outburst of its 

frustrations and desires. The very sensuous immediacy which art 

expresses presupposes, however surreptitiously (and this is something 

which most of our popular culture has forgotten), a complex, disci

plined, and formal synthesis of experience according to certain univer

sal principles which alone can lend to the work more than a purely pri

vate significance. It is because of this universal dimension of art that 

some of the greatest political radicals have displayed the most apolit

ical stances and tastes in art (for example, the famous sympathizers of 

the Paris Commune of 1871, or even Marx himself). Many of the appar

entlyformledJ works of modern art (those of [John J Cage, [Karlheinz J 
Stockhausen, [Samuel] Beckett, or [Allen] Ginsberg) are in fact highly 

intellectual, constructivist, and formal. And indeed this fact hints, I 

believe, at the passing of anti-art and the return to form. It is because 

of this universal significance of art as form that we may find the mean

ing of revolution better expressed in Bertolt Brecht's most perfect lyrics 

than in his explicitly political polemics, in Bob Dylan's most "soul

ful" and deeply personal songs rather than in his propagandist mani

festos. Both Brecht and Dylan have one message: to make an end with 

things as they are. Even in the event of a total absence of political con

tent, their works can invoke, for a vanishing moment, the image of a 

liberated world and the pain of an alienated one. Thus, the aesthetic 

dimension assumes a political and revolutionary value, but without 

becoming the mouthpiece of any particular class interest. 

RK: A certain detachment from the political reality would seem 

then almost prerequisite for a genuinely revolutionary art, would it not? 

HM: Yes, art must always remain alienated to some extent, and 

this precludes an identification of art with revolutionary praxis. As I 

argued in Counter-revolution and Revolt, art cannot represent the revolu

tion; it can only invoke it in another medium, in an aesthetic structure 

in which the political content becomes metapolitical, governed by 

the formal necessity of art. And so the goal of all revolution~a world 

of tranquility and freedom~ can appear in a totally unpolitical medium 

under the aesthetic laws of beauty and harmony. 

RK: Would it be fair to conclude, therefore, that you reject the 

various attempts by Lenin, [Georg] Lukacs, and other Marxist dialec

ticians to formulate the possibility of progressive art as a weapon of 

class war? 

The Philosophy of Art and Politics • 91 



HM: The belief that only a proletarian literature can fulfill the 

progressive function of art and develop a revolutionary consciousness 

seems to me a mistaken one in our age. Today the working class shares 

the same worldview and values as those of a large part of other classes, 

especially the middle class. The conditions and goals of a revolution 

against global monopoly capitalism today cannot therefore be ade
quately articulated in terms of a proletarian revolution, and so if 

this revolution is to be present in some way as a goal in art, such art 

could not be typically proletarian. Indeed, it seems to me more than 

a matter of personal preference that both Lenin and Trotsky were crit

ical of the notion of a "proletarian culture." But even if you could argue 

for a proletarian culture, you would still be left asking whether there 

is such a thing as a proletariat (as Marx described it) in our age. In 

the United States, for example, one finds that the working people are 

often apathetic, if not totally hostile, to socialism, while in Italy and 

France, strongholds of the Marxist tradition of labor, the workers 

seem to be ruled by a Communist Party and trade unionism manip

ulated very often by the USSR and committed to the minimum strat

egy of compromise or tolerance. In both situations, that is, in the 

United States and in Europe, it would seem that a large part of the 

working class has become a class of bourgeois society, and their pro

letarian socialism, if it exists at all, no longer appears as a definitive 

negation of capitalism. Consequently, the attempt to turn the emo

tions of the working class into a standard for authentic radical and 

socialist art is a regressive step and can only result in a superficial 

adjustment of the established order and a perpetuation of the prevail

ing atmosphere of oppression and alienation. For instance, authentic 

"black literature" is revolutionary, but it is not a "class" literature as 

such, and its particular content is at the same time a univar:1al one. One 

finds here in the particular situation of an alienated radical minority 

the most universal of all needs: the need of the individual and his group 

to exist as human beings. 

RK: We seem to have returned again to the notion of "aesthetic" 

revolution as something centered around individuals and small groups 

in its advocation of, and experimentation with, unalienated living. Are 

you in fact suggesting that it might be possible for certain individuals 

and small groups to live in a nonalienated manner in an alienated world? 

(I think here in particular of certain dissenting artists, intellectuals, 

ecologists, antinuclear pacifists, or the advocates of alternative modes 

of cooperative community existence.) 
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HM: No. One cannot actually live in a nonalienated manner in an 

alienated world. You can e.1:perinient with it; you can remeniber it; you 

can in your own little circle try your best to develop it, but beyond that 

you cannot go. 

RK: Would you agree that it is by means of the aesthetic imagi

nation that one can transcend one's alienated world, in order to exper

iment with and remember alternative forms of life as you suggest? 

HM: Yes, that is correct, and imaginative remembrance is partic

ularly important, for it is by remembering the values and desires which, 

unable over the ages to express themselves in a politically corrupt 
world, took refuge in art and thus preserved themselves that we shall 

be able to find hints of a direction out of our present alienation. 

RK: This notion of art as hinting at a new direction would seem 

to me to be a positive one, but have you not already on many occa

sions, and even in this interview, confirmed the view, held by Brecht, 

Beckett, and Kafka, to name but a few, that art must be negative 

("estranged") and alienating if it is to remain authentic? 

HM: Yes, indeed, I did and still do support that view. Art must 

never lose its negative and alienating power, for it is there that its most 

radical potential lies. To lose this negating power is, in effect, to elim

inate the tension between art and reality and so also the very real 

distinctions between subject and object, quantity and quality, freedom 

and servitude, beauty and ugliness, good and evil, future and present, 

justice and injustice. Such a claim to a final synthesis of these histori

cal oppositions in the here and now would be the materialist version 

of absolute idealism. It would signal a state of perfect barbarism at the 

height of civilization. In other words, to do away with these distinc

tions between value and fact is to deny present reality and forestall our 

search for another more human one. Indeed, the common negative 

force of a piece of music by Verdi and Bob Dylan, a piece of writing 

by [Gustave] Flaubert and [James] Joyce, or a painting by [Jean 

Auguste Dominique J Ingres and Picasso is precisely that hint of beauty 
which acts as refusal of the commodity world and of the performances, 

attitudes, looks, and sounds required by it. 

RK: So the artistic imagination, you would say, can in no way 

be revolutionary in a positive sense? 

HM: Art, as we know it, cannot transform reality and cannot, 

therefore, submit to the actual requirements of the revolution without 
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denying itself. It is only as a negative and alienating power that it can 

in fact negate, dialectically, the alienation of the political reality. And, 

as such, as the negation of the negation, to use Hegel's term, it is indeed 

revolutionary. That is why in Counter-revolution anJ Revolt and elsewhere, 

I described the relation between art and politics as a unity of opposites, 

an antagonistic unity which must always remain antagonistic. 

RK: In An EMay on Liberation, you speak at one point about tech

nology being used by the revolutionary in the same way as the painter 

uses his canvas and brush. Does not this analogy suggest a direct 

and positive relationship to the socio-political reality? 

HM: In some limited sense I suppose it does. It is true, I believe, 

that technology should, ideally, be used creatively and imaginatively 

to reconstruct nature and the environment. 

RK: But according to what criteria? 

HM: According to the criterion of beauty. 

RK: But who decides this criterion? Is it universal for all men and 

women? And if so, in what way does it, as aesthetic criterion, differ 

from a theological or ontological system of value? 

HM: I think that the striving for beauty is simply an essential part 

of human sensibility. 

RK: But surely, if our world is to undergo a revolutionary recon

struction in the name of and for the sake of beauty, one must be quite 

sure in advance what this "beauty" is ~whether it is in fact the univer

sal and absolute goal of all human striving, or merely the subjective 

and particular goal of one revolutionary leader/artist or an elite of rev

olutionary leaders/artists. If the latter, then how does one deny the 

charge of totalitarian imposition, manipulation, and tyranny? 

HM: A revolution cannot be waged for the sake of beauty. Beauty 

is but one criterion which plays a leading role in one element of the 

revolution, that is, the restoration and reconstruction of the environ

ment. It cannot be used to "reconstruct" men, without, as you correctly 

infer, running the risk of totalitarianism. It simply cannot presume to 

go that far. 

RK: In EroJ an{) Civilizatum, it certainly seems, however, as if you 

are suggesting that beauty is no less than the ultimate end, or teliJJ, of all 

human struggle, and that this teleological struggle is itself synonymous 

94 • Herbert Marcuse 



with Freud's "metapsychological" interpretation of ero.J or Kant's view 

that "all aesthetic endeavor seeks beauty as its final purpose." 

HM: No. Beauty is only one amongst other goals. 

RK: You would not wish, then, in any sense, to ascribe an absolute 

character to beauty? 

HM: No, beauty can never be absolute. Nevertheless, I think that 

certain evaluative criteria can be established in rotation to it. 

RK: How then would you react to Martin Jay's assertion in his 

book on the Frankfurt school, The Dialectical Imagination, that your 

repeated attempts to describe human desire for an ideal utopia are 

rooted in the latent Judea-Messianic optimism of the Frankfurt school, 

which, in fact, consisted almost exclusively of German Jewish intel

lectuals, for example, [Theodor W. J Adorno, [Erich J Fromm, [Max J 
Horkheimer, Benjamin, and, of course, yourself, who wished to syn

thesize the intuitions of two other Jews, Marx and Freud? 

HM: I do not recall on any occasion having described or even 

attempted to describe such a thing as utopia. The relationships which 

I indicate as essential for qualitative change are certainly aesthetic, but 

they are not utopian. 

RK: So you would deny any link between your political optimism 

about a new society and the Messianic optimism of Judaism? 

HM: Absolutely. 

RK: Another current interpretation of the striving for universal 

and objective value-criteria in your writings on the "aesthetic revolu

tion" is that you are in fact returning, albeit surreptitiously, to the fun

damental ontology of your original mentor, Martin Heidegger~ seek

ing a new kind of "poetic dwelling on Earth." Do you see your later 

works as a return to your early attempts in the thirties to reconcile a 

Heideggerean phenomenology of subjective historicity with a Marx

ist dialectics of collective history? 

HM: That Heidegger had a profound influence on me is without 

any doubt, and I have never denied it. He taught me a great deal about 

what real phenomenological "thinking" is, about how thinking is not 

just a logical function of "representing" what is, here and now in the 

present, but operates at deeper levels in its "recalling" of what has been 

forgotten and its projecting what might yet come to pass in the future. 
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That appreciation of the temporal and intentional nature of phenom

ena has been extremely important for me, but that is as far as it goes. 

RK: Evidently art has, in your opinion, a radical role to play in 

detaching individuals from their mindless slavery to the present con

ditions of work, competition, performance, advertising, mass media, 

etc., and thereby educating them in their own reality. Indeed, you have 

spoken very often of late about art as education. Would you like to 

comment on this relationship? 

HM: Such an education in the reality of one's repressed faculties~ 

sensory, imaginative, and rational ~and in our repressive environmen

tal and working conditions would have to be based not on a mass edu

cation plan (that again would be to abuse art by turning it into 

propaganda) but in small communal projects of auto-critique. Such auto
critique would not, of course, replace a general education. It could not 

be a question of substituting one for the other, of abandoning the tra

ditional tools of education altogether; not so much a question of duchoof

in.cJ as re.Jchoof in,q. 

RK: Such an aesthetic reschooling, which as you say would not 

be alternative, but supplementary to a general basic education, would 

presumably be concerned with those ethical and existential areas of 

human relations which constitute the locus of a qualitative leap to 

another society, would it not? 

HM: Yes it would. 

RK: And presumably you would like to be able to base such an 

aesthetic education on certain universal principles whose objectivity 

would preclude the danger of an ideological indoctrination of the "igno

rant" and "gullible" masses by some enlightened elite, an abuse of edu

cation which is directly conducive to totalitarianism and fascism. 

HM: Yes, that is certainly a very real danger. And in order to be 

as objective as possible, one must try to determine objectively what are 

the seats of power today and how they influence what they have estab

lished as reality. This objectivity would then be based on what is the 

reality of our present society and not on ideological constructions. 

RK: But I suspect that in your projection of the images of a new 

society, you tend to go behind an objectivity founded in what is, to 

an objectivity founded in what ought to be; and so we return to the old 
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question: What is this "ought" which would govern the aesthetic trans

formation of human beings and their relations with one another? 

HM: There is no such thing as an absolute prescriptive criterion 

for change. If a man is happy in the society in which he presently finds 

himself, then he has condemned himself. This problem has never both

ered me. A human being who today still thinks that the world ought not 

to be changed is below the level of discussion. I have no problems about 

the "is" and the "ought"; it is a problem invented by philosophers. 

RK: But if the question is so unproblematical, what is it that 

separates human desire for a freer and unalienated society from the 

animals? I mean, why doesn't an animal feel the imperative need to 

change its world into a qualitatively better one? 

HM: It cannot, but it does at least have enough instinct to real

ize that when its environment is lacking in food, warmth, and a mate 

it must migrate to another. 

RK: How then would you account for the difference between the 

human desire to change his world and the animal's? 

HM: An animal has no reason, whereas a human being has and so 

can outline, indirectly by means of art and directly by means of polit

ical theory, po.:1.:1ibfe directions for future improvement. 

RK: Humans, therefore, would seem by virtue of their reason (Ver
nanft) to possess some universal orientation towards a future society~ 

something which you frequently spoke of in your early writings~ 

which the animal does not possess. But by viewing our rational 

imagination in this way, as a power capable of transcending the imme

diate continuum of history and of projecting alternative possibilities 

for a future society, you would seem once again, would you not, to have 

moved beyond the strictly empirical realm of the "is"? How would you 

account then for this exigency, so manifest in the passion of artists and 

intellectuals, to transcend the given mores and conventions of our pres

ent society in search of new and better ones? 

HM: Everyone searches for something better. Everyone searches 

for a society in which there is no more alienated labor. There is no need 

for a guiding principle or goal; it is simply a matter of common sense. 

RK: Would you wish to equate the striving for beauty and the 

ideal society with the abolition of alienated labor? 
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HM: Of course not. Once the problem of alienated labor is solved 

there will be many others which remain. The creative and imaginative 

faculties of man will never be redundant. If art is something which 

among other things can point to the images of a political utopia, it is 

inevitably something which can never cease to be. Art and politics will 

never finally coalesce because the ideal society which art strives for in 

its negation of all alienated societies presupposes an ideal reconcilia

tion of opposites, which can never be achieved in any absolute or 

Hegelian sense. The relationship between art and political praxis is 

therefore dialectical. As soon as one problem is solved in a synthesis, 

new problems are born and so the process continues without end. The 

day when men try to identify opposites in an ultimate sense, thus ignor

ing the inevitable rupture between art and revolutionary praxis, will 

sound the death-knell for art. Man must never cease to be an artist, to 

criticize and negate his present self and society and to project by means 
of his creative imagination alternative images of existence. He can never 

cease to imagine for he can never cease to change. 

San Diego, 1976 
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Paul Ricreur 
The PoetictJ of Language and Myth 

The Creativity of Language 

RK: How do your later works on metaphor (La Metaphore vive [The 

Rule of the Metaphor}, 1975) and narrativity (Tenzp.1 et recit, vol. I [Time 

and Narrative}, 1983) fit into your overall program of philosophical 

hermeneutics? 

PR: In La Metaphore vive, I tried to show how language could extend 

itself to its very limits, forever discovering new resonances within itself. 

The term vive (living) in the title of this work is all-important, for it was 

my purpose to demonstrate that there is not just an epistemological 
and political imagination, but also, and perhaps more fundamentally, 

a li1zquutic imagination which generates and regenerates meaning through 

the living power of metaphoricity. La Metaphore vive investigated the 

resources of rhetoric to show how language undergoes creative muta

tions and transformations. My work on narrativity, Tempd et recit, devel

ops this inquiry into the inventive power of language. Here, the analy

sis of narrative operations in a literary text, for instance, can teach us 

how we formulate a new structure of "time" by creating new modes of 

plot and characterization. My chief concern in this analysis is to dis

cover how the act of raconter, of telling a story, can transmute natural 

time into a specifically human time, irreducible to mathematical, chrono

logical "clock time." How is narrativity, as the construction or decon

struction of paradigms of storytelling, a perpetual search for new ways 
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of expressing human time, a production or creation of meaning? That 

is my question. 

RK: How would you relate this hermeneutics of narrativity to your 

former phenomenology of existence? 

PR: I would say, borrowing Wittgenstein's term, that the "lan

guage game" of narration ultimately reveals that the meaning of human 

existence is itself narrative. The implications of narration as a retelling 

of history are considerable, for history is not only the story (hi.Jtoire) 
of triumphant kings and heroes, of the powerful; it is also the story 

of the powerless and dispossessed. The history of the vanquished dead 

crying out for justice demands to be told. As Hannah Arendt points 

out, the meaning of human existence is not just the power to change 

or master the world, but also the ability to be remembered and recol

lected in narrative discourse, to be nienwrable. These existential and 

historical implications of narrativity are very far-reaching, for they 

determine what is to be "preserved" and rendered "permanent" in a 

culture's sense of its past, of its own "identity." 

RK: Could you outline some such implications for a political 

rereading of the past? How, for example, would it relate to a Marx

ist interpretation? 

PR: Just as novelists choose a certain plot (intrigue) to order the 

material of their fiction into a narrative sequence, so too historians 

order the events of the past according to certain choices of narrative 

structure or plot. While history has traditionally concerned itself with 

the plot of kings, battles, treaties, and the rise and fall of empires, 

one finds alternative readings emerging from the nineteenth century 

onwards whose narrative selection focuses on the story of the victims

the plot of suffering rather than that of power and glory. [Jules] 

Michelet's romantic historiography of the "people" was a case in point. 

And a more obvious and influential example is the Marxist rereading 

of history according to the model of the class struggle, which champi

ons the cause of the oppressed workers. In such ways, the normal nar

rative ordering of history is reversed and the hero is now the slave, 
rather than the master as before; a new set of events and facts are 

deemed to be relevant and claim our attention; the relations of labor 

and production take precedence over the relations between kings and 

queens. But here again one must remain critical lest the new heroes of 

history become abstractions in their turn, thus reducing an alternative 

liberating plot to another reified version of events, which might only 

100 • Paul Ricreur 



deepen the illusion that history somehow unfolds of its own accord, 

independently of the creative powers of the laboring human subject. 

After such a manner, Marxism as an ideology of liberation, of the pow

erless, can easily become ~as happened with the German Social Democ

rats or with Stalin ~an ideology which imposes a new kind of oppres

sive power: the proletariat thus ceases to be a living human community 

of subjects and becomes instead an impersonal, abstracted concept 

in a new system of scientific determinism. 

RK: ls narrative language primarily an intentionality of subjec

tive consciousness, as phenomenology argued, or is it an objective and 

impersonal structure which predetermines the subjective operations 

of consciousness, as structuralism maintained? 

PR: It is both at once. The invaluable contribution made by 

structuralism was to offer an exact scientific description of the codes 

and paradigms of language. But I do not believe that this excludes the 

creative expression of consciousness. The creation of meaning in lan

guage comes from the specifically human production of new ways of 

expressing the objective paradigms and codes made available by lan
guage. With the same grammar, for example, we can utter many novel 

and different sentences. Creativity is always governed by objective lin

guistic codes which it continually brings to their limit in order to invent 

something new. Whereas I drew from the objective codes of rhetoric 

in my analysis of the creative power of metaphor, in my study of nar

rativity I refer to the linguistic structures disclosed by the Russian For

malists, the Prague school, and more recently by the structuralism of 

Levi-Strauss and [Gerard] Genette. My philosophical project is to 

show how human language is inventive despite the objective limits 

and codes which govern it, to reveal the diversity and potentiality of 

language which the erosion of the everyday, conditioned by techno

cratic and political interests, never ceases to obscure. To become aware 

of the metaphorical and narrative resources of language is to recog

nize that its flattened or diminished powers can always be rejuvenated 

for the benefit of all forms of language usage. 

RK: Can your research on narrativity also be considered as a search 

for a shared meaning beyond the multiplicity of discourses? In other 

words, does the act of narrating history render it universal and com

mon to all? 

PR: This problem of unity and diversity is central to narrativity 

and can be summarized in terms of the two following, conflicting 
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interpretations. In the C014e.:1.:1wn.:1, Augustine tells us that the "human 

body is undone," that human existence is in discord insofar as it is a 

temporal rupturing and exploding of the present in contrast to the eter

nal presence of God. To this Augustinian reading of human existence 

as dupet'.:fwn, I would oppose Aristotle's theory of tragedy, in The Poet
ic.:1, as a way of unij'ying existence by retelling it. Narrativity can be seen 

in terms of this opposition: the discordance of time (tenip.:1) and the con

cordance of the tale (recit). This is a problem which faces all histori

ans, for example. Is history a narrative tale which orders and constructs 

the fragmentary, empirical facts offered by sociology? Can history 

divorce itself from the narrative structure of the tale, in its rapproche
ment to sociology, without ceasing to be history? It is interesting that 

even F ernand Braud el, who champions the sociological approach to 

history in his preface to The Mediterranean in the Time of Philippe II, still 

retains the notion of history as temporal duration; he stops short of 

espousing atemporal paradigms, a la Levi-Strauss, for that would spell 

the demise of history. Levi-Strauss's social anthropology can afford to 

dispense with history since it is only concerned with "cold societies": 

societies without historical or diachronic development, whose customs 

and norms ~the incest taboo, for example ~are largely unaffected 

by temporal change. History begins and ends with the reciting of a tale 

(recit), and its intelligibility and coherence rest upon this recital. My 

task is to show how the narrative structures of history and of the story 

(that is, of the novel or fiction) operate in a parallel fashion to create 

new forms of human time, and therefore new forms of human commu

nity, for creativity is also a social and cultural act; it is not confined 

to the individual. 

RK: What exactly do you mean by "human" time? 

PR: I mean the formulation of two opposing forms of time: pub

lic time and private time. Private time is mortal time, for, as Heideg

ger says, to exist is to be a being-towards-death (Sein-zwn-Tode), a being 

whose future is closed off by death. As soon as we understand our exis

tence as this mortal time, we are already involved in a form of pri

vate narrativity or history; as soon as the individual comes up against 

the finite limits of its own existence, it is obliged to recollect itself 

and to make time its own. On the other hand, there exists public time. 

Now, I do not mean public in the sense of physical or natural time 

(clock time), but the time of language itself, which continues on after 

the individual's death. To live in human time is to live between the pri

vate time of our mortality and the public time of language. Even [Bruno] 
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Chenu, who tends towards a quantitative assessment of history, acknowl

edges that the kernel of history is demography, that is, the regenera

tion of generations, the story (hiltoire) of the living and the dead. Pre

cisely as this recollection of the living and the dead, history~as public 

narrativity~produces human time. To summarize, I would say that 

my analysis of narrativity is concerned with three interrelated prob

lems: (1) narration as history, (2) narration as fiction, and (3) narra

tion as human time. 

RK: What can this analysis contribute to your study of the bibli

cal patterns of narration in La Syniho!i,que du ma! [The Syniho!imi of Evi!j? 

PR: The hermeneutics of narration is crucial to our understand

ing of the Bible. Why is it, for example, that Judeo-Christianity is 

founded on narrative episodes or stories? And how is it that these suc

ceed in becoming e.\:emp!ary, co-coordinated into laws, prophecies, 

and psalms, etc.? I think that the biblical coordination of narratives can 

perhaps best be understood in terms of Kristeva's notion of intertextu

a!ity: the idea that every text functions in terms of another. Biblical nar

ratives operate in terms of other prescriptive texts. The kernel of bib

lical hermeneutics is this conjunction of narrativity and prescription. 

RK: What is the rapport between your earlier analysis of the "cre

ative imagination" as an "eschatological hope" for the "not yet" of his

tory, and your more recent analysis of narrativity as the production of 

human time and history? 

PR: Whereas the analysis of creative imagination dealt with cre

ativity in its prospective or futural aspect, the analysis of narrativity deals 

with it in a retrospective fashion. Fiction has a strong relation to the past. 
Camus' L'Etranger [The Stranger}, like most other novels, is written in the 

past tense. The narrative voice of a novel generally retells something that 

has taken place in a fictional past. One could almost say that fictional 

narration tends to suspend the eschatological in order to inscribe us in 

a meaningful past. And I believe that we must have a sense of the mean

ingfulness of the past if our projections into the future are to be more 

than empty utopias. Heidegger argues in Being and Time that it is because 

we are turned towards the future that we can possess and repossess a 

past, both our personal past and our cultural heritage. The structure of 

narrativity demonstrates that it is by trying to put order on our past, by 

retelling and recounting what has been, that we acquire an identity. These 

two orientations ~towards the future and towards the past ~are not, 

however, incompatible. As Heidegger himself points out, the notion of 
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"repeating" (WiederhofunfJ) the past is inseparable from the existential 

projection of ourselves towards our possibilities. To "repeat" our story, 

to retell our history, is to re-collect our horizon of possibilities in a res

olute and responsible manner. In this respect, one can see how the 

retrospective character of narration is closely linked to the prospec

tive horizon of the future. To say that narration is a recital which orders 

the past is not to imply that it is a conservative closure to what is new. 

On the contrary, narration preserves the meaning that is behind us so 

that we can have meaning before us. There is always more order in what 

we narrate than in what we have actually already lived, and this nar

rative excess (.Jurcrolt) of order, coherence and unity, is a prime exam

ple of the creative power of narration. 

RK: What about the modernist texts of Joyce and Beckett, etc., 

where the narrative seems to disperse and dislocate meaning? 

PR: These texts break up the habitual paradigms of narrative in order 

to leave the ordering task of creation to the reader himself. And ultimately 

it is true that the reader composes the text. All narrative, however, even 

Joyce's, is a certain call to order. Joyce does not invite us to embrace chaos 

but an infinitely more complex order that he calls "chaosmos." Narrative 

carries us beyond the oppressive order of our existence to a more liberat

ing and refined one. The question of narrativity, no matter how modernist 

or avant-garde, cannot be separated from the problem of order. 

RK: What compelled you to abandon the Husserlian phenome

nology of consciousness, with its claim to a direct and immediate appre

hension of meaning, and to adopt a hermeneutic phenomenology where 

the meaning of existence is approached indirectly through myth, 

metaphor, or narrativity, that is, through the detour of mediation? 

PR: I think that it is always through the mediation of structuring 

operations that one apprehends the fundamental meaning of existence, 

what Merleau-Ponty called f'etre .Jauvage. Merleau-Ponty sought this 

etre .Jauvage throughout his philosophical career and consistently crit

icized its deformation and obfuscation in science. I for my part have 

always attempted to identify those mediations of language which 

are not reducible to the dissimulations of scientific objectivity, but 

which continue to bear witness to creative linguistic potentialities. 

Language possesses deep resources which are not immediately reducible 

to knowledge (particularly the intellectualist and behaviorist forms 

of knowledge which Merleau-Ponty rejected). And my interest in 

hermeneutics, and its interpretation of language, which extends to the 
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limits of logic and the mathematical sciences, has always been an 

attempt to detect and describe these resources. I am convinced that 

all figurative language is potentially conceptualizable and that the con

ceptual order can possess a form of creativity. This is why I insisted, 

at the end of La Mitaphore vive, upon the essential connection or inter

section between speculative and poetic discourse - evidenced, for 

example, in the whole question of analogy. It is simplistic to suggest 

that conceptualization is per se antagonistic to the meaning of life and 

experience; concepts can also be open, creative, and living, though 

they can never constitute a knowledge which would be immediately 

accessible to some self-transparent cogito. Conceptualization cannot 

reach meaning directly or create meaning out of itself eL~ nihilo; it can

not dispense with the detour of mediation through figurative struc

tures. This detour is intrinsic to the very working of concepts. 

RK: In study 8 of La Mitaphore vive, you raised the complex philo

sophical problem of "reference" in language. How does narrativity 

relate to this problem of reference? 

PR: This question brings us to the intersection between history, 

which claims to deal with what actually happens, and the novel, which 

is of the order of fiction. Reference entails a conjunction of history and 

fiction. And I reckon that my chances of demonstrating the validity of 

reference are better in an analysis of narrativity than in one of metaphoric

ity. Whereas it is always difficult to identify the referent of poetic or 

metaphorical discourse, the referent of narrative discourse is obvious -

the order of human action. Now of course human action itself is charged 

with fictional entities such as stories, symbols, rites, etc. As Marx pointed 

out in The Gernuzn Ideology, when men produce their existence in the 

form of praL~i.1, they represent it to themselves in terms of fiction, even 

at the limit in terms of religion (which for Marx is the model of ideol

ogy). There can be no praxis which is not already symbolically struc

tured in some way. Human action is always figured in signs, interpreted 

in terms of cultural traditions and norms. Our narrative fictions are 

then added to this primary interpretation or figuration of human action, 

so that narrative is a redefining of what is already defined, a reinterpre

tation of what is already interpreted. The referent of narration, namely 

human action, is never raw or immediate reality but an action which 

has been symbolized and resymbolized over and over again. Thus nar

ration serves to displace anterior symbolizations onto a new plane, inte

grating or exploding them as the case may be. If this were not so, if 

literary narrative, for example, were closed off from the world of human 

The Poetics of Language and Myth • 105 



action, it would be entirely harmless and inoffensive. But literature 

never ceases to challenge our way of reading human history and praxis. 

In this respect, literary narrative involves a creative use of language 

often ignored by science or by our everyday existence. Literary lan

guage has the capacity to put our quotidian existence into question; it 

is dangerotu in the best sense of the word. 

RK: But is not the hermeneutic search for mediated and sym

bolized meaning a way of escaping from the harsh, empirical reality of 

things? Is it not always working at one remove from life? 

PR: [Marcel] Proust said that if play was cloistered off in books, it 

would cease to be formidable. Play is formidable precisely because it is 

loose in the world, planting its mediations everywhere, shattering the 

illusion of the immediacy of the real. The problem for a hermeneutics of 

language is not to rediscover some pristine immediacy but to mediate 

again and again in a new and more creative fashion. The mediating role 

of imagination is forever at work in lived reality (fe recu). There is no 

lived reality, no human or social reality, which is not already repre.Jented 
in some sense. This imaginative and creative dimension of the social, this 

inzaginaire docial has been brilliantly analyzed by [Cornelius J Castoriadis 
in his book, L71Mtitutum imaginaire de fa dociite [The Imaginary !tMtitutum 
of Society]. Literature supplements this primary representation of the 

social with its own narrative representation, a process of iconographic aug-
1nentatio11. But literature is not the only way in which fiction can icono

graphically mediate human reality. There is also the mediating role of 

models in science or of utopias in political ideologies. These three modes 

of fictional mediation -literary, scientific and political- effectuate a 

metaphorization of the real, a creation of new meaning. 

RK: Which returns us to your original question: What is the mean

ing of creativity in language and how does it relate to the codes, struc

tures, or laws imposed by language? 

PR: Linguistic creativity constantly strains and stretches the laws 

and codes of language that regulate it. Roland Barthes described these 
regulating laws as "fascist" and urged the writer and critic to work at 

the limits of language, subverting its constraining laws, in order to 

make way for the free movement of Oedire, to make language festive. 

But if the narrative order of language is replete with codes, it is also 

capable of creatively violating them. Human creativity is always in 

some sense a response to a regulating order. The imagination is always 

working on the basis of already established laws, and it is its task to 
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make them function creatively, either by applying them in an origi

nal way or by subverting them; or indeed both-what [Andre] Mal

raux calls "regulated deformation." There is no function of imagina

tion, no imaginaire, that is not structuring or structured, that is not said 

or about-to-be-said in language. The task of hermeneutics is to char

ter the unexplored resources of the to-be-said on the basis of the already

said. Imagination never resides in the unsaid. 

RK: How would you respond to Levi-Strauss's conclusion, in 

L'llomme nu [The Nake{) Man}, that the structures and symbols of soci

ety originate in "nothing" (rien)? 

PR: I am not very interested in Levi-Strauss's metaphysics of 

nothingness. The great contribution made by Levi-Strauss was to iden

tify the existence of enduring symbolic structures in what he called 

"cold societies," that is, societies (mainly South-American Indian) resist

ant to historical change. The Greek and Hebraic societies which com

bined to make up our Western culture are, by contrast, "hot societies"; 

they are societies whose symbolic systems change and evolve over time, 

carrying within themselves different layers of interpretation and rein

terpretation. In other words, in "hot" societies the work of interpreta

tion is not-as in "cold" societies-something which is introduced from 

without, but an internal component of the symbolic system itself. It 

is precisely this diachronic process of reinterpretation that we call "tra

dition." In the Greek Iliad, for example, we discover a myth that is 

already reinterpreted, a piece of history that is already reworked into 

a narrative order. Neither Homer nor Aeschylus invented their sto

ries; what they did invent were new narrative meanings, new forms of 

retelling the same story. The author of the Ifiad has the entire story of 

the Trojan War at his disposal, but chooses to isolate the exemplary 

story of Achilles' wrath. He develops this exemplary narrative to the 

point where the wrath expires in the cathartic reconciliation-occa

sioned by Hector's death-with King Priam. The story produces and 

exemplifies a particular meaning: how the vain and meaningless wrath 

of one hero (Achilles) can be overcome when this hero becomes re

conciled with his victim's father (Priam) at the funeral banquet. Here 

we have a powerful example of what it means to create meaning from 

a common mythic heritage, to receive a tradition and re-create it poet

ically to signify something new. 

RK: And, of course, Chaucer and Shakespeare produced differ

ent "exemplary" reinterpretations of the If Uld myth in their respective 
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versions of Troilus and Cressida, as did Joyce once again in Ufy.:1.:1e.:1. 

Such reinterpretation would seem to typify the cultural history of our 
Hellenic heritage. Is this kind of historical reinterpretation also to be 

found in the biblical or Hebraic tradition? 

PR: Yes, the biblical narratives of the Hebraic tradition also oper

ate in this exemplary or exemplifying fashion. This is evident in the 
fact that the biblical stories or episodes are not simply added to each 
other, or juxtaposed with each other, but constitute a cumulative and 

organic development. For example, the promise made to Abraham 
that his people would have a salvific relation with God is an inex
haustible promise (unlike certain legal promises which can be imme

diately realized); as such it opens up a history in which this promise 
can be repeated and reinterpreted over and over again-with Moses, 
then with David, and so on. So that the biblical narrative of this "not 

yet realized" promise creates a cumulative history of repetition. The 
Christian message of Crucifixion and Resurrection then inserts itself 
into this biblical history, as a double rapport of reinterpretation and 

rupture. Christianity plays both a subversive and preservative role 
vis-a-vis the Judaic tradition. Saint Paul talks about the overcom
ing of the Law, and yet we find the synoptic authors continually affirm

ing that the Christian event is a response to the prophetic promise, 
"according to the Scriptures." The Judaic and Christian reinterpre

tations of biblical history are in "loving combat," to borrow [Karl] 
Jaspers's phrase. The important point is that the biblical experience 
of faith is founded on stories and narratives-the story of the Exo

dus, the Crucifixion and Resurrection, etc. -hefore it expresses itself 
in abstract theologies which interpret these foundational narratives 
and provide religious tradition with its sense of enduring identity. The 

future projects of every religion are intimately related to the ways in 
which it remembers itself. 

RK: Your work in hermeneutics always displays a particular sen

sitivity to this "conflict of interpretations" - even to the point of pro
viding one of the titles of your books. Your hermeneutics has consis
tently refused the idea of an "absolute knowledge" which might 

reductively totalize the multiplicity of interpretations-phenomeno
logical, theological, psychoanalytic, structuralist, scientific, literary, 
etc. Is there any sense in which this open-ended intellectual itinerary 

can be construed as a sort of odyssey which might ultimately return to 
a unifying center where the conf1icting interpretations of human dis

course could be gathered together and reconciled? 
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PR: When Odysseus completes the circle and returns to his island 

of Ithaca, there is slaughter and destruction. For me the philosophical 

task is not to close the circle, to centralize or totalize knowledge, but to 

keep open the irreducible plurality of discourse. It is essential to show 

how the different discourses may interrelate or intersect, but one must 

resist the temptation to make them identical, the same. My departure 

from Husserlian phenomenology was largely due to my disagreement 

with its theory of a controlling transcendental cogito. I advanced the 

notion of a wounded or split cogito, in opposition to the idealist claims 

for an inviolate absolute subjectivity. It was in fact Karl Barth who first 

taught me that the subject is not a centralizing master but rather a 

disciple or auditor of a language larger than itself. At a broader cultural 

level, we must also be wary of attending exclusively to Western tradi

tions of thought, or becoming Europocentric. In emphasizing the impor

tant of the Greek or Judea-Christian traditions, we often overlook the 

radically heterogeneous discourses of the Far East for example. One of 

my American colleagues recently suggested to me that Derrida's decon

struction of logocentrism bears striking resemblances to the Buddhist 

notion of nothingness. I think that there is a certain "degree zero" or 

emptiness which we may have to traverse in order to abandon our pre

tension to be the center, our tendency to reduce all other discourses to 

our own totalizing schemas of thought. If there is an ultimate unity, it 

resides elsewhere, in a sort of eschatological hope. But this is my "secret," 

if you wish, my personal wager, and not something that can be trans

lated into a centralizing philosophy discourse. 

RK: It appears that our modern secularized society has abandoned 

the symbolic representations or imapinaire of tradition. Can the cre

ative process of reinterpretation operate if the narrative continuity with 

the past is broken? 

PR: A society where narrative is dead is one where men are no 

longer capable of exchanging their experiences, of sharing a com

mon experience. The contemporary search for some narrative continu

ity with the past is not just nostalgic escapism but a contestation of the 

legislative and planificatory discourse which tends to predominate in 

bureaucratic societies. To give people back a menwry is also to give them 

back a future, to put them back in time and thus release them from the 

"instantaneous mind" (nien.:J in.:1tant1), to borrow a term from Leibniz. 

The past is not ptL:Jd0 for our future is guaranteed precisely by our abil
ity to possess a narrative identity, to recollect the past in historical or 

fictive form. This problem of narrative identity is particularly acute, 
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for instance, in a country like France, where the Revolution repre

sented a rupture with the patrimony of legend and folklore, etc. (I have 

always been struck, for example, by the fact that most of the so-called 

traditional songs the French still possess are drinking songs. Today the 

French are largely bereft of a shared ima.qinaire, a common symbolic 

heritage. Our task then is to reappropriate those resources of language 
which have resisted contamination and destruction. To rework lan

guage is to rediscover what we are. What is lost in experience is often 

salvaged in language, sedimented as a deposit of traces, as a thesaurus. 

There can be no pure or perfectly transparent model of language, as 

Wittgenstein reminds us in his Phifo,,fOphicaf lnve.:1tigatum.:1; and if there 

were it would be no more than a universalized vwe. To rediscover mean

ing we must return to the multilayered sedimentations of language, to 

the complex plurality of its instances, which can preserve what is said 

from the destruction of oblivion. 

RK: In Hi.1tory and Truth, you praise Emmanuel Mounier as some

one who refused to separate the search for philosophical truth from a 

political pedagogy. What are the political implications, if any, of your 

own philosophical thinking? 

PR: My work to date has been a hermeneutic ref1ection upon the 

mediation of meaning in language, and particularly in poetic or narra

tive language. What, you ask, can such hermeneutics contribute to our 

understanding of the rapport between the mediations of such symbolic 

discourses and the immediacy of political praxis? The fact that lan

guage is disclosed by hermeneutics (and also by the analytic philoso

phy of Wittgenstein) as a nontotalizable plurality of interpretations or 

"language-games" and so cannot pretend to the status of a universal 

science. Some recent exchanges I had with Czech philosophers and 

students in the Tomin seminar in Prague taught me that the problem 

of totalitarianism resides in the lie that there can be a universally 

true and scientific discourse of politics (in this instance, the commu

nist discourse). Once one recognizes that political language is basically 

a rhetoric of persuasion and opinion, one can tolerate free discus

sion. An "open society," to use Popper's term, is one which acknowl

edges that political debate is infinitely open and is thus prepared to 
take the critical step back in order to continually interrogate and recon

stitute the conditions of an authentic language. 

RK: Can there be a positive rapport between language, as a polit

ical ideology, and utopia? 
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PR: Every society, as I mentioned earlier, possesses, or is part of, 

a socio-political inu~qinaire, that is, an ensemble of symbolic discourses. 
This ima_qinaire can function as a rupture or a reaffirmation. As reaf

firmation, the inuzginaire operates as an ioeology which can positively 

repeat and represent the founding discourse of a society, what I call 

its "foundational symbols," thus preserving its sense of identity. After 

all, cultures create themselves by telling stories of their own past. The 

danger is of course that this reaffirmation can be perverted, usually by 

monopolistic elites, into a mystificatory discourse which serves to uncrit

ically vindicate or glorify the established political powers. In such 

instances, the symbols of a community become fixed and fetishized; 

they serve as lies. Over against this, there exists the imaginaire of 

rupture, a discourse of utopuz which remains critical of the powers that 

be out of fidelity to an "elsewhere," to a society that is "not yet." But 

this utopian discourse is not always positive either. For beside the 

authentic utopia of critical rupture there can also exist a dangerously 

schizophrenic utopian discourse which projects a static future with

out ever producing the conditions of its realization. This can happen 

with the Marxist-Leninist notion of utopia if one projects the final 

"withering away of the state" without undertaking genuine measures 

to ever achieve such a goal. Here utopia becomes a future cut off from 

the present and the past, a mere alibi for the consolidation of the repres

sive powers that be. The utopian discourse functions as a mystifactory 

ideology as soon as it justifies the oppression of today in the name of 

the liberation of tomorrow. In short, ideology as a symbolic confirma

tion of the past and utopuz as a symbolic opening towards the future 

are complimentary; if cut off from each other, they can lead to a form 

of political pathology. 

RK: Would you consider the Liberation Theology of Latin Amer

ica to be an example of a positive utopian discourse insofar as it com

bines a Marxist utopianism with the political transformation of preJ
ent reality? 

PR: It also combines it with the padt, with the memory of the arche

types of exodus and resurrection. This memorial dimension of Liber

ation Theology is essential, for it gives direction and continuity to 

the utopian projection of the future, thus functioning as a garde-Jou 

against irresponsible or uncritical futurism. Here the political project 

of the future is inseparable from a continuous horizon of liberation, 

reaching back to the biblical notions of exile and promise. The prom

ise remains unfulfilled until the utopia is historically realized; and it is 
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precisely the not-yet-realized horizon of this promise which binds men 

together as a community, which prevents utopia detaching itself as an 

empty dream. 

RK: How exactly does utopia relate to history? 

PR: In his Hi1tory of the Concept of Hutof')h Reinhart Koselleck argues 

that until the eighteenth century, the concept of history, in the West at 

any rate, was a plural one; one referred to "histories," not History with 

a capital "H." Our current notion of a single or unique history only 

emerged with the modern idea of progress. As soon as history is thus 

constituted as a single concept, the gap between our "horizon of 

expectancy" and our "field of experience" never ceases to widen. The 

unity of history is founded on the constitution of a common horizon of 

expectancy, but the projection of such a horizon into a distantly abstract 

future means that our present "field of experience" can become patho

logically deprived of meaning and articulation. The universal ceases 

to be concrete. This dissociation of e.-xpectancy from experience enters a 

crisis as soon as we lack the intermediaries to pass from the one to the 

other. Up to the sixteenth century, the utopian horizon of expectancy 

was the eschatological notion of the Last Judgment, which had as medi

ating or intermediating factors the whole experience of the millennium 

of the Holy Roman and Germanic Empires. There was always some 

sort of articulated path leading from what one had to what one expected 

to have. The liberal ideology of Kant and Locke produced a certain 

discourse of democracy which served as a path for the citizen towards 

a better humanity, and Marxism also promoted mediating stages lead

ing from capitalism through socialism to communism. But we don't 

seem to believe in these intermediaries any more. The problem today 

is the apparent impossibility of unifying world politics, of mediating 

between the polycentricity of our everyday political practices and 

the utopian horizon of a universally liberated humanity. It is not that 

we are without utopia, but that we are without pathJ to utopia. And 

without a path towards it, without concrete and practical mediation in 

our field of experience, utopia becomes a sickness. Perhaps the defla

tion of utopian expectancies is not entirely a bad thing. Politics can so 

easily be injected with too much utopia; perhaps it should become more 

modest and realistic in its claims, more committed to our practical and 

immediate needs. 

RK: Is there any place in contemporary politics for a genuine 

utopian discourse? 
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PR: Maybe not in politics itself, but rather at the junction between 
politics and other cultural discourses. Our present disillusionment with 
the political stems from the fact that we invested it with the totality of 

our expectancies - until it became a bloated imposture of all utopia. We 
have tended to forget that beside the public realm of politics there 

also exists a more private cultural realm (which includes literature, phi
losophy, and religion, etc.) where the utopian horizon can express itself. 

Modern society seems hostile to this domain of private experience, but 
the suppression of the private entails the destruction of the public. The 

vanquishing of the private by the public is a pyrrhic victory. 

RK: Are you advocating a return to the bourgeois romantic notion 

of private subjectivity removed from all political responsibility? 

PR: Not at all. In my recent discussions with the Prague philoso

phers, I spoke about the crisis of the subject in contemporary Conti
nental philosophy, particularly structuralism. I pointed out that if one 
does away with the idea of a subject who is responsible for his or her 

words, we are no longer in a position to talk of the freedom or the 
rights of man. To dispense with the classical notion of the subject as 
a transparent co,qito does not mean that we have to dispense with all 

forms of subjectivity. My hermeneutical philosophy has attempted to 
demonstrate the existence of an opaque subjectivity which expresses 

itself through the detour of countless mediations-signs, symbols, 

texts, and human praxis itself. This hermeneutical idea of subjectiv
ity as a dialectic between the self and mediated social meanings has 
deep moral and political implications. It shows that there is an ethic of 
the word, that language is not just the abstract concern oflogic or semi
otics, but entails the fundamental moral duty that people be respon
sible for what they say. A society which no longer possesses subjects 

ethically responsible for their words is a society which no longer pos
sesses citizens. For the dissident philosophers in Prague, the primary 
philosophical question is the integrity and truthfulness of language. 

And this question becomes a moral and political act of resistance in a 
system based on lies and perversion. The Marxism of Eastern Europe 
has degenerated from dialectics to positivism. It has abandoned the 

Hegelian inspiration which preserved Marxism as a realization of the 
universal subject in history and has become instead a positivistic tech
nology of mass manipulation. 

RK: So the hermeneutical interrogation of the creation of mean
ing in language can have a political content? 
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PR: Perhaps the most promising example of a political hermeneu

tics is to be found in the Frankfurt school synthesis between Marxist 

dialectics and Heideggerean hermeneutics~ best expressed in [Jur

gen] Habermas's critique of ideologies. But here again one must be 

careful to resist the temptation to engage in an unmediated politics. It 
is necessary for hermeneutics to keep a certain distance so as to criti

cally disclose the underlying mediating structures at work in political 

discourse. This hermeneutic distance is particularly important today 

with the post-1968 disillusionment, the demise of the Maoist ideology, 

and the exposure of Soviet totalitarianism by [Alexander] Solzhenit

syn and others. 

RK: ls this disillusionment a worldwide phenomenon? 

PR: It exists in varying degrees, but is most conspicuous in coun

tries like France, where the essential distinction between state and soci

ety has been largely occluded. The French Revolution apportioned 

political sovereignty to all levels of the community, from the govern

ment at the top to the individuals at the bottom. But in this process, 

the state became omnipresent, the citizen being reduced to a mere frag
ment of the state. What was so striking in the Solidarity movement 

in Poland was their use of the term .:Jociety in opposition to the term 

.:Jtate. Even in the Anglo-Saxon countries, one finds certain national 

institutions~ such as the media or universities ~which are relatively 

independent of state politics. (It is difficult to find examples of this in 

France.) The weak ideologization of politics in America, for instance, 

means that it can at least serve as a sprawling laboratory where a mul

tiplicity of discourses can be tried and tested. This phenomenon of the 

"melting-pot" is an example of what Montesquieu called the "separa

tion of powers." It is interesting to remember that the state was orig

inally conceived by the liberal thinkers as an agency of toleration, a 

way of protecting the plurality of beliefs and practices. The liberal state 

was to be a safeguard against religious and other forms of fanaticism. 

The fundamental perversion of the liberal state is that it came to func

tion as a totalizing rather than a detotalizing agency. That is why it is 

urgent for us today to discover a political discourse which would not 

be governed by states, a new form of society guaranteeing universal 

rights yet dispensing with totalizing constraints. This is the enormous 

task of reconstituting a form of sociality not determined by the state. 

RK: How does one go about discovering this new discourse of 

society? 
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PR: One of the first steps would be to analyze what exactly hap
pened in the eighteenth century when the Judea-Christian horizon of 
eschatology was replaced by the Enlightenment horizon of humanism 

with its liberal notions of autonomy, freedom, and human rights. We 
must see how this Enlightenment humanism developed through the 

Kantian notion of the autonomous will, the Hegelian notion of the uni
versal class (of civil servants) to the Marxist universal class of work

ers, etc., until we reached a secularized version of utopia, which fre
quently degenerated into scientific positivism. We must ask: Can there 
be any sort of continuity between the religious eschatological projec

tion of utopia and the modern humanist projection of a secularized 
utopia? The challenge today is to find alternative forms of social ration
ality beyond the positivistic extremes of both state socialism and util

itarian-liberal capitalism. Habermas's distinction between three forms 
of rationality is essential here: (1) calculative ratumality, which operates 
as positivistic control and manipulation; (2) interpretative rationality, 
which tries to represent the cultural codes and norms in a creative way; 
(3) critical ratumality, which opens up the utopian horizon of liberation. 
For a genuine social rationality to exist, we must refuse to allow the 

critical and interpretative functions to be reduced to the calculative. 
Habermas is here developing Adorno's and [Max] Horkheimer's cri
tique of poJitivilt rationality, which exists in both state communism 

and in the argument of liberal capitalism that once the society of abund
ance has been achieved, all can be distributed equally (the problem 
being, of course, that liberalism employs the means of an hierarchical 

and unequal society to achieve such an end of abundance - an end 
which never seems to be realized). So our task remains that of preserv
ing a utopian horizon of liberty and equality- by means of interpre

tative and critical rationality-without resorting to a positivistic ide
ology of bad faith. I agree here with Raymond Aron's contention that 
we have not yet succeeded in developing a political model which could 

accommodate the simultaneous advancement of liberty and equality. 
Societies which have advocated liberty have generally suppressed 

equality and vice versa. 

RK: Do you think that the critique of political power carried out 
by left-wing political philosophers in France, such as [Cornelius] Cas
toriadis and [Claude] Lefort, contributes to the hermeneutic search 

for a new discourse of sociality? 

PR: Their contribution has been absolutely decisive. This critique 

has attempted to show that the error of Marxism resides not so much 
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in its lack of a political horizon as in its reduction of the critique of 

power to the economic transfer of work to capital (that is, the critique 

of surplus value). Thus the Marxist critique tends to ignore that there 

can be more pernicious forms of power than capital~ for example, the 

totalization of all the resources of a society (the resources of the work

force, of the means of discussion and information, education, research, 

etc.) by the central committee of the party or state. In this manner, the 

handing over of the private ownership of the means of production to 

the state can often mean a replacement of the alienation of society by 

the alienation of the state. The power of the totalitarian party is per

haps more nefarious than the dehumanizing power of capital insofar 

as it controls not only the economic means of production but also the 

political means of communications. Maybe the economic analysis of 

class struggle is but one of the many plots that make up the complex 
of history. Hence the need for a hermeneutics of sociality that could 

unravel the plurality of power plots which enmesh to form our history. 

RK: In "Non-violent Man and his Presence in History" (Hutory 
and Truth), you asked: "Can the prophet or nonviolent man have an 

historical task which would obviate both the extreme inefficacity of 

the Yogi and the extreme efficacity of the Commissar? In other words, 

can one commit oneself to the efficacious transformation of political 

reality and still preserve the critical distance of transcendence?" 

PR: This idea of transcendence is essential for any sort of nonvi

olent discourse. The pacifist ideal resists violence by attesting to val

ues which transcend the arena of political efficacity, without becom

ing irrelevant dreams. Nonviolence is a form of genuine utopian vigil 

or hope, a way of refuting the system of violence and oppression in 

which we live. 

RK: Is it possible to reconcile the exigency of an authentic social 

rationality with the eschatological hope of religion? 

PR: This has never struck me as an insoluble problem for the basic 

cultural reason that our Western religiosity of J udeo-Christianity has 

always functioned in the philosophical climate of Greek and Latin ration

ality. I have always objected to the simplistic opposition of Jerusalem 

and Athens, to those thinkers who declare that true spirituality can only 

be found in monotheism or try to drive a wedge between Greek and 

Hebraic culture, defining the former as a thought of the cosmos and the 

latter as a thought of transcendence, etc. From the eleventh century 

onwards we find models for reconciling reason and religion~ in Anselm, 
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for example ~and the Renaissance confirms this primary synthesis of 

rationality and spirituality. If it is true that the rationality of scientific 

positivism has divorced itself from spirituality, there are many signs 

today that we are searching for new forms of connection. 

Paris, 1981 

Myth as the Bearer of Possible Worlds 

RK: One of your first attempts at hermeneutic analysis concen

trated on the way in which human consciousness was mediated by 

mythic and symbolic expressions from the earliest times. In The Syni-
6ofum of Evil (1960), you demonstrated how mythic symbols played an 

important ideological and political role in the ancient cultures of the 

Babylonians, Hebrews, and Greeks. And in this same work you declared 

that "myth relates to events that happened at the beginning of time 

which have the purpose of providing grounds for the ritual actions 

of men of today." Are you suggesting that mythic symbols can play a 

relevant role in contemporary culture? And if so, could you elabo

rate on how this might do so? 

PR: I don't think that we can approach this question directly, that 

is, in terms of a direct relationship between myth and action. We must 

first return to an analysis of what constitutes the imaginary nucfeu.J of 

any culture. It is my conviction that one cannot reduce any culture 

to its explicit functions~political, economic, and legal, etc. No culture 

is wholly transparent in this way. There is invariably a hidden nucleus 

which determines and rules the dutri!JUtwn of these transparent func

tions and institutions. It is this matrix of distribution which assigns 

them different roles in relation to ( 1) each other, (2) other societies, 

(3) the individuals who participate in them, and (4) nature, which 

stands over against them. 

RK: Does this ratio of distribution differ from one society to 

another? 

PR: It certainly does. The particular relationship between polit

ical institutions, nature, and the individual is rarely, if ever, the same 

in any two cultures. The ratio of distribution between these differ

ent functions of a given society is determined by some hidden nucleus, 

and it is here that we must situate the specific identity of culture. 

Beyond or beneath the self-understanding of a society, there is an 
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opaque kernel which cannot be reduced to empirical norms or laws. 

This kernel cannot be explained in terms of some transparent model, 

because it is constitutive of a culture before it can be expressed and 

reflected in specific representations or ideas. It is only if we try to 

grasp this kernel that we may discover the foundational mytho-poetic 

nucleus of a society. By analyzing itself in terms of such a founda

tional nucleus, a society comes to a truer understanding of itself; it 

begins to critically acknowledge its own symbolizing identity. 

RK: How are we to recognize this mythical nucleus? 

PR: The mythical nucleus of a society is only indirectly recogniz

able. But it is indirectly recognizable not only by what is said (dis

course), but also by what and how one lives (praxis), and thirdly, as I 

suggested, by the distribution between different functional levels of a 

society. We cannot, for example, say that in all countries the economic 

layer is determining. This is true for our Western society. But as Levi

Strauss has shown in his analysis of many primitive societies, this is 

not universally true. In several cultures the significance of economic 

and historical considerations would seem to be minor. In our culture 

the economic factor is indeed determining; but that does not mean that 

the predominance of economics is itself explicable purely in terms of 

economic science. This predominance is perhaps more correctly under

stood as but one constituent of the overall evaluation of what is pri

mary and what is secondary. And it is only by the analysis of the hier

archical structuring and evaluation of the different constituents of a 

society (that is, the role of politics, nature, art, religion, etc.) that we 

may penetrate to its hidden 1nytho-poetic nuc!eu.:J. 

RK: You mentioned Levi-Strauss. How would you situate your 

own hermeneutical analyses of symbol and myth in relation to his work 

in this area? 

PR: I don't think that Levi-Strauss makes any claim to speak of 

societies in general. He has focused on certain primitive and stable soci

eties, leaving aside considerations of history. This is important to real

ize so as not to draw hasty conclusions from his analyses. Levi-Strauss 

has deliberately chosen to speak of societies without hiltory, whereas I 

think that there is something specifically historical about the societies 

to which we in the West belong, depending on the extent to which they 

are affected by Hebraic, Hellenic, Germanic, or Celtic cultures. The 

development of a society is both synchronic and diachronic. This means 

that the distribution of power-functions in any given society contains 
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a definite hi1torical dimension. We have to think of societies in terms 

of both a set of simultaneous institutions (synchronism) and a process 

of historical transformation (diachronism). Thus we arrive at the 

panchronic approach to societies, that is, both synchronic and diachronic, 

which characterizes the hermeneutical method. And we must also real

ize that the kinds of myth on which our societies are founded have 

themselves this twofold characteristic: on the one hand, they consti

tute a certain system of simultaneous symbols which can be approached 

through structuralist analysis, but, on the other hand, they have a his

tory, because it is always through a process of interpretation and reinter

pretation that they are kept alive. Myths have a historicity of their own. 

This difference of history typifies, for example, the development of the 

Semitic, pre-Hellenistic, and Celtic mythical nuclei. Therefore, just as 

societies are both structural and historical, so also are the mythical 

nuclei which ground them. 

RK: In the conclusion to The Symholimi o.f'Evil you state that "a 

philosophy instructed by myths arises at a certain moment in reflec

tion and wishes to answer to a certain situation in modern culture." 

What precisely do you mean by this "certain situation"? And how does 

myth answer to this problematic? 

PR: I was thinking there of Jaspers's philosophy of "boundary 

situations," which influenced me so strongly just after the Second World 

War. There are certain boundary situations, such as war, suffering, 

guilt, death, etc., in which the individual or community experiences a 

fundamental existential crisis. At such moments, the whole community 

is put into question. For it is only when it is threatened with destruc

tion from without or from within that a society is compelled to return 

to the very roots of its identity, to that mythical nucleus which ulti

mately grounds and determines it. The solution to the immediate cri

sis is no longer a purely political or technical matter but demands that 

we ask ourselves the ultimate questions concerning our origins and 

ends: Where do we come from? Where do we go? In this way, we 

become aware of our basic capacities and reasons for surviving, for 

being and continuing to be what we are. 

RK: I am reminded here of Mircea Eliade's statement in Myth.J, 
Dream.J, My.Jterie.J that myth is something which always operates in a 

society regardless of whether this society reflectively acknowledges its 

existence. Eliade maintains that because modern man has lost his aware

ness of the important role that myth plays in his life, it often manifests 
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itself in deviant ways. He gives as an example the emergence of fascist 
movements in Europe characterized by a mythic glorification of blood 
sacrifice and the hero-savior, together with the equally mythical revival 

of certain ancient rituals, symbols, and insignia. The suggestion is that 

if we do not explicitly recognize and reappropriate the mythic import 
of our existence, it will emerge in distorted and pernicious ways. Do 
you think this is a valid point? 

PR: You have hit here on a very important and o41iCalt problem: 

the possibilities of a perversion of myth. This means that we can no 
longer approach myth at the Level of naivete!. We must rather always view 
it from a critical perspective. It is only by means of a selective reap

propriation that we can become aware of myth. We are no longer prim
itive beings, living at the immediate level of myth. Myth for us is always 
mediated and opaque. This is so not only because it expresses itself 

primarily through a particular apportioning of power-functions, as 
mentioned earlier, but also because several of its recurrent forms have 

become deviant and dangerous, for example, the myth of absolute 

power (fascism) and the myth of the sacrificial scapegoat (anti-Semi
tism and racism). We are no longer justified in speaking of "myth in 
general." We must critically assess the content of each myth and the 

basic intentions which animate it. Modern man can neither get rid of 
myth nor take it at its face value. Myth will always be with us, but we 

must always approach it critically. 

RK: It was with a similar scruple in mind that I tried to show in 

Myth ano Terror (1978) that there are certain mythic structures oper
ative in extreme Irish Republicanism~ recurrence of blood sacrifice, 
apocalypse/renewal, etc. ~which can become deviant manifestations 

of an original mythical nucleus. And I feel accordingly that any approach 
to myth should be as much a demythologization of deviant expressions 
as a resuscitation of genuine ones. 

PR: Yes. And I think it is here that we could speak of the essen
tial connection between the "critical instance" and the "mythical foun

dation." Only those myths are genuine which can be reinterpreted in 
terms of Li/Jeration. And I mean liberation as both a personal and col

lective phenomenon. We should perhaps sharpen this critical criterion 
to include only those myths which have as their horizon the liberation 
of humanity a<1 a whole. Liberation cannot be exclusive. Here I think 

we come to recognize a fundamental convergence between the claims 
of myth and reason. In genuine reason as in genuine myth, we find a 
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concern for the univer.:1al liberation of all. To the extent that myth is 

seen as the foundation of a particular community to the absolute exclu

sion of all others, the possibilities of perversion~ chauvinistic nation

alism, racism, etc.~ are already present. 

RK: So in fact you suggest that the foundational power of myth 

should always be in some sense chaperoned by critical reason? 

PR: In our Western culture, the myth making of man has often 

been linked with the critical instance of reason. And this is because it 

has had to be constantly interpreted and reinterpreted in different his

torical epochs. In other words, it is because the survival of myth calls 

for perpetual historical interpretation that it involves a critical com

ponent. Myths are not unchanging and unchanged antiques which are 

simply delivered out of the past in some naked, original state. Their 

specific identity depends on the way in which each generation receives 

or interprets them according to their needs, conventions, and ideolog

ical motivations. Hence the necessity of critical discrimination between 

liberating and destructive modes of reinterpretation. 

RK: Could you give an example of such reinterpretation? 

PR: Well, if we take the relation of mytho.:1 and logo.:1 in the Greek 

experience, we could say that myth had been absorbed by the lo,qo.:1, 
but never completely so; for the claim of the logo.:1 to rule over mythM 
is itself a mythical claim. Myth is thereby reinjected into the logos and 

gives a mythical dimension to reason itself. Thus the rational appro

priation of myth becomes also a revival of myth. Another example 

would be the reinterpretative overlap between the mythical paradigms 

of the Hebraic exodus and the prophetic dimension in Hebrew liter

ature. And then at a second level, this Hebraic mytho.:1 came down to 

us through a Hellenization of its whole history. Even for us today, this 

Hellenization is an important mediation, because it was through the 

conjunction of the Jewish Torah and Greek logos that the notion of law 

could be incorporated into our culture. 

RK: You would not agree then with those modern theologians, 

such as [Jurgen] Moltmann and [Rudolf] Bultmann, who suggest that 

the Hellenization of the Judeo-Christian culture is a perversion of its 

original richness? 

PR: No. The tension between the Greek logos and the Semitic 

nucleus of exodus and revelation is fundamentally and positively 

constitutive of our culture. 
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RK: Several critics have described your hermeneutical approach 

to myth and symbol as an attempt, almost in the manner of psycho

analysis, to reduce myth to some hidden rational message. In The Syni-

6oluni of Evil, you say that the aim of your philosophy is to disclose 

through ref1ection and speculation the rationality of symbols. And again 

in On Interpretation, you state that "every mythos harbors a logos which 

requires to be exhibited." But is it possible to extract the logos and yet 

leave the mythos intact? Or is myth something essentially enigmatic 

and therefore irreducible to rational content? 

PR: This criticism must be understood in the following way. There 

are two uses of the concept of myth. One is myth as the e<i:ten.1ion of a 

symbolic structure. In this sense it is pointless to speak of a demythol

ogization for that would be tantamount to desymbolization~and 

this I deny completely. But there is a second sense in which myth serves 

as an alienation of this symbolic structure. Here it becomes reified and 

is misconstrued as an actual materialistic explanation of the world. If 
we interpret myth literally, we misinterpret it. For myth is essentially 

dym6olic. It is only in instances of such misinterpretation that we may 

legitimately speak of demythologization; not concerning its symbolic 

content but concerning the hardening of its symbolic structures into 

dogmatic or reified ideologies. 

RK: Do you think that Bultmann's use of the term demythologiza
tion had something to do with this confusion between two different 

types of myth (as creative symbol or reductive ideology)? 

PR: Yes I do. Bultmann seems to ignore the complexity of myth. 

And so when he speaks, for example, of the necessity to demytholo

gize the myth of the threefold division of the cosmos into Heaven, 

Earth, and Hell, he is treating this myth only in terms of its literal inter

pretation or rather misinterpretation. But Bultmann does not realize 

that there is a symbolic as well as a pseudosymbolic or literal dimen

sion in myth, and that demythologization is only valid in relation to 

this second dimension. 

RK: Are myths univerdal in terms of their original symbolic struc

tures, or do they originate from particular national cultures? 

PR: This is a very difficult problem. We are caught here between 

the claims of two equally valid dimensions of myth. And it is the delicate 

balance between them that is difficult to find. On the one hand, we must 

say that mythical structures are not simply universal any more than are 
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languages. Just as man is fragmented between different languages, so 
also he is fragmented between mythical cycles, each of which is typical 
of a living culture. We must acknowledge, then, that one of the primary 

functions of any myth is to found the specific identity of a community. 
On the other hand, however, we must say that just as languages are in 

principle translatable one into the other, so too myths have a horizon 
of universality which allows them to be understood by other cultures. 

The history of Western culture is made up of a confluence of different 
myths which have been expatriated from their original community, that 
is, Hebrew, Greek, Germanic, Celtic. The horizon of any genuine myth 

always exceeds the political and geographical boundaries of a specific 
national or tribal community. Even if we may say that mythical struc
tures founded political institutions, they always go beyond the territorial 

limitations imposed by politics. Nothing travels more extensively and 
effectively than myth. Therefore we must conclude that while mythic 
symbols are rooted in a particular culture, they also have the capacity 

to emigrate and develop within new cultural frameworks. 

RK: Is there not a sense in which perhaps the source and not only 
the historical transmission of symbols may be responsible for their uni
versal dimension? 

PR: It is quite possible that the supranational quality of myth or 

symbol may be ultimately traced back to a prehistorical layer from which 
all particular "mythical nuclei" might be said to emerge. But it is diffi

cult to determine the nature of this prehistory, for all myths as we know 
them come down to us through history. Each particular myth has its 

own history of reinterpretation and emigration. But another possible 
explanation of the universally common dimension of myth might be that 
because the myth-making powers of the human imagination are finite, 

they ensure the frequent recurrence of similar archetypes and motifs. 

RK: Certainly the myth of the Fall as you analyze it in The Sym
bo!uni of Evil would seem to be common to many different cultures. 

PR: Yes. We could say that genuine myth goes beyond its claim 
to found a particular community and speaks to man as such. Several 
exegetes of Jewish literature, for example, have made a distinction 

between different layers of myth: those which are foundational for 
the Jewish culture -the "chronicle dimension" -and those which 

make up a body of truths valid for all mankind-the "wisdom dimen

sion." This seems to me an important distinction and one applicable 
to other cultures. 
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RK: In Irish literature over the last fifty years or so, one finds a 

similar distinction between these dimensions. In the Fenian litera

ture of the nineteenth century or the Celtic Twilight literature of Yeats, 

Lady Gregory, and others, myth seems to have been approached as a 

"chronicle" of the spiritual origins of the race. For this reason, it often 

strikes one as suffering from a certain hazy occultism and introversion. 

Joyce, on the other hand, used myth, and particularly the myth of Finn, 

in its "wisdom dimension"; that is, as an Irish archetype open to, and 

capable of assimilating, the rich resources of entirely different cultures. 

Finne_qan.:J Wtzke or U!y.:J.:Je.:J seem to represent an exemplary synthesis of 

the particular and universal claims of myth. 

PR: The important point here is that the original potential of 

any genuine myth will always transcend the confines of a particular 

community or nation. The mythod of any community is the bearer of 

something which exceeds its own frontiers; it is the bearer of other pod
.:JW!e worlds. And I think it is in this horizon of the "possible" that we 

discover the univada! dimensions of symbolic and poetic language. 

RK: You have stated that what animates your philosophical research 

on symbolism and myth is not "regret for some sunken Atlantis" but 

"hope for a re-creation of language" (The Symbo!imi of Evil). What pre

cisely do you mean by this? 

PR: Language has lost is original unity. Today it is fragmented not 

only geographically into different communities but functionally into dif

ferent disciplines ~mathematical, historical, scientific, legal, psychoan

alytic, etc. It is the function of a philosophy of language to recognize 

the specific nature of these disciplines and thereby assign each "lan

guage-game" its due (as Wittgenstein would have it), limiting and cor

recting their mutual claims. Thus one of the main purposes of hermeneu

tics is to refer the different uses of language to different regions of 

being~natural, scientific, fictional, etc. But this is not all. Hermeneu

tics is also concerned with the permanent spirit of language. By the dpirit 
(?f' !angwzge, we intend not just some decorative excess or effusion of sub

jectivity, but the capacity (?f' !atzqua.qe to open up new wor!d.:J. Poetry and myth 
are not just nostalgia for some forgotten world. They constitute a dis

closure of unprecedented worlds, an opening on to other po.:Jdih!e worlds 

which transcend the established limits of our actual world. 

RK: How then would you situate your philosophy of language in 

relation to analytic philosophy? 

124 • Paul Ricreur 



PR: I certainly share at least one common concern of analytic phi

losophy: the concern with ordinary language in contradistinction to 

the scientific language of documentation and verification. Scientific 

language has no real function of communication or interpersonal dia

logue. It is important, therefore, that we preserve the rights of ordi

nary language where the communication of experience is of primary 

significance. But my criticism of ordinary language philosophy is that 

it does not take into account the fact that language itself is a place of 

prejudice and bias. Therefore, we need a third dimension of language, 

a critical and creative dimension, which is directed towards neither 

scientific verification nor ordinary communication but towards the dis

closure of possible worlds. This third dimension of language I call the 

poetic. The adequate self-understanding of man is dependent on this 

third dimension of language as a disclosure of poddibifity. 

RK: Is not this philosophy of language profoundly phenomeno

logical in character? 

PR: Yes it is. Because phenomenology as it emerged in the philoso

phies of Husserl and Heidegger raised the central question of "mean

ing." And it is here that we find the main dividing line between the 

structuralist analysis and phenomenological hermeneutics. Whereas 

the former is concerned with the immanent arrangement of texts and 

textual codes, hermeneutics looks to the "meaning" produced by these 

codes. It is my conviction that the decisive feature of hermeneutics is 

the capacity of world-disclosure yielded by texts. Hermeneutics is not 

confined to the objective structural analysis of texts nor to the dahJective 
existential analysis of the authors of texts; its primary concern is with 

the worlds which these authors and texts open up. It is by an under

standing of the worlds, actual and possible, opened by language that 

we may arrive at a better understanding of ourselves. 

Paris, 1978 
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Stanislas Breton 
Being~ GoJ~ and the PoeticrJ of Relation 

RK: Your philosophical journey has been wide-ranging. You have 
published works on such diverse topics as Neoplatonism, Thomism, 

Marxism, phenomenology, logic, and poetics. What would you consider 
to be the unifying threads in this tapestry of intellectual interests? 

SB: First, I would say that my philosophical journey is related 
to my biographical one. My early upbringing and education in a rural 
community in La Vendee certainly had a significant impact on my sub

sequent thinking; it determined my later leanings towards a certain 
philosophical realimi. This perhaps accounts somewhat for the fact that 
in the doctorate I presented to the Sorbonne, Approch&J pheno11u!noli7!1ique.:1 
de f'idee d'etre [Phenomenological Approached to the Idea o.l Being}, I tended 
to see the key metaphysical concept, "Being as Being," in terms of the 
four elements of the concretely experienced, real world~earth, fire, 

water, air. Strange as it may sound, the monastic experience of my early 
years in a Passionist seminary, which I entered at the age of fifteen, 
also corresponded in some way to my conceptualization of Being ad 
Being: this decisive concept thus emerged as both a monastic desert and 
an all-englobing shelter of the four elements of nature. Philosophy 
begins, I believe, in the life-world. So it is not very surprising that our 

understanding of Being should be colored by our lived experience, by 
the formative imt~qed of our being in the world. This conviction predis

posed me, of course, to a phenomenological approach to philosophy; it 
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also confirmed my belief that a poetics of imagination is an indispen
sable dimension of genuine thinking. 

RK: I think that your conviction would be shared by many of the 
phenomenologists. [Jean-Paul] Sartre, [Albert] Camus, and Merleau

Ponty all spoke of the decisive way in which their concretely lived 

experience affected their subsequent understanding of Being, which 
they saw as a "universal" reflection on their "particular," prereflective 

existence. But what philosophical or intellectual influences on your 

thinking would you consider to be of primary importance? 

SB: The earliest intellectual influence I can recall was the Latin 

language ~the way in which it was used in the seminary with a scholas
tic emphasis on professorial rigor and prepositional distinctions: ex, in, 

ad, {)e and so on. This language of refatumJ, which Levinas calls "tran

sitive language," greatly influenced my doctorate in Rome, entitled 
L'EMe 'in Jet !'eJJe 'ad' dunJ fa metaphyJique de fa refatum ['&Je In J and 'E<1Je 

Ad' in the MetaphyJicJ {?f RefatumJhip]. This scholastic logic of relations 

was the second major influence on my philosophical imagination for 
it raised the fundamental question of how man can be in being (imma
nence) and still be said to be moving towardJ it (transcendence). Once 

applied to the work of St. Thomas, it opened up the whole problem
atic of the "operations" of ontological immanence with its crucial the

ological implications for our understanding of the Trinity: How does 

the Son belong to the Father and the Father to the Son through the 
agency of the Spirit? I would almost say that my mature interest in 
philosophy sprang from theological questions which theology itself 

could not answer. For example, the heing-in relation provided an expla
nation of the unity of the Three Persons of the Trinity, while the dis
tinction and difference between the Three could be understood in terms 

of the intentional or transitive relation of the heing-towardJ. The Spirit 
could thus be interpreted as a twofold relation: ( l) the perpetual attrac
tion between the Father and the Son; and (2) the power of movement 

and carrying-beyond (meta-pherein), which refuses the finite limits of 
proprietal possession and makes the Trinity an infinite refatimz. 

This theology of operations also has important implications for our 

understanding of the Incarnation. The substantialist theology of the 
Councils, which spoke of the two natures in one, seemed to me insuf
ficient insofar as it privileged the notion of JubJtance over that of func

tion or relation. The dynamic relation of the being-towards category 
struck me as being closer to the biblical language of transitivity. God 

as a being-in-itself, as an identical substance, cannot be thought by us; 
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we can only know or speak about God in terms of His relation to us, 

or ours to Him. 

My interest in the theology of operations soon led to an interest in the 

philosophy of mathematical relations. When I was captured by the Ger

mans during the war, I had three books in my bag: [Jozef] Bochenski's 

E!ementJ ofMathenuztica! Logic, [Leon] Brunschvicg's Modality of Judgment, 
and [Octave] Hamelin's The Principal E!ementJ {!( RepreJentatum. Another 

work which deeply fascinated me at the time was Bertrand Russell's 

Introduction d fa phi!oJophie mathematique [Introduction to Mathematica! 
Phi!oJophy], where he outlined a sophisticated philosophy of descriptive 

relations. In short, what I appreciated most in these thinkers was their 

analysis of the operative terms of relation-prepositions such as in, towardJ, 
and the conjunctions/;n; tlJ, aJ-?t which I called "those little servants of 

the Lord." I believe they are not only the indispensable accompaniment 

of all thought but also the secret messengers of the philosophical future. 

RK: Could you elaborate on your philosophical transition from 

the initial question of hein.q aJ hein.q (an ontology of the four elements 

of nature) to the correlative question of heing-in and heing-towardJ (a 

metaphysics of relation)? 

SB: I was drawn towards the metaphysical problematic of rela

tions in order to try to understand not just what being is, as such, 

but how it relates to man or accounts for the way in which the Three 

Divine Persons relate to each other. The relation of being-towards con

stitutes the element of metaphor or metamorphosis, that which assures 

the infinite movement of existence as a passing over from one phase 

to the next; it is that which compels us to continually alter our con

cepts, making each one of us a "being in transit." 

The relation of being-in, by contrast, is that e!enzent neutre which 

draws together and unifies existence; it is that which founds our notion 

of ontological self-identity. In the MetaphyJicJ, Aristotle refers to this 

principle when he states that the addition of being or the One to some

thing changes nothing. Being added to man adds nothing. For being 

is not a predicate but the most essential, necessary and universal func

tion of existence, the function which allows each thing to be itself, to 

be one and the same. The principle of being-in is that which freely 

grants each thing the permission to he, to rest and recollect itself from 

the movement of becoming. 

RK: Do you see this Greek metaphysics of relation as radicaliz

ing our understanding of the Judeo-Christian tradition? 
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SB: I believe that both metaphysical relations-the being-towards 
and the being-in -are equally essential for an understanding of Judeo
Christian theology. At this level, I see no great opposition between Greek 
and biblical thought. What we call the historical "meaning" of Chris

tianity or Judaism is the tradition of interpretations that have been his

torically ascribed to them, and in the history of Western thinking these 
interpretations are inextricably related to Hellenic concepts of ontol

ogy. Between the two traditions-the Greek and the biblical-there 
is a creative tension which ensures that we are never fully at our intel
lectual ease in either. We are inevitably committed to this philosophi

cal exodus, this vacillation between two "homes" of thought. We have 
left the home of Israel just as we have left the home of Greece. We 
remain homesick for both. We cannot renounce the intellectual nostal

gia of this double allegiance. The Western thinker is divided from within. 

RK: Do you see Thomism as an attempt to bridge these two tra
ditions in your own thought? 

SB: I consider Thomism to be the paleoancephalus of my philo
sophical formation. There were three areas in the work of St. Thomas 
which particularly preoccupied me: (1) the attempt to think God and 

being together; (2) the theory of intentionality and formal objects -
which I rediscovered later in [Franz] Brentano and Husserl (I was 

especially impressed by Thomas's statement that relation consists of a 

certain transit or transitivity; this implies that being is transitive and 
that our entire existence is a series of transitions towards the other, the 

loving potency which forever searches for its fulfillment in act); (3) 

the Thomistic definition of freedom or the free being as the being that 
is "cause of itself" (ca1Ma r:11u). This third concept occupied a very impor
tant place in my thought. For something to be free thus, meant that, 

as cause of itself, it can create something new, almost from nothing. 
For the thinker it offers the free possibility to open up new paths of 
enquiry not already charted or inscribed in the map of the world. 

RK: How did you find your way from Thomism to phenomenology? 

SB: Like most philosophers of my generation I was deeply influ
enced by the phenomenological movement inaugurated by Husserl and 

his disciples, [Roman J lngarden, [Bernard] Haring, Heidegger, and 
so on. I saw the phenomenological emphasis on intentionality-the 
methodological investigation of how our consciousness is always inten

tionally directed towards something beyond itself - as a means of extend
ing three of my primary intellectual concerns: (1) the logic of relations 
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governing the activity of the human mind; (2) the dynamic teleological 
aspect of Thomistic metaphysics expressed in the notion of the e.:Me ad; 
and (3) the biblical concept of Exodus. Of course, the original contri

bution of Husserlian phenomenology was to delineate and describe 
the relation of intentionality in terms of concrete experience ~our every

day being-in-the-world~to ground our logical and metaphysical con
cepts in the lived experience of consciousness. Later, particularly in a 

work like Etre, numde, ima_qinaire [Being, World, Imagination], I tried to 
combine these Husserlian insights into a philosophy of intentional rela
tions invoking a more poetic language of metaphor and metamorphosis. 

My aim here was to suggest how our being-in-the-world, and our under
standing of this being, unfolds as a creative interplay between the !o_qod 
of reason, which unifies, regulates, structures, and the niythod of poetry, 

symbol, and myth, which is forever transcending and revising the order 
of !o_qod. Both of these directions of consciousness ~the positing power 
of !{~qod and the differentiating power of mythod ~are founded on an imag
inaire-rien, which I define as the universal principle of language, a super
abundant play which engenders all meanings. 

RK: What would you describe as the specifically phenomenolog
ical characteristics of your work, given your early fascination for the 

Husserlian notion of intentionality? 

SB: First, I would say it was through my interest in the "meta
physics of relation" that I became interested (via [Franz] Brentano, on 

whom I was working in my Rome lectures) in Husserlian phenomenol
ogy. In fact, the relation of intentionality, which Brentano had retrieved 

from medieval Scholasticism and reactivated for contemporary philo
sophical purposes, struck me as offering a very liberating understand
ing of meaning, irreducible both to the strictly logical notion of rela

tions current in the forties and fifties and to the traditional ontological 
notion of the "transcendental" rapports between matter and form, essence 

and existence, and more generally between potency and act (rapports 
which I preferred to call "structural" and which were typically articu
lated in [Octave] Hamelin's Efimentd principau._1: de fa ripri:fentation [Prin

cipal Elements of Representation]). In my early work Condcience et inten
tiona!iti [Condciott.:Jnedd and Intentionality}, I had already projected an 
enlarged notion of intentionality, and I well remember a discussion with 
Jean Beaufret (one of the first advocates of existentialist and Heideg

gerian phenomenology in France) in which I engaged him on the cru
cial question of the transition from intentionality to "existence,'' a ques

tion which, it seemed to me, represented a new and deeper understanding 
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of the concept of the edde ad which was to pursue me all of my life. My 
initial interest in phenomenology, which corresponded, therefore, to 
my keenest philosophical preoccupations, also extended to my later 

works, in particular Approche.:1 phenomenologique.:1 de L'idee d'etre and Etre, 
nwnde, ima.9inaire. Overall, I would say that the most inspiring aspect of 
phenomenology for me was its emphasis on the prepredicative and prere
flective dimensions of experience. Indeed it was with this precise empha

sis in mind that I distinguished in Con,Jcience et intentumalitebetween sev
eral stratifications of consciousness: intentionality as a psychological 
act, intentionality as a "potency/power" (pui:Mance) relating to formal 

objects, and a transcendental intentionality representing the opening 

of the soul to bein.9 a.:1 bein.9. It is along similar lines that, in the first 
part of Etre, monde, inuz9inaire, I proposed an analysis of what is meant 
by the "language of being" in a less rudimentary way than that proposed 
by Scholasticism or Thomism. I must admit, however, that in my early 
studies in phenomenology I paid little attention to the celebrated phe

nomenological reduction which, in the fifties, tormented those philoso
phers of my generation inspired by the Husserlian "discovery." (It was 
only later, by means of my reflections on freedom, that I came to appre

ciate somewhat what was involved in the reduction.) In summary, I 
would say that for me phenomenology was an extraordinary stimulant 
to my thinking, serving to crystallize some of my most formative philo

sophical concerns and ultimately providing me with an effective method 
of analyzing the key notions of "passage" and "transit" which the meta

physics of relation first impressed upon me. 

RK: Another of your recent works, Theoric ded uJeologic.:1 [Theory of 
fdeof{~9ic.:1 }, also seems to be a variation on this theme of creative inten
tionality or transcendence. I'm thinking particularly of the key term 

of this work-the "operator of transcendence." 

SB: This recent critique of ideology sprang from my fundamen
tal preoccupation with the question of the "zero." The zero is a concep

tual or mathematical way of formulating the metaphysical idea of the 
quasi-nothing (rien), or the Christian notion of the Cross-the empti
ness of the crypt where Christian thinking as a critical thinking takes 

its source. A genuine questioning of ideology requires such a critical 
distance or dis-position. Without it, one can easily be misled by dog

matic ideologies - be they political or philosophical, or ecclesiastical. 
The N eoplatonists also taught the importance of keeping a distance 

from all categories of facile objectivization. Their very definition of 

being as Eido.:1 or Form expresses this critical reserve. They realized 
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that our philosophical categories are really Fqured of thought and are 
thus capable of being critically altered or transcended towards the truth 
of the One, which is beyond all the forms and figures of established 

ontology. So that when the Neoplatonists spoke of the One or God, 
they spoke of it in terms of critical reserve or qualification: hod or own, 

quadi or quatenLLd - God ad this or that ontological form. In short, since 
the Divine One was considered to be "beyond being," He could only 

be thought of as being, or tld if He were being. One could not say: God 
id being. The critical notion of the quasi-nothing, functioning as the 
"operator of transcendence," thus prevented God from being reduced 

to a simplified or idolatrous ontology. 
This Neoplatonic notion of critical distance is confirmed by the 

Christian notion of mystery - and particularly the practice of mystical 
speculation advanced by Eckhart and other Christian mystics who 
remained very suspicious of all ontological objectivizations of God. 
The model of reason demanded by metaphysical thinking must, I believe, 

be accompanied by a mystical appreciation for that which remains 
beyond the reach of this metaphysical model. This is why I always felt 
the need to balance the Greek fidelity to being with a biblical fidelity 

to the Exodus -particularly as expressed in the Christian theology of 
the Passion and the Cross. 

RK: Could you explain in more detail how your theological inter

pretation of the Passion as dispossession/disposition relates to the cri
tique of contemporary ideologies? I think this is a crucial transition in 
your thinking and perhaps accounts for your occasional leanings towards 

the Marxist critique. 

SB: I believe that the Christian doctrine of dispossession can be 
translated into modern socio-political terms as a critique of power. There 

is a certain correspondence between the mystical Neoplatonic critique 
of the divine attributes-as an attempt to pod.Jedd God in terms of onto
logical properties which would reduce His transcendence to the imma

nence of Being-and the Marxist critique of private property. Chris
tianity and authentic Marxism share a common call to dispossession 
and a critical detachment from the prevailing order. I was always struck 

by the similarities between the Christian doctrine of eschatological jus
tice where Jes us identified with the poor - "I was naked. I was hun
gry. I was thirsty. I was imprisoned" (Matthew, 10:9)-and the Marx

ist ideal of universal justice for the dispossessed. I think that this universal 
"I" of Christ-not to be confused with a transcendental or absolute 

Ego-which is enigmatically present in every poor or outcast person 
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who has not yet been allowed the full humanity of justice, can find com
mon cause with what is best in genuine Marxism. I am not saying 
that the two are the same. For while Christianity sponsors a categori

cal imperative for human justice and liberation (which certain brands 
of Marxism also endorse), it is not simply reducible to this impera

tive. While both share what Ernst Bloch called a common "principle of 
hope" (principe-e.Jperance), pointing towards a utopian horizon in the 

future, Christianity transcends the limits of historical materialism in the 
name of a prophetic eschatology (that is, the coming of the kingdom). 

The term Chri1tian-Mar.-xi1t is a loaded and ambiguous one: it may 

serve as a que.Jtum -with all the creative, thought-provoking tensions 

that genuine questioning implies - but not as a .Jo!ution. We should 
remain cautious about invoking such terms uncritically as yet another 

ideological authority. 

RK: How would you react to those who construe your recent work 
as a "Christian atheism?" 

SB: This is a dangerous term, and I would not like to be thus char
acterized. To refuse the attempts to possess God by reducing Him to 
an ontological substance or political power-that is, an ideological 

weapon-is not to disbelieve in God; on the contrary, I would argue 
that it is a way of remaining faithful to one's belief. The critical refusal 

of ideological theism is not a refusal of God. It implies, rather, that the 

secondary definitions of God in terms of proposition (I believe that 
God exists) or predication (God i1 this or that) must be continually 
brought back to their primary origin in existential belief (I believe in 
God). This existential belief involves the believer in an intentional rela
tion with God which is perhaps best described in terms of trust and 
transition. The move to institutionalize this belief in an invariant cor

pus of dogmas, doctrines, and propositions was natural, perhaps even 
inevitable, if Christianity was to survive the vagaries and contingen
cies of history. But this movement of co1ZJerMtiJ/n must always be accom

panied by a critical countermovement which reminds us that God can
not ultimately be objectified or immobilized in ontological or institutional 
(that is, anthropomorphic) structures. In a recent study entitled Theoric 
de.J ideo!ogie.J et fa repo1Me de fa Joi [Theory of ldeo!ogie.J and the Re.Jpon.Je of 
Faith], I tried to reflect on this problem by discussing the central impli
cations of the term credo in relation to the three major movements of 

belief- existential, propositional, and predicative -mentioned above. 
Religious faith begins with belief-in-God, which expresses itself as an 

intentional being-towards-God. It involves the primary existential 
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idioms of desire, enchantment, and hope, etc. It is only subsequently 

that we return upon the existential level to appropriate the riches 

encountered in the immediacy of this original experience. Thus the 

second movement of faith takes place as an attempt to define and order 

the content and form of one's existential belief. It is as if one thus draws 

a golden circle around one's religious experience, which one calls "tra
dition" or "heritage" or "doctrine" and affirms that God exists and that 

God is good and almighty, etc. In this way, the vertical arrow of our 

primary intentional belief becomes a reflective or recollective circle~ 

with those on the inside calling themselves Christian and those on the 

outside non-Christian. I think that this second move is indispensable 

in that every religion requires the form of a "society," and every soci

ety requires a specific identity and foundation. A religion that is con

tent to be "anything at all" very easily becomes "nothing at all" ~as 

indeterminate and all-inconclusive as the category of being-as-being. 

In the third movement, reflection goes beyond both the modalities of 

"I believe in" and "I believe that" to the definition of God as a propo.Ji
tum in it.Jell "God i.1 this or that." Hence the intentional distance or com

mitment implied by the first two movements of "I believe" is tran

scended, and dogmatic theology instantiates itself as a historical 

institution or organization. It is the duty of the religious or theistic 

thinker to serve such institutional belief by reminding it that its doc

trines are not autonomous or eternally guaranteed but intellectual sed
imentation of the original "I believe," wherein God reveals Himself to 

man. This critical exigency of faithfulness to the irreducible mystery 

and radicality of divine revelation is beautifully expressed in a passage 

in Kings 1:2, where Elijah goes in search of God but discovers him not 

in the rocks, in the storm, in the shaking earth, nor in the fire, but in 

the voice of a gentle breeze as it passes through the mountain cave. 

God is passage not possession. 

RK: Can this critique of theistic ideology also be applied to polit

ical ideologies which constitute the objectified or impersonalized insti

tutions of contemporary society? 

SB: I think so. But we must remember the natural and almost 

inevitable reasons for the emergence of ideologies. Ideology springs 

from the fact that there is an ontological rupture between existence 

and consciousness. We do not coincide with ourselves. We exist before 

we are conscious of our existence, and this means that our reflective 

consciousness is always to some extent out of joint with the existential 

conditions that fostered it. Freud realized this when he spoke about 

134 • Stanislas Breton 



the gap between the conscious and the unconscious. I would say that 
every form of thought is ideology to the extent that it does not and can
not fully coincide with the being of which it is the thought. The exis

tence of ideologies reminds us that there is a margin of obscurity which 
we can never completely recuperate or remove. The pure identifica

tion of being and thought -that is, the thought that thinks itself as 
being/being as the self-thinking-thought-is the Aristotelian-Thomistic 

definition of divine self-understanding that no ideology can legitimately 
pretend to emulate. Human thought can never be perfectly transpar
ent or adequate to itself. It is the role of the philosopher to challenge 

all ideological claims to such absolute knowledge and, by implication, 

to absolute power. 

RK: You once stated, "The cross of my faith, will it not remain this 

interrogation mark which ancient legend tells us is the firstborn of 

all Creation?" If your philosophy does remain this critical interroga
tion mark, can it ever serve as a creative affirmation? Is it not inevitably 
condemned to a via ne_qativa? 

SB: The two aspects of philosophy - as negation and affirmation -
are for me by no means incompatible. Though the critical aspect is more 

in evidence in contemporary thinking, including my own, I would insist 
that the first step in philosophy -and therefore its dine qua non -is a 

fundamental experience of wonder, curiosity, or enchantment: in short, 

4Jimiatwn. My enthusiasm for philosophy began in the same way as my 
enthusiasm for poetry or the Bible, by responding to texts that sang 
to me. Writing retraces those paths that sing to us (chantent) and thus 

enchant (enchantent) us. In this sense, I see a close relationship between 
philosophy, theology, and poetics. Philosophy never speaks to us in the 
abstract with a capital P, but in the engaging terms of certain chosen 

texts (morceaux choi.Ji1) -in my own case, certain texts of the pre-Socrat
ics, Aristotle, Plato, the Neoplatonists, or St. Thomas, [Friedrich] 
Schelling, Husserl, and Heidegger. The desire to know philosophy as 

a totality-the Hegelian temptation to absolute knowledge-is not only 
dangerous but impossible; one can never reduce the infinite richness of 
our existential experience to the totalizing limits of reason. 

RK: But would you not acknowledge essential differences between 

philosophy and poetry as modes of this ajfirmatum enchantee? 

SB: The main difference between philosophy and poetry, as I 

see it, is that while both originate in an experience of enchantment 
which draws us and commits us to the world, philosophy is obliged, 
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in a second movement, to critically transcend and interrogate the world, 
both as life-experience and poetic-experience. Philosophy thus leads 
a double life of residing within and without the world. Perhaps one of 

the greatest enigmas of philosophy is that a thinking being can serve 
as a chain in the historical world and yet also break free from this chain, 

rise above it (partially at least) in order to question its ultimate ori
gin and meaning. Poetry celebrates that the world exists; philosophy 

asks why the world exists. Schelling and Husserl implicitly acknowl
edged this distinction when they spoke of the philosophical need to go 
beyond or suspend the natural attitude (which would include our pri

mary poetic experience), in which all thinking begins, to a transcen
dental or questioning attitude: to be in the world and yet not {~f the 
world, to be in.:Jide and out.:Jlde at once. 

RK: How do you see this double fidelity to the philosophical 

and poetic attitudes operating in your own work? 

SB: My work operates on the basis of two overriding impulses or 

passions. On the one hand, it strives for scientific rigor and form~a 
striving epitomized by my preoccupation with the mathematical logic 
of religions and the search for the principle of reason. On the other 

hand, I began to wonder if this search for rigor and reason might not 
ultimately lead to the sterile tautologies of a mathe..1i1 ani1Ja.:Ja!if: the pre

tentious claim to possess an absolutely certain principle-foundation 

through a synthesis of Aristotelian logic, Euclidean geometry, and the 
Scholastic doctrine of Transcendentals. And this doubt provided a 
space for the emergence of a second fundamental passion ~what I 

might call my "poetic inclination." This second poetic passion chal
lenged the speculative claim to absolute identity or totality and revived 
an attentiveness to the vibrant multiplicity of the life-world. I suppose 

this poetic inclination can be witnessed, in its modernist guise, in 
[Stephane] Mallarme's notion of du.:Jemination. I chose the terms metaphor 

and nietanwrpho.:Ju to express this reality of movement, alteration, and 

diversification. And Derrida, Lyotard, [Gilles] Deleuze, and Levinas 
have developed their respective philosophies of "difference,'' repudi

ating the principle of identity for either the subject or the object. It is 

my own conviction that the classical metaphysics of identity and the 
modernist poetics of difference need each other, for both correspond 
to fundamental impulses in human thinking. This is what I tried to 

express in Etre, nwnde, inu~qinaire when I analyzed how the speculative 
principle of the !°'90.:J and the poetic principle of the mytho.:J are commit
ted to each other in a creative conflict which unfolds in the free space 
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of the inia.qinaire. This act of faith in the "imaginary," in the open hori
zon of the possible, where oppositions confront and recreate each other, 
is where my initial reflections on the e.:J.Je-in and the e.J.:Je-ad have led me. 

I might summarize this dual allegiance of my work as follows. To 
consider philosophy as an exclusively critical or speculative movement 

is to condemn it to an endless contestation which can easily slip into 
the nihilism of a reductio ad ab.Jurdum. Philosophy must continually 

remind itself of its origins in the bedrock of real experience. Only when 
one has experienced the opaque profundity of existential or religious 
reality can one legitimately take one's critical distance in order to ques

tion or reflect upon it. Similarly, it is only when one has been immersed 
in the social life-world that one can begin to interrogate the ideologi

cal structures which regulate it. Philosophy always presupposes the 
ability to say: thif is what a tree is, thif is how authority works, thif is 
what a tribunal consists of, etc. The speculative instance is inextrica
bly dependent upon the concrete immediacy of the person's lived expe

rience. It cannot afford to ignore the existential conditions which pre
cede it. I have always been struck by [Francisco] Suarez's principle of 
identity, which states that "every being has an essence which consti

tutes and determines it." Philosophy begins with a commitment to the 
determining world and only in an ulterior, reflexive moment proceeds 
to "objectify" or "formalize." Philosophy does not begin with Kant~ 

though the "critical" turn is a crucial stage in its development. I think 

we should be grateful to Marx for having turned idealism on its head 
and for making it more humble towards reality; only by being engaged 

to the living body of history can critical thinking avoid becoming a 
corpse of solipsistic introspection. It is because philosophy is both cri
tique and commitment that it can distance itself from the world pre

cisely in order to transform it. 

RK: This summary analysis of your philosophy reminds me of 
your theological interpretation of the ecumenical dialectic between 

Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox thinking in La Poi et muon fopique 

{Faith and Lo_qicaf Rauon}. 

SB: In this work, I tried to rethink ecumenism in terms of a group 

of metaphysical operations. In this schema, the Catholic tradition priv
ileged the operation of transitivity and transformation, functioning 
as a process of historical realism bound to the preservation of Revela

tion in the temporal world. The Protestant Reform privileged the oper
ation of a critical conversion (turning around) which returned to the 

fundamental origins of Christianity. And thirdly, the Orthodox church 
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of oriental Christianity privileged the operation of "manence" (e.J.Je-in) 

or in-dwelling. I argued that all three movements -of historical trans
formation, critical return, and spiritual dwelling -are essential to the 

Christian reality, ensuring that it remains transitive and intransitive, 
transcendent and immanent. The history of Christianity is the drama 

of this divergence and belonging-together of Catholicism, Protestantism, 
and Orthodoxy as a fecund tension between complementary differ

ences. I think that ecumenism is facile if it ignores the importance of 
this creative tension. It is only when one assumes the specificity of one's 
own religious tradition (in my case Catholic) that one can fully appre

ciate the other-the essential contribution which the other traditions 
make to one's own. 

RK: France produced a considerable number of "Christian philoso

phers" in the first half of this century, including Marcel, [Emmanuel] 

Mounier, [Jacques] Maritain, and [Etienne] Gilson. Wouldyou con
sider yourself a Christian philosopher? 

SB: I am a Christian philosopher to the extent that the primary 
experience that fostered and colored much of my philosophical think
ing was, as I explained at the outset, specifically Christian in certain 

respects -particularly as it determined my reflections on the Passion 
and the Cross. Such Christian reflection frequently dovetailed with my 

preoccupation with Greek and Neoplatonic thought. For example, my 
description of the Cross as the "seed of non-being" (germen nihifi) bears 
an intimate correspondence to Proclus's notion of the .Jpenna meonfo.J. 

The N eoplatonic attempts to critically radicalize the Platonic philoso

phy of being (On) find common ground here with the theology of the 
Cross. If the theology of Glory-with its splendid doctrine of the super
abundance of grace -is divorced from the critical theology of the Cross, 

it can degenerate into triumphalism. Grace is not power but disposses
sion, because it is given under the interrogative sign of the Cross. To 
the extent, therefore, that the theology of the Cross deeply affected my 

whole attitude to thought, I would be prepared to consider myself a 
Christian philosopher. But I would insist that philosophy and theology 
are separate, if equally valid, disciplines of thought. Whereas the the

ologian can presuppose the Christian tradition as a series of revealed doc
trines, the philosopher - even the Christian philosopher- cannot. The 
theologian believes truth is given; the philosopher goes in search of it. 

France, 1982 
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Jacques Derrida 
Deco™truction and the Other 

RK: The most characteristic feature of your work has been its deter
mination to "deconstruct" the Western philosophy of presence. I think 

it would be helpful if you could situate your program of deconstruction 
in relation to the two major intellectual traditions of Western European 

culture~the Hebraic and the Hellenic. You conclude your seminal 
essay on the Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Levinas with the follow
ing quotation from James Joyce's U!y.J.Je.J: "GreekJew is JewGreek." 

Do you agree with Levinas that Judaism offers an alternative to the 

Greek metaphysics of presence? Or do you believe with Joyce that the 
Jewish and Greek cultures are fundamentally intertwined? 

JD: While I consider it essential to think through this copula
tive synthesis of Greek and Jew, I consider my own thought, paradox
ically, as neither Greek nor Jewish. I often feel that the questions I 

attempt to formulate on the outskirts of the Greek philosophical tra
dition have as their other the model of the Jew, that is, the Jew-as-other. 

And yet the paradox is that I have never actually invoked the Jewish 
tradition in any "rooted" or direct manner. Though I was born a Jew, 

I do not work or think within a living Jewish tradition. So if there is 
a Judaic dimension to my thinking which may from time to time have 

spoken in or through me, this has never assumed the form of an explicit 
fidelity or debt to that culture. For short, the ultimate site (lieu) of my 
questioning discourse would be neither Hellenic nor Hebraic, if such 
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were possible. It would be a nonsite beyond both the Jewish influence 
of my youth and the Greek philosophical heritage which I received 
during my academic education in the French universities. 

RK: And yet you share a singular discourse with Levinas -includ

ing notions of the otbe1; the trace and writing as o;/Jerence, etc. -which 

might suggest a common Judaic heritage. 

JD: Undoubtedly, I was fascinated and attracted by the intel

lectual journey of Levinas, but that was not because he was Jewish. 
It so happens that for Levinas there is a discrete continuity between 
his philosophical discourse qua phenomenologist and his religious lan

guage qua exegete of the Talmud. But this continuity is not immedi
ately evident. The Levinas who most interested me at the outset was 

the philosopher working in phenomenology and posing the question 
of the other to phenomenology; the Judaic dimension remained at that 
stage a discrete rather than a decisive reference. 

You ask if Judaism offers an alternative to the Greek philosophy of 

"presence." First we must ascertain what exactly we mean by "pres
ence." The French or English words are, of course, neither Greek nor 
Jewish. So that when we use the word, we presuppose a vast history 

of translation, which leads from the Greek terms 01uia and on to the 
Latin Jab.:Jtantuz, acttt.J, etc., and culminates in our modern term "pres
ence." I have no knowledge of what this term means in Judaism. 

RK: So you would count yourself a philosopher above all else? 

JD: I'm not happy with the term pbilodopbe1: 

RK: Surely you are a philosopher in that your deconstruction is 

directed primarily to philosophical ideas and texts? 

JD: It is true that "deconstruction" has focused on philosophical 

texts. And I am of course a philosopher in the institutional sense that I 
assume the responsibilities of a teacher of philosophy in an official philo

sophical institution-l'Ecole Normale Superieure. But I am not sure that 
the site of my work, reading philosophical texts and posing philosoph
ical questions, is itself properly philosophical. Indeed, I have attempted 

more and more systematically to find a nonsite, or a nonphilosophical 
site, from which to question philosophy. But the search for a nonphilo

sophical site does not bespeak an antiphilosophical attitude. My central 
question is: From what site or nonsite (non-lieu) can philosophy as such 
appear to itself as other than itself, so that it can interrogate and reflect 

upon itself in an original manner? Such a nonsite or alterity would be 
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radically irreducible to philosophy. But the problem is that such a non
site cannot be defined or situated by means of philosophical language. 

RK: The philosophy of deconstruction would seem, therefore, to 
be a deconstruction of philosophy. Is your interest in painting, psycho

analysis, and literature -particularly the literary texts of [Edmond] 

Jabes, [Georges] Bataille, [Maurice] Blanchot, [Antonin] Artaud, 
[Paul] Celan, and Mallarme-not an attempt to establish this non

philosophical site of which you speak? 

JD: Certainly, but one must remember that even though these 
sites are nonphilosophical, they still belong to our Western culture and 

so are never totally free from the marks of philosophical language. In 
literature, for example, philosophical language is still present in some 
sense, but it produces and presents itself as alienated from itself, at a 

remove, at a distance. This distance provides the necessary free space 
from which to interrogate philosophy anew, and it was my preoccupa
tion with literary texts which enabled me to discern the problematic 

of writing as one of the key factors in the deconstruction of metaphysics. 

RK: Accepting the fact that you are seeking a non philosophical site, 
you would, I presume, still acknowledge important philosophical influ
ences on your thought. How, for example, would you situate your strat

egy of deconstruction in respect to the phenomenological movement? 

JD: My philosophical formation owes much to the thought of 

Hegel, Husserl, and Heidegger. Heidegger is probably the most con
stant influence, and particularly his project of "overcoming" Greek 
metaphysics. Husserl, whom I studied in a more studious and painstak

ing fashion, taught me a certain methodical prudence and reserve, a 
rigorous technique of unraveling and formulating questions. But I 
never shared Husserl's pathos for, and commitment to, a phenomenol

ogy of presence. In fact, it was Husserl's method that helped me to sus

pect the very notion of presence and the fundamental role it has played 
in all philosophies. My relationship with Heidegger is much more enig

matic and extensive: here my interest was not just niethodo!ogica! but 
e."CiJtentia!. The themes of Heidegger's questioning always struck me as 
necessary- especially the "ontological difference," the reading of Pla

tonism, and the relationship between language and Being. My discov
ery of the genealogical and genetic critique of Nietzsche and Freud 
also helped me to take the step beyond phenomenology towards a more 

radical, nonphilosophical questioning, while never renouncing the dis
cipline and methodological rigor of phenomenology. 
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RK: Although you share Heidegger's task of "overcoming" or 

"deconstructing" Western metaphysics, you could not, presumably, 
share his hope to rediscover the "original names" by means of which 

Being could be thought and said? 

JD: I think that there is still in Heidegger, linked up with other 

things, a nostalgic desire to recover the proper name, the unique name 
of Being. To be fair, however, one can find several passages in which 
Heidegger is self-critical and renounces his nostalgia: his practice of can

celing and erasing the term in his later texts is an example of such a cri
tique. Heidegger's texts are still before us; they harbor a future of mean
ing which will ensure that they are read and reread for centuries. But 
while I owe a considerable debt to Heidegger's "path of thought" (cheniin 
de perL:Jee), we differ in our employment oflanguage, in our understand
ing oflanguage. I write in another language-and I do not simply mean 

in French rather than in German-even though this otherne.:M cannot be 
explained in terms of philosophy itself. The difference resides outside of 
philosophy, in the nonphilosophical site of language; it is what makes 

the poets and writers that interest me (Mallarme, [Maurice J Blanchot, 
etc.) totally different from those that interest Heidegger ([Friedrich] 
Holderlin and [Rainer Maria] Rilke). In this sense, my profound rap

port with Heidegger is also and at the same time a nonrapport. 

RK: Yes, I can see that your understanding of language as "dif
ference" and "dissemination" is quite removed from Heidegger's notion 
oflanguage as the "house of Being," that which "recalls and recollects" 

and "names the Holy." In addition, while Heidegger is still prepared 
to use such philosophical concepts as Being and existence to express 
his thought, you have made it clear that the operative terms in your 

language -for example, deconstruction, diflerance, dissemination, trace, 
and so on-are basically "nonconcepts," "undecidables." What exactly 
do you mean by "nonconcepts," and what role do they play in your 

attempt to deconstruct metaphysics? 

JD: I will try to reconstitute the argument by means of which I 
advanced the notion of a nonconcept. First, it doesn't have the logical 

generality which a philosophical concept claims to have in its supposed 

independence from ordinary or literary language. The notion of Jif-
ferance, for example, is a nonconcept in that it cannot be defined in terms 
of oppositional predicates; it is neither this nor that, but rather this and 

that (for example, the act of differing and of deferring), without being 

reducible to a dialectical logic either. And yet the term d~f/erance emerges 
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and develops as a determination of language from which it is insepa

rable. Hence the difficulty of translating the term. There is no concep

tual realm beyond language which would allow the term to have a uni

vocal semantic content over and above its inscription in language. 

Because it remains a trace of language, it remains nonconceptual; and 

because it has no oppositional or predicative generality, which would 

identify it as thiJ rather than that, the term differance cannot be defined 

within a system of logic~Aristotelian or dialectical~that is, within 

the logocentric system of philosophy. 

RK: But can we go beyond the logocentric system of metaphysics 

without employing the terminology of metaphysics? Is it not only from 
the in.:Jlde that we can undo metaphysics by means of stratagems and 

strategies which expose the ambiguities and contradictions of the logo

centric system of presence? Does that not mean that we are condemned 

to metaphysics even while attempting to deconstruct its pretensions? 

JD: In a certain sense it is true to say that deconstruction is still 

in metaphysics. But we must remember that if we are indeed in.:Jide 
metaphysics, we are not inside it as we might be in.Jide a box or a milieu. 

We are still in metaphysics in the special sense that we are in a deter

minate language. Consequently, the idea that we might be able to get 
outside of metaphysics has always struck me as naive. So that when 

I refer to the closure (cloture) of metaphysics, I insist that it is not a 

question of considering metaphysics as a circle with a limit or simple 

boundary. The notion of the limit and boundary (hord) of metaphysics 

is itself highly problematic. My reflections on this problematic have 

always attempted to show that the limit or end of metaphysics is not 

linear or circular in any indivisible sense. And as soon as we acknowl

edge that the limit-boundary of metaphysics is divisible, the logical 

rapport between inside and outside is no longer simple. Accordingly, 
we cannot really say that we are "locked into" or "condemned to" meta

physics, for we are, strictly speaking, neither inside nor outside. In 

brief, the whole rapport between the inside and the outside of meta

physics is inseparable from the question of the finitude and reserve of 

metaphysics as language. But the idea of the finitude and exhaustion 

(epuilenient) of metaphysics does not mean that we are incarcerated in 

it as prisoners or victims of some unhappy fatality. It is simply that our 

belonging to, and inherence in, the language of metaphysics is some

thing that can only be rigorously and adequately thought about from 

another topo.:J or space where our problematic rapport with the bound

ary of metaphysics can be seen in a more radical light. Hence my 
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attempt, to discover the nonplace or non-Lieu which would be the other 
of philosophy. This is the task of deconstruction. 

RK: Can literary and poetic language provide this non-Lieu or u-topor:J? 

JD: I think so, but when I speak of literature it is not with a cap

ital L; it is rather an allusion to certain movements which have worked 

around the limits of our logical concepts, certain texts which make the 

limits of our language tremble, exposing them as divisible and ques

tionable. This is what the works of Blanchot, Bataille, or Beckett are 

particularly sensitive to. 

RK: What does this whole problematic of the closure of Western 

logocentric philosophy and of the limits of our language tell us about the 
modern age in which we live? Is there a rapport between deconstruc

tion and modernity insofar as the latter bespeaks a crisis of scientific 

foundations and of values in general, a crisis occasioned by the discov

ery that the absolute origin that the Western tradition claimed to have 

identified in the "logos" is merely the trace of an absence, a nothingness? 

JD: I have never been very happy with the term nwdernity. Of course, 

I feel that what is happening in the world today is something unique and 

singular. As soon, however, as we give it the label of "modernity,'' we 

inscribe it in a certain historical system of evolution or progress (a notion 

derived from Enlightenment rationalism), which tends to blind us to the 

fact that what confronts us today is also something ancient and hidden 

in history. I believe that what "happens" in our contemporary world and 

strikes us as particularly new has in fact an essential connection with 

something extremely old which has been covered over (archi-diMinudi). 
So that the new is not so much that which occurs for the first time but 
that "very ancient" dimension which recurs in the "very modern," and 

which indeed has been signified repetitively throughout our historical 

tradition, in Greece and in Rome, in Plato and in Descartes and in Kant, 

etc. No matter how novel or unprecedented a modern meaning may 

appear, it is never exclusively modemi.Jt but is also and at the same time 

a phenomenon of repetition. And yet the relationship between the ancient 

and the modern is not simply that of the implicit and the explicit. We 

must avoid the temptation of supposing that what occurs today some

how preexisted in a latent form, merely waiting to be unfolded or expli

cated. Such thinking also conceives history as an evolutionary develop

ment and excludes the crucial notions of rupture and mutation in history. 

My own conviction is that we must maintain two contradictory affir

mations at the same time. On the one hand, we affirm the existence of 
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ruptures in history, and on the other, we affirm that these ruptures pro
duce gaps or faults (jai!/eJ) in which the most hidden and forgotten 
archives can emerge and constantly recur and work through history. 

One must surmount the categorical oppositions of philosophical logic 
out of fidelity to these conflicting positions of historical discontinuity 

(rupture) and continuity (repetition), which are neither a pure break 
with the past nor a pure unfolding or explication of it. 

RK: How do you explain the way in which philosophy has altered 
and changed from one historical epoch to the next? How do you explain, 

for example, the difference between Plato's thought and your own? 

JD: The difference between our modes of thought does not mean 

that I or other "modern" thinkers have gone beyond Plato, in the sense 
of having succeeded in exhausting all that is contained in his texts. 
Here I return to what I was describing as the "future" of a Heidegger

ian text. I believe that all of the great philosophical texts~ of Plato, 
Parmenides, Hegel, or Heidegger, for example ~are still before us. The 
future of the great philosophies remains obscure and enigmatic, still 

to be disclosed. Up to now, we have merely scratched the surface. This 
opaque and inexhaustible residue of philosophical texts, which I call 
their "future," is more predominant in Greek and German philosophy 

than in French. I have a profound respect for the great French thinkers, 

but I have always had the impression that a certain kind of rigorous 
analysis could render their texts accessible and exhaustible. Before a 

Platonic or Heideggerian text, by contrast, I feel that I am confronting 
an abyss, a bottomless pit in which I could lose myself. No matter how 
rigorous an analysis I bring to bear on such texts, I am always left with 

the impression that there is something nwre to be thought. 

RK: What exactly is the inexhaustible richness which these great 
texts possess and which continues to fascinate us throughout the centuries? 

JD: The temptation here is to offer a quick and simple response. 

But having taught philosophy for over twenty years, I must honestly 
say that now, less than ever, do I know what philosophy is. My know
ledge of what it is that constitutes the essence of philosophy is at zero 

degree. All I know is that a Platonic or Heideggerian text always returns 
us to the beginning, enables us to begin to ask philosophical questions, 
including the question: What is philosophy? 

RK: But surely it must be possible to say what philosophy is 
by way of distinguishing it from other scientific disciplines such as 
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economics, sociology, the natural sciences, or even literature? Why 
learn philosophy at all, in schools, universities, or in the privacy of one's 
study, if it is impossible to say what it is or what function it serves? If 
deconstruction prevents us from asserting or stating or identi£Ying any
thing, then surely one ends up, not with dij]irance, but with indiffer

ence, where nothing is anything, and everything is everything else? 

JD: It is as impossible to say what philosophy is not as it is to 

say what it ii. In all the other disciplines you mention, there is philos
ophy. To say to oneself that one is going to study something that is not 

philosophy is to deceive oneself. It is not difficult to show that in polit
ical economy, for example, there is a philosophical discourse in oper
ation. And the same applies to mathematics and the other sciences. 

Philosophy, as logocentrism, is present in every scientific discipline, 
and the only justification for transforming philosophy into a special
ized discipline is the necessity to render explicit and thematic the philo

sophical subtext in every discourse. The principal function which the 
teaching of philosophy serves is to enable people to become "conscious," 
to become aware of what exactly they are saying, what kind of dis

course they are engaged in when they do mathematics, physics, polit
ical economy, and so on. There is no system of teaching or transmit
ting knowledge which can retain its coherence or integrity without, at 

one moment or another, interrogating itself philosophically, that is, 
without acknowledging its subtextual premises, and this may even 
include an interrogation of unspoken political interests or traditional 

values. From such an interrogation, each society draws its own con
clusions about the worth of philosophy. 

RK: How, for example, can political economy interrogate itself 

philosophically? 

JD: First, all of the major concepts which constitute the discourse 
of economics are philosophical, and particularly such concepts as "prop-

" " k" " 1 " Th 11 " h'l h " . erty, wor or va ue. ese are a p I osop emes, concepts inau-

gurated by a philosophical discourse, which usually go back to Greece 
or Rome, and kept in operation by means of this discourse, which refers 
back at first, as does philosophy itself, to the "natural languages" of 

Greece and Rome. Consequently, the economic discourse is founded 
on a logocentric philosophical discourse and remains inseparable from 

it. The autonomy which economists might subsequently like to confer 

on their discipline can never succeed in masking its philosophical der
ivation. Science is never purely objective, nor is it merely reducible to 
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an instrumental and utilitarian model of explanation. Philosophy can 

teach science that it is ultimately an element of language, that the lim

its of its formalization reveal its belonging to a language in which it 

continues to operate despite its attempts to justify itself as an exclu

sively objective or instrumental discourse. 

RK: Is the logocentric character of science a singularly European 

phenomenon? 

JD: Logocentrism, in its developed philosophical sense, is inex

tricably linked to the Greek and European tradition. As I have attempted 

to demonstrate elsewhere in some detail, logocentric philosophy is a 

specifically Western response to a much larger necessity which also 

occurs in the Far East and other cultures, that is, the phonocentric 

necessity: the privilege of the voice over writing. The priority of spo

ken language over written or silent language stems from the fact that 

when words are spoken, the speaker and the listener are supposed to 

be simultaneously present to one another; they are supposed to be the 

same, pure unmediated presence. This ideal of perfect self-presence, 

of the immediate possession of meaning, is what is expressed by the 

phonocentric necessity. Writing, on the other hand, is considered sub

versive insofar as it creates a spatial and temporal distance between 

the author and audience; writing presupposes the absence of the author, 

and so we can never be sure exactly what is meant by a written text; 

it can have many different meanings, as opposed to a single unifying 

one. But this phonocentric necessity did not develop into a systematic 

logocentric metaphysics in any non-European culture. Logocentrism 

is a uniquely European phenomenon. 

RK: Does this mean that other cultures do not require decon

struction? 

JD: Every culture and society requires an internal critique or 

deconstruction as an essential part of its development. A priori, we can 

presume that non-European cultures operate some sort of auto-cri

tique of their own linguistic concepts and foundational institutions. 

Every culture needs an element of self-interrogation and of distance 
from itself, if it is to transform itself. No culture is closed in on itself, 

especially in our own times, when the impact of European civilization 

is so all-pervasive. Similarly, what we call the deconstruction of our 

own Wes tern culture is aided and abetted by the fact that Europe has 

always registered the impact of heterogeneous, non-European influ

ences. Because it has always been thus exposed to, and shadowed 
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by, its othe1; it has been compelled to question itself. Every culture is 
haunted by its other. 

RK: Did the arrival of Judeo-Christianity represent such a radi
calizing "alterity" for the Greco-Roman civilization? Did it challenge 

the heterogeneity of the Western metaphysics of presence? 

JD: I'd be wary of talking about Judeo-Christianity with a cap
ital J and C. Judeo-Christianity is an extremely complex entity which, 

in large part, only constituted itself qua Judeo-Christianity by its assim
ilation into the schemas of Greek philosophy. Hence what we know as 
Christian and Jewish theology today is a cultural ensemble which has 

already been largely Hellenized. 

RK: But did not Judaism and Christianity represent a heterogene

ity, an otherne.:JJ, before they were assimilated into Greek culture? 

JD: Of course. And one can argue that these original, heteroge
neous elements of Judaism and Christianity were never completely 

eradicated by Western metaphysics. They perdure throughout the cen
turies, threatening and unsettling the assured identities of Western phi
losophy. So that the surreptitious deconstruction of the Greek Logo.J is 
at work from the very origin of our Western culture. Already, the trans

lation of Greek concepts into other languages - Latin, Arabic, Ger

man, French, English, etc. -or indeed the translation of Hebraic or 
Arabic ideas and structures into metaphysical terms, produces "fis

sures" in the presumed solidity of Greek philosophy by introducing 
alien and conflicting elements. 

RK: The logocentrism of Greek metaphysics will always be haunted, 

therefore, by the absolutely Other to the extent that the Logo.:J can never 
englobe everything. There is always something which escapes, some
thing different, other, and opaque which refuses to be totalized into a 

homogeneous identity. 

JD: Just so - and this otherness is not necessarily something 
which comes to Greek philosophy from the "outside," that is, from the 

non-Hellenic world. From the very beginnings of Greek philosophy 

the self-identity of the Logo.:J is already fissured and divided. I think 
one can discern signs of such fissures of J;f.'/irance in every great philo
sopher: the "Good beyond Being" (epekeina te.:J otldtlld) of Plato's Repub
lic, for example, or the confrontation with the "Stranger" in The Sophi:Jt, 
are already traces of an alterity which refuses to be totally domesti

cated. Moreover, the rapport of self-identity is itself always a rapport 
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of violence with the other, so that the notions of property, appropri

ation, and self-presence, so central to logocentric metaphysics, are 

essentially dependent on an oppositional relation with otherness. In 

this sense, identity preduppoded alterity. 

RK: If deconstruction is a way of challenging the logocentric pre

tensions of Western European philosophy, and by implication of the 
sciences it has founded, can it ever surmount its role of iconoclastic 

negation and become a form of affirmation? Can your search for a non

site or u-topod, other than the topod of Western metaphysics, also be con

strued as a prophetic utopianism? 

JD: I will take the terms affirmation and prophetic utopianif ni separ

ately. Deconstruction certainly entails a moment of affirmation. Indeed, 

I cannot conceive of a radical critique which would not be ultimately 

motivated by some sort of affirmation, acknowledged or not. Decon

struction always presupposes affirmation, as I have frequently attempted 
to point out, sometimes employing a Nietzschean terminology. I do not 

mean that the deconstructing dubject or de(/ affirms. I mean that decon

struction is, in itself, a positive response to an alterity which necessar

ily calls, summons, or motivates it. Deconstruction is therefore voca

tion ~a response to a call. The other, as the other than self, the other 

that opposes self-identity, is not something that can be detected and 

disclosed within a philosophical space and with the aid of a philosoph

ical lamp. The other precedes philosophy and necessarily invokes and 

provokes the subject before any genuine questioning can begin. It is 

in this rapport with the other that affirmation expresses itself. As to 

the question of prophecy, this is a much more obscure area for me. 

There are certainly prophetic effects (effetd), but the language of 

prophecy alters continually. Today the prophets no longer speak with 

the same accents or scenography as the prophets in the Bible. 

RK: Levinas has suggested that the contemporary deconstruction 

of philosophy and the sciences is symptomatic of a fundamental cri

sis of Wes tern culture, which he chooses to interpret as a prophetic 

and ethical cry. Would you agree? 

JD: Certainly prophets always flourish in times of socio-histori

cal or philosophical crisis. Bad times for philosophy are good times for 

prophecy. Accordingly, when deconstructive themes begin to domi

nate the scene, as they do today, one is sure to find a proliferation of 

prophecies. And this proliferation is precisely a reason why we should 

be all the more wary and prudent, all the more discriminating. 
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RK: But here we have the whole problem of a criterion of evalu
ation. According to what criterion does one discriminate between 
prophecies? Is this not a problem for you, since you reject the idea of 

a transcendental te!o.J or e.Jchaton which could provide the critical sub
ject with an objective or absolute yardstick of value? 

JD: It is true that I interrogate the idea of an e.Jchaton or te/0.1 in the 
absolute formulations of classical philosophy. But that does not mean 

I dismiss all forms of Messianic or prophetic eschatology. I think that 
all genuine questioning is summoned by a certain type of eschatology, 

though it is impossible to define this eschatology in philosophical terms. 
The search for objective or absolute criteria is, to be sure, an essentially 
philosophical gesture. Prophecy differs from philosophy insofar as it 

dispenses with such criteria. The prophetic word is its own criterion 
and refuses to submit to an external tribunal which would judge or eval
uate it in an objective and neutral fashion. The prophetic word reveals 

its own eschatology and finds its index of truthfulness in its own inspi
ration and not in some transcendental or philosophical criteriology. 

RK: Do you feel that your own work is prophetic in its attempt 
to deconstruct philosophy and philosophical criteria? 

JD: Unfortunately, I do not feel inspired by any sort of hope which 
would permit me to presume that my work of deconstruction has a 

prophetic function. But I concede that the style of my questioning as 
an exodus and dissemination in the desert might produce certain 
prophetic resonances. It is possible to see deconstruction as being pro

duced in a space where the prophets are not far away. But the prophetic 
resonances of my questioning reside at the level of a certain rhetorical 
discourse which is also shared by several other contemporary thinkers. 
The fact that I declare it "unfortunate" that I do not personally feel 

inspired may be a signal that deep down I still hope. It means that I 
am in fact still looking for something. So perhaps it is no mere acci

dent of rhetoric that the search itself, the search without hope for hope, 
assumes a certain prophetic allure. Perhaps my search is a twentieth
century brand of prophecy? But it is difficult for me to believe it. 

RK: Can the theoretical radicality of deconstruction be translated 
into a radical political praxis? 

JD: This is a particularly difficult question. I must confess that I 

have never succeeded in directly relating deconstruction to existing 
political codes and programs. I have of course had occasion to take a 
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specific political stand in certain codable situations, for example, in rela

tion to the French university institution. But the available codes for tak

ing such a political stance are not at all adequate to the radicality of 

deconstruction. And the absence of an adequate political code to trans

late or incorporate the radical implications of deconstruction has given 

many the impression that deconstruction is opposed to politics, or is at 

best apolitical. But this impression only prevails because all of our polit

ical codes and terminologies still remain fundamentally metaphysical, 

regardless of whether they originate from the right or the left. 

RK: In The Revolutwn of the WtwJ, Colin Mac Cabe employed your 

notions of deconstruction and dissemination to show how James Joyce 

recognized and revealed the inner workings of language as a refusal 

of identity, as a process of J~f.'f'erance irreducible to all of our logocen

tic concepts and codes. In Ulysses, this process of Jijferance is epito

mized by Bloom, for instance, the vagrant or nomad who subverts the 

available codes of identity-religious, political, or national. And yet, 

Mac Cabe argues, the Joycean refutation of all dogmatic or totalizing 

forms of identity is itself a political stance-an anti-totalitarian or anar

chic stance. 

JD: This is the politics of exodus, of the emigre. As such, it can 

of course serve as a political ferment or anxiety, a subversion of fixed 

assumptions and a privileging of disorder. 

RK: But does the politics of the emigre necessarily imply inaction 

and noncommitment? 

JD: Not at all. But the difficulty is to gesture in opposite direc

tions at the same time; on the one hand, to preserve a distance and sus

picion with regard to the official political codes governing reality, and 

on the other, to intervene here and now in a practical and engage man

ner whenever the necessity arises. This position of dual allegiance, in 

which I personally find myself, is one of perpetual uneasiness. I try 

where I can to act politically while recognizing that such action remains 

incommensurate with my intellectual project of deconstruction. 

RK: Could one describe the political equivalent of deconstruction 

as a disposition, as opposed to a position, of responsible anarchy? 

JD: If I had to describe my political disposition I would proba

bly employ a formula of that kind while stressing, of course, the inter

minable obligation to work out and to deconstruct these two terms -

"responsible" and "anarchy." If taken as assured certainties in themselves, 
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such terms can also become reified and unthinking dogmas. But I also 

try to reevaluate the indispensable notion of "responsibility." 

RK: I would now like to turn to another theme in your work: 

the deconstructive role of the feminine. If the logocentric domination 

of Western culture also expresses itself as a phallogocentrism, is there 

a sense in which the modern movement to liberate women represents 

a deconstructive gesture? Is this something which Nietzsche curiously 

recognized when he spoke of "truth becoming woman," or Joyce when 

he celebrated the "woman's reason" of Molly Bloom in Ulysses and 

Anna Livia Plurabelle in Finnegan.:! Wtzke? Is the contemporary liber

ation of woman's reason and truth not an unveiling of the hitherto 

repressed resources of a nonlogocentric topo.:J? 

JD: While I would hesitate to use such terms as "liberation" or 

"unveiling," I think there can be little doubt that we are presently wit

nessing a radical mutation of our understanding of sexual difference. 

The discourses of Nietzsche, Joyce, and the women's movement which 

you have identified epitomize a profound and unprecedented transfor

mation of the man-woman relationship. The deconstruction of phall

ogocentrism is carried by this transformation, as are also the rise of 

psychoanalysis and the modernist movement in literature. But we can

not objectify or thematize this mutation, even though it is bringing 

about such a radical change in our understanding of the world that a 

return to the former logocentric philosophies of mastery, possession, 

totalization, or certitude may soon be unthinkable. The philosophical 

and literary discoveries of the feminine which you mention - and even 

the political and legal recognition of the status of women-are all symp

toms of a deeper mutation in our search for meaning which decon

struction attempts to register. 

RK: Do you think then that this mutation can be seen and eval

uated in terms of a historical progress towards the "good," towards a 
"better society"? 

JD: This mutation is certainly experienced as better, insofar as it 

is what is desired by those who practically dispose of the greatest force 

in society. One could describe the transformation effected by the fem

inine as "good" without positing it as an a priori goal or te!o.:J. I hesi
tate to speak of "liberation" in this context, because I don't believe that 

women are liberated, any more than men are. They are, of course, no 

longer enslaved in many of the old socio-political respects, but even in 

the new situation woman will not ultimately be any freer than man. 
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One needs another language, besides that of political liberation, to 

characterize the enormous deconstructive import of the feminine as an 

uprooting of our phallogocentric culture. I prefer to speak of this muta
tion of the feminine as a "movement" rather than as an historical or 

political "progress." I always hesitate to talk of historical progress. 

RK: What is the relationship between deconstruction and your 
use of poetic language, particularly in Gfar:1? Do you consider Gfa._1 to 

be a work of philosophy or of poetry? 

JD: It is neither philosophy nor poetry. It is in fact a reciprocal 

contamination of the one by the other, from which neither can emerge 

intact. This notion of contamination is, however, inadequate, for it is 

not simply a question of rendering both philosophy and poetry impure. 
One is trying to reach an additional or alternative dimension beyond 

philosophy and literature. In my project, philosophy and literature are 
two poles of an opposition and one cannot isolate one from the other 

or privilege one over the other. I consider that the limits of philosophy 

are also those of literature. In Gfar:1, consequently, I try to compose a 

rvritin_q which would traverse, as rigorously as possible, both the philo

sophical and literary elements without being definable as either. Hence 

in Gfar:1 one finds classical philosophical analysis being juxtaposed with 

quasi-literary passages, each challenging, perverting, and exposing the 

impurities and contradictions in their neighbor; and at some point the 

philosophical and literary trajectories cross each other and give rise to 

something else, some other site. 

RK: Is there not a sense in which philosophy for you is a form of 

literature? You have, for example, described metaphysics as a "white 

mythology," that is, a sort of palimpsest of metaphors (eidor:1, tefor:1, owia) 
and myths (of return, homecoming, transcendence towards the light, 

etc.), which are covered over and forgotten as soon as philosophical 

"concepts" are construed as pure and univocal abstractions, as total

izing universals devoid of myth and metaphor. 

JD: I have always tried to expose the way in which philosophy is 

literary, not so much because it is 1netaphor but because it is catachrer:1i1. 
The term metaphor generally implies a relation to an original "property" 

of meaning, a "proper" sense to which it indirectly or equivocally refers, 

whereas catachre.Ju is a violent production of meaning, an abuse which 

refers to no anterior or proper norm. The founding concepts of meta

physics -f{~qor:1, eidor:1, theoria, etc. -are instances of catachre.Ju rather than 

metaphors, as I attempted to demonstrate in "White Mythology" (Marge.J 
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de faphi!odophie [Margind of Phifodophy]). In a work such as G!cL.1, or other 

recent ones like it, I am trying to produce new forms of catachresis, 

another kind of writing, a violent writing which stakes out the faults 

(/aif!ed) and deviations of language, so that the text produces a lan

guage of its own, in itself, which, while continuing to work through 

tradition, emerges at a given moment as a nwndte1; a monstrous muta

tion without tradition or normative precedent. 

RK: What then of the question of language as reference? Can lan

guage as mutation or violence or monstrosity refer to anything other 

than itself? 

JD: There have been several misinterpretations of what I and 

other deconstructionists are trying to do. It is totally false to suggest 
that deconstruction is a suspension of reference. Deconstruction is 

always deeply concerned with the other of language. I never cease to 

be surprised by critics who see my work as a declaration that there is 

nothing beyond language, that we are imprisoned in language; it is, in 

fact, saying the exact opposite. The critique of logocentrism is above 

all else the search for the other and the other t?l Language. Every week I 
receive critical commentaries and studies on deconstruction which 

operate on the assumption that what they call "poststructuralism" 

amounts to saying that there is nothing beyond language, that we are 

submerged in words-and other stupidities of that sort. Certainly, 

deconstruction tries to show that the question of reference is much 

more complex and problematic than traditional theories supposed. It 

even asks whether our term reference is entirely adequate for designat

ing the othe1~ The other, which is beyond language and which summons 
language, is perhaps not a "referent" in the normal sense which lin

guists have attached to this term. But to distance oneself thus from the 

habitual structure of reference, to challenge or complicate our com

mon assumptions about it, does not amount to saying that there is noth

ing beyond language. 

RK: This could also be seem as a reply to those critics who main

tain that deconstruction is a strategy of nihilism, an orgy of non-sense, 

a relapse into the free play of the arbitrary. 

JD: I regret that I have been misinterpreted in this way, partic

ularly in the United States, but also in France. People who wish to 

avoid questioning and discussion present deconstruction as a sort of 

gratuitous chess game with a combination of signs (conibinatoire de dlg
nifuzntd ), closed up in language as in a cave. This misinterpretation is 
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not just a simplification; it is symptomatic of certain political and insti

tutional interests ~interests which must also be deconstructed in their 

turn. I totally refuse the label of nihilism which has been ascribed to 

me and my American colleagues. Deconstruction is not an enclosure 

in nothingness, but an openness towards the other. 

RK: Can deconstruction serve as a method of literary criticism which 

might contribute something positive to our appreciation of literature? 

JD: I am not sure that deconstruction can function as a literary 

niethoo as such. I am wary of the idea of methods of reading. The laws 

of reading are determined by the particular text that is being read. This 

does not mean that we should simply abandon ourselves to the text, or 

represent and repeat it in a purely passive manner. It means that we 

must remain faithful, even if it implies a certain violence, to the injunc

tions of the text. These injunctions will differ from one text to the next 

so that one cannot prescribe one general method of reading. In this 

sense, deconstruction is not a method. Nor do I feel that the princi

pal function of deconstruction is to contribute something to literature. 

It does, of course, contribute to our epistemological appreciation of 

texts by exposing the philosophical and theoretical presuppositions 

that are at work in every critical methodology, be it formalism, New 

Criticism, socialist realism, or a historical critique. Deconstruction asks 

why we read a literary text in this particular manner rather than another. 

It shows, for example, that New Criticism is not the way of reading 

texts, however enshrined it may be in certain university institutions, 

but only one way among others. Thus deconstruction can also serve 

to question the presumption of certain university and cultural institu

tions to act as the sole or privileged guardians and transmitters of mean

ing. In short, deconstruction not only teaches us to read literature more 

thoroughly by attending to it ad Language, as the production of mean

ing through d~ffirance and dissemination, through a complex play of 

signifying traces; it also enables us to interrogate the covert philosoph

ical and political presuppositions of institutionalized critical methods 

which generally govern our reading of a text. There is in deconstruc

tion something which challenges every teaching institution. It is not 

a question of calling for the destruction of such institutions, but rather 

of making us aware of what we are in fact doing when we subscribe 

to this or that institutional way of reading literature. Nor must we for

get that deconstruction is itself a form of literature, a literary text to 

be read like other texts, an interpretation open to several other inter

pretations. Accordingly, one can say that deconstruction is at once 
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extremely nwoe.:1t and extremely ani6itwu.:1. It is ambitious in that it puts 

itself on a par with literary texts, and modest in that it admits that it is 

only one textual interpretation among others, written in a language 

which has no centralizing power of mastery or domination, no privi

leged metalanguage over and above the language of literature. 

RK: And what would you say to those critics who accuse you of 

annihilating the very idea of the human subject in your determination 

to dispense with all centralizing agencies of meaning, all "centrisms"? 

JD: They need not worry. I have never said that the subject should 

be dispensed with. Only that it should be deconstructed. To decon

struct the subject does not mean to deny its existence. There are sub

jects, "operations" or "effects" (effet.:1) of subjectivity. This is an incon

trovertible fact. To acknowledge this does not mean, however, that the 

subject is what it says it is. The subject is not some metalinguistic sub

stance or identity, some pure cogito of self-presence; it is always inscribed 

in language. My work does not, therefore, destroy the subject; it sim

ply tries to resituate it. 

RK: But can deconstruction, as the disclosure of language as od'-
f'irance, contribute to the pleasure of reading, to our appreciation of the 

living texture of a literary text? Or is it only an intellectual strategy of 

detection, of exposing our presuppositions and disabusing us of our 

habitual illusions about reading? 

JD: Deconstruction gives pleasure in that it gives desire. To decon
struct a text is to disclose how it functions as desire, as a search for 

presence and fulfillment which is interminably deferred. One cannot 

read without opening oneself to the desire of language, to the search 

for that which remains absent and other than oneself. Without a cer

tain love of the text, no reading would be possible. In every reading 

there is a corp.:1-a-corp.:1 between reader and text, an incorporation of the 
reader's desire into the desire of the text. Here is pleasure, the very 

opposite of that arid intellectualism of which deconstruction has so 

often been accused. 

Paris, 1981 
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Julia Kristeva 
Strangerd to Ourdelved: The Hope of the Singular 

RK: How would you describe your identity as a European? 

JK: I consider myself a cosmopolitan. I was lucky in my child
hood to learn French at an early stage. My parents sent me to a French 

preschool in Sofia run by Dominican nuns: it was an offshoot of the 

Jesuit college in Constantinople. So I started French before my Bul
garian studies. Then those ladies were accused of spying and expelled 
from Bulgaria. Their work was taken over by the French Alliance. So 

I learnt French at the same time as Bulgarian, and my entry into French 
culture was somehow a natural one. When I arrived in France to pur
sue my third-level education, I felt that I somehow belonged to the 
French culture, which is not the case seen from the French side for 

they still perceive me as a foreigner, although I was very warmly 
welcomed. 

It is easier to consider oneself cosmopolitan-as I do-if one comes 
from a small country like Bulgaria, just as it is probably easier to be 
European when one is born, say, Dutch, than it would be if one is Eng

lish. I insist on this point for I believe that the future of Europe lies 
in this idea of respect between nations, but also of conciliation between 
nations. I care very much for this cosmopolitan idea which is a her

itage of the European culture of the ancient Stoics, later developed by 
French thinkers of the eighteenth century. I take this cosmopolitan 

idea of the Enlightenment very much to heart, and if there is hope for 

159 



Europe, beyond the recent ethnic divisions that have broken out in 

Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and the Soviet Union, etc., it is in this 

spirit of universalism. We must move beyond nations, or archaisms, 

while also recognizing genuine particularities. 

RK: To return to your own experience of so-called Eastern Europe. 

How do you now relate to this lost or amputated part of the continent? 

JK: I don't experience this dichotomy of the two Europes in such 

a painful manner, for two reasons. First, for biographical reasons which 

I already mentioned, that is, my early entry into French culture, but 

also because I have made an intellectual choice which consists in think

ing that the origin is not essential, that the origin is a reaction to pain 

and can become a condensed brew of hate. People who turn back to 

origins are people who don't know how to metabolize or sublimate 

their hate, they are wounded people, depressed people; and because 

they no longer have ideals - religion does not satisfy them, nor does 
Marxism, and no other providential ideology can come to their res

cue -they turn towards the archaism of the origin. My entire intellec

tual education goes against this idea of origin. 

RK: Is it feasible, or even fair, to dismiss the complex reality of 

nationalism in this way? 

JK: I do recognize that we are going to live for a very long time 

in the frame of nations and nationalities. I am against that tendency of 

the Left to dismiss the idea of nation - I believe the idea of nation is 

going to have a long life. But it should be a choice, and not a reflex or 

return to the origin. When one lives it as a choice -that is to say, with 

clarity of vision, knowing the political, ideological, cultural reasons 
that make us adhere to France, Ireland, Great Britain, etc., and not 

because we are genetically linked to it-it can be a good choice. 

So to come to the other aspect of your question: what can my expe

rience of the East give me today? I believe two things: firstly, an abil

ity to winter out, to acknowledge the importance of effort. We were 

children who suffered quite a lot of economic deprivations (although 

they weren't disastrous, especially at the age I was). So we were pushed 
into giving the maximum of ourselves; and those who weren't able to 

step over this threshold of discipline and endurance were swept away. 

This gave us a hard-learnt power to concentrate and be disciplined. 

Secondly, I learned from Bulgaria the importance of culture. Bulgaria 

is the country in which the Slavonic alphabet was created. It was 

two Bulgarian brothers, Cyril and Methodius, who gave the Slavonic 
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alphabet to the world-it is now the alphabet that the Russians use. 
There is in Bulgaria a Feast of the Alphabet, probably the only one in 
the world. Every year on May 24, children parade through the streets 

of Sofia, each displaying a letter on their fronts, so we are identified 
with the alphabet. 

RK: The Cyrillic script was originally Bulgarian? 

JK: Yes, Saint Cyril gave his name to the alphabet. There are dis

cussions still going on about whether he was Greek or Bulgarian; his 
mother was of Slavonic origin, he knew the Slavonic languages, and 
when the pope asked for the Gospels to be translated into Slavonic 

to evangelize the Eastern nations, it was the two brothers, Cyril and 
Methodius, who were sent on the mission. 

So in Bulgaria there is this pull to identifY oneself with culture which 

I experienced very vividly in my childhood as a positive element, and 
I believe that many people in the former "Eastern" Europe, especially 
students, have a cultural avidity and curiosity that Western youth has 

lost because it has a surfeit of culture (you can buy anything anywhere 
for your bookshelf) and because the mass media have destroyed the 
taste for classical culture and great modern culture. Europe is going 

to suffer the dissolution of culture for a long time to come. 
I have just finished writing a novel called The 0[{) Man and the U/{Jf 1Jed, 

in which I tell the story of the brutality of the modern world, which 
one can find as much in Ireland, Great Britain, and France as in East

ern Europe. There is a crazed fashion-violence against people, lack 
of culture, lack of respect-and it is getting worse today with the 

collapse of the pseudoclassical culture; nothing is left. It is something 
we will find very hard to get through. There will be two big problems -
the market economy, and the need to climb up the slope of fifty years 

of cultural and moral emptiness. We also have a lot of work to do as 
intellectuals, for example, in helping with cultural exchanges between 
the two parts of the continent at the level of the humanities. 

RK: How do you combine your cosmopolitanism as a French citi
zen with the fidelity to your place of origin? Do you not think that some 
recognition of national or regional origins is necessary? You suggest that 

nationalism is a pathological phenomenon, but does it not only become 
that if we deny the basic human need for a certain national identity? 

JK: Baltic, Serbian, Slovak, Croatian nationalism is, in my eyes, a 

regressive and a depressive attitude. If you'll allow me this little psycho
analytic excursion, these separatist nationalists are people who have 
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long been humiliated in their identity. Soviet Marxism did not recog

nize this identity, so they have now an antidepressive reaction which 

takes manic forms, if I may put it like that. The exaltation of origins and 

of archaic folk values can take violent forms because one wants an 

enemy, and as the enemy is not communism any more~ because it does

n't exist~ the enemy will be the other: the other ethnic group, the other 

nation, the scapegoat and so on. This pathology can last for a long time 

and such archaic settling of accounts can prevent, or certainly handi

cap, the economic and cultural development which those countries need. 

One can try to accelerate the process, one can try to avoid sinking into 

stagnancy, to help it go a bit faster; and at that level, there is a huge 

amount of work that can be done, on one side by the churches and on 

the other by the intellectuals. It seems to me that in Eastern Europe the 

Catholic Church played a major role in the rebellion against commu

nism. It has a great role to play today in helping to transcend nation

alism and to give to those people ideals which would not be strictly eth

nic or archaically national. Recently the church wrote an encyclical 

which shows it to be extremely interested in the moral struggle against 

totalitarianism but also against a certain Americanism. I am quite struck 

by this cosmopolitan and universalist idea of the Christian church as 

a remedy for those nationalisms that one shouldn't dispose of too 

promptly, but should try to transcend. 

RK: If the crisis is not only political, but moral and spiritual as 

you suggest, does that mean that the solution must also be of a moral 

and spiritual order? 

JK: Even economic problems cannot be solved without this moral 

renewal. Imagine people who must face a market economy based on 

the idea of individual competition while their sense of individuality is 

still extremely weak, wounded, frail. In order to consolidate this sense 

of one's individuality, of one's autonomy, of one's freedom, one needs 

a great moral support. That is why I think that those two aspects, the 

economic and the moral, are linked together. I would give priority to 

the moral revolution. 

RK: Are you advocating therefore a return to nineteenth-century 

liberal humanism and individualism? I am thinking of the legacy of Locke, 

Hume, and Mill in particular, who advanced the idea of individual rights 

outside of a communal or social context. Or is what you're talking about 

something that goes beyond traditional individualism towards some new 

right to singularity compatible with social solidarity? 
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JK: In my view, it is a right to singularity. But it is not obvious 
that the ex-communist countries will be able to achieve this singular
ity, coming from an ideology of collectivism, unless they go through 

some form of individualism. 

RK: Are you suggesting a necessary passage through liberalism? 

JK: Not rampant or uncritical liberalism. This is why I insist on 
those better forms of individual identity that one can find in religion 

and in the Enlightenment. Here I quote a phrase that appears to me 
to express the aim of Christianity, even if it goes far beyond it. It is 
from [Charles de] Montesquieu's PenJee.J [My Thought.Jj, and goes some

thing like this: "If I knew something that would be useful to myself but 
detrimental to my family, I would cast it from my mind. If I knew some
thing that was useful to my family but detrimental to my country, I 

would consider it criminal. If I knew something useful to Europe but 
detrimental to humankind, I would also consider it a crime." It is a very 
interesting idea because it recognizes the individual, the person, the 

family, the nation - but it also considers that the individual person can 
only find its development in a wider frame. 

RK: Is this what you would call the cosmopolitan model? 

JK: Yes, because the nation, the individual, the family are recog

nized as transitional objects, to speak like [D. W] Winnicott, as moments 
of consolidation which are necessary but not sufficient. It is this tran

sitional logic that Montesquieu develops in this saying. And I consider 
that it should be studied in all French schools, for example, because it 
is not clear that all French people apply this logic-far from it. There 

is difficulty in living as a foreigner in France. Above all, it is something 
we should try to share with our friends from the East, so that both their 
ethnic belonging and nationhood are recognized, while encouraging 
them to avoid fixations and limitations at that level, to move forward 

towards wider horizons. 

RK: Are you suggesting that religion could play a positive role by 

going beyond particular denominations or sects and projecting some 
common universal vision? 

JK: There is a homogeneity in particular religions which makes 

you into a stranger if you don't share their presuppositions. That said, 
our monotheistic religions have tried to develop a notion of the othe1; 
and it is this legacy of Western thinking that we should enrich and 

cultivate, that the Enlightenment tried to extrapolate, and that we need 
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to redevelop today. What does that mean? When a stranger knocks at 
my door, for instance, I should, as the Bible says, consider that it might 
be God~ a sign of the sacredness and singularity of others. It also 

means that, as the pilgrimages from the first centuries of Christianity 
until Saint Augustine taught us, the journey, the idea of carrying the 

message of Christ towards others and of receiving strangers corning 
as pilgrims, leads to a kind of osmosis between ethnic groups. The idea 

of carifa,J, Christian love, of which we know the degenerative form in 
the terrible history of Western colonialism, gives a strength today to 
the Christian churches. We can see it being developed, for instance, in 

"fe Jecour.J cathofique, "or other forms of action which Christians in F ranee 
organize for foreigners: teaching migrant workers and their families 
how to read, providing material aid, etc. I believe it is important to 

focus on this aspect of religious culture insofar as it enjoys a popular 
audience and can respond to the dangers of narrow nationalism. 

RK: Once religions have done that work, is there another kind of 
work that remains to be done? 

JK: Yes. Alongside this work, there is much to be done at the level 
of the individual, developing the dimension of singularity. Our ideas 
don't fall from heaven; we have a heritage, and we must bank on it; 

otherwise we become abstract. There is a radical change which occurred 

in the eighteenth century in our understanding of human singularity, 
and there is also much to be done through psychoanalysis~ something 

I am committed to in my daily work. 

RK: Are you suggesting that this work on the private realm of the 

psyche cannot be properly exercised by politics or religion but only by 
psychoanalysis, a work of the soul? 

JK: I am not going to preach psychoanalysis. For the analyst, 
the person who comes to analysis is a person who must express his 
or her own desire for it. So I am not going to suggest to your read

ers to start analysis. But I believe that psychoanalysis is a modern 
form which takes into account the Jewish and Christian monotheist 
heritage and the Enlightenment knowledge of the self and of our sin

gularities. But it is possible to find other forms of learning more about 
this singularity, which range from personal meditation to art, read
ing, music, painting. 

RK: Is it possible to achieve this through the relationship with 
another person? 
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JK: For me the relationship with another person is essential. As 

forms of sublimation, the arts are extremely important, but insufficient. 

Sometimes, indeed, they can lead someone to become complacent with 

singularity; they can induce closure rather than an overcoming of 

malaise. So, yes, relating to others is indispensable to the development 

of singularity. 

RK: Finally I would like to ask what you feel is the role today of 

the European project of the Enlightenment? I am thinking Voltaire's 

and Montesquieu's dream of a great European cosmopolitan republic. 

Since they first expressed their vision, we have witnessed not only the 

breakup of Europe into rival nationalisms, but also two world wars in 

our century which were a direct result of such antagonisms. After those 

two world wars, and after Auschwitz in particular, what can we advo

cate today as a viable and legitimate project for a united Europe? 

JK: We have to take seriously the violence of identity desires. For 

instance, when somebody recognizes him or herself in an X or Yori

gin, it can appear very laudable, a very appealing need for identity. But 
one mustn't forget the violence behind this desire, a violence that can 

be turned against oneself and others, giving rise to fratricidal wars. So 

we need to recognize not only the relativeness of human fraternity but 

the need, both pedagogical and therapeutic, to take account of the death 

wish, of the violence within us. 

RK: How fraternity can become fratricide? 

JK: Exactly. Therefore, along with the attention we should pay 

to the death wish, there is a need for finesse in the way we deal with 

individuals, and with their relationship to nations. After the Enlight

enment, the idea of the nation was long considered a backward and 
redundant idea that one could brush aside, do without. I believe that, 

at least on an economic level, the nation is here to stay; we will have it 

with us for at least another century. But it is not enough to realize its 

economic dimension; we have to measure the psychic violence of the 

adherence to this idea. This is a violence that can also be carried by 

certain religions, for religions can be another form of originary adhe

sion. The shapes of fundamentalism that spring up nowadays on all 

sides cannot be dissipated simply by fraternal good will. One is going 

to encounter a lot of difficulties. We are faced with a death wish. I 
believe the closest we've got to it was after the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

When that happened, whatever screen hid us from this death wish fell. 

The screens of new Promethean ideologies, like Marxism, don't exist 
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any more. The old religions, even if they are still solid and endure for 
a long while, are being put in question. Nothing can wipe out or hide 
this death wish. We are left face to face with it and the most ade

quate response to be found is, in my view, the sublimatory and clairvoy
ant forms that art and psychoanalysis offer. 

The media propagate this death wish. Look at the films people 
like to watch after a long, tiring day: a thriller or a horror film; any

thing less is considered boring. We are attracted to this violence. So 
the great moral work which grapples with the problem of identity also 
grapples with this contemporary experience of death, violence, and 

hate. Nationalisms, like fundamentalisms, are screens in front of this 
violence, fragile screens, see-through screens, because they only dis
place that hatred, sending it to the other, to the neighbor, to the rival 

ethnic group. The big work of our civilization is to try to fight this 
hatred ~without God. 

Paris, 1991 
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Hans-Georg Gadamer 
Text Matterri 

RK: What were the milestones on your own way to hermeneutics? 

H-GG: My way to hermeneutics describes my initial experiences 

with the study of language as a young philologist in Marburg. I had 
already completed a dissertation on Plato for my first philosophical 

studies with [Richard] Honigswald, [Paul] Natorp, and Nicolai Hart
mann, and I had also met Heidegger. Only then did I actually begin 
my course of studies as a classical philologist with Paul Friedlander. 

It was at that point I had the opportunity to recognize the vital impor
tance of a literary genre itself, especially when we are trying to cor
rectly understand the produce of such a genre. For example, in a debate 

I had with Werner Jaeger at that time, I took issue with his use of Aris
totle's Protreptiko.J as a significant measure of early Aristotelian thought. 
The genre of the "protreptikos" among the Greeks offered essentially 

nothing more than an advertisement for competing schools of rheto
ric and philosophy seeking patronage. To expect that controversial 

questions in philosophy could be settled by appealing to such a genre, 
as Jaeger apparently did, seemed quite erroneous to me. 

Or to take another example, I realized that the meaning of Plato's 

Republic could only be correctly understood after noting that we are 

dealing here with the literary genre of "utopia." To write in the utopian 
genre, especially under the political conditions of a Greek polis that 

afforded no separation of powers, was the only possible way to criticize 
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the degeneration of a democracy through corruption, nepotism, etc., 

without suffering political consequences. The comedies of Aristophanes 

had a similar function. In more recent times, we also know what polit

ical censorship can mean for literary production. Goethe actually attrib

uted the increase of the linguistic art of expression to this kind of cen

sorship, and, in this respect, paid tribute to it. Leo Strauss pointed to 

Spinoza as an example of the difficult situation of "thinking" in the era 

of the European Enlightenment, and he showed how the worry about 

censorship influenced Spinzoa's Ethic<i. Strauss also indicated that sim

ilar concerns could be applied to Arabian repression in the case of the 

medieval Jewish thinker Moses Maimonides. 

RK: What did you learn from these early observations? 

H-GG: I learnt to attend more fully to the addressees of philo

sophical texts -to those for whom the writer writes. I thus encoun

tered the twofold hermeneutic problem: (1) how we make ourselves 

understood to others through language, and (2) how we have to deal 

with writing to avoid misunderstanding, misuse, and distortion-as 

Plato had already warned us. In order to appreciate this, we have to 

acknowledge the central importance of rhetoric, which achieved its 

highest development in the blossoming of Greek culture in the city

state. At the time of the decline of the Greek polis, rhetoric turned 

into a literary genre that subsequently dominated the entire academic 

culture, only losing its leading role as a transmitter of culture in our 

era of modern science. I therefore constructed my studies with ancient 
rhetoric in mind, and, above all, on Plato's critique of rhetoric and his 

qualified recognition of rhetoric. 

RK: Why did you choose hermeneutics as the best means of devel

oping the phenomenology of Husserl and Heidegger? 

H-GG: One doesn't really "choose" things like that. We always 

find ourselves in a tradition that is speaking to us. Therefore, there is 

an easy answer to your question. Philosophy only works by means of 

linguistic formulation, and for this to carry conviction it must include 

rhetoric. It is an error to think that mathematical formalism-whose 

clarity certainly constitutes its advantage - can be everywhere substi

tuted for the use of natural language. In the mathematical and natural 

sciences, where it is a question of exact, measurable results, the appa

ratus of mathematics plays a decisive role. But in those sciences where 

one is not dealing with quantitatively measurable objects of research, 

the research is conducted and communicated to others by means of 
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human language. In the course of time, philosophy has increasingly 
found that the elaborate conceptual language of Latin scholastics, a 
language that has penetrated into modern national languages, often 

introduces unrecognized and invisible prejudices. Even the philosoph
ical reform movement, heralded by phenomenology and philosophical 

research at the beginning of our century, had to trust more and more 
in the power of living language to awaken insight. In particular, Husserl 

was a master of a highly discriminating art of description, exposing 
thoughtless professional constructions and jargon through the power

ful language of phenomena. 

RK: Was Husserl alone in this? 

H-GG: By no means. The great thinkers in the history of this new 
philosophy, above all Kant and the German idealists, had modeled their 

conceptual art on the linguistic power of the German language. They 
used models like Meister Eckhart and Martin Luther, and finally, 
through the return to the Greco-Roman ancients, entered again into 

the teaching of their linguistic culture. Ever since the German roman
tic period, this attention to language also marks the work of those 
thinkers who came later, including such great thinkers as Bergson in 

France, as well as thinkers of the historical school in Germany, whose 
philosophical interpreter was [Wilhelm] Dilthey. Dilthey had a deci

sive influence on the continued growth of phenomenology, extending 

from Martin Heidegger to other newer tendencies in the phenomeno
logical school. Since [Friedrich] Schleiermacher's modern develop
ment of hermeneutics, much of its older history has remained concealed 

in the background. 

JC: But many people assume as self-evident that hermeneutics 
first begins with Schleiermacher. 

H-GG: One ought not to present the case in quite that way, as if 
something like hermeneutics first appeared with German romanticism. 
Henneneutic.J is actually a Greek term, and the conditions under which 

the art of understanding the other places its special demands are not 
first derived from the age of modern science. The genesis of the word 
hemieneutic.J itself shows an original connection with the god Hermes, 

the divine mediator between the will of the gods and the acts of mor
tals. It is clear that such a concept of hermeneutics comes very near to 
the concept of translation. The role played by the Delphic oracle in 

Greek history~ namely, the interpretation of prophecies~ rests espe
cially on this concept of hermeneutics. The art of interpreting these 
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prophecies through the committee of the Delphic priesthood truly made 
history in the political sense. One has to realize that the Greeks were 
the brilliant disciples of the high culture of the Near East. They were 

the first to develop a rational energy and thirst for knowledge that led 
them into inevitable tension with their own religious tradition, which, 

thanks to their poetic representation in the epics of Homer and Hes
iod, deeply determined their own way of thinking. That goes right 

through the Greek educational movement in the narrow sense of the 
Sophists, and still distinguishes the lasting foundation of Greek phi
losophy for the history of the West going back to Plato and Aristotle. 

RK: Could you say more about these "beginnings" with Plato and 
Aristotle? 

H-GG: In Plato, we find a complex artistic incorporation of mythic
religious traditions into mathematical research and cosmological knowl
edge, and, in the end, into the constant question about "the good" posed 

by Socrates. In general, the expression hermeneutic.J is not used for this. 
Actually, the term hermeneutic.J is given a thematic treatment for the 
first time by Aristotle, but only in a very special and narrow sense. As 
the founder of ancient logic, Aristotle called "hermeneutics" the teach

ing of propositions of judgment, and it is upon this teaching that the 
secret of logical inference is based. Everyone recognized the impor

tance of syllogistics ~that is, the form of reaching valid logical conclu
sions~ because Aristotle developed it with an eye towards supporting 

the new mathematical science, as well as defending rational thought 
against the rhetorical tricks of the Sophists. 

JC: But isn't philosophy always afflicted with the art of under
standing the unintelligible, if only in an unnamed way? 

H-GG: Yes, indeed. We would like to know once-and-for-all what 

the Socratic question of the good really i.J, and it has in this way dom
inated all of Western thought. Particularly in late antiquity, this ques

tion proved to be the preparation for the debate with the Judea-Chris
tian religious heritage. In this respect, it is not surprising that Christian 

theology and especially Augustine, the great Latin scholar among 
the church fathers, developed the fundamental teaching of ancient and 
Greco-Christian hermeneutics in his De Doctrina Chri1tiana [On Chri.J
tulll Doctrine]. 

JC: Wasn't it necessary for theology to go its own way under the 

changing signs of the new secular science in the age of the Renaissance? 
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H-GG: That goes without saying. Especially Luther and the great 

Aristotelian [Philipp] Melanchthon played a decisive role amongst the 

reformers. Luther's textbook of interpretation has become one of the 

most important hermeneutic documents in world literature. And to 

Melanchton goes the unique merit of having defended the already

mentioned great heritage of ancient rhetoric, a heritage which he 

defended as the transmitter of cultural values of the entire ancient and 

medieval educational system, as opposed to the iconoclastic radical

ism in the Protestant movement. Melanchton also deserves credit for 

having established it as hermeneutics. In his Latin lecture on rhetoric, 

Melanchton deals with the theory of rhetoric of the Greeks and Romans 

and the Latin Middle Ages, first as the art of making a speech or writ

ing a speech. In truth, though, he diverted this ancient heritage of rhet

oric into the art of reading speeches or texts. Ever since Melanchton 

made such a lasting imprint on the Central European educational sys

tem and on the entire academic culture of his era, an integrated line of 

hermeneutics runs through this culture, mainly due to the central place 

of the Holy Scriptures within the Protestant church system. Since the 

empirical sciences of the modern world challenge philosophy and meta

physics, hermeneutics directs itself to the task of seeking a scientific

theoretical way towards a universal art of interpretation based on 

the special domains of theology and jurisprudence. This task gained 

importance with the end of the age of metaphysics, or more precisely 

in the age of romanticism. 

RK: Could you spell out the seminal relation of philosophical 

hermeneutics to theology and law? 

H-GG: It was vital to implement a methodology of hermeneutics

as-philosophy in the theological and jurisprudential spheres that had 

already been cultivated. And that is what Schleiermacher achieved 

in his Hernieneutic.J, but even more so in his Dialectic. The spread of 

hermeneutic methodology into other content-areas lies not so much in 

this direction, but in the direction of common foundational questions 

(as in theology, in religious research, in historical research, in art, music, 

etc.), which call for philosophical work, as we see today particularly 

in the work of Paul Ricceur. However, the most important step taken 

by hermeneutics-as-philosophy was a new focus on the "life-world" as 

the major field of phenomenological research. Philosophy was no longer 

limited to the narrow program dictated by the "fact of science," as neo

Kantians or Logical Positivists would have maintained. 
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RK: Are you saying that the concept of method in modern science 

is not applicable to hermeneutics-as-philosophy? 

H-GG: Philosophical hermeneutics doesn't mean a scientific method. 

All scientific methods are good only under the condition of their rea

sonable and judicious application. Here lies the boundary of all method 

and hypostasization. This state of affairs has been acknowledged since 

the development of historical consciousness, and it became increas

ingly important as scientific methods spread to the languages of mod

ern civilization, which set the stage through their mutual influence on 

one another. Anyone who has used a translation where he himself 

knows and commands the original language has the undeniable expe

rience that the translation is very much harder to understand than the 

original. The natural use of language is less a question of texts than the 

"matter" of experience itself. 

Hermeneutics and the Greeks 

RK: In what sense do you believe that the origins of hermeneu

tics are to be found in the Greek philosophers? 

H-GG: Do you mean, why must Greek philosophy still be the 

actual point of departure for hermeneutic questioning? 

RK: Yes. 

H-GG: In the intellectual culture of Europe, the Greeks were 

the people who first developed science and the logic of proof. And for 

this they used their own living language, which the citizens of their 

cities spoke and their poets had elevated to literary language. They 

didn't have to struggle with a technical language of philosophy, which 

would have been for them a second and strange language, as it was for 

the Romans when the upper classes absorbed Greek culture. 

The problem of molding the Greek language into Latin became 

more noticeable in late antiquity when the emerging Christian church 

began to formulate its teachings of faith in Latin, with the help of 
Greek philosophy. In the end, this led to the "forced" logical culture 

of the medieval Scholastics. Their language of concepts, in more or 

less refined or alienated forms, has informed the conceptual language 

of modern philosophy. Since then, the task has been to relearn what 

the Greeks showed us, namely, to summon up the imaginative power 

of living language for conceptual thinking. This doesn't mean that we 

should adopt Greek philosophy, but it does mean that we should learn 
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from it how to think in concepts with the help of our own spoken lan

guage. Luther became a great translator because he paid attention to 

the language of the people. 

JC: In this connection, can you explain to us what is involved in 

the idea of "eminent texts"? 

H-GG: These are texts that we may refer to as literary or poetic 

texts, and the same distinction is also applicable to other art forms. The 

question that I especially pose to Derrida is the distinctive role which 

this kind of text plays. I call these "eminent texts" because in them the 

true nature of "textura," that is, the indissoluble interweaving of threads, 

is the appropriate description. We cannot extract information from lit

erary works if we allow them to speak to us merely as literary works. 

But that's exactly it; they speak to us, and they are even tireless, with 

questions as well as answers, so that we don't simply consult them once 

and then know everything about them. Rather, we find ourselves ques

tioned again and again, receiving answers that are always new. And 

this experience tJtaytJ with us, so that we recognize ourselves when 

allowing ourselves to be affected by the great portrayals of human des
tiny and suffering in tragedies, novels, or poems. 

It is no exaggeration to claim that a poetical text is a partner in con

versation. Furthermore, the literary text speaks to us only so long as 

it is and remains such a partner, and not merely an object of objectify

ing research. These are things that we misunderstand and cover over 
if we speak of "fiction" only in order to emphasize a contrast with 

scientific knowledge. In that instance, a scientific concept of truth func

tions in an improper context. 

JC: What are philosophical texts? 

H-GG: These are naturally not "eminent texts," which is to say that 

they are not linguistic works of art. But while the "eminent text" is for 

the partner-in-dialogue, the "problem" is for the philosophical thinkers. 
We make it too easy for ourselves if a "problem" is seen simply as a 

"question to which there is an answer." Rather, a problem is precisely 

that which is thrown into our path and which cannot easily be avoided. 

Certainly we cannot get around it by alternative questions that require 

a mere "Yes" or "No" in response. Here I believe that the close inter

twining of philosophy with literary language, which I have often described 

in this context, receives its own crucial priority. In philosophy, as in art, 

it's a matter of coaxing prereflective knowledge out of its depths. It is 

almost as if everybody basically knows it. Everybody who can think 
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and speak a language lives in the totality of a world-orientation which 
is always already on-the-way-towards-understanding. 

Faced with a question that we don't completely understand, it remains 

an open question. This invites the process of recognition that Plato 
called '~uzanuze.JiJ.,, He demonstrated it with mathematics, but we would 

do well to take the concept of atuzmne.JiJ so that it broadly corresponds 
to its original Pythagorean idea of salvation from the circle of rebirth. 

Foreknowledge guides that which we ask-ourselves or another-and 
our answer is recognized as true. This confirms the religious tradition 
of a1wnuze.JiJ. We ourselves only truly "know" when we re-cognize or 

encounter something again. And we are sure that another has under
stood us when he or she has responded. This is the only, albeit rela
tive, criterion of truth. 

Hermeneutics and Dialogue 

RK: Is it the concept of "dialogue" in particular that marks the dif

ference between your philosophy and that of other hermeneutic thinkers 
in our century, such as Heidegger, Habermas, or Ricceur? 

H-GG: It is well known that philosophy always had a basis in spo
ken language, which, prior to all science, constituted a guide in the 

unfolding of vocabulary, grammar, and syntax for human thought

a guide which helps to determine conceptual formation. Admittedly, 
with the advent of reading culture in the [Johannes] Gutenberg era 
and the rise of the mathematical sciences, this is not always as evident 

as it should be. The foundational concepts of philosophy originally 
stem from the Greek tradition, but at present these concepts just seem 
to exercise a purely instrumental function of ordering experience, which 

has become dominated by the language of mathematical symbols. As 
the reference to the original proximity of language to the philosophi
cal thought of the Greeks has indicated, the concepts of philosophy 

were not a mere working tool for them. These concepts were rather 
formed in dpolcen language, drawing on all the raw materials that con
stituted the totality of world experience. Thus, Plato could say that all 

learning and knowledge is a remembering (anamne.JiJ) which comes in 
the play between question and answer. 

On this basis, the great turn of philosophical thought towards the 

primary concept of the "subject" and the modern idea of methodology 
took place. This turn has dominated all of modern German philoso

phy, and this is true even for the transcendental self-interpretation of 
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the later Husserl of ldea .. 1. It is also true, to some degree, for the tran

scendental framework Heidegger used for presenting his masterpiece, 

Bein.tJ and Time, a work which exhibited a residual neo-Kantianism that 

eventually generated new critiques by thinkers like Martin Buber. Hei

degger eliminated this transcendental framework in his search for the 

new way of the so-called turn or Kehre, by which he meant a path in 

the forest that makes a turn in ascending to the top. But what Heideg

ger described as a new way is, in fact, a return to his own beginnings 

in the reinterpretation of Aristotle. 

In any case, whatever importance the hermeneutic approach has for 

philosophy only comes into general consciousness slowly. Other

wise, Derrida would hardly complain about "phonocentricity" in this 

regard. Phonocentricity is only another expression for the concept of 

presence-at-hand, introduced by Heidegger, or of pri.Jence, introduced 

by Derrida. 

RK: How would you identify your own specific approach to 

hermeneutics on this issue? 

H-GG: I think there is a decisive point here which distinguishes 

me from Habermas and Ricreur and others who appeal to hermeneu

tics. The crucial step is indicated in the title of my book Truth and Method, 
which marks a gap between "truth" and "method." Understanding, try

ing to comprehend others, seeking communication with others-all 

these are processes of the life-world. One should, of course, be able to 

take on tasks of communication where understanding is the issue, as 

it interacts with art and science. However, when human beings speak 

with one another and inhabit the communicative world, this complex 

interaction can't be fully captured by scientific method alone. 

Since human experience goes far beyond the questioning attainable 

through knowledge of the quantitative sciences, it is pointless to cre

ate a false contrast between the objectivity of science and the alleged 

relativism of hermeneutic sciences-those sciences for which objectiv

ity cannot be the final goal. It is a fatal error to assume that the incom

plete nature of our world experience can ever be negotiated through 

the so-called empirical sciences. When we seek communication with 

others, we ourselves are no mere "objects" of science. The natural sci

ences aim at universal "knowledge," as Husserl correctly emphasized. 

That assures their success, but also marks their limit. 

Incidentally, this difference between the natural and human sciences 

has nothing to do with the famous quarrel between the ancients and 

moderns. That was a literary dispute between the traditional humanists 
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and modern poets that took place in France during the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries. One can extend the same quarrel to other areas, 

as Leo Strauss does in his Spinoza critique and his Maimonides studies, 

consciously taking the side of the ancients. But basically that is not a 

viable alternative. Ever since the work of C. P. Snow, we speak of sci

ence and the humanities as "two worlds," yet we also desire to overcome 

this difference between the natural and human sciences. For the twen

tieth century and the future, this European debate, which exists even in 

philosophy, will ultimately appear far too provincial. The hermeneutic 

art of understanding others, in spite of the otherness of the othe1; will 

have to tackle harder tasks, when, as at present, the large world cultures 

meet each other more often as real partners in conversation. 

RK: In this respect, how would you defend yourself against Der

rida's charge that you subscribe to the phonocentrism of traditional 

metaphysics? 

H-GG: I especially want to say that there are a plurality of tradi

tions, out of which human questioning arises. It cannot be denied that 

philosophy too must give an account of itself to people coming from 

other traditions. However, I do not believe that Derrida's choice of 

"writing" has achieved a higher universal validity, as he apparently 

believes. True, we can't deny the fact that the written evidence of human 

life in Chinese literature or Central African myths, Indian epics or the 

Koran certainly takes the form of written traditions. But while these 

texts derive from the most diverse origins and symbols, they all refer 

back to lived life and spoken language. In this respect, phonocentrism 

is a common condition for all human writing, and naturally also for 

the "deconstruction" demanded by Derrida and his friends. To me, 

Derrida appears to be the victim of a curious metaphysical remnant in 

Husserl's thought. What Derrida means by "phonocentrism" can be 

found in his debate with Husserl: the assumption that the "voice" is 

something "material." One can only be amazed. Voice, this fleeting 

breath of air that passes and which first allows the "written" to be con

veyed as meaningful, is itself a text-to-be-understood. Whether as a 

text recited aloud or as a text read silently to myself, the articulation 

of meaning first fulfils itself by means of the sound formation. In any 

case, the one who speaks, hears; and the one who understands, 

answers~ not to the particular voice that one recognizes on the tele

phone, but rather to that of which the talk is about. 

RK: So there are different concepts of "voice"? 
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H-GG: Yes. Apparently, Derrida has in mind the narrow view of 

"lo.qo./' that he found in Husserl. However, this ancient concept was 

again put into a new light by Christianity as cited in the beginning of 

the Gospel According to St. John: "In the beginning was the Word 

... "Thus, if we focus only on sentential propositions and those sci

ences founded on such "true" propositions, we will indeed arrive at a 

very one-sided rendering of the meaning of l{~qo.J. This is an artificial 

restriction, which Aristotle first made explicit when he talked about 

hermeneutics with logic in mind. I think that we must free ourselves 

from such theoretical burdens, precisely because the linguisticality of 

human beings doesn't produce structures made of propositions. It rather 

consists in a living exchange of question and answer, request and ful

fillment, command and obedience, etc. To whatever degree one extends 

reciprocity, that alone allows communication to take place. 

JC: Are hermeneutics and deconstruction capable of communi

cating with each other? 

H-GG: I cannot accept that there is a .Jingle hermeneutic position 

that ought to agree with the position of deconstruction. But neither 

is the hermeneutic position at all a counter-position. Hermeneutics 

doesn't rely on one point of view; rather, it refers to 1nutual praxis. 

We both seek in dialogue to convince the other, or at least to share with 

the other what we mean. Both partners have the experience that this 

is only possible by going beyond what has been said literally to me, and 

by the other seeking to understand me. We may not succeed on the 

first or second attempt, especially when it is a question of partners 

speaking different languages. But, by the same token, it is certainly 

not being claimed that the hermeneutic effort of communicating with 

the other is always crowned with success. That's how I think matters 

stand between myself and Derrida, insofar as we could learn to under
stand one another, and then neither of us would remain the same as 

we were before our conversation. In short, we learn from one another. 

Let me illustrate this with another example. I refer to the well-known 

debate between Habermas and myself. That debate was, at the time, 

a publicly argued, written dialogue that raised a great deal of interest. 

Now people want us to engage in such a conversation again, but con

versations are not the kind of thing that one can program. This "writ

ten conversation" that occurred was an especially fortunate constella

tion, consisting of comprehensive common elements shared by many 

others, elements that could he brought into the written conversation 

from both sides. The conversation with Derrida in Paris didn't achieve 
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such a fortunate literary organization of form, and what is more, was 

subjected to the mutilations that translation brings about between two 

foreign languages. 

RK: What do you mean exactly? 

H-GG: I mean that we hold no "opposed" positions, rather that 

we are all "on the way," even when we resort to writing. When one 

reads something written ~whether it is something like a poem by 

Goethe, or lines of verse scribbled down in the moonlight or found 

in a book ~the reader is not the one first addressed. Only personal 

correspondence in a private letter names and means itr:f addressee, and 

nobody else. When we are dealing with texts, the reader is involved, 

and he or she is the othe1~ Similarly, in a conversation, we need atten

tion and cooperation to reach some understanding. I can see how some

one could be overwhelmed by the silent stillness in which a sudden 

insight dawns and definite preconceptions collapse. But we should be 

able to agree that writing must be read, and that writing is only read 

when it is read-with-understanding. Only reading-with-understand

ing makes the signs of writing speak. Whether it is an inner voice or 

an audible voice that speaks makes no difference to the J~ff erance. 

RK: How does this relate to your understanding of Derrida's cri

tique of metaphysics? 

H-GG: It isn't really clear to me that what I've been discussing 

ought to have something necessarily to do with "metaphysical think
ing." This always seemed to me a weak point in Derrida's book on 

Husserl, Speech and Phenonzena. I can't understand what metaphysical 

thinking is supposed to be. Certainly, I can imagine a language of meta

physics which has been marked by Aristotle's ontology of substance. 

And I can also imagine the role played in this context by the concept 

of "presence" ~a role which, at least since the analysis of time in Aris

totle's Phyr:Jicr:f, leads to the dead-end described by Augustine. On the 

other hand, I don't see how the issue of understanding is seriously 

affected by whether a text appears in the continuity and coherence 

of a book or in the discontinuity of aphorisms a la [Friedrich] Schlegel 

or Nietzsche. I find it quite incomprehensible to interrogate this dis

continuity under the guise of a critical scrutiny of the unconscious hid

ing in a text. Naturally, we can do this at any time. But in my eyes, 

that's not conversation at all: the partner is merely "objectively" observed 

and doesn't sit there willing or able to respond. 
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Derrida loves to speak of a "break" in such a context. However, we 

know that Freud himself was able to make the ruptures of dream-events 

fruitful, and eventually even cure patients through interpretation 

and understanding. It should thus apply all the more to aphorisms or 

to the ambiguity of words that we are left with .:Jomethin_<]J a signifi

cant remainder. It is not true that we simply play a game. Certainly, 

there are differences in the weight of interpretation, in the pregnancy, 

the amazement, the evidence, the thoughtfulness with which we move 

in conversation. But all these are "modes" of understanding. It is no 

different in actual conversation or in handling a text, especially when 

genuine communication doesn't occur. We may initially talk past the 

other, and then return to the other with clarification. Even if both part

ners in dialogue finally have something as a result of conversation, it 

may only be a superficial harmony of agreement that never quite escapes 
"distorted communication." Merely "understanding" the viewpoint of 

the other isn't enough. Understanding may be where the conversation 

actually stopped, and perhaps the other has already changed his or her 
standpoint in the process of presenting it. Nobody who takes the 

hermeneutic problem seriously imagines that we can ever entirely 

understand the other or know what the other is thinking. More impor

tant is the fact that we .:Jeelc to understand one another at all, and that 

this is a thoughtful path. 

RK: So you would repudiate Derrida's critique of metaphysics as 

logocentric? 

H-GG: What the metaphysical concept of "presence" has to do 

with such a context is a complete mystery to me. A conversation wor

thy of the name remains with one over time and is not simply about 

the presence of a voice speaking to a listener. Again, I cannot under

stand how Derrida thinks that one can listen to one's own voice. We 

all have the experience of being startled by our own voice, for exam

ple on radio, as if by something entirely strange. Hearing our own voice 

is one of the strangest things that self-knowledge can experience. Per

haps it is exactly in this shock that unconscious familiarity is concealed. 

Derrida has himself developed the concept of Jiff'erance, a concept that 

has an exact parallel in Heidegger's treatment, or whatever one may 
call the 'Va" ("there") of being (Da-Sein). This is a "being-there" which 

is like a reverse electrical current. In any case, Heidegger's 'Va" is not 

"Prd.:Jenz" like the presence that dominates the Greek worldview and 

that is fixed by Derrida as the concept of pre.:Jence. 
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RK: What do you believe Derrida actually means by deconstruction? 

H-GG: When Derrida speaks of deconstruction, I understand it 

precisely in its concrete execution, specifically as a surprising radical 

upheaval that sheds new light. I won't venture to exemplify his French 

concept in quite this way, because connotations intrude in a foreign lan

guage. I prefer to look at Derrida's reflection, say, on Heidegger's "Niet

zsche" and the quotation marks surrounding it. I understand that reflec

tion very well, and would even maintain that Derrida understands 

Heidegger very well. The quotation marks indicate that Heidegger was 

here suggesting an "interpretation-unit" which he himself disagreed 

with. In Heidegger's view, for the will-to-power and eternal recurrence 

to be the same only means that both present a dwindling stage of being 

that has sunk into the forgetfulness-of-Being. And Heidegger did not 

think that this forgetfulness-of-Being can ever be definitive. 

To look at another example, in What id Thinking? Heidegger is play

ing with a double meaning. We may say that deconstruction alerts us 

to the fact that behind the apparent meaning, there is a secret call that 

suddenly breaks through. Wherever one meets such examples in Der

rida's own work, the reader seeks to understand and to enter new hori

zons through them. Why would he write otherwise? In any case, such 

a break is not a breaking-off, but rather a beginning, and this begin

ning represents a going beyond everything said. Such is the hermeneu
tic experience that we create with each other constantly. Each of us 

would become a comedy figure if we took the other at his Literal word, 

even though we have really understood him. I wouldn't want to say 

that deconstruction is incompatible with hermeneutics, rather the 

reverse. All of us rely firmly on hermeneutics, as soon as we open 

our mouths to speak. 

JC: What role does the concept of intersubjectivity play in 

hermeneutics? 

H-GG: If we describe conversation as an intersubjective "play" with 

language, we are already deeply immersed in the language of meta
physics. This immersion is so deep that we no longer believe ourselves 

able to say what we mean by a "conversation" without the concept of 

the "subject." The term inter.mbjective has become fashionable ever since 

the beginning of our century. At that time, [Martin] Buber, [Theodor] 

Haecker, and others, stimulated by Kierkegaard, began the critique 

of transcendental idealism. With Husserl, we can understand how he 

arrives at a concept like "intersubjectivity" because he is determined to 
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remain in the Cartesian sphere of subjectivity. That leads to Husserl's 

tireless phenomenological investigations which now fill three thick vol

umes. It also leads to the utterly absurd consequence that we first intend 

the other as an object of perception constituted by aspects, etc., and 

then in a higher-level act, confer on this other the character of a "sub

ject" through transcendental empathy. We can admire the consistency 

with which Husserl holds fast to the primacy of his approach. How

ever, we notice that the narrowness and one-sidedness of the ontology 

of presence cannot be avoided by such an approach. 

RK: Was Heidegger captive to a similar one-sidedness? 

H-GG: In my opinion, Heidegger did not succeed in jumping over 

Husserl's shadow with his concept of "Mitdein" (being-with) in Being 
an{) Time. Heidegger's analyses were so pioneering because he disclosed 

the hermeneutic structure of DMein and explored the possibility of "Mit
dein. "However, he diminished the truth of "conversation" when he 

got lost in the critique of idle talk (Gerede). I don't say this merely to 

criticize, but rather to reveal the flaws whereby Heidegger's attempt to 

connect with Husserl by deploying a transcendental framework in Being 
and Time led to a dead-end. The absence of the projected second vol

ume of Being and Tinie is evidence of this dead-end. I would also char

acterize Habermas's "ideal-speech situation" in the same way. It is an 

"ideal-type" construction which collapses under the burden of what 

Habermas seeks to build on it. He attacks rhetoric as a means of ille

gitimate and forced persuasion. Such a view indicates the narrowness 
of a life-world that seems like a "detention pending trial," wherein an 

ongoing interrogation is artificially isolated and scientifically analyzed. 
Sometimes it seems the same with Ricceur, whose sensitive richness and 

attention to theoretical differences I certainly admire, in particular his 

teaching on metaphor. In a poem, it has been rightly said, every word 

is a metaphor. But I miss the fundamental ground of rhetoric-the art 

of wanting to convince others of what we are already convinced. 

RK: In your opinion, what precise role does the language of rhet

oric and metaphor play in hermeneutics? 

H-GG: If we want to clarify the role of language in hermeneutics, 

we discover that Greek already gives us some indication - because it 
doesn't even have a specific word for Language! That shows how much 

language is unconscious of itself. But that doesn't mean that it remains 

entirely hidden and concealed. Quite the opposite! Language is wher
ever it is, where conversation takes place. It is so omnipresent that 
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nothing else is really present, not the speaker and not the one spoken 

to. In the hermeneutic analysis of Truth and Metho~ I hit upon the insight 

that language isn't exclusively a matter of spoken expression. The diver

sity of languages does not present the problem here. Language as a 

hermeneutic phenomenon is not an example among different languages. 

I have used the artificial expression finguiJtica!ity (Sprach!ichkeit) to 

refer to interior speech. This concept is developed from the Stoics, and 

differs especially from the "!ogo.:J prophorilcod," in that it is in no way 

found in any one of the many spoken languages. Sprach!ichkeit rather 

indicates the inexpressible capacity that underlies and is actualized in 

all particular linguistic expression. From my studies of Augustine I 

have drawn analyses of the process-character of internal speech, analy

ses which show how a happening-of-being manifests itself for him in 

the mystery of the Trinity, for which presence (Prd,;1enz) or other mod

els of time are not at all appropriate. 
Even the "while" or "duration," with which Bergson contrives to 

avoid the time of the moment, is admittedly not yet radical enough to 

successfully stand against the ontology of substance and presence. Nei

ther is the concept of communication adequate for that purpose, because 

here, the particularity of "Sprach!ichkeit" is not articulated along with 

it. Infectious laughter is perhaps one of the strongest forms of commu

nication between human beings, but that is really not language, and 

even less ecriture. Laughter also has nothing of the inner language which 

is put into words in the hundreds of different languages of mankind. 

Hermeneutics and Politics 

RK: What are the ethical and political implications of your 

hermeneutics? Is there a conservative agenda, as some suggest, behind 

your respect for tradition? 

H-GG: When such questions are put to me, I always sense an 

expectation that I must leave unfulfilled. Even if one grants me that 

hermeneutics is not a method, in our thinking the schema of means

and-ends takes such priority that the question of what hermeneutics 

actually is meantfor always intrudes. One would at least like to be told 

whether or not it overlaps with practical philosophy, thereby legiti
mating itself by its usefulness. 

But even the idea of practical philosophy resonates strongly with 

the misunderstanding of modern utilitarianism. A practical philosophy 

is, of course, supposed to be practical, applicable like an instruction 
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manual. In reality, that is a misreading of the concepts of "praxis" and 

"practical." These Greek ideas have no such petty connotation. One 

realizes particularly in this concept of "praxis" how, in much the same 

way, the concept of substance in Aristotle's ontology becomes mislead

ing through its modern historical development. 

RK: What precisely do you understand as "praxis" in this context? 

H-GG: Praxis is not an "action" (Handefn) -a word which is very 

often incorrectly substituted for it in German. The concept of action 

(Handefn) is imbued with voluntarism and resonates with the calcu

lations of profit and cost; it has no place really in the linguistic field of 

praxis. Praxis is a self-comportment, and we apply the word in entirely 

different domains: for example, the medical praxis of a doctor does not 

take place in his private apartment. And even when one uses the expres

sion hehaving (.Jich-verhalten) for praxis, the concept of actum (Handefn) 

is still very much part of it. One is hardly able to overhear or discern 

that in all hehaving (.Jich-verhalten), there is also tucked away a contain

in_q-one.Je(f' (an-.Jichhalten)j or even a hofding-one.Jefj-hack (.Jich-zuriick

halten) and afinding-one.Je(f' (.Jich-hefinden). We ought to remember that 

the standard phrase concluding a letter in Greek was "ea prattein, "which 

in German would be "La,1.J e.J dir gut gehen" ("Let it go well with you"). 

In many regions in Germany, one still says "machd gut" ("do good"), 

without asking oneself what it actually is that one will or should do. 

It is helpful to remember this lexical domain if we want to under

stand practical philosophy. We mustn't understand it as applied sci

ence, for example; something like applied mathematics that differs from 

pure mathematics. Obviously, in the expression practical phiw.Jophy, we 

have before us a peculiar creation of Aristotle. In its fine usual sense, 

philosophy is theory; indeed, it is the embodiment of a theoretical com

portment. And now Aristotle asserts that there is also a "practical phi

losophy." We here find ourselves right in the middle of hermeneutic 

philosophy in our own day, and this demands something decisive from 

the return to Aristotle's concepts. This concerns the difference between 

theoretical and practical knowledge: the difference between the wis

dom of the knower and the wakefulness of one who acts. The Aris

totelian expression for the latter is "phrone.JiJ." 

By the way, this question presents itself independently of the lin

guistic observations we are making. The old Socratic pseudo-solu

tion -that virtue is knowledge and lack of virtue is ignorance -tries 

to steer clear of the entire problem. Practical philosophy, which speaks 

of virtue, would then be akin to theoretical philosophy that speaks of 
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nature. There is something unsatisfactory about that. Should one 
just talk about virtue in the same way that one speaks about mere occur
rences? Should one neither lead nor educate towards virtue? Can the 

difference between the theoretical knowledge of celestial phenomena, 
on the one hand, and the foundations established in education, on 

the other hand, be dispensed with so easily? It becomes apparent that 
such a fusion of theoretical and practical philosophy is impossible, 

when one acknowledges that virtue or goodness (or whatever one calls 
it) has a political and social component. Practical philosophy doesn't 

just apply to the individual who acts in society: it applies to society 
itself, which can be constituted in its political condition for better or 
worse, and which can act for better or worse. Ethics and politics are 
both practical philosophies in their Greek genesis. 

JC: But what is philosophical ethics, and what is political science 

in our own day? 

H-GG: To approach this question we have to return once again to 

Aristotle, the founder of practical philosophy. At the beginning of 
the Nicomachean Ethic..1, Aristotle considers practical philosophy in rela
tion to both ethics and politics. The two are not independent of each 

other. Ethics concerns the life of the individual in society, while poli
tics, by comparison, concerns the proper constitution of society itself. 

For both, there is only one good: the life-happiness of the individual 

as well as the polis. However, the highest aim of politics is linked with 
the well-being of the individual. Politics concerns the legal regula
tion of our life-in-community (Zu.Janunenfehen) that in Greek was called 

"legislation," and it also includes the education of the young. Therein 

lies the difficult question: What does philosophy as philosophy have 
in both instances for its legitimation? 

Obviously, it's not always a case of purely theoretical interests, just 
rather the highest practical ideal of human happiness. Just as the indi
vidual, who in every case must make his or her choice in a unique sit

uation, wishes to serve this highest goal, the more holds true for the 
political office-holder in the polis. Expertise will be indispensable for 
both, what the Greeks called "epi.Jteme" or "techne." In his dialogue The 
State.Jnurn, Plato makes a specific distinction between that which 
can be taken possession of with precise measurement and that which 
has its own measures within itself ~for instance, the virtue of moder

ation. And he declares both necessary for politics. But the individual, 
like the politician, must also look towards the highest aim of all praxis~ 
and this '1ooking" the Greeks called "noo.J." Both must internalize this 
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highest goal. Useless beauty has priority over usefulness, unless neces
sity compels an insistence upon the useful. 

RK: Is it misguided to look to philosophy for guidance in moral 
and political life? 

H-GG: Philosophy itself is in no position to give an actual foun
dation for virtue or duty. That is what people have mistakenly sought 
in the Kantian approach to duty-ethics in Kant's Foundation<! 4' the 
Metaphy.:Jic.:J o_/Mora!J. Philosophy can't give the foundation of right 
action for either the individual or society; rather, it helps keep us 
on course in the direction of the good (to which one is already open) 

and seeks to safeguard us from error. That is all. And it is already a 
great deal. This is the autonomy which Kant defends. One doesn't 
give oneself the law, but rather accepts the law, so that one will not 

sneak by it. 

RK: Is hermeneutics "neutral" then? 

H-GG: It is senseless to want to designate any political orientation 

to hermeneutics. Admittedly, a certain expertise may be required to 
comment concretely on the situation of the individual as well as of soci
ety as a whole. But in every case we must remember to keep in mind 

the well-being of the individual and the well-being of the whole. This 

is true especially in democracy, whose essential features Aristotle was 
the first to outline. We have political parties, all of which claim to have 

the correct proposals for ordering social matters. Naturally, this holds 
true for every political aberration as well, whose cause lies in a lack of 
expertise that oversimplifies utopian ways of thinking. All of us, as 

individuals and citizens, are capable of such reductionist thinking, and 
this lack of expertise makes itself felt through all judgments in individ
ual and political life. Above all, this tendency to oversimplify means 

that every human being has his weaknesses. Our political world has 
its own problems. Even though a democracy need not be defined as 
a parliamentary democracy, it's still true that the formation of parties 

which repudiate the very foundation of political constitutions are not 
permitted. Whether one is more conservative or more innovative has 
nothing to do with it. Thus, we can already recognize, in the case of 

Heidegger, the portents of the terribly wrong decision of 1933, as well 
as a certain one-sidedness in his earlier development and thought. How
ever, this doesn't at all affect the basic insight we owe him-that human 

Da.:Jein, in all its domains, possesses a hermeneutic structure. Heideg
ger's error of political judgment regarding the "Being" of the Fuhrer, 
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or his own unsuitability for politics, is not due to his characterization 

of the hermeneutic structure of DaJein as understanding itself and things. 

RK: Hermeneutics is not just a matter of interpreting texts, 

therefore? 

H-GG: For me hermeneutics is more than the interpretation of 

texts. Hermeneutics is not only a Being-towards-text. Whoever thinks 

this annihilates the decisive step of Husserl and Heidegger that led 

to the life-world. One can only recommend today a reading of the 

chapters of Aristotle's Po!iticd. What was at that time to be criti

cized is still to be criticized today: namely, the priority of the useful 

vis-a-vis the beautiful. 

RK: Are you suggesting that hermeneutic philosophy can guide 
or direct us from interpretation to social commitment? 

H-GG: There is a natural demand latent in that question: What 

does hermeneutics as philosophy have to offer for the solution of our 

problems today or in the future? I don't believe that we would ask this 

question of theologians or prophets. We know that worldly wisdom is 

not to be gotten from them. Why expect advice and instruction from 

philosophers in such a situation? Surely, it must have something to do 

with our reflections on the vital problems of human DaJein; for exam

ple, on beginning and end, birth and death, evil and good, right and 

wrong. However, all of these milestones lie on a path that doesn't lead 

to a goal that can be reached quickly. We can't expect that the mere 

power of thought, concentration, and dedication to thinking can become 

another kind of trailblazing. 

My attempt to dampen this expectation, by specifically dealing with 

the paradox of practical philosophy, will hardly reach human beings 

who are oppressed by the worries of daily existence. But that is pre
cisely what is so hard for human beings to grasp: that we all stand in 

such complicated life-circumstances that nobody is in a position to 

work out clear, final goals that are agreeable to everyone. According 

to Socrates, the question of the good is actually unanswerable; and yet 

for everyone a knowledge of the good is indispensable if we are to 

remain directed toward the future in what we do and don't do. We 

must take the Socratic question seriously. We know then that we our

selves are responsible for our actions. We have to admit that for a long 

time we've been ready to overestimate the capabilities of experts in this 

world. But the true expert knows the limits of his competence. Why 

do we expect the philosopher not to recognize the boundaries of his 
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competence? That is the true situation. I have only this answer: like 

everyone else, we philosophers are not excused from the question of 

the good, nor do we have privileged access to it. We are not experts. 

Everyone must pose this question for himself. 

Even the conscientious expert will hesitate and carefully maintain 

his limits when giving advice, so that the road towards "the good" won't 

be blocked by his advice. These are the inevitable features of our com

plicated delegation of knowledge to the expert, which apply to experts 
in politics as well. And yet it is not much different in every stage of 

human social development. We are never exempt from the question of 

whether we can justify what we do or don't do~ before ourselves or 

before God. The issue of human weakness can't be ignored, and we 

should, moreover, remain aware of the limits of our ever attaining mas

tery in our present and future existence. Hermeneutics insists that we 

recognize these limits, both in general and in particular cases. Only 

then can a real coexistence of cultures and societies on this planet 

become possible. Only then can we discover solidarity through the 

exchange of our limited experiences. Hermeneutics isn't the invention 

of any particular thinker; it names what we all have known since human 

beings have organized their lives together. At best, philosophy has 

eased some of the burdens on us through its expertise. 

Hermeneutics and Science 

RK: ls hostility towards science implicit in your confrontation 

between truth and method, as it is in Heidegger? 

H-GG: Let's change the formulation of the question a bit. It's not 

a case of a friendly or hostile relationship with science. This doesn't 

apply in the least to Heidegger. In his "Examen Rigorosum" [Rigor

ous Examination J Heidegger elected to take mathematics and physics 

as examination subjects, in addition to philosophy. He did not confine 

his examinations to the historical sciences, for example, church history 

or religious scholarship, in which he was certainly competent. Philos

ophy is not concerned with the methods of science: it is concerned with 

the foundations of all science and all other experience. Hermeneutic 

philosophy doesn't exclude the sciences; therefore, it frees us from a 

superficial conception of subjective and objective in order to properly 

grasp the foundations of science. 

RK: Does this entail a reorientation of our understanding of truth? 
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H-GG: It certainly requires an enlargement of our concept of 

"truth," reaching beyond the ideal of precision in the quantitative 

sciences, an ideal which the natural sciences cannot completely fulfill. 

In the so-called human sciences (Gei1te.:1rvi1.:1en.:1ch4'ten), one operates 

for the most part in a sphere different from exactness. One is not in 

the domain of precise measurement, but rather in the domain of things 

that have measures in themselves, such as the virtues of moderation, 

courage, etc. Fundamentally, this problem concerns the relationship 

between rules and regulations. With his emphasis on judgment, Kant 

correctly said that for the correct application of rules, there is not just 

another rule. One cannot learn judgment as if it were a science made 

up of true propositions. One must practice it and develop it out of one's 

own experience. 

RK: How can one reconcile the domains of understanding (Ver
.Jtehen) and explanation (Erk!lirung)? 

H-GG: The much-discussed opposition of understanding and expla

nation lags far behind the universality of hermeneutic experience. It 
is understood as an opposition of a scientific-theoretical kind. The 

debate of the nineteenth century in Germany was totally dominated 

by this question. "Value philosophy" was the theoretical expression of 

an alternate approach. As I have shown, however, judgment isn't a 

question of the correctness of rules, but rather a question of the appro

priate application or non-application of rules. And so hermeneutics 

is that aspect of philosophy that includes the universal expanse of all 

problems of application, as well as of values and therefore of all tech

nology. It can itself have no criteria. Take the example of a brain trans

plant or genetic cultivation of a robot. As these phenomena emerge, 

the first reaction of the public is strong and disturbed, pointing to a 

dimension that neither science as such, nor value philosophy, nor so

called ethics could claim for themselves. 

This may all sound general, especially when conversational dia

logue is here again placed in the foreground, in contrast to our educa

tional institutions and universities where the fundamental style of teach

ing is the lecture. Indeed, it is an astounding atavism that we still use the 

lecture as a method of teaching, since it is based on the mere transmis

sion of a general body of recognized knowledge. Even Kant had to give 

his lectures based on previously written textbooks in philosophy, and 

from these he had to work out his own revolutionary way of thinking. 

Today the universities can no longer support such a one-sided transmis

sion of an unquestioned canon. Nor can the professors of philosophy. 
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However, we can demand what Kant demanded: to teach thinking, 
instead of passing on doctrine. This is what is called "ability" (Konnen): 
to practice an ability-to-question and an ability-to-think. Naturally, 

one uses this in all sciences, but these sciences have only developed 
their methods with it. Are there corresponding rules and customs in 

the praxis of life? We return once again to the fact that we need judg
ment in science as well as in the life-world. 

Hermeneutics and Theology 

RK: Is the hermeneutic question of Being compatible with the 

question of God? 

H-GG: That sounds too much like a scientific-theoretical thematic! 
However, in formulating the question this way, we thereby underesti

mate both philosophy and theology. On the one hand, philosophy may 
have a universal hermeneutic basis, but it also deals with other prob
lems. We likewise underestimate theology by treating theology as iden
tical with religion. This is simply not the case. We can think of the spe

cial place of so-called Greek orthodoxy within Christianity which, 
despite its name, involved no theology at all, but rather the practical 
care and worship of the soul and its unassailable status in human life. 

However, we cannot ignore the fact that the idea of ecumenism in 

the present world situation concerns not only the Christian world, but 
the other great world religions as well, or perhaps even religious expe
riences that have almost no written tradition at all 

We can, of course, ask ourselves how philosophy stands vis-a-vis 
religion. Heidegger's well-known methodological verdict-that there 
cannot be a Christian philosophy because philosophy in the method

ical sense is atheistic-obviously accentuates the difference between 
philosophy and theology. We might ask whether there can be "theol
ogy" in other world religions or whether this is a specific development 

of the West. As we know, historically speaking, science itself has been 
a phenomenon of Western civilization. 

It is incorrect, however, to suggest a special affinity for hermeneu

tics with the theology of nineteenth-century Germany and its expo
nent, Schleiermacher. The whole history of theology speaks against it, 

in particular the pedagogical tradition of the Catholic Church. Unlike 
the Reformation, Catholicism insisted there be something like a philo
sophical theology, that is, a science based on reason. The question of 

God had to be open to examination by everyone, without relying on 
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revelation or faith. We can say, however, that with the advance of 
the Enlightenment in the modern era, the tension between philosophy 
and religion in the face of Luther's reformationist "By faith alone" came 

into sharpened conflict with the scientific mind. In earlier centuries, a 
universal science based on reason contained the concept of all science. 

In this respect, it is naturally true that with the rising self-conscious
ness of the Age of Science, the appeal to absolute faith turned into a 

hermeneutic mysticism. The modern Enlightenment thinker speaks 
then of "Jacr~ficiam inte!lectn./~· and on the other side, the Christian speaks 
of the paradox of faith, or about how the limits of understanding faith 

become manifest to the believer. 
Certainly, we can ask if the question of God, which belongs to 

theology, has grown together with the philosophical question of Being. 

Heidegger's dictum that a Christian philosophy is absurd is directed 
against such harmonizations. We must, after all, ask if the question of 
Being, which Parmenides was the first to ask, isn't closely related to 

all the wonders of Da.Jein, and whether it leads to Leibniz's founda
tional question: "Why is there something rather than nothing?" We 
call that the basic question of metaphysics. But is the "religious" thought 

of the Creation and the Creator included in this question? Would that 
not include the Greek concept of Being which has dominated both 
Greek philosophy, and the thought of the Christian Middle Ages? In 

the church history of the West, this has issued in a lasting debate with 
Platonic heresies. On the other hand, it applies equally to the Gnostic 
heresies which maintained that, in the end, human reason needed no 

divine revelation but would unite the self with the One. 

The Future of Hermeneutics 

RK: What do you see as the future of hermeneutics? 

H-GG: When we ask about the future of hermeneutics we mean not 

only its own internal process, but also the claim that in a world organ
ized more and more through regulation, an awareness of the limits of 
our world-system is emerging. It is not easy to imagine a future in which 

the robot thrives supreme. We see ourselves referring back to the fact 
that our mother tongue is an inviolable endowment for the course of our 

lives. The German word (Muttet"r:lprache) reminds us of the mother and, 
by extension, thereby of birth. At the same time, it reminds us of the way 
human life articulates itself in different language communities and 

how secondary all interlingual possibilities of understanding between 
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speech communities are. This is essentially the problem of translation, 

of its desirability and its questionability. 

We cannot blind ourselves to the fact that the peaceful coexistence 

of human beings on this earth depends, to a large extent, on the culti

vation of interlingual exchanges between nations. The breathtaking 

expansion of the world economy that today embraces humanity cannot 

deceive us about the fact that such a competitive economy, in which 

human capacities are developed, simultaneously creates new contro

versies and contains the temptation to resort to violence. Nevertheless, 

we cannot easily convince ourselves that the elementary drives of will

to-power that permeate everything should have the last word. With due 

respect to economic competition and performance, to the self-discipline 

of human beings and to their energy for work, it seems inevitable that 

there will always be some object of conflict, if only because nobody can 

possess it without others claiming a share in it too. 

RK: So what does this augur for the future in practical terms? 

H-GG: Certainly, humanity today is still far removed from a uni

fied ideal of world culture in which all human beings could have a part. 

Such an ideal would encompass a higher moral value, insofar as more 

human beings could gain a share in it. Sometimes it seems as if the world 

of music might announce such a world culture beyond all differences 

of language and culture. But then we remember and know the kind of 

incomparable intimacy possessed for its part by the mother tongue, 

nativeness, the care of ancestral memory, and all the other unconscious 

characteristics that form us from an early age. These are traditions in 

which all human beings stand and from which we look forward. It strikes 

me as a bit ridiculous to regard these traditions and formative experi

ences ~which are forms of self-understanding for human beings ~as 

atavisms to be overcome. Hermeneutics as philosophy demands a spe

cial awareness of these differences and their reconciliation as a task 

which has founded community among humans since time immemorial. 

And in any conceivable future it must continue to do the same. Can we 

really believe that a "correct speech" or analytically linguistic precision 

could replace the mother tongue and her world-disclosing power? 

We must think with language, not about it or against it. 

Paris-Heidelberg, 1994 

This exchange between Hans-Georg Gadamer, John Cleary and Richard Kearney 
took place in 1994 and was translated by Mara Rainwater. 
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Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard 
What lti Jiut? 

RK: Today you are seen as the first philosopher of the postmod
ern condition. Yet one of your earliest works was entitled La 

phenomenologie [Phenomenology] ( 1954). How would you describe 
the development of your own thinking- from phenomenology to post

modernism? Is there a continuity between the two? 

J-FL: La phinominofogie was a homage to the thought of Merleau
Ponty: a meditation on the body, on sensible experience and, there
fore -in contradistinction to Hegel, Husserl, [John-Paul] Sartre-on 
the "aesthetic" dimension which unfolds beneath the phenomena of 

consciousness. I was also reading at this time what was available of 
Heidegger's work. The little book on phenomenology was motivated 

by a concern to address the absence in Marxism of any genuine think
ing about ideology. I felt it was important to establish how the possi
bility, and success, of the revolution depended on the consciousness 

that workers could and should have of their situation and desire. The 
work done by both Tran Due Thao and Claude Lefort in this direc
tion was very useful. I was then a committed member of the .:Jociaf

imie on harharie project (from 1952 to 1966), whose main objects of cri
tique were dogmatic Marxism, Stalinist politics, the class structure of 
Soviet society, the inconsistencies of the Trotskyist position, and post

war capitalism (quite the opposite of "late" or declining capitalism). Our 

practical activities included cooperating with workers, wage earners, 
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and students with a view to establishing self-management groups. I 

left this project in 1966 when I realized that the basis of both our prac

tice and theory was lacking ~the alternative figure of the proletariat 

(Marx's "spectre") as a laboring class conscious of its goals. I only 

began to formulate the idea of the "postmodern" in the late 1970s, after 

a long detour. The term, purposefully ambiguous, was borrowed from 

American criticism and Ihab Hassan. I used it to name the transfor

mation of bourgeois capitalism and its contradictions into a global "sys

tem" ruling, for better or worse, its imbalances (including those in the 

"ideological" field, henceforth entitled "cultural") with the help of 

growth due to techno-scientific means. Several things were becoming 

clear: that a new dominant class ~the managers ~was replacing the 

private owners without capital, that the workforce was no longer of 

the nineteenth-century kind, that the redistribution of surplus value 

was done in a completely different way, and that a structural level of 

unemployment was emerging, even though we were still in a period of 

full employment. In these changing circumstances it was necessary to 

review radically the nature of history and politics. 

RK: Given the multiple definitions of postmodernism which cir

culate in contemporary debate, do you believe your initial formula

tion of this term~ in The Po.1tmodern Condition and The Po.1tmodern 
Explained~ have been misinterpreted or altered? Could you describe 

the basic meaning of "postmodern" as something more than a histor

ical period? 

J-FL: There have been many misunderstandings indeed, includ

ing my own. The notion of periodization is one of them~a typically 

modern mania. The essential features of the postmodern as it mani

fests itself today seem to me numerous. They include the generaliza

tion of the constraint of exchangeability (the old "exchange value" of 

Marx) which traditionally weighs on the objects and" services" of cap

italism, and its extension to include hitherto unexploited objects and 

activities: opinions, feelings, cultural pleasures, leisure, disease and 

death, sexuality, and so on. (Totalitarian systems took the lead here in 

a terrifying fashion and the message was heard and duly corrected.) 

One might also mention the constraint of" complexification" with 

respect to the relations of work, consummation, and communication, 

whose effect is to "optimize" the performance of the system; the con

comitant collapse of traditional values (labor, disinterested knowledge, 

virtue, the sense of life-debt) ~the crisis of education in all the devel

oped countries is a direct witness to this collapse. Then there are the 
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current phenomena of latent nihilism (in Nietzsche's "passive" sense) 

and "discontent" (in Freud's sense), not to mention chronic anxiety 
due to absence of symbols ~which camouflage themselves as individ

ualism, cynicism, the cult of play, the almost compulsory sense of cel
ebratory conviviality, the obsession with participation and interaction, 

the return to roots. This "postmodern" situation discloses nothing new. 
On the contrary, in the name of the fulfillment of liberties, the West

ern will-to-knowledge (and by extension doubt) and will-to-power 
(and by extension mastery) has "secreted" (decrete) nihilism from its 
beginnings: death of the gods, death of God, death of man. The "sys

tem" functions simply as a very improbable type of organization ~the 
living organism, and subsequently the human being and the brain, 
already functioned in this way ~which draws the energy it needs in 

the energetic chaos which formerly went by the name of nature or 
coJnwJ (the immense fallout from an enigmatic explosion). But in 
response to your question, I would situate the "basic meaning" of the 

postmodern above all in the way the Western will discovers the "noth
ingness" (neant) of its objects and projects, thereby finding itself inhab
ited by something which it neither comprehends nor masters. Some 

"thing" crypted in itself, which resists us. Its name is irrelevant. It is 
"unnameable" because too rapidly named. 

RK: How then can we say anything about it? What evidence do 
we have of its existence? How does "it" show itself? 

J-FL: All the thinkers, writers, and artists of the West, including 

the great "rationalists," stumbled upon this thing, sought to name it, 
realized its inexpungeability, and recognized that no odyssey, no grand 

narrative could contain it. 

RK: This brings us, of course, to your famous critique of the "grand 
narratives" of the Western tradition (Marxism, Judeo-Christianity, 

Enlightenment rationalism, etc.). But is it possible, or even desirable, 
to do away with every kind of narrative model? Is there a way in which 
ded petitJ rfcitJ might serve an ethical-political task? Is the commitment 

to a pluralistic paradigm of little narratives compatible, for example, 
with a basic defense of a charter of universal rights? What I'm really 

asking is: Is it possible to avoid relativism in order to save what is best 
in the Enlightenment fidelity to shared human values that are non-cul
ture-specific? In short, is it possible to reconcile your defense of the 

singularity of the event with a certain minimal universality of rights 
and duties ~that is, of justice? 
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J-FL: I protest, first, against the expression Judeo-Chriltuzn. The 

hyphen signals the annexation of the Torah to the Good News of the 

Incarnation. This is a traditional usage, I know. But it is nevertheless 

unjust in the strongest sense of the term; and after the Shoah, it rep

resents an insult to the "people" who were victims of extermination 

(when one recalls the role of Vatican politics at the time). That said, 

I do not know whether the defense of universal valid human rights is 

"compatible," as you say, with a proper attention to the event in its 

opacity (as mentioned above in relation to "the thing"). To tell the truth, 

this question of compatibility doesn't really bother me, being neither 

Leibnizean nor Hegelian. On the one hand, it is evident that rights 

must be defended by every citizen against the "cynical" effects of the 

efficiency demands of the system; and on the other hand, we are indebted 

to the "thing" irremediably. Why seek to reconcile these? That kind of 

fraternization is always to be feared. 

RK: Why? Can you give me an example? 

J-FL: A notorious example: Heidegger, the author of Sein und Zeit, 
construing the politics of Mein Kampf as pretext for the manifestation 

of Dasein's dread. 

RK: Are you saying that we cannot use "little narratives" in the 

cause of universal rights? 

J-FL: I am saying that it would be futile to consider using de..1 petitM 
ricit.:J. Always and everywhere, in Tibet, the Amazon, or Liviy-Gargan, 

they use us to tell themselves. They mock illusions of grandeur. The 

kitchens and stables of Shakespeare laugh at the tragedies of court, 

just as in Rabelais the bad boys mock the knowing and the powerful. 

What is little is almost invariably comic. To laugh is to acknowledge 

that the thing is unsayable-that its tragic dramatization is pure van

ity. [Samuel] Beckett is funny in this way also. But that doesn't make 

up a humanist party. 

RK: Does your departure from the Enlightenment and Marxist 

projects necessarily condemn you to "neoconservatism" as Haber

mas and others claim? How do you now consider the political posi

tions you adopted during the Socuzfilnie ou harharie period? 

J-FL: It is logical to accuse "postmodernism" (a term I never use to 

describe my work) of neoconservatism if one holds to the modern proj

ect. Reciprocally, the modernist obstinacy, could be taxed with "archeo

progressivism." I never used these kinds of terms to differentiate myself 
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from Habermas and his disciples. This rhetoric of political tribunals 

had some sense when conflicts of thought were immediately transcrib

able into public tragedy: one was obliged to solemnly denounce the 

Enemy in the adversary. Habermas has obviously mistaken his epoch. 

I never viewed his discourse ethics as an ideology of the enemy. 

RK: How would you identify the ethical and political motivation 

implicit in the arguments of The PMtnwoern Conoition, and subsequent 

works such as The lnhwnan? What are the implications of [Guillaume] 

Apollinaire's claim that artists and intellectuals nowadays should make 

themselves "inhuman"? Does this mean that postmodernism is incom

patible with "humanism"? 

J-FL: I only use the term po.Jtmodernif1n, let me repeat, as a label 

of convenience for a certain movement or school (in literary criticism, 

in architecture). I personally prefer the expressions the po.Jtnwdern and 

po.Jtmodernity. I quote Apollinaire's phrase - from the Peintre.J Cabifte.J 

[The Gabi.ft Painter.Jj and which applies to cubism as a whole-because 

it states that the inhuman in us is the unknown thing (la cho.Je mecon

nae), the only genuine resource of art, of literature, and of meditation. 

Le.J Ei.Jaif, L'El(~9e oe lafolie, Le Neveu oe Rameau: humanism has always 

been inhumanism. 

RK: I'm interested in the political implications of this position, 

particularly as outlined in your Political Writin.<JJ. Could you elaborate 

on the distinction between "specific intellectual" and "organic intellec

tual" in this work? Does the intellectual still have a role to play in 

the project of emancipation? And what critical function, if any, remains 

for the philosopher once one has declared the death of the "modern 

idea of a universal subject of knowledge"? Must the postmodern intel

lectual limit him/herself, as you suggest, to the "resolution of questions 

posed to a citizen of a particular country at a particular moment"? 

J-FL: The organic intellectual has a role to play in countries more 

or less relegated to the margins of development. Here his work is itself 

the proof of both his emancipation and his belonging, and the basic 

problem confronting these countries is emancipation without betrayal 

of local culture. (One would have to locate the phenomenon of funda

mentalism here and its strategy of assassination.) In the privileged devel

oped countries, by contrast-and one knows how scandalously exclu

sive this privilege can be-great prosecution witnesses like Voltaire, 

[Emile] Zola, [Antonio] Gramsci, [Max] Horkheimer, [Bertrand] Rus

sell, no longer seem to play a role. Formerly emancipation was under 
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threat in Europe itself, with absolutism and totalitarianism, and the 

work of these already famous figures was in itself a demand for liber

ties. Today we face a different scenario, where critical works are rarely 

read, sparsely distributed except when the media latch onto them and 

serve them to a consumer public hungry for cultural commodities. In 

fact, the person who speaks for liberties on radio or television doesn't 

need to possess an "oeuvre'~· it is sufficient that his/her eloquence and 

"presence" on the platform are better (more effective and credible) than 

those of other media professionals or even than other thinkers, writers, 

or artists. The only exceptions here are the scientists, and that by rea

son of the fact that the system idolizes techno-scientific performances. 

RK: You speak in "Tomb of the Intellectual" of a "new responsi

bility" which renders intellectuals impossible-a "responsibility to dis

tinguish intelligence from the paranoia that gave rise to 'modernity'" 

What do you mean by this "paranoia"? And how are we to differen

tiate between the new responsibility of postmodern "intelligence" and 

the irresponsibility of irrationalism? 

J-FL: Some rationalism is the paranoia of discourse; I will say 

everything, know everything, possess everything, be everything. Noth

ing will escape the concept. On the other hand, literature must plead 

guilty because it is authorized by nothing, as Georges Bataille said (fol

lowing Kafka). The "thing" that demands writing or art has no right to 

demand it. This "irresponsibility" is the greatest responsibility, that of 

remaining attentive to an Other, who is neither an interlocutor nor a 

party to contractual closure. It is essential to guard over this "secret 

existence," as Nina Berberova called it, to protect it against the indiJ
cretion of the system which wants to see and know everything, have an 

answer for everything, exchange everything. We need to reread Orwell. 

RK: What are the implications of your postmodern idea of "inhu

manity" for our understanding of the "social bond"? Do you think tra

ditional concepts of nation, state, and civil society are adequate to 

the analysis of these implications? Have universalist notions of social 

progress been altered by the transition to postmodernity? 

J-FL: The implosion of the big totalitarian regimes engendered by 

the modern dream provokes a nostalgia for "natural" communities, 

defined by blood, land, language, custom. Fidelity to the demos takes 

priority here over respect for the republican ideal. The latter is nonethe

less the only veneer of legitimacy for the system to require all countries 

in the world to remain open to the free circulation of goods, services, 
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and communications. It is in fact essential for the republic to become 

universal. In its name, the "market" is permitted to assume world pro

portions. That is why, today, the privilege of sovereignty which nation 

states enjoyed for several centuries (at most), appears an obstacle to 

the furtherance of development in every domain: multinational trans

actions, immigrant populations, international security .... It may even 

be the case, despite appearances, that the unification of Europe is more 

easily achievable through the federation of "natural communities" 

("regions" like Bavaria, Scotland, Flanders, Catalonia, etc.) than through 

sovereign states -with all the risks attendant upon the dominance of 

the demo.J in each of these communities. 

RK: This scenario would seem to support your suggestion that the 
"modern" category of" universal thinker" will be replaced by the "symp

tomatologist" who responds to singular phenomena of irreducible dif

ference (Le d4J'irend). But would this not imply the end of philosophy 

as an academic discipline? What do you believe is the function now of 

philosophy and the university, generally? 

J-FL: Philosophy, we should remember, has only recently- 1811, 

Berlin - been recognized as an academic discipline. The ancients and 

the medievals didn't teach philosophy, they taught how to philosophize. 

It was a question of "learning" rather than "teaching." To learn to find 

one's way in thinking, as Kant put it. Or to borrow Wittgenstein's for

mula- "I no longer know where I am" is the basic position of philo

sophical questioning. To philosophize is not to produce useful servants 

of the community, as Kant well knew, which is why philosophy facul

ties never have the same prestige as faculties of medicine, law, econom

ics (not to mention the exact sciences). The philosopher always has a 

fundamental difficulty in presenting himself as an expert. This is not 

a recent phenomenon; in fact, it goes back to Socrates's struggle with 

the "experts." One could tolerate the presence (inexpensive) in ped

agogical institutions of an ine,1:pert discipline for as long as this aimed 

at forming "enlightened citizens," capable of coping with complex or 

unprecedented conjunctures. The contemporary system aims at form

ing the experts it requires. The capacity to meditate is not much use 

to it; even less so when the system has managed to produce more sophis

ticated automatons than digital computers. A considerable part of 

the academic discipline of philosophy is already geared to research 

(direct or indirect) into "artificial" languages. And an inevitable con

sequence of this is that those who continue to think about the unex

ploitable "thing" find themselves half inside the institution, half out. I 
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think, I hope, that philosophy will manage to limp along like this for 
a long time, in spite of its growing loss of credibility (which also affords 

some prestige). 

RK: Much of your work has focused on the relationship between 
aesthetics and politics. Why has the notion of the "sublime,'' particu

larly as enunciated by Kant in the Third Critique, come to occupy such 
a pivotal position in your thinking on this relationship? 

J-FL: What, from Kant to [Theodor W J Adorno, has often been 
called the "aesthetic" is that region where rational thinking encounters 
something in itself which violently resists it: this is "creation," the way 

of making that is art, the sentiment of the absolute. Kant elaborates on 
the latter in his Analytic of the Sublime. I believe we find there a form of 
recollection (anamne.Ji.1 conducted in "critical" terms) of the relation of 

all thought-meditative, literary, pictural, musical-to the unknown 
thing which inhabits such thought. This relation is necessarily one of 
a Jif/erend internal to thought, at once capable and incapable of the 

absolute - "sentiment of spirit,'' not of nature, like the taste of the beau
tiful. Kant repeats the words: Widet(ftreit, Wlder.Jtan{), Unangeme.J.Jenheit, 
Jif.f'erend, resistance, incommensurability -the same terms used by [Vin

cent] Van Gogh, [James] Joyce, [Arnold] Schoenberg, [S0ren] 
Kierkegaard, or Beckett (I cite at random) to signify the ordeal under

gone by thought when it opens itself to desire for the absolute. One 

could even say that such thought engenders "symptoms." This is so for 
most of us, for whom the desire is no less pressing than for the writers 
and artists cited. But the enigma of the "aesthetic" is that they make of 

this angoi.Me a work. 

RK: Given your readings of Kant, Heidegger, Adorno, and Der
rida, would you be inclined to the view that the thinker/symptomatol

ogist should take his/her lead more from art and literature than from 
the more traditional discourses of epistemology and ontology? 

J-FL: I think so. But I also believe that if there is an ontology

perhaps negative-it would be found on the side of art and litera
ture. Why? Because on that side, being (or nothing) is not situated 
or posited on principle as reference to cognitive discourse. It is not 

projected, or ejected, onto the place assigned to that about which one 
intends to speak, as in the case of the most serious epistemology. On 
the contrary, it is approached in a "poetically concrete" fashion, expe

rienced and settled like something immediate to be resolved, some
thing present but not presented. Which word here, which color there, 
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which sound or melodic form? How can we know? It is not a matter 
of knowledge. Being (or nothing) doesn't wait at the door you iden
tify. It lives in you, already waiting for whatever idiom you offer it 

to reside in momentarily. 

RK: When you contrast "reading" to "theo:ry" (or interpretation), 

do you believe this better enables us to engage in aesthetic and ethical 
judgment? If we abandon "meaning" out of fidelity to the irreducible 

singularity of the event, are we not eliminating the ve:ry basis of a judg

ment that could be shared by others in a socially committed way? How 
is your position compatible with solidarity-or what Hannah Arendt 
referred to (again in relation to Kant) as "representative thinking," 

which she believes is an indispensable tool for ethical judgment? 

J-FL: Theory is a system of propositions formulated in explic

itly defined terms according to a determined syntax. These proposi
tions are supposed to explain all the phenomena which emerge in the 
field of reference to which the theo:ry applies. (I am not discussing here 

the serious objections leveled against this axiomatic model by intuition
ism or by the theorem of non closure of discursive systems.) No aes
thetic or ethical judgment could ever satisfy the terms of this system. 

It is often a "passionate" business, often "accomplishing" an uncon
scious desire, as Freud said. And it is always dangerous. The task is to 
render such judgment "pure," free of interest, free of ends (concep

tualized or not), free of all that subordinates it to something other than 
the appreciation of the just and the beautiful. It is at the price of such 
ascesis that judgment of this kind can claim to be shared with others. 

Everyone tries to argue, for or against, but in truth, one can only 
rely on the capacity of others to car:ry out for themselves the same kind 
of ascesis or "destitution" (denaement). Arendt unscrupulously trans

fers Kant's aesthetic category of .:1en.1w conu1utnir1 to the order of social
ity and interpersonal solidarity, as if it were some kind of "shared feel
ing." But in Kant the .Jen.Jtl.:f conu1uuzi.J is laboriously deduced, in the 

name of a transcendental affinity between diverse faculties of thought, 
on the basis of the "experience" of a happiness which an "object" can 

unexpectedly procure. Moreover, Arendt seems to ignore the case -
for me even more significant-where thinking profits not from its affin
ity but its disaffinity or dissent (di1.:1entinient) from itself; this is the case 
of the sublime, which also demands to be shared by all. As regards eth
ical decisions, if it had to authorize itself by invoking theories of Good
ness or Justice, it would forfeit its ethical character forthwith. Why? 

Because it would lose all responsibility for what it decides by sub-
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mitting itself to the authority of theory. Decisions are ethical precisely 
when they are not authorized by a system (intelligible or otherwise), 
when they take upon themselves the responsibility for their "author
ity." An SS torturer is not ignoble because Miler's "them:y" was false, 

but because he refuses his own responsibility and believes himself jus

tified by obedience. Arendt refers to this as the "banality of evil" ~the 
banalization of responsibility by "necessity." Necessity here is poverty, 

but it is also theory which is the poverty of morality. 

RK: If existing politics is defined as a totalitarian model of Grand 
Narratives, is it ever possible to move from an ethics of the dif/erend 
back to a politics of communal action? Do you think that hermeneu

tics, structuralism, and critical theory are necessarily condemned to 
totalizing paradigms of Grand Narrative? Is there a dialogue possible 
between these philosophical methods and your own? 

J-FL: Such a dialogue is always possible. But the trust one places 
in dialogue is a hermeneutic prejudice. Can you imagine Antonin Artaud 

dialoguing with Bill Clinton? Dialogue is an ordinary passion. The 
true~the rapport with the real (with the thing) ~escapes dialogue. 
My philosophical colleagues haven't read Freud. If they had, they'd 

have at least learnt that dialogue is shot through with unconscious 
demands, fed on unruly transfers and countertransfers. And they would 
have learned that a controlled transfer, which is the most difficult of 

all in relation to the other, has nothing to do with "dialogue." That said, 

there is nothing against a politics of common action, and we should 
lend ourselves to it, as long as we attribute to it a healthy (.Ja!uhre) 
rather than salvific (Jafutaire) value. It is the minimum commitment to 

safeguarding elementary rights of humanity as it is. 

RK: Do your claims for the "irrepresentable" and "incommensu

rable" not confine you to an endlessly deconstructive practice and thus 
prevent you from advancing to a rationally coherent model of the just 
and the good? How would you situate your own thinking here vis-a

vis Derrida or Levinas? 

J-FL: I repeat: there is no "rationally coherent model" of justice 

and injustice. Such a model is the dream of the system, which some

one like [John J Rawls proposes to realize innocently. Look at history, 
at least it has the force of nihilism: abortion, divorce, homosexuality, 
corporal punishment (guilt itself), child education, old age, death of 

course, but also birth, hospital care and hospitality, war and murder, 
the body and competition (the first Olympic Games and Atlanta 1996). 
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The Yes and the No have managed to accommodate each of these 
situations one by one, and they've always managed to rationalize them. 
Have my colleagues ever heard that "rationality" is related to "ration

alization"? This can lead to skepticism. And to this I would oppose the 
difficult anamnesis which decision demands: "In my soul and my uncon

scious ... " As for those who think, along with Spinoza and Hegel, that 
there is no room for judgment, I don't think they realize that God 

(including the Natura naturan.J) is dead. This is something Levinas 
clearly signals: the risk undertaken in understanding the other (!'Autre) 
in the other (autrui). That isn't an everyday occurrence like the trans

actions of the Wall Street stock exchange, which a good Rawlsian reads 
in his evening newspaper. Finally, as regards "deconstructive" thought, 
which I respect and which is also the thought of the undecidable, it 

has problems of necessity with decision and judgment (Urtei!). This is 
as it should be; and I have reason to think it is concerned by this. 

RK: Is the politics of the d~flerend inevitably a politics of rhetori
cal dispute without finality -without solution or resolution? Paralo

gism and paradox as the last word? Anarchism as the last stance? Dis
sidence as the last cry? 

J-FL: There is no "politics of the J{fferend. "Definitely not. The d~f
ferend can only give rise to a terrible melancholy, a practice of medi

tation, a poetics. 

RK: Can a postmodern politics do anything more than problema
tize the political as an order of representation (the junction of the polit
ical in the West since Plato) from the inside? Is there any alternative, 

in your view, to the prevailing system of commodification and exchange, 
other than a defeatist internal critique which exposes our incarcera
tion in the labyrinth but offers no paths leading beyond it? 

J-FL: I honestly don't think there is anything "beyond" the sys
tem. There is something "beneath" it, the "thing" which Freud called 
infantile. Any work derived from it will itself be made into "cultural 

merchandise": mistaken, misappropriated, 1nipri.Ji, as of no importance. 
Its quality as a work-wrestling with the absolute-will perhaps be 
acknowledged one day by a reader, listener, or spectator. 

RK: And the charge of "defeatism"? 

J-FL: Defeatism, as you understand it, has always been the fact 
of the serious, le fait du .Jerieu<1:. Every true thought knows itself to be 

defeated. Aristotle's epi.Jteme knew itself to be incapable before the 
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polfaki1 that Being opposes to it. The same goes for Platonic idealism 

before the khora. Relieved of doctrinaire ornament, Western thought 

has always been a resistance. Resistance is the way of the defeated who 

does not acknowledge defeat. But the claim to triumph~in the Roman 

sense~ is the worst kind of folly. The "beyond" does not allow itself to 

be approached without burning you up (votM foudroyer). There is noth
ing "romantic" in this: it is "realist,'' if anything ~the relation to the red, 

the thing. That is why it is so severe and so humble to "learn to philos

ophize" or to paint, to make music or a film. The apprenticeship is with

out end and without solution. One can make some progress, but how 

could one ever be satisfied? There is no defeatism in this recurrent dis

appointment, except for those who hold to the fantasy of full accom

plishment which the system exhibits: you shall be fulfilled. 

RK: Finally, if the politics of the d~/Jerend offers no project of for

ward advance, would you claim that your notion of the inunemorial (as 

that which is irrepresentable to memory yet will not be forgotten) pro

vides us with a critical task of anamnesis, as you call it, motivating a 

resistant reading of our culture? Is there a certain postmodern strat

egy of looking back without representation, a strategy which might 

offer more effective potential for change than the Enlightenment obses

sion with future progre._1.:f l 

J-FL: This last question would appear generous. But the alterna

tive backward(/orward is, in fact, extremely miserly with regard totem

porality. It reduces the latter to the opposition of before and after. By 

the term immemorial, I try to express another time, where what is 

past maintains the presence of the past, where the forgotten remains 

w~forgettaMe precisely because it is forgotten. This is what I mean by 

anamnesis as opposed to memory. In the time set out by concept and 

will, the project is only the "projection" of present consequences on 
the future (as in "futurology"). This kind of projection forbids the event; 

it prepares, preconceives, controls it in advance. This is the time of the 

Pentagon, the FBI, security, the time of empire. By contrast, what I 

call anamnesis is the opposite of genealogy, understood as a return to 

"origins" (always projected backward). Anamnesis works over the remains 

that are still there, present, hidden near to us. And with regard to what 

is not yet there, the still to come (l~z-venu'}, it is not a matter of the future 

as such (which shares the Latin root, fuit, meaning "it has been") but 

that which is still awaited with incertitude: hoped for, feared, sur

prising, in any case wze<1:pected. It will come; but the question is: what 
will come? One can't really talk therefore of a "postmodern .:Jtrategy." 
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If there is an enemy (the obscure primitiveness of the thing, indiffer

ent perhaps, a power both threatening and cherished), that enemy is 

inside each one of us. The labor of "working through" is to find the 

idiom that is least inappropriate to it. One is guided here only by an 

obscure sentiment of r~qhtne.J.J (ju,.Jfe.J.Je). But one is never satisfied with 

the idiom chosen and, more often than not, the other (autrui) doesn't 

understand anything. You only have to read the letters of Van Gogh, 

Artaud, or Kafka, Augustine's Cm~fe.J.Jton.J or [Michel de] Montaigne's 

E:i.Jay.J, the life of Angelo de F oligno or the studies of Henry James~ 

you see how the "postmodern" is not confined to a single period~to 

witness the kind of resistance they encountered. One must not traduce, 

in the sense of translate (traduit), what in itself remains ciphered (crypte). 
Instead of making the ciphered common currency, we must try to do 

justice to its insignificance. That is what is right. That is ;iMte.J.Je. 

Atlanta, Georgia, 1994 

This dialogue was completed in Atlanta, Georgia, in April 1994 and translated by 
Richard Kearney. 
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George Steiner 
Culture: The Price You Pay 

RK: Do you believe that there is such a thing as the "whole mind 

of Europe"? 

GS: I believe that there is in the history of Europe a very strong 

central tradition, which is by no means an easy one to live with. It is 

that of the Roman Empire meeting Christianity. Our Europe is still to 
an astonishing degree, after all the crises and changes, that Christian 
Roman Empire. Virgil was taken to be, rightly or wrongly, the prophet 

of this empire, and Dante the great incarnation. It is very striking that 
when General de Gaulle, who really used to think hard about these 
things, was interviewed and asked, "Are there three or four authors 

who are Europe to you?" he said immediately, without hesitating, "Of 
course, Dante, Goethe, Chateaubriand." The astonished interviewer, 
having fallen like an elephant into the pit, said, "What, Monsieur? No 

Shakespeare?" And the icy smile came, "You asked me about 'Europe."' 

In that joke there is a deep Roman Christian truth. 

RK: Do you believe in de Gaulle's notion of a great Europe extend

ing from the Atlantic to the Urals, as the slogan goes? 

GS: Let me answer honestly, not to make a joke, but out of deep 
conviction: if you draw a line from Porto in western Portugal to 

Leningrad, but certainly not Moscow, you can go to something called 

a coffeehouse, with newspapers from all over Europe; you can play 
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chess, play dominoes; you can sit all day for the price of a cup of cof

fee or a glass of wine; talk, read, work. Moscow, which is the begin

ning of Asia, has never had a coffeehouse. This peculiar space~of dis

course, of shared leisure, of shared exchange of disagreements~ by 

which I mean the coffeehouse, does define a very peculiar historical 

space roughly from western Portugal to that line which runs south 

from Leningrad to Kiev and Odessa. But not east of it and not very 

far north. 

RK: This culture of the coffeehouse you speak of would appear 

to be located only in certain European cities? 

GS: Yes. The shared culture we have is the culture of the citie.:J. I 

mean, it strikes me that Europe is essentially a constellation of cities 

which no other place on earth, no other civilization, not even the United 

States, has ever known. When you come to think of the Muslim cities, 

for instance, they are all holy shrines. They are tied to religion, with 

the results we know. When you come to think of American cities, they 

look to me, except for a few of them, like settlements, just put there on 

the large wide expanses, plains and so on, with no heart, with no core 

in them, and everybody living in the suburbs and so on, and the city 

just being the sky line. But when you come to Europe, what strikes 

you immediately is the great diversity of all the cities, each one with 

its historical moment of grandeur, its historical past being engraved in 

stone, and there to be admired. And, therefore, this is our sharing; this 

is what we have in common. We all of us have developed and evolved 
from the cities, from the Italian cities and from the Flemish cities. 

RK: But couldn't one object that it is precisely the European cities 

that are quintessentially national~ Paris as the epitome of France, Lon

don the epitome of England, Dublin the epitome of Ireland, Rome the 

epitome of Italy, that these are expressions of nation states, not of some 

pan-European culture? 

GS: Paris is the epitome of a national city. But I would say that 

Paris is an exception. My theory is that France, and Paris as represen

tative of France, are exceptions in Europe, and the French will be a 

long time becoming aware of that; they will probably have to change 

their ambitions and to rethink their nation, their sense of nationality, 

in order to adjust to the new European demands. But as soon as you 

mention Rome, I start smiling, because immediately I think of Venice 

and Milan, which are as diverse as possible, as different as possible 

from Rome, and which opposed themselves in the first place to Rome. 
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What about Florence as well? What is now happening is that cities are 

reemerging, as it were, taking over from nations, and entering some 

sort of competition; I personally think this is good, quite sound and 

healthy, because it's going to displace national competition, which was 

so cruelly messy and bloody. 

RK: So what do you make of all the recent talk about a "Europe 

of regions," of the argument that, as we enter a more united Europe

some would even go as far as to say a United States of Europe -we 

need a counterbalancing movement of devolution and a decentraliza

tion from the center back to the regions? Can a unified Europe also be 

a Europe of differences? 

GS: Differences and diversities, yes. I love every dialect; I'm pas

sionate. I eat languages like hors d' oeuvres. I just hate uniformity. In 

Switzerland, where I live and teach much of the year, blindfolded, you 

can say within ten kilometers where you are by the accent, the smell, 

almost the pace of the human beings you are hearing walking by you. 

But careful. Much of regionalism has a cruel, dark atavism. It lives by 

hatred: Fleming against Walloon, the Basque situation, the Irish-the 

bombs in the pocket of the local, small, agricultural, fanatical move

ment. Regions do tend too often to define themselves not by remem

bering in joy, but in hatred. And I think we have to be very, very care

ful, lest that come back and that flame burn again. 

RK: It seems to one that the Europe you champion is a Europe 

of high literacy, which lasted for so many hundred years, by your 

definition. It seems to be, in fact, a rather elitist concept of Europe: 

confined to the coffeehouses where intellectuals talk to each other; 

confined to universities, to reading rooms. But one could argue that 

this is not something shared by the great majority of people, and 

indeed, that your elite notion of culture is now coming under threat. 

Do you see any way in which your Europe of high literacy can be 

preserved today? 

GS: You are quite right about the threat to this notion, and I 

think we could define it in very honorable terms. There is very great 

anger and bitterness from human beings who have felt left out, who 

were never elected to the club, and that anger and bitterness is increas

ing all around us. There is, I hope, among those of us who have been 

privileged, and very lucky to be in the club, some severe self-ques

tioning: we must ask ourselves what the price for this privilege of dis

course was. It did not prevent the collapse of European civilization 
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into ultimate barbarity; it did not prevent savagery. Instead, it may 
even have abetted it. We are really very vulnerable. And the ques
tion is, are we going to find something better than Disneyland? Twenty

eight or thirty miles from Paris, there is a Disneyland, the second largest 
in the world, and it will be followed by other amusement parks. Appar

ently, Russia is now equally eager to get in on this. I look on this 
with despair. And yet you may ask me, do I have something better to 

offer? What am I going to do for human beings who don't think that 
reading Kant, or Joyce, or Goethe, is the be-all and the end-all of their 
lives, and who, nevertheless, want more leisure, want more elbowroom 

for sensibility? That is probably the most difficult question of all, 
and in a funny way, people like us, privileged intellectuals, have almost 
disqualified ourselves from answering it. 

RK: There is of course the opposing argument, which would hold 

that the electronic media of television and radio have actually made 
the cherished works of European culture - Shakespeare, the great 

operas, the great concertos-more accessible to people, because on 
their Saturday or Sunday nights, they now have an opportunity to tune 
into these classic works, and have access to them in a way they never 
could have had before. 

GS: This would be the optimistic point of view. It would depend 

on whether, having enjoyed the television program, you might then 

like to buy the book, or read it to your children, or want to see the play 
you've liked in a living theatre. As you know better than I, this is one 
of the most vexed topics. Is it happening? Is there, what they call, car

ryover or spillover from the mass media? Some people argue that there 
is, without doubt, and indeed there have been classic books whose sales 

have rocketed after a television presentation. There is, unfortunately, 

a lot of evidence which goes the other way, indicating an inverse trend. 
The bad drives out the good gradually, and, if anything, it is the trash 
that is beginning to fascinate more and more. We have to guard against 

being both too pessimistic and too optimistic. [Marshall] McLuhan's 
idea that we knew what we were doing doesn't seem to be quite accu

rate. We've outguessed ourselves on some of it. I would not deny 

that certain human beings, who, because of distance, economics or 
leisure, cannot get to concert halls, let alone operas, have certainly been 
introduced to new possibilities. But can we follow this up? Can we 

convey these forms to them in a living mode? Unfortunately, as you 
know, in the British Isles, statistics show that an overwhelming num

ber of theaters, music halls, and serious film houses are closing and 
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becoming bingo halls. If anything, television has driven out the alter
native live forms. 

RK: This it what you call the "Culture of the Secondary" ~para
sitism, talk about talk, images of images, replacing the real presence 

of the works themselves. But is there any sense in which that real pres

ence can survive in anything but a mystical, or sacramental, reverence 
for the unique work of art, something no longer really feasible today? 

GS: Is it no longer feasible? Let's take the really ugly end of the 
stick. Historians will one day say that this culture went insane when 
it paid one hundred million pounds for a painting, when the whole 

world rivaled itself in auction for one Van Gogh, one [Pierre-Auguste] 

Renoir, one [Pablo J Picasso. And you will say, what a vulgar and mys
terious way of honoring great art. Of course it is. But it comes very 

near to deification. Let's not forget that half the great churches of the 
Renaissance in Europe were built by rich patrons, trying to eclipse 
their neighbors~ built, in fact, for conspicuous, ostentatious consump

tion. So there is a queer, philistine craziness about very great icons of 
art which continues, it's also true, in the building of new museums, 
of new emporia. It's not quite clear yet that in some kind of much cru

eler way, the worship is gone. There is some sort of complicated idol
atry. But if I could do something about it, I would like to start at the 

most day-to-day level. Will mothers or fathers begin to read more again 

to their children? Sociologists give us some evidence on that. There 
seems to be a deep shock, particularly in the middle class, about the 
fact that the child has never heard its parents' voices reading to it, read

ing good books to it. We' re beginning, perhaps, to go back to certain 
possibilities. I think we're in a stage of acute conflict and transition 

where on both sides of the ledger you can find evidence. But the pic

ture is not all black. The most terrifying prospect would be that of the 
fragile structures of privacy and of leisure being broken down by star
vation, by mass migration which could come from Eastern Europe, or 

by the breakdown of civil forms of organization, legalism, and eco
nomic exchange in some of the critical areas. If I had to choose some 
kind of insane dictatorship, it would be to try to bring back the little 

silence into our lives. The latest estimate is that about 87 percent of 
adolescents cannot read without hearing a radio, a record player, a cas
sette, a long-playing disc, or television in the background. That elec

tronic noise has become the .:1ine qua non, the condition, of any act of 
attempted attention. If that is true, then something is happening to the 
old cortex which we don't fully understand. 
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RK: This is what you call the Americanization of the planet, and 

indeed of Europe in particular, isn't it? And you do say, at one point 

in your recent book, Real Pre.:Jence, that the American genius is the 

attempt to democratize eternity and domesticate excellence. Do you 

think we in Europe can face that kind of competition? 

GS: The best of America, like the best of any culture, doesn't export 

very well. There are very great wines which spoil when you ship them 

to other countries. The best of America, which has a kind of largesse 

of generosity, of human experimental humor and relaxation, does 

not export well. What does export is McDonalds, Kentucky Fried 

Chicken, the comic book, and all the dreadful soap operas. 

RK: So, you would say we get the worst. 

GS: We are importing the worst. We have invested our passions 

in the worst. 

RK: And would you support the German and French moves, 

particularly at a cultural level, to protect national languages and Euro

pean culture from that onslaught by promoting native filmmaking 

and publishing? 

GS: It does not work. Walk the streets of Germany, see the pres

ence of "Franglais" in France, and you must recognize that the Amer

ican language, as also in England, has been almost totally triumphant. 

With the exception of the Beatles, there has not been a major counter

statement with any kind of comparable explosive dynamic, in the Eng

lish language. It's like Fairy Liquid ~it comes over, it tides over, it 

deterges, it cleans, it purifies, it uniformizes. It might go away. I see 

one hopeful alternative in northern Italy. There, much of the best of 

America has been adopted~why should people not have laundromats, 

and proper clothes off the rack, and look better and feel better, and 

have decent shoes, and so on?~ but the double presence of socialism 

and Catholicism in Italy, and the tension between them, has preserved 

an enormously powerful sense of national and linguistic identity. In 

other countries, however, we find hardly any national self-conscious

ness left. If it tides over, we may be in for a hundred years, two hun

dred years, during which human beings will say, "Oh, shut up with all 

your cultural talk, we want to live decently. We actually want to have 

an icebox." And for a while, that's what we're going to tiy~happiness 

is a new idea in Europe. Suppose we're on a new threshold of domes

tic comfort and elbowroom, in which intellectual passions are not only 
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curiously luxurious, but positively the enemy. That's why I think we 

should be studying more about what is wrongly called the Dark Ages, 

when small groups, particularly Irish monks, scholars, wanderers, 

lovers of poetry and scripture and of the classics, began copying texts 

by hand again, began founding libraries. We've been through difficult 

stages like this. I'm not at all pessimistic. I see a pendulum motion 

between a certain elitist rapture of excellence and the ordinary pas

sion for just having a better day and night of it. One must be a sadis

tic, arrogant fool ever to say to another human being, "You have no 

right to live a bit better." Of course they have that right. 

RK: So, in defense of the American ideal, one could say that it did 

introduce a certain egalitarian hope for many human beings, and, 

indeed, perhaps also a culture of tolerance for diversity, for inclu

sion, for what we call the melting pot. 

GS: Very much so. It has not worked all that well in America. Eth

nic problems are obstinate, resistant, intractable, beyond our hopes. 

That very great observer, the greatest we've ever had in America, [Alexis J 
de Tocqueville, in the nineteenth century, wrote that wholly prophetic 

sentence: "Aristocracies create works in bronze, democracies in plas

ter." This was his dictum of the American situation, to which the answer 

is, perhaps, "that's the inevitable concomitant of an increase in human

ity." That is a very strong defense. My reserve is, put not in that busi

ness. I've given my life to teaching, to trying to say to a very small num
ber of human beings, "Let's read Homer, and Virgil, and Dante, together. 

That's what life is about." I may be wrong, but I can't fake it. And what 

horrifies me about the present climate is that some of my colleagues, 

some of those of the intellectual profession, want it both ways. That, I 

think, is a piece of cant which is becoming very expensive. 

RK: Do you think in Europe we're much better? We have witnessed 

two world wars this century based on the worst kinds of tribal nation

alism, intolerance for the other, intolerance for diversity, which at least 

America has been able to accommodate with its notion of a pluralistic 

society. Also, in recent times, we have witnessed the resurgence of eth

nic nationalism in Europe, which, some would say, augurs very badly 

for our immediate future. And we cannot forget, indeed, that if we are 

a continent and a civilization that has produced great minds, many of 

those minds in our own century, such as Heidegger, [Ezra J Pound, [Paul] 

de Man, [Louis-Ferdinand] Geline, proved to be very immoral people 

in their support for fascism. How does one answer that charge? 
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GS: One cannot answer it on the factual level, it is true. But you 

and I have taken a kind of oath of clarity. Doctors take the Hippocratic 

oath~ "if I'm going to sign that, I'm going to behave in a certain way 

for the rest of my life, whatever the circumstances." We have taken an 

oath, which is to try to transmit excellence, to try to transmit beauty, 

to try to transmit form. It often seems to come a little out of the cor

ner of hell. That is a very central truth and enigma. But I can't fake it. 

A world without the figures you've mentioned, a world without the 

great classics, a world without the great paintings and music, would 

to me, if not to others, be an ash-heap. That is not to defend the 

Manichaean claim about the double, the blackness being a constant 

part of every great creation. Saints don't need to write poems. Illiter

ate people don't write poems, or very rarely. The cultivation of the 

highest powers of expression and thought does seem to go along very 
often with a real political inhumanity. It would be wonderful if these 

people were nice. They aren't. But you and I write books about them. 

We live by what they teach us. We live by the joy, the worry, the anguish 
they give us and, sorry, we're in a bit of a trap there. And I think one 

can be honest about the trap, not pretend that human love, egalitarian 

justice, liberal dispensations, are very great creators of absolutely first

class work. They aren't. 

RK: This touches on one of the central concerns of your writing~ 

the notion of answerability as an aesthetic openness to the text, to 

the otherness of the text, a certain mode of concentration, attention, 

vigilance; and there seems to be built into that word an1werabifity, being 

responsible to the text, an element also of being responsible for the 

text, and by implication, for others. Now, this seems to me to be quite 

problematic~the claim that an aesthetic answerability, to great works 

of art will lead, logically and emotionally, to a sense of moral respon

sibility. Yet the facts are otherwise. Very answerable people, in terms 

of artistic work, have been very morally suspect. How do you explain 

that contradiction? 

GS: Since we have so little time, let me try to answer you in 

two very simple ways. And the hardest thing in the world is to try to 

be simple on problems like this. Very roughly, Thomas Jefferson, 

Matthew Arnold (still a great teacher), F. R. Leavis, really believed 

that if you read better, you would vote better and treat other human 

beings better. I am simplifying, of course, but they made the link pas

sionately, confidently~saying, you can't but be a finer human being, 

because your sensibility will be richer, more delicate, more apprehen-
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sive of the condition of others. In all my early work, when trying to 

show that people who could play Schubert like angels and read Goethe 
couldn't then torture other people in concentration camps, I came to 

the conviction that this was not demonstrable. On the contrary, as 
you've hinted before, sometimes, most awfully, the contrary prevails, 

and great readers are sadistic human beings or vote for fascism, and 
so on. Where is the bridge? In my more recent work, I've narrowed; 

I've tightened. That dubious figure and Titan among thinkers, Mar
tin Heidegger, who will, I think, dominate much of culture in the 
future, as did Hegel and Plato~not politically very reassuring either, 

by the way~ Heidegger said, look, the great poet, the great artist, he 
isn't <!peaking, he is being .Jpoken. Something we can express by a lit
tle English pun, he's being "bespoken." Something is passing through 

him. Something much greater than any individual. The language is 
greater than the individual; it chooses certain vessels to contain its 

glory and its radiant pressure. I'm now speaking in opposition to what 
is the prevailing fashion, the prevailing way of teaching, which says 

that anybody can rearrange what he reads. I'm protesting desperately 
against the posters on every single wall, where the conductors' names 

are much larger than those of the composers. I'm protesting against 
the producer thinking he's greater than Shakespeare, or Moliere, or 
Aristophanes, when he has everybody naked, or in rubber masks, or 

on spaceships, doing classic plays. I'm pleading for a certain courtesy 
in the face of really great art. Put quite simply, the great poet 
doesn't need me. I need him. There is the picture of Pushkin in which 
he said, "Look, I'm Pushkin. I'll give you the mail to carry. See that 
it gets to the right delivery box." I love to do that. I'm not pushed 

when I can't do it, but I love to carry the letters, which is one way 

of teaching, one way of being, as you and I are, writers, critics, elu
cidators. It's a very modest function, but it has become a dangerous 

and, I think, essentially a difficult one~ to get people to listen at all, 

to look at all. But if you were to ask me does this carry the liberal, 
confident hope that you will then behave a little better in the street or 
in your home, I could not say I really have that hope. 

RK: If we could return to the notion of the European mind. You 
mentioned earlier that the Dark Ages of Europe was a misnomer, and 
you seemed to imply that pre-Enlightenment Europe was a time when 

people had a single culture, and that with the lingua franca of Latin, 

they could move across borders and boundaries, and enter some sort 
of social and political unity ... 
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GS: You use the phrase "fin.quafl·anca." There is no more deeper 

witticism or irony of history, and history is much wittier and more 

ironic than we are. Li1~qua, Latin. Franct0 French. The two great moments 
when Europe thought it had a single language. And what is the Lingua 

franca now? Anglo-American or American Creole or commercial Amer

ican, which organizes the computers from Vladivostok to Madrid, the 
language every young scientist has to publish in, and has to know. I 

see a terrific contradiction, almost a trap. Can there be this new Europe 
when it speaks American? I don't know the answer, and I don't know 
anybody who has even begun to think this one through, because it's 

such a fierce challenge to all past history. What could be the basis for 
an answer? Could it be a revival of religion? Tricky one, that. Funda
mentalism is rampant again, not only in Islam, but also in Christian

ity. The Ukraine, which is one of the biggest nations on the globe, could 
again become a passionate Catholic wedge driven into the very heart 
of the Slavic world. Will we again have great religious wars? It's not 

excluded. One doesn't need to say this in Ireland. Is there another 
basis? I see only one. It is that of a shared body of active remembrance. 
When you visit Leningrad, whatever your feelings, you have twelve 

kilometers -it's scarcely imaginable -of cemeteries, of more than a 
million people who died of starvation and suffering in the siege. Right 
to the frontiers of Asia, which I tried to say are at Moscow, Europe 

shares a body of terror, of remembered sorrow, of unspeakable self
destruction to the brink of suicide, in which there is perhaps also some 
hope. History might become the passport of shared identity, an actively 

lived and known history-and history is in many ways at the moment 
the dominant discipline of sensibility. We have lived through some
thing so unspeakable. We were so close to the possibility of there being 

no Europe at all. And there's the reentry of Spain-after forty years 
of France, we have one of the powerhouses of liberal thought, art, phi

losophy, and painting among us again, with its eagerness to join Europe: 
"we're one of you; we too have lived that hideous history, of inquisi
tion, and civil war, and Napoleon, and fascism." There are shared mem

ories which an American does not share, which an Asiatic and an African 

does not share. They have their own immensely rich empires and 
evidences of the past tense. Ours is probably the most urgent, and there 

is at least a chance the young today are crossing borders as even you 
and I never were able to do, that there is somewhere a decision that 

the past has to have borne some very fragile fruit. Otherwise, the dark
ness at the back of us becomes even less endurable. 
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RK: But the remembrance is of our collective errors as much as 

our collective achievements. 

GS: There is a marvelous remark by the German poet [Rainer 

Maria] Rilke, that at the end of a good marriage one has to become 

the loving guardian of the other's solitude. I would say that at the 

end of an historic crisis one must become the loving guardian of one's 

own mistakes. 

Dublin, 1991 
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Paul Ricreur 
UniverJality and the Power of Difference 

RK: Do you believe in the idea of a European identity? 

PR: Europe has produced a series of cultural identities, which 

brought with themselves their own self-criticism, and I think that this 

is unique. Even Christianity encompassed its own critique. 

RK: And how would you see this ability to criticize ourselves oper

ating? In terms of Reformations and Renaissances? 

PR: Yes. Plurality is within Europe itself. Europe has had dif

ferent kinds of Renaissance~ Carolingian, twelfth-century, Italian and 
French, fifteenth-century, and so on. The Enlightenment was another 
expression of this; and it is important that in the dialogue with other 

cultures we keep this element of self-criticism, which I think is the only 
specificity of Europe (along with, of course, the enhancement of sci
ence). Europe is unique in that it had to interweave several heritages~ 

Jewish-Christian, Greek-Roman, then the Barbarian cultures which 
were encompassed within the Roman Empire, the heritage within 
Christianity of the Reformation, Renaissance Enlightenment, and also 

the three nineteenth-century components of this heritage, natuma!i11n, 
docia!if m, and romanticum ... 

RK: How does this pluralist legacy fit with the European claim to 

universality? 
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PR: The kind of universality that Europe represents contains 

within itself a plurality of cultures, which have been merged and inter

twined, and which provide a certain fragility, an ability to disclaim and 

interrogate itself. 

RK: This of course opens the question, doesn't it, of how we in 

Europe relate not just to the differences within our borders, but also 

how we relate to the differences of other non-European continents and 

countries; and how the universalist project of Europe can engage in 

dialogue with their differences, their nationalisms, their fundamen
talisms? I mean, can we preach to others if we haven't sorted out our 

own problems of national identity? 

PR: I think we must be very cautious here in Europe when we 

speak of fundamentalism, because it is immediately a pejorative word, 

and this prevents good analysis. We have to look at the phenomenon 

because there are several kinds of fundamentalism. We put one word 

above a multiplicity of events. But there is, for instance, a difference 

between a return to a culture close to the practice of the people and a 

fundamentalism imposed from above. 

RK: Well, if we take the example of the Baltic states, do you have 

a sympathy with what their nationalist claims for sovereignty and auton

omy are trying to achieve? 

PR: I must say that I am surprised by the extent of the phenom

enon, but also the extremist dimension, because in my own philosoph

ical culture, I had underestimated the capacity of language to reorgan

ize a culture and to unify it. And secondly, I had also underestimated 

the fragility of each identity which feels threatened by another. Peo

ple must be ve:ry unsure to feel threatened by the otherness of the other. 

I did not realize that people are so unsure when they claim so emphat

ically to be what they are. 

RK: Wouldn't you agree that there are ve:ry good historical rea

sons for this insecurity, not only in the Baltic states, but also in 

Yugoslavia, in Czechoslovakia, or in Northern lreland~hence the 

need to attach themselves to a separatist national identity? 

PR: But there is also the fact that there is no political distribution 

of borders which is adequate to the distribution of languages and 

cultures, so there is no political solution at the level of the nation state. 

This is the real irritator of the nineteenth century, this dream of a per

fect equation between state and nation. 
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RK: That clearly has failed. 

PR: Yes, that has failed. So, we have to look for something else. 

RK: There is much talk now in Europe about the necessity to go 

beyond the limitations of the nation state (while preserving it as an 

intermediary model) to a transnational federation of states on the 

one hand, and a devolution of power from the nation state to regions 

on the other hand-to regions that would be more self-governing, that 

would encourage the practice of local democracy, of participatory 

democracy. Do you think that might work? 

PR: Yes, but there is a political problem here. Is the project of 

European federalism to be a confederation of regions, or of nations? I 
don't know the solution because it is something without a precedent. 

Modern history has been made by nation states. But there are prob

lems of size. We have five or six nation states in Europe of major 
size, but we have micro-nations which cannot become microstates in 

the same way as nation states have done. 

RK: One could argue that it's not unprecedented in what some 

call the "other Europe" of Canada and the United States, where they 

did develop a model of federation, and indeed a certain amount of local 

autonomy in government at the level of the town halls, particularly 

at the beginning of the American Revolution. 

PR: In a sense, the United States is a different case because it is 

a melting pot of immigrants. 

RK: But surely we've also got an opportunity here in Europe to 

accommodate the immigrants from those countries we colonized for 

two or three centuries. 

PR: The United States has solved the problem due to its unit of 

language, English, to a certain extent. We have an opposite problem, 

with our multiplicity of languages and national dialects. 

RK: I'd like to bring in the question of sovereignty here. At the 

moment we're pooling sovereignty in Europe. The notion of sover

eignty, if I'm not mistaken, actually goes back to the idea, first of all, 

that God is the universal sovereign, later replaced by the king as sov

ereign, as the center of one indivisible power. Then, with the replace

ment of monarchy by republics, with the French Revolution, for exam

ple, the nation state becomes sovereign. 
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PR: In modern republics, the origin of sovereignty is in the people, 

but now we recognize that we have many peoples. And many peoples 
means many centers of sovereignty-we have to deal with that. 

RK: Wasn't one of the problems of the French Revolution the def

inition of sovereignty as one and indivisible? That creates problems 

when you export the Revolution to other countries or continents. 

PR: Take the Corsican people who are also a member of the French 

people. Here we have two meanings of the word people. On the one 

hand, "people" means to be a citizen in a state, so it's not an ethnic con

cept. But, on the other hand, Corsica is a people in an ethnic sense -

within the French people which is not an ethnic concept. So, we are 

struggling with two concepts of people, and I think it's an example of 

what is happening throughout Europe now. 

RK: Does this mean two different kinds of membership-ethnic 

membership and civic membership? 

PR: Yes, because the notion of "people," according to the French 

constitution, is not ethnic. Its citizenship is defined by the fact that 

somebody is born on the territory of France. For example, the son or 

daughter of an immigrant is French because he or she was born on this 

territory. So, the rule of membership has nothing to do with ethnic ori

gin. This is why it was impossible to define Corsican people, because 

we had to rely on criteria other than citizenship, on ethnic criteria, and 

to whom are we to apply these criteria? 

RK: Does this not raise the problem of ethnic nationalism and 

racism? 

PR: The criterion of citizenship is there to moderate the excess of 

the ethnic criterion. 

RK: To enlarge the discussion somewhat, could one not say that 

there are in fact several Europes? 

PR: The German thinker Karl Jaspers used to say that Europe 

extends from San Francisco to Vladivostok. This raises the issue of the 

cultural expansion of Europe. 

RK: Perhaps the solution, if there is one, is not to be found within 

the limits of Europe. Maybe we need to extend those limits and go fur

ther to what some people have called a world republic, a cosmopoli

tan society which can harbor differences yet bind all peoples and con

tinents together? 
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PR: Even in political terms, it may be impossible to solve the prob

lem of the unification of Europe without solving the problem of some 

international institution which would provide the proper framework. 

RK: This utopian vision of a cosmopolitan republic is one that goes 

back to the Enlightenment, to Kant and Montesquieu ... 

PR: We need now a plurality of utopias, utopias of different kinds. 

Surely, a basic utopia is a world economy which is not ruled by effi

ciency, by productivity, but based on needs. Maybe this will be the 

problem for the next century~ how to move from an economy ruled 

by the laws of the market to a universal economy based on the real 

needs of people. We are now at the stage where the market is winning 

and provides the only source of productivity, but this productivity is 

not shared, because the success of productivity increases inequality. 

We'll have to address that. And then there's the political problem of 

resolving the hierarchy of sovereignties-global, Continental (Euro

pean, American, African, etc.), national, and regional. 

RK: Maybe we can take a step back from the immediate politi

cal implications of this problem and say a little about the cultural and 

philosophical presuppositions of this discussion. 

PR: I would like to focus on the role of memory in this context. On 

the one hand, memory is a burden; if we keep repeating the story of 

wars won or lost, we keep reinforcing the old hostilities. Take the 

different states of Europe. In fact, we cannot find a pair who weren't 

at war at one time or another. The French and the British, the Poles 

and Germans, and so on. So, there is memory which is a prison, which 

is regressive. But, on the other hand, we cannot do without the cultiva

tion of the memory of our cultural achievements, and also of our suf

ferings. This brings me to the second element. We need a memory of 

the second order which is based on forgiving. And we cannot forgive 

if we have forgotten. So, in fact we have to crodd our memories, to 

e."Cchange our memories with each other to the point that, for example, 

the crimes of the Germans become part of our own memory. Sharing 

the memory of cruelty of my neighbor is a part of this political dimen

sion of forgiving. We have some examples. When the German chan

cellor went to Warsaw and knelt down and asked for pardon, I think 

that was very important for Europe, because, while we have to get rid 

of the memory of wars, of victory, and so on, we must keep the mem

ory of the scars. Then we can proceed to this exchange of memories, 

to this mutual forgiveness. 
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RK: It's an unusual idea. 

PR: I don't see how we can solve Europe's problems only in terms 

of a Common Market or a political institution. We need these, of course. 

We need the extension of a market which would be the basis of the 

unification for Europe and also a relationship between Europe and the 

rest of the world, the invention of new institutions to solve the prob

lem of the multiplicity of nation states. But there is a .:Jpiritual problem 

underlying both the economic problem of a Common Market and 

the political problem of new institutions. 

RK: What would be the role of narrative~ one of the key concepts 

in your philosophy ~in relation to this cultural crisis we are facing in 

Europe today? I mean narrative as storytelling, as remembrance or as 

projection. 

PR: I would say three things concerning the role of narrative. First 

you have the narration of founding events, because most cultures have 

some original happening or act which gives some basis of unity to 

the diversity within the culture. Hence the need to commemorate found

ing events. 

RK: Such as the French Revolution, the Soviet Revolution, 1916 

in Ireland? 

PR: Yes. We have to keep that because we have to retain some 

claims, some convictions that are rooted in these founding events. Sec

ondly, I would say that one of the resources of the theory of narrativ

ity is that now we may tell oi{f'erent stories about ourselves. So, we have 

to learn how to vary the stories that we are telling about ourselves. 

And thirdly, we have to enter this process of exchange, which the Ger

man philosophers called A1ueinanoer.:Jetzwz_q. We are caught in the sto

ries of others, so we are protagonists in the stories we are told by 
others, and we have to assume for ourselves the stories that the others 

tell about us, which have their own founding events, their own strate

gies, their own plots. 

RK: So the crossing of memories involves the crossing of sto

ries. But is there any sense in which in Europe today we can tell each 

other the same story, a common universal story? Is there anything to 

bind us together? 

PR: I would say that this concept of universality may be used in 

different contexts. On the one hand, you may speak of universal rules 
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of discourse ~what Habermas says about rules of discussion; let us say 

the logic and ethics of argumentation. This is one level of universality, 

but it is too formal to be operative. Secondly, you have a universalist 

claim within our own culture. For example, we may claim that some 

rights to free speech are universal, in spite of the fact that for the time 

being they cannot be included within other cultures. But it's a claim, 

and remains only a claim as long as it is not recognized by the others. 

So we bring to the discussion not only procedures of universality but 

claim.:J of universality. The project of universality is central to the whole 

debate about human rights. Take the example of the mutilation of women. 

I am sure that we are right to say that there is something universal in 

our assertion that women have a right to pleasure, to physical integrity, 

and so on, even if it is not recognized. But we have to bring that into 

the discussion. It's only discussion with the other which may finally con

vince the other that it's universal. And thirdly, I would say that you have 

a kind of eschatological universalism~the universal as an ultimate proj

ect or goal as in Kant's EMay on Perpetual Peace. 

RK: The project of some kind of universal republic. 

Recorded in Paris in 1991 and first published in Vi1um,1 of Europe, 1992 
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Umberto Eco 
ChaoJmoJ: The Return of the MtilJle AgeJ 

RK: You have argued that the Dark Ages is a much maligned 

period of European history. Why? 

UE: We can speak of the Dark Ages in the sense that the popu

lation of Europe fell by twenty million. The situation was really hor
rible. The only flourishing civilization was the Irish one, and that's not 

by chance. Those Irish monks went to civilize the continent. But imme
diately after the millennium, we cannot speak any longer of Dark Ages. 

You know that, about the tenth century, they discovered a new culti
vation of beans, all those vegetable proteins. One historian called the 
tenth century "the century full of beans"; it was an enormous revolu

tion. Now, the whole of Europe started to be fed with vegetable pro
teins. A real, biological change. And the centuries immediately after 
the millennium were called the First Industrial Revolution, because in 

those three centuries, more or less before the Renaissance, there was 

a larger-scale application of the windmills and the invention of the new 
collar for horses and for cattle. With the old collar, they were practi

cally strangled. With the new one, on the chest, the force of the ani
mal was four, five, or six times greater. Then there was the invention 
of the posterior rudder. Until that time, ships had a lateral rudder and 

it was very difficult to move against the wind. With a back-moving 
rudder, the possibilities for shipping became enormous; the discovery 
of America by Columbus wouldn't have been possible without this 
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technological innovation. And we can list many other miracles of dis

covery. So, it means that European culture, European society, grew 

with the new feudalism and the new bourgeoisie, the birth of Italian 

and Flemish communes, the free cities, the invention of the bank, the 

invention of the check, of credit. 

RK: In one of your essays, you actually talk about the return of the 

Middle Ages. Do you believe that there is some sort of cycle to histo:ry, 

and that we are now reliving some of the traumas of the Middle Ages? 

UE: Well, in that essay I wanted to stress certain common elements 

in the sense in which our era is undoubtedly an era of transition, in a 

ve:ry accelerated way. It's enough to think of what happened in the last 

few years in Europe to understand the sense in which we are living in 

a new era of revolution. This is, as the Middle Ages was, an era of tran

sition in which new forms, new social, technological, philosophical forms 

are invented. And at the time I wrote the essay I was also impressed by 

certain common patterns in the rise of terrorism: I saw the rise of groups 

like the Red Brigade and PLO, etc., as a return of medieval millenari

anism, informed by a sense of apocalypse and breakdown. The Atomic 

Age as a sort of reliving of the Middle Ages. 

RK: If I could take an example from literature now~Joyce, some

body you have written much about, including your book, JmneJ Joyce 

and the Middle 49eJ. You seem to argue that Joyce represents a balance 

between a fidelity to the cosmic order of the Middle Ages (represented 

in particular by his fascination for Thomist aesthetics), and an avant

garde pioneering quality which you equate with the contingency and 

experimentation of modernity. ls there not a sense in which for you Joyce 

is an exemplar who combines a medieval aesthetic with a modern one? 

UE: I think that Joyce is a paramount case of contrast and fusion, 

an incredible cocktail between those two aspects. They are present in 

his life in a Catholic milieu, the reading of St. Thomas Aquinas, a deep 

understanding of it, and his interest in experimental literature, and this 

sort of destruction of language that he called in FinnegatM Wczke the "abni

hilation of the ethym." Joyce's work, as well as his life, was an oscilla

tion, or dialectic, between opposites. Take UfyJd&J. In U!ydd&J, he destroys 

all the existing forms of narrative, destroys all the existing forms oflan

guage. In doing that, he has built from the structure of the Odyssey, but 

it could have been something else; it was this medieval idea of the cathe

dral-like structure, and without this structure he would have been unable 

to undertake his work of disruption, destruction, decomposition. I think 
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that this dialectic is present in every author, but in Joyce it was espe

cially evident and openly confessed by the author himself ~the nostal

gia for order and taste for adventure, the necessity of using order as a 

disruptive machine. That's absolutely new and Joycean. 

RK: So, you would argue that there is a dialectic between the nos

talgia for a medieval order and a modern sense of chaos in Joyce? 

UE: Well, I chose as a subtitle of my book, Chao.JnuJ.J, a word 

invented by Joyce in which you have this sandwich between co.:Jnw.J, 

which means organized structure, and chaos. Obviously, an author 

who has invented the word chao.:Jnw.:J was a little obsessed by this pos

sibility of creative opposition. 

RK: I'm reminded here of an example from your novel The Nanu of 
the Ro.Je, where the hero, the monk, is wandering through the labyrinth 

of the library, and he comes across a forbidden section where books on 

comedy have been hidden away. The point seems to be that while the 

Western tradition, and the Western church in particular, allowed Aristo

tle's teachings on tragedy, it censored Aristotle's writings on comedy; and 

in this secret section of the library, you also have a series of commentaries 

by learned Gaelic monks full of the paraphernalia of the The Book qf'Ke!M ~ 
humor and mischief, contradiction and conflict. Are you making a point 

here about a certain Irish openness to contradiction and humor? 

UE: You know, the Middle Ages was a serious age, because it 

was an age of faith and such things, so that the subject matter of every 

discourse was God. It had to be serious. But since it had also a great 

sense of humor, it was also an age of carnival and popular license. One 

only has to read Chaucer or Boccaccio to understand that they were 

not as virtuous as it seems. They tried to exploit this. The margins. 

There is a form of decorative art called marginalia. The texts were 

dealing with divine martyrs, and the margins were a sort of amuse

ment, inventing, quoting from fairytales, from popular legends. What 

happened with the Irish medieval culture was that marginalia became 

centrafuz. The Book (?f Kefu is made only of marginalia, and that is the 

way in which Irish culture was already Joycean at that medieval 

moment, trying to introduce extraneous elements to disturb the order 

of things, to find a different order. 

RK: You've argued that Finne_qan.:J Wtzke recounts the quest for a 

universal language ~or to be more accurate, a parody of the old tra

ditional quest for an original tongue, some kind of alphabet that would 
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preexist Babel and the division into multiple tongues that today make 

up our polyglot civilization. Now your point seems to be that there is 
no such thing as a return to a time before Babel, that we live in a post

Babellic age, to use your phrase, where it's the very multiplicity, plu
rality, confusedness, and complexity of languages that makes us what 

we are and is perhaps our greatest virtue. 

UE: Well, the story is the following. For years I've been working 
on this extraordinary episode in the history of European civilization~ 

the quest for a perfect language. Before the birth of Europe, there was 
not such a preoccupation, because the Greek civilization, or the Latin 
civilization, had their own language, which was considered the right 
one, and all the rest was considered barbarian. (The term barbarian 

originally meant stutterer, people unable to speak; without a language). 

As soon as Europe discovered the plurality of new languages, they 
started dreaming of some kind of universal language. There were two 
options. One, to go back before the confusion of the Tower of Babel 
where, according to Genesis 11, God confused language. Before, there 

was a single perfect language. And so there is in European history this 
effort to return to the purity of the original Hebrew, or another pre
Hebrew language, the one used by God to speak to Adam. And the 

other attempt was, on the contrary, to build up a new language that 
would allegedly follow the rules of universal reason~ a language that 

could be spoken by everybody. Both were attempts to heal the wound 
of Babel. But there are, in this history, other such efforts. I discovered 
recently, probably one of the first texts about the story of Babel is an 

Irish drama of the seventh century in which it is told that the Gaelic 

language, invented by seventy-two wise men, instead of trying to go 
back before Babel or to eliminate the plurality of the other languages, 

tried to pick up the best from every language to create an alternative 
language~ Gaelic. This mythical idea seems to be very similar to the 
idea of Joyce, who dreamed all his life of an alternative poetical lan

guage ~Finne.9an.J Wtzke is a proof of it. He did not try to invent a 
new one, or to rediscover an old one. Finne_9an.J Wtzke is not written in 
English; it is a sort of polyglot construction in which every possible 

type of language is contributing to a new kind of discourse. What is 
the meaning of this metaphor~which is a metaphor, obviously, because 
it's impossible to think of a future Europe speaking in Finneganese? 

It is probably that the future of Europe is not to be seen as a devel

opment under the standard of a unique language, such as Esperanto, 
but as a sort of acceptance of a civilization made of various languages. 
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In Europe something different can happen, unlike what happened in 
the United States where the unification was made under the heading 

of a single language. 

RK: You mean En.qluh? 

VE: Yes. There were French-speaking people, German-speaking 

people, Dutch-speaking people, and all of that, but English became 
the unifying tongue in America. In Europe, we are facing more and 
more a fragmentation of languages. Look at what is happening in 

Yugoslavia. Or in the former Soviet empire. Lithuania, Estonia and 
Croatia are becoming again official entities. If today we could think of 
a Europe with three, four, five languages, the Europe of tomorrow 

would have tens of different languages, each of them recognized in 
their own autonomy and dignity. And so the future of Europe is prob
ably to acquire a sort of polylingual attitude. And there is in the uni

versities, at present, an interesting prefiguration of this. It is the Eras
mus project. I have always said that the most important feature of the 
Erasmus project is the sexual one, because what does it mean if every 

student is supposed in the future to spend one year, at least, in another 
country? It means a lot of mixed marriages. It means that the next gen
eration will be largely bilingual, with a father and mother from differ

ent countries. That's the best chance for Europe. 

RK: So you're really talking about exchange, interchange, confu

sion in the best sense of the word. It reminds me of something that 
Brian Friel, one of our Irish playwrights, once said in his play Tran.1-

latwn.J, that confusion is not an ignoble condition. 

VE: No. It's the original condition of the cosmos. Before the Big 

Bang there was a great order, and a great peace. The Big Bang was 
the beginning of the confusion in which we live. 

RK: But isn't there actually a stronger claim in what you're say
ing? I'm thinking of your argument that if God spoke to Adam, He 

spoke in Finneganese. 

VE: It was again a metaphor. But yes, the idea of a perfect language 
is a utopia. If it is possible to think that evolution took place several times 
in the world in different places, it is also possible to think that lan

guage was born several times in several places. The idea of an ideal lan
guage is that there was first a speaking animal, then all the other lan

guages derived from it. And so it was for centuries: they dreamt of Hebrew 

as the original one, and then of Indo-European, and so on. Humanity 
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being a speaking species, it is probable that languages were plural from 
the beginning. And seeing that plurality is a natural condition, it would 
be artificial and inhuman to reduce this plurality to an impossible unity. 

RK: To take this back again into the realm of Europe, aren't you 

really claiming that cultural contamination is a good thing, that we 

should be muddying the waters, mixing together different languages, 
different races, different nationalities, and that one of the great errors 
of Europe has been the attempt to fashion some kind of purity of cul

ture or politics? Two indications of this might be, on the one hand, the 
tradition of the centralized nation state which suppresses its regional 
minorities and languages~ in other words, refuses to acknowledge the 
existence of a plurality of cultures within~and on the other hand, the 

attempt to close the frontiers of Europe and see it as some kind of eth
nocentric, privileged continent which seeks to deny all those influences 
from Asia, North Africa, or the Americas, which have shaped us as we 

now are. So could it be said that your basic argument is for a Europe 
of open frontiers which would see the confusion of different identities 

and languages as something positive? 

VE: I dislike the use of terms like .Jhould or would that imply will 

and intention. It is irrelevant what Europe wants or doesn't want. We 
are facing a migration comparable to the early Indo-European migra

tions, East to West, or the invasion of the Roman Empire by the Bar

barians and the birth of the Roman-German kingdoms. We are not 
just facing a small problem of immigration from the Third World; if 
that were so, it would be a problem for the police, for the customs, to 

control. The new migration will radically change the face of Europe. 
In one hundred years Europe could be a colored continent. That's 

another reason to be culturally, mentally ready to accept a multiplic

ity, to accept interbreeding, to accept this confusion. Otherwise, it will 
be a complete failure. 

RK: One thing that comes through in nearly all of your work~ 

your fiction and your critical writing~is a wonderful sense of humor. 

VE: I think that a sense of humor is a healing quality in every cul
ture. When there is a total absence of humor, we have Nazism. Hitler 

was unable to laugh. It's not only a European problem. I think that 
there is in humor, in a serious practice of humor, a religious effect. We 
are small creatures; we need not take ourselves too seriously. 

Dublin, 1991 
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Villanova Colloquy 
Agai~t Omnipotence: God Beyond Power 

LIAM KAVANAGH: The very title of the conference series which has 
brought us together today, namely, "Religion and Postmodernism," 

raises the question of the possibility of a productive exchange between 
religious and philosophical narratives. What benefits do you think 

might follow for religious discourse from bringing philosophically ori
entated perspectives to bear on the reading of Scripture? Similarly, 
what benefits do you think might follow for philosophy from direct 

exposure to and engagement with religious texts? 

RK: Well, I think it is crucial to maintain an exchange between the 
two disciplines. The whole rational, conceptual, metaphysical heritage 

of Greek philosophy meeting with the biblical monotheisms and reve
lation can be extremely creative. Indeed, I think our entire Western 
heritage consists of an intermingling of and between these two genres 

of thought, the philosophical and the religious or the philosophical and 
the biblical. But as you know, it is precisely the idea of a decisive breach 

between the two discourses, particularly since Kant and the Enlight

enment, that has significantly determined much of the development of 
our philosophical tradition. In the twentieth century, this conviction 
was repeated in Husserl's and Heidegger's bracketing out of theology 

and revelation, as one of those presuppositions that we should suspend 
as we do phenomenological philosophy. So both in the Enlightenment 

separation of scientific reason from faith and in Heidegger's subsequent 
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separation of phenomenology and theology (in his famous 1927 lec
ture), there is a very strong scruple in contemporary Continental thought 

about keeping the two disciplines apart. 
Of course, there are those, like Levinas and Ricceur, who try to blur 

the boundaries a little bit, though it seems to me they usually do so 

apologetically. Levinas, for example, will claim no longer to be engaged 
in phenomenology but in Talmudic studies, when he raises questions 

about God. But I think it is evident that Judaism deeply informs his 
work, especially when he speaks of eschatology or messianism or the 
stranger in Totality and !1~finity and other philosophical texts. Similarly, 

Ricceur, in Thinkin_q BibLicaLLy and other religious works, will claim to 
be engaged in scriptural exegesis or biblical studies, rather than phi
losophy per se. Now I tend to be a little bit less scrupulous, less wor

ried about the blurring. So, for instance, in The God Who May Be, I don't 
have a huge problem about saying, "Let's do a hermeneutics of reli
gion." Now, it is a hermeneutic,; of religion, a philosophy that analyses -

without theological pretensions or expertise - certain scriptural texts. 
In the case of The God Who May Be, these include Exodus 3:14, the trans
figuration on Mt. Thabor, the Annunciation, the Song of Songs, etc. 

I am, however, leaving aside the specifically historical context of 
these texts - questions of the historical Jesus, whether the Shulomite 
women ever did exist or not, whether the Song of Songs is a Babylon

ian or Jewish text, whether there are Greek influences, etc. These are 

fascinating questions, but they are not my questions. I am not an expert 
in the whole theological discourse about these passages, but I feel quite 

free to engage in a poetics and a hermeneutics of scriptural passages 
aJ texts, without necessarily saying that these have a privilege with 
regard to the revelation of truth. That question I am bracketing. So 

although I cannot claim theological expertise in this discourse, this tra
dition is nonetheless my tradition; it is my set of narratives. It is also 
my faith, my heritage, and therefore I know it better than, say, Hin

duism or Buddhism or other religious traditions that talk about God. 
So it makes eminent sense for me to take that liberty. If I had more 
expertise in Sanskrit or Japanese, then maybe I would feel more com

petent to comment on other traditions, even if they are not mine. I 
would certainly be open to dialoguing with them. 

Therefore, it seems to me that to cut off all dialogue between phi

losophy and these wisdom traditions, including the biblical, is actually 

cutting off your nose to spite your face. I think it's lopping off too much. 
I can fully understand how the Enlightenment, given the invasion of 
philosophical discourse by church authorities during Scholasticism 
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and the medieval inquisitions (and the ensuing burnings and condem
nations), would say, "Faith, take a step back" or "Theology, take a back 
seat." So whether it is the separation of faith and reason to preserve 

faith, as in the case of Kant -who set the limits of reason in order to 
make way for faith - or whether it is to preserve reason, as in the case 

of the philosophical Enlightenment, I understand where that is corn
ing from. However, I think in so-called postmodern discourse, with 

which I have some concerns to which we can return, we have made 
some progress in this regard, namely, the ability to engage in interdis
ciplinary dialogue. I strongly advocate such interdisciplinary exchange, 

and not just between philosophy and religion, but also between phi
losophy, religion, science, literature, and other disciplines. I would call 
it a "creative confusion,'' to borrow from Edward Said-a creative con

fusion of disciplines, while also respecting the genre limits of each one. 
So it's a delicate balance. 

LK: In a provocative reading of Exodus 3: 14 from The God Who 
May Be, you identi£Y a "seismic shift" occurring at the "chiasrnus where 
ehyeh meets einai.,, 1 What constitutive roles do you think these form

ative readings have played in the philosophical and theological tradi
tions of the West? And secondly, what significant similarities and dif

ferences do you think distinguish your position from that of Jacques 
Derrida's appeal to "Jewgreek is greekjew,'' in "Violence and Meta

physics"? 

RK: The standard translation of the Exodus 3: 14 passage "'ehyeh, 
'cuher ehyeh" is "I am who am" - "Ego riwn qui dam, "in Latin-and there 

is a long history of interpretation of this text from Philo to Augustine 
to Aquinas and the Scholastics and so on. The most commonly agreed 
reading is that it is an ontological self-definition of God: I am who am. 

Now as a tautological pun, that is interesting. It could be a way of say
ing, "I'm not telling you who I am. I am who am." So the repetition 

could be seen as a rhetorical deflection of the answer, of any easy answer. 
"You are not going to get hold of me!" Well, if that is true, then it is 

even more fitting that we translate the phrase as Martin Buber and 
Rashi, the medieval Jewish commentator, and others have done, as "I 
am who shall be,'' or "I am who will be,'' or "I am who may be." In 

doing so, one restores the element of promissory note and also the con
ditional nature of God's manifestation in the world. "I am who may 

be,'' that is, "I am unconditionally the promise of the kingdom, I am 
unconditionally love, the call, invitation, and solicitation, but I can only 
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be God, God in the flesh, God in history, God in matter, if you are my 
witnesses," to quote Isaiah. 

Furthermore, Hebrew scholars like [Martin] Buber, [Franz] Rosen
zweig, and Rashi point out that in the Hebrew the verb "ehyeh ~z.Jher" 
actually has a conditional, subjunctive, futural mode. In German it is 
translated as "werden.,, So, on this reading, God says, "I am who becomes. 

I am who will be, may be, shall be. If you listen to what I am saying, 

you will go back and liberate your people, and you will lead them into 
a new relationship with Egypt and the Word. But if you don't do that, 
and you think that you possess Me, then you've only got an ontologi

cal formula of Me as totality, self-sameness, self-love, self-causing cause, 
self-loving love, self-thinking thought. You attach all that Greek meta
physical stuff to Me. That's being unfair to Me and unfair to Aristo

tle, because Aristotle wasn't talking about Me. He was talking about 
a certain notion of form and causality which, to his mind, was divine. 
But he is corning from a different tradition, a different way of think

ing, a metaphysical way, and I respect that. But I, Yahweh, am giving 
you a different message. Maybe I can enter into dialogue with Aristo
tle's God and the God of the philosophers, but don't think you can eas

ily collapse the two, one into the other." 
So by not going with the standard orthodox translation of "I am 

who am," which can lead to the notion of a God of totality, and instead 

choosing the hermeneutic wager that "I am who may be," we open up 
that space for a different inflection in the biblical notion of deity. 

With regard to the second part of your question, I don't see any 

great difference between myself and Derrida with regard to the Greek
Jew formula. The phrase originally comes from Molly's soliloquy in 
Joyce's Ufy.Med, of course: "Jewgreek is greekjew. Extremes meet. 
Woman's reason." So for Derrida and deconstruction, this exemplifies 

the movement beyond binary opposites to the necessary and mutual 
contamination of Jew with Greek, Greek with Jew. I am in agreement 

with Derrida on this point, though I perhaps would use the term cre

ative confudion rather than contaniination (but I know what Derrida 
means). Where I would differ from Derrida is that I think for him the 
"Jew" side of the equation does not necessarily entail a faith compo
nent. In other words, for Derrida, the messianic structure of existence 

does not necessarily need to be fleshed out in terms of a "messianism," 

be it Christianity, J udaisrn, or Islam. And there I would be of the view 

that we need to give the Jew some flesh back. It is not just a transcen
dent, unnameable, ineffable, unthinkable, unlocatable Other with a 

big "O." It is also the little people in the world who need cups of cold 
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water and give cups of cold water. It is Isaiah and Joseph and Jesus, 
and it is that whole world of embodiment and enfleshment, which I 
think is sometimes lacking in Derrida's notion of the messianic, which 
for me is too formal, too quasi-transcendental, too abstract~although 

I have huge respect for what he is doing. So I would try to give the 
"Jew" back more body than Derrida, perhaps, who "rightly passes for 
an atheist," though he does call himself the "last of the Jews" (le dernier 
Ju~f) in Circumfe,Mum ... 

LK: Could you say you rightly pass for an atheist? 

RK: No. I would say the opposite~that I rightly pass for a the

ist! Derrida admits in the phrase a certain ambiguity about "rightly 
passing for ... "He seems to be saying, "That's how people understand 
me, and I understand that they understand me like that, because my 

work suggests as much." But he doesn't say, as Jack Caputo keeps 
coming back to, "I am an atheist,'' only "I rightly pa.Jd for an atheist." 
So, likewise, I would tend to say that I rightly pass for a theist. I don't 

really have a problem in saying that I am a theist~ but in the way that 
I try to define that in the introduction to The God Who May Be, namely, 
that I am a theist in the sense of wagering on an eschatological God of 

the possible. The way I see God might be defined by many theists as 
atheistic. For many, what I am doing in The God Who May Be could be 

a form of atheism or agnosticism. It's not that for me, but people were 

burnt for less in the Middle Ages! 

LK: In light of your exploration of the theme of transfiguration in 
terms of perdonalpnMopon, would you "subscribe to this infinitely am bigu

ous sentence from the Book {l Quec:Jtion.J by Edmond Jabes: 'All faces 
are His; this is why HE has no face'? "2 

RK: I would say, He has no one face. In other words, God is not 

reducible to one person or to the unique. Now, when the one becomes 
the unique, and therefore the exclusive reserve of one person or church, 
then we're in trouble. This is one of the dangers of monotheism and, 

arguably, principally of Christian and Islamic monotheism, both of 
which appeal to one special face, to Jes us and Muhammad. It is par
ticularly an issue for Christianity. Yahweh has no face, but all faces are 
Yahweh's face. 

What I would try to do as a Christian is to reread the uniqueness of 
Christ in another way? I would argue that Kierkegaard is right. There 

was only one God-man, who embodied a unique, singular, special com
ing-together of the divine and the human. Furthermore, by reinvoking 
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that whole prophetic biblical image and reidenti£Ying with so much of the 
Jewish narratives, particularly Isaiah, Jesus is actually saying, "before 
Abraham was, I am." "I was there before Abraham, and also with Abra

ham. I was there when the three angels visited Abraham. That was Me! 
I was there every time someone asked for a cup of cold water, and I will 

be there in the future every time somebody asks for and gives one, even 
if they don't realize it's Me." Now, as I understand it, this refusal by Jesus 

as proJopon to be reduced to a singular face/person is the refusal of pos
session. It is the refusal to be made into an idol or property of any par
ticular church. This refusal by Jesus proclaims that as much as we may 

try, we cannot latch on to him as the unique Noli 1ne tangere. He must go, 
so that the spirit may come. Now what is the spirit? Well, the spirit for 
me is other faces. As in that beautiful line by Gerald Manley Hopkins, 

"to the Father, through the features of men's faces,'' it is the possibility of 
lots of other faces, including every face that asks for a cup of cold water 
and receives it. So in a kind of .:Jecond kenotic act, Jesus says, "Yes, I am 

called to be the unique one, and I assume that act here and now," and 
then goes through the drama of the Resurrection in order that everybody 
else can be called to that too. We have been called since the beginning of 

time~ before Abraham was ~and will continue to be called in the future. 
So the second coming is not just a coming of the end of time, although 

it is that too. It is also a coming in every single moment of time. That is 

why I like to quote Walter Benjamin when he says that the future is made 
up of moments, which are portals through which the Messiah may enter 
at any moment. Then the face of Jesus becomes~potentially at least~ 

every face. That is very different from saying there is only one Jesus. 
Such Christian exclusivism is something I'm trying to go beyond and 
open up. And I would want to go further and extend the Jewish-Chris

tian dialogue to include interfaith dialogue with Buddhists and Hindus 
and so on, because the more I read of the Upanishads or the Bhagavad
Gita or the writings of Buddhist sages, the more I realize that the Word 

is there, too. There are faces there, too, though I think sometimes we in 
the West can get locked into the "Greekjew is jewgreek" equation. But 
just as the Jew is pro,10pon, so is the Greek in terms of other traditions. 

And sometimes deconstruction has not been sufficiently open to this. I 
think Derrida himself would be, but I'm not sure Levinas was. In fact, 

I think Levinas believed that the infinite face was the exclusive preserve 

of monotheism, and there is textual evidence to suggest that. I'm being a 

bit hard on Levinas, perhaps. Christian exclusivism can be even more 
brutal than anything you'd find in his work. But once I asked him, at the 
Cerisy-la-Salle colloquium in Normandy, "What do you think of when 
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you think of the face?" (because Levinas never really describes the face), 

and he said, "I think of Christ." I found that very interesting. So, follow
ing a certain Levinas, the Jewish face is open to the Christian face, and 

I would like to think that the Christian face is open to non-Christian faces. 

LK: In The God Who May Be, you stress the codependent relation

ship obtaining between God and humanity. You argue that we should 
read the formula '"ehyeh ~z.Jher ehyeh,, in terms of "relation rather than 

abstraction. God's 'I shall be' appears to need Moses's response 'Here 
I am' in order to enter history and blaze the path toward the king
dom."3 What distinctions and comparisons do you see between your 

position and Gianni Vattimo's claim that the narratives of Jesus's 

incarnation and crucifixion inaugurate a covenant or alliance between 
God and humanity, a covenant which serves to weaken hierarchi
cal structures? 

RK: Well, I think in both cases there is a definite opening of the 
religious to the moral and the political. Both of us in our different ways 

have been involved (he more centrally than I, of course) in politics 
(myself mainly in Ireland and Britain, and he in Italy) and we have 
both been described, rightly or wrongly, as politically engaged intel

lectuals. So yes, I think that these issues of how you translate the Word 
of God have big implications for ethical and political practice. God 

needs us to be enfleshed in the world-God as unconditional love, jus
tice, invitation, call, solicitation, promise. But if we don't have ears to 

hear and eyes to see, if we don't respond to the call, as Mary and Isa
iah might have chosen not to do, then God would not have been pres

ent in Mary or in Isaiah, and we would not have had the incarnation 
or the Book of Isaiah and the whole prophetic tradition. So I want to 

keep open the fact- over and against the metaphysics of omnipotence -
that it is possible that God might not have been incarnated as Jesus, 
or rendered prophetically audible, visible, communicable, and trans
missible as Isaiah, just to take those examples, and there are others. 

So God needs us. Yes. God needed Moses to hear "I am, who am" 

and then to go off and implement that missionary statement of liber
ation, which he did. Not that it didn't get all mixed up and confused 

further down the line, but Moses did listen and hear. So yes, there is 
a need in God, a desire in God for us, to be made more and more fully 
incarnate in every moment. I think I share that with Vattimo. I'm not 

sure that he believes in a transcendent God, whereas I do. I'm not sure 
that he doesn't take Christianity as a story of nihilistic kenosis, imply

ing that the covenant of self-abasement and friendship is good for us, 
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because it makes us good people. This might serve for Vattimo like a 
pragmatic Humean fiction-let's stick with it, because if we don't, we're 
going to have a chaotic, selfish society. It is as if for Vattimo we need 
this narrative illusion, this story. It is not, of course, like the meta

narratives of the past, which claim to be objective and are therefore 

powerful, militaristic, imperial, coercive, and repressive. For Vattimo, 
it is purely subjective. So it is nihilistic in that it is nothing. Now, I 

don't personally ascribe to such a view. Not that I wouldn't find com
mon cause with him-perhaps if we really got into what nothing means, 
the meaning of nihi! and the God-beyond-being and all that. But I'm 

not sure he wants to go down the route of Meister Eckhardt and the 
mystics, as outlined by Stanislas Breton, for example, in The Wtwd 
and the Cro.J.J. I don't think Vattimo really embraces the mystical vuz ne_q
ativa. I suspect his position is closer to a moral and political pragma
tism, hence his invocation of Habermas and [Richard] Rorty. He seems 
to be saying, "Look, this is a good story, and it is a story about charity 

and compassion and self-abnegation. It is subjective, and it serves to 
get rid of questions like 'Is it true?' 'Is there a God oat there?'" These are 
all metaphysical questions for Vattimo, and I think he believes we 

should jettison them along with the question of transcendence. 
So there is a kind of radical immanence of subjectivity in Vattimo 

that says, "Well, if the Christian story can make people behave with 

compassion and charity, then it works, and, following pragmatism, if 
it works then it is 'true.' Truth is what works for the good." So although 

I run parallel to him on many of the issues -promoting the kenotic 

God of compassion and charity, etc., against the God of omnipotence -
I think I would hold out for a transcendent God. My notion of a 
hermeneutic narrative would have a reference oat.JWe of itself. It points 

towards something other, bigger than us, and I don't think Vattimo 
wants to go there. What we both share in common, however, is our 
notion of the Christian God as committed to love and justice. On the 

issue of whether the God of poMelpoMe.Jt exists unconditionally as 
call, as promise, and as transcendence-that is an area where I think 

we may disagree. 

LK: Would religious narratives play a more central role in your 

work than philosophical or literary narratives for example? 

RK: Well, I think there is a difference, from the point of view of 
ethics. Now, I've no doubt that all kinds of literary books have made 

people do good things, and the same goes for certain philosophies. 
Some people read Levinas, Kant, or [Leo] Tolstoy and then go out and 
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become good people because of that. But there is a truth claim in 
religious discourse which is different from the literary and philosoph
ical. Now, I'm not saying it is necessarily more powerful, but it is dif
ferent. It claims that this narrative has a reference outside of itself. Lit

erary narratives do not claim to be referring to anything outside of 

themselves. And philosophical discourse tends to "bracket" the truth 
claims of faith and revelation. At least since Kant and Husserl. 

LK: Could this be the case for all nonreligious narratives? 

RK: No. Historical narratives also claim to refer to things outside 
of themselves, that is, "the way it actually happened," even though we 
can never get back to it and tell it objectively or adequately. Here there 

is a claim to be saying something beyond the narrative, something about 

reality. There is the crucial question of reference. Something oid hap
pen; Auschwitz oio happen, for example. Now revisionists would say, 

"No, that's just a story, and I have a counterstory, and whoever wins 
will decide whether Auschwitz existed or not." But I hold that his
torical narratives, as opposed to literary ones, do refer to something 

outside of themselves, and religious narratives, I would hope, also refer 
to something outside of themselves (that is, God~ however you define 
God, whether as po.J.Je, promise, or love, etc.). That is a central debate 

in the philosophy of religion, in the hermeneutics of religion, in the

ology. Religious narratives are not in that sense the same as literary 
discourse. Again, I differ from Derrida here in that I don't think he 

wants to entertain the truth claims about whether messianic expecta
tion is referring to an other that does exist. I don't think he wants to get 
into that, and that's why he "rightly passes for an atheist." And I think 

Rorty and Vattimo take a similar line. I totally respect that. But I think 
a hermeneutics of religion can also take a theistic turn. It is a wager, 

of course, but one I would take with Ricceur and [Karl] Jaspers, and 

[Gabriel] Marcel and [David] Tracy. It may be right and it may be 
wrong, but let's entertain the possibility, let's bet on the possibility that 
the pod.Je does exist and is more than a figment of our imagination or 

a good story in itself. I think it i1 a good story, but I think it is also more 
than that. It refers to Good News that goes beyond even our most 
ingenious supreme fictions. It claims to speak of something other than 

us, greater than us, and indeed transcendent of us. 

LK: Richard Rorty has recently accused certain postmodernist 

thinkers of engaging in a "rationalization of hopelessness" and a "goth
icizing" tendency to cast allegedly ubiquitous and irreducible structures 
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in terms of the inescapability of original sin.4 Given that in your recent 
work you have also charged certain postmodernists of engaging in a 
"cult of apocalyptic traumatism," do you agree with Rorty's assessment? 

RK: You know, I would, almost! I think he is onto something quite 

important. I think there is a cult of traumatism in a lot of postmod

ernism. Even the Impossible can be pushed too far. Now, if you were 
to reinterpret it as a possibility beyond the impossible, then that's 

fine, and I think Jack Caputo is very open to that, even though he starts 
with and stays with the Impossible for 99 percent of the time. But I 
don't think he is closed to the possibility of a possibilizing God beyond 

the impossible. I think Marion is potentially open to it, particularly in 
his "God: The Impossible" paper, though prior to this I don't think he 
would have been. Derrida, I'm not so sure. There are passages in "As 

If It Were Possible" where he picks up some of my arguments from the 
Poetic.J of the Po.JJWfe, so it's an ongoing dialogue. But I still find in Der

rida-and he is by no means the main culprit here-an emphasis on the 
Impossible over the possible, an overemphasis which can lead to a cer

tain sense of disorientation and dismay. There is the other out there, 
there is Justice out there, there is Pardon out there, and there is the 

Gift out there, but they are all impossible. Now, I know he doesn't mean 

that they never happen, but even by using the word impo.JJWfe, even if 
it is hyperbole or pedagogical rhetoric, there is a certain tone and style 

of thinking imparted. It is not an accident to talk of the God of lmpod
Ji6ifity or the God of Po.J.Jibifity. Each has a certain inflection, and one, 
it seems to me, invites more hope than the other. 

I think that there is also a certain movement in deconstruction 
and in postmodernism generally that finds hope and menwry almost dirty 

words. Why? Probably because they seem to suggest narrative and 
continuity, reconciliation and recapitulation. All of which are consid
ered nonkosher because they appear to imply metanarratives and the 
retrieval of totality, etc. But I would define these terms differently. To 

be fair, I think there are definite grounds for hope, indeed, a messianic 
hope in Derrida. All I would say is that I wish he would be more 

emphatic and more audible in giving voice to that strain in his thought, 
because the one that has been heard more often, rightly or wrongly, is 
the one that has not been the clarion call to social action and political 

transformation, but rather the one that goes into very minute qualifi
cations and disqualifications about the possible meanings of gift, jus

tice, forgiveness, and so on. I do not want to fault Derrida here, 
because I do believe, particularly in his recent work, that there is a 
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real movement towards ethical hope and political commitment. I remem
ber very well, for example, how he replied to Mark Taylor here at Vil
lanova at the first Religion and Postmodernism conference. He said, 

"You cannot just say that everything is a text, and America is a casino, 
and prison is a casino, etc. Not fifty miles from here there is a prisoner, 

Mummia Abu Jamal, on death row, and that is not a metaphorical or 
a textual prison; it is a real prison. There is a real person there, and 

he will really die if we do not do something about it." So Derrida 
certainly has this sense of moral and political urgency. It's just that 
sometimes his texts are so decontextualized, so formal, so quasi-tran

scendental, and so verbal that one can get lost in labyrinths of deferred 
meanings and slippery signifiers and not get to the point. I remember 
Ricreur once saying that the thing about Derrida (whom he greatly 

respects) is that he is always beginning but he never begins. It's all 
about how to begin; it is all preamble. I think there is a certain truth 
in that, though it would be a little unfair to dwell on it. There are other 

postmodernists in whom the sense of hope seems to be lacking alto
gether~ [Jean] Baudrillard and [Slavoj] Zizek, for example. 

LK: In Strm~qerJ, GooJ ano Mo1LJterJ, you mention Zizek in particular. 

RK: I find Zizek is full of iconoclastic, rhetorical, self-undermin

ing positions. There is dialectical dexterity, irony, and humor on every 
page. I find all that hilarious. I think he is so entertaining, and his com

bination of Marxism and Lacanianism is brilliant. And such political 
incorrectness! It's a riot; he's a real entertainer. But I do find that when 
you put down his book you say, "Well, what the heck! Nothing means 

anything! Let's have a good laugh and get drunk in the bar, rather than 
join the revolution, to juggle with [Jean-Paul] Sartre's conclusion to 
Bein_q ano Nothin_qneJJ/" It becomes verbal game playing and intellectual 

confidence trickery after a while. Not that every philosopher has to be 
joining the barricades and sending us out to action. But I am com
mitted to the hermeneutic formula, "From action to text to action," and 
I think the return of the text to action is very important. I don't think 

either Baudrillard or Zizek leave us many paths to travel back from 
text to action. I think Derrida is certainly trying, and, without a doubt, 

Caputo is swinging out all kinds of little bridges here, there, and every
where to cross over the abyss, but it's almost in spite of the language 
of his deconstructive position. Jack Caputo, like Jacques Derrida, 

wants justice. They want God~certainly Jack Caputo does, and I think 

Derrida does too. They desire these things. Derrida says that God is 
the name of the "desire beyond desire," and they want "hospitality" and 
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"pardon" and all these things. But the difficulty is how do you get there? 

They want to get there, they desire it, and that is the messianic expec

tation. But what I don't see in their work, particularly in Derrida's, are 

the hermeneutic paths and narratives and examples that get us there. 

If somebody says to me, "What does poJ.Je mean?" we can do some 

hermeneutic work by looking at various texts and traditions~ scrip

tural, philosophical, literary, etc. We can go back and say, "This is what 

the Greeks say about dwwmi.1, and this is what Aquinas says, and this 

is what Leibniz says, and this is what Heidegger says." That gets us 

somewhere. But where it really comes to life in philosophy, it seems 

to me, is where those intraphilosophical references go on to also invoke 

testimonial examples, which you then can analyze philosophically. If 
you leave out flesh and blood people, or even literary examples of f1esh 

and blood, then you've got something desolate. It's too desertlike. That 

is a problem for me with deconstruction. I admire the feat, but I don't 

know how anyone can live in deconstruction. It is an-khorite, as Jack 

Caputo says. There is nothing in Derrida's text to prevent commitment, 

but there is nothing in his texts, I find, that helps you get there either. 

It seems all we have to do is close our textual shop and go into action, 

but the inter-action between the two is not clear to me. So it is the step 

out of philosophical deconstruction and into action that I find problem

atic. That said, as a detour, I think deconstruction is more or less indis

pensable for all disciplines. We should all have our day in the desert, 

our retreat in the deconstructive lclinge1~ But I think that once we have 

fasted for forty days without food, water, or shelter, there is somewhere 

else to go afterwards. That's important. You have got to come down 

from the mountain and in from the desert. We may have to go back 

there again, but for me it is a detour rather than an end in itself. 

LK: Throughout your work, you have advocated the role of nar

rative in facilitating the possibility of mutual translation and under

standing between diverse cultures and communities. Do you think that 

scriptural narratives also have the potential to foster and enhance under

standing of this kind, or might they serve only to reinforce alienation 

and division? 

RK: Well, there is no doubt that for centuries, millennia in fact, 

religious narratives have been abused by those in power who declare 

themselves to be on the side of the good and others to be on the side 

of evil. There is nothing new about that. I suppose that what is aston

ishing is that so many people continue to believe it. What I would offer 

as a defense of religious language against its abuses by certain people 
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in power are the counter examples of the powerless who evoke reli

gious language, not to divide the world into good and evil and to engage 
in apocalyptic scenarios of Armageddon, but to actually struggle for 
love and justice. There are all kinds of examples of this, maybe numer
ically far more examples than the former. But even if there were not, 

it would still be valid. Even if there was only one person - Ettie Hille
s um or Bishop Romero in El Salvador or Maximillian Colbe or St. 

Francis or whoever. Take the examples of Gandhi and Martin Luther 
King. Millions were inspired by them, and aspired to be like them. 
They resisted power structures of repression and coercion and injus

tice in the name of the God of liberation, in the name of the God of 
p(MJe, the promise of the kingdom of justice. 

So I think we have got to measure up the abuses and good uses of 

our invocations of the Gospel message when we come to citing history 
as abusing and not abusing. Now, where that becomes a bit prob
lematic is in a place like France, where politicians would never use the 

name God. It would be unthinkable to invoke "God on our side," 
and so on, as American presidents have done. This has something to 
do with secular republics, and the memory of religious wars that dev

astated Europe throughout the centuries, and the Enlightenment, of 
course. But when you consider that over 90 percent of Americans 
believe in immortality and personal salvation, that they will meet their 

friends and loved ones when they go there, etc., that's a hugely believ
ing population; and therefore religious discourse requires more of a 
hermeneutics of suspicion in America than it does, say, in Europe and 

certain other parts of the world, because in America it is still a major
ity discourse, the majority way of thinking. Given the fact that almost 
everyone in the most powerful country in the world is a believer and 

that their president invokes God-a certain omnipotent God-as being 
on his side, that is where we have to be critical, perhaps. 

I think scriptural narratives can play a negative role in hegemonic 

discourses, but in counterhegemonic discourses it can have very impor
tant revolutionary and subversive potential. Isaiah and the Gospels 
are still, when invoked by the right people in the right context, incred

ibly emancipatory for millions of people throughout the world. You 
only have to look at the Philippines, Latin America, and Africa to see 
how this is so. The Gospel can be used by people for good or evil. I 

have heard people invoke "peace with a sword" to justify Vietnam 

or Iraq. The just war arguments are very delicate ones, very problem
atic. Personally, I'm for nonviolence, Satyagraha, Gandhi's principle 

of nonviolence, nonviolent resistance. But resistance doesn't mean 
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doing nothing. If a psychotic or a Nazi intends to enter my home and 
shoot my children or cut them into little bits, I'm going to stop him 
if I can. I'll try nonviolently, but if that doesn't work, if persuasion 
doesn't work, if argumentative communicative action, as Habermas 

would say, is just not doing the trick, then I'm going to stop him by 

physical force ~and if that means wounding him in the knees, I will 
try and do that, and if it means shooting him in the head eventually, 

I will do that. Now, I won't deny that that is an unjust thing to do to 
a living being, but it would be more unjust not to do anything and 
to allow innocent children to be slaughtered. So we try in such instances 

to do the least unjust thing possible. 
These are delicate matters. What I am saying is that basically the 

Gospel can be invoked for evil or for good, and it is a constant drama. 

From this point of view, hermeneutics plays a central role in discern
ing in each situation whether this is a loving and just thing to do or 
whether it's not a just thing to do. I say that acknowledging that I have 

little doubt that when Blair and Bush went into Iraq, they probably 
thought they were doing the just thing and that it was a just war. I don't 
agree with them, but there are grounds for hermeneutic debate. And 

in such an instance, you cannot leave religion out of the realm of philo
sophical discourse, because it is one of the most mobilizing discourses 
still operative in the world. It's all very well to say, "Well, after the 

Enlightenment, we live in a post-Christian, postreligious age." We don't 

actually. Probably the vast majority of the world are believers in one 
kind of deity or another, and sometimes it is the secular humanists in 

the universities who think that because they don't believe in God any
more, nobody else does, when in fact about 90 percent of the world 
does. At best, a postreligious age means that we don't take it for granted, 
that it's not the hegemonic discourse it used to be. Happily. But I don't 

think religion has gone away, and I don't think it should. 

LK: So how does one deal with the abuses? 

RK: The abuses are terribly hurtful for any believer who thinks 
there is something liberating in Isaiah or the Gospels. It's hurtful because 
there is a sense of betrayal, that the real message is being perverted, 

diverted, deflected from its original message of love and justice. But 
here philosophy can play a crucial role in helping to sort out some of 
the distinctions, to discriminate and discern and judge in a way that's 

very difficult to do if you only rely on the Bible or the Gospels. That 
is what fundamentalists do. They try not to engage in hermeneutics, 

because for them there is only one way of reading the Bible, and that 
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is The Truth. That kind of literalism is disastrous. And that is why, 
going back to your first question, the separation of religion and phi
losophy is on one level ruinous, because religion needs philosophy to 
keep it critically investigating its own intentions, presuppositions, moti
vations, and translations into action. Similarly, I think philosophy needs 
religion because religion remains one of our most, I repeat, motivat
ing forces, and I think it will always be, even if religion is secularized. 
To expel all religion from the domain of phenomenological investiga
tions is incredibly foolish and irresponsible. It is inverted dogma
tism. After all, how come we can talk about every thing in the phenom
enological order of experience except religion? It just doesn't make 
sense. So I say, Long live the hermeneutics of religion! God too deserves 
to be questioned! 

This conversation was recorded at the &Ligimz and PtMtnwderni11n conference, Villanova, 

September 2003, and first published in the .Touma! 4 Phi!odophy afl{) Scripture. 
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Athens Colloquy 
Between SelvetJ an'd OthertJ 

DEMETRIUS TEIGAS: I would like to put some critical questions to 

you, not in order to oppose your views, but to welcome your fresh 

thoughts on the topic of alterity, and also to invite you to elaborate on 

the diacritical hermeneutics you propose in your recent trilogy. Such 

an effort, in my opinion, could fill in a gap felt daily in our present 

historical conditions, where we witness countless exclusions of the other 

in terror and suffering. Although you distinguish clearly your proposal 

for a diacritical hermeneutics from both Gadamerian and radical 

hermeneutics, it is not evident what exactly you propose so that one 

could see "oneself as another." For this purpose, could other past philo

sophical attempts - for example, the Hegelian model showing the log
ical necessity of the Master-Slave engagement (both dependence and 

conf1ict) - be of help? Could they provide bridges of explication in the 

relationship between eaaton and heteron? ls your diacritical hermeneu

tics open to other past philosophical endeavors, or does it e<i.:c!ude them 
because they do not sufficiently comprehend "oneself as another"? 

RK: I think there are several significant prefigurations of the dia

critical model in the histo:ry of modern philosophy- I say nwdern because 

I am assuming that most agree that the crisis of selfhood was not a rad

ical problem up until Descartes and the Enlightenment. Hegel, you 

are right, is one of the most cogent cases in point, though almost all 

the German idealists and romantics address the issue in some form 
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or other. The difficulty for me with Hegel and his followers is not so 
much the use of dialectical inversion between self and other-this can 
actually be quite salutary as an exercise in imagining oneself in terms 

of one's adversary or opponent - but in the idealist tendency to reduce 
the other to various categories of sameness. In Hegel, this takes the 

form of dissolving distinct, contingent, singular others into the total
ity of Absolute Spirit. In the final analysis, the "truth is the whole." 

Totality wins out over infinity, to use Levinas's terms. The other as 
concrete face, standing before me here and now, is subsumed into 
the onward march of history. The deep enigmas and long shadows of 

the neighbor-not to mention the unfathomable mysteries of the 
stranger! -are all ultimately resolved and decoded by the Ruse of Rea
son. Napoleon riding through the streets of Jena is no more (nor less) 

than the "world soul on horseback," a puppet of the dialectic, a mere 
pretext for the text of Absolute Spirit. Napoleon's poor valet doesn't 
even feature! So while we can learn a lot from the Hegelian dialectic 

of self and other - look at the marvelous analyses that thinkers like 
[S0ren] Kierkegaard, [Alexandre] Kojeve, or Sartre were able to 
extrapolate from it -we must be wary, in the heel of the hunt, about 

embracing its totalizing conclusions. This is why I prefer the post
Hegelian hermeneutics of Ricceur and others, for whom the paradigm 
of" oneself-as-another" (.Joi-meme conune wz autre) is much more nuanced 

in its diacritical balancing of selfhood and alterity. Such an approach 
gives each its due. For if someone like Hegel errs towards the Triumph 
of the Self, Levinas and the postmoderns can often veer off too much 

in the other direction, sacrificing the self altogether, out of deference 
to the absolute claims of the other. I'm against absolutizing either self 
or other. And here I would endorse Ricceur's critique of Hegel in 
volume three, chapter 9 of Time and Narrative (1985) (entitled "Should 
We Renounce Hegel?") as well as his later critique of Levinas in the 

concluding chapter of One.Je/f a.J Another (1990) and Autrement (1997). 
This is also, may I add, the main thrust of my critical reservations about 
deconstruction-and especially its cult of the sublime other-in Stranger:1, 

God.J and Mo1Z.Jter.J (2003), especially the third study, "Others and Aliens." 

What I am looking for is a third way, between the Scylla of self-same
ness and the Charybdis of alienation: what I call a ;iute 1nifieu of self
as-other and other-as-self. Not easy. I admit that. But I am not alone 

here. There are many others, in my view, working to clear a similar 

track-from Ricceur and Taylor to Tracy, [Jean] Greisch, [Peter] Kemp, 
[Dominico J J ervolino, and others ... the list goes on. Diacritical 
hermeneutics is not a one-man show. It is, like its immediate intellectual 
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ancestor phenomenology, very much an ongoing project involving a 

diverse and growing community of minds. Long live the democratic 

conf1ict of interpretations! Philosophy would be dead without it. 

DT: I would like to stress the fact that in trying to assimilate the 

relationships between ourselves and the othe1; one encounters not only 

the invuibility of the other (resulting in our inability to understand this 
other), but also certain con.Jtraint.J built within us, which hinder and 

effect our proximity to the other. If this is so, could [Michel] Foucault's 

analysis of the concept of "self-formation," or the "subjectivation of the 

self" offer itself as a significant bridge in our efforts to concretize and 

historicize our relationship to the other? Could we, with the help of 

a Foucauldian hermeneutics, discover within ourselves obstacles and 

structures responsible for distancing the other and also show that they 

have been formed during the subjectivization of ourselves? In this 

respect, might we not think of forms of alterity as basic ingredients 

in the constitution of ourselves? 

RK: I think this could be very useful indeed. My one reserva

tion here would be, however, that in concentrating on how the logics 

of the same - structural epistemologies of self-formation, psychoana

lytic disclosures of unconscious desire, genealogies of will-to-power, 

dialectical models of self-consciousness and self-realization, etc. -con

stitute our relationship to the other, we risk giving too much away. 

In other words, by focusing on the shaping and determining powers 

of subjectivity and subjectivization (even if they be impersonally and 

structurally generated as thinkers like [Louis J Althusser, [Jacques J 
Lacan, and Foucault argue), we open up the danger of ignoring the 

radically transcendent dimensions of alterity. And here I have some 

sympathy with Derrida's critique of the structuralist reduction, as well 

as with Ricceur's more hermeneutic objections to the triumph of sys

tem (the machine of signifiers) over signification (the more referential 

model of someone saying something to someone about something). I 

am wary of all attempts to subordinate the irreducible alterity of the 

other to an immanence of self or system. Such approaches take the 

enigma out of otherness and give too much power to the social and 

psychological functions of Jubjectivity (however one understands the 

term). We need to give each its due-both self and other. 

DT: Moving away from the individual and his/her inability to 

understand the other, could we register further obstacles which restrict 

or forbid the dialogue with the other? In concrete historical examples 
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of alterity, we often encounter obstacles of this kind, such as the state, 

ideologies, or other particular social practices (a theme to which you 

have referred in your recent trilogy, Phi!odophy at the Liniit.J). However, 

could we examine such obstacles under Foucault's categories of "power" 

and "power relations"? Could a diacritical hermeneutics utilize some 

of Foucault's views on "power" in order to comprehend real historical 

contingencies? Or do you finally see the hermeneutics you propose as 

working at some distance from Foucault? Do we need a "hermeneu

tics of power" to accompany your diacritical hermeneutics? Or to put 

it another way, can diacritical hermeneutics incorporate such an analy

sis if one considers that the critical interrogation of power is important 

for approaching real, pragmatic cases? 

RK: It can and it does incorporate such analysis. This is, in fact, 

a central part of what "dia-critical" interpretation is all about. If you 

consider what the term actually says ~dia-crinein or dia-cri.Ji1 in Greek~ 

the critical implications of this term are already evident. Originally, 

the term referred to a process of discerning or discriminating between 

signs. These signs were originally understood as medical symptoms of 

fevers or secretions, but they later accrued an additional, more tech

nical meaning as linguistic marks. This second meaning referred to 

how certain signs distinguish different sounds or values of the same 

letter or character. One example is the letter "e" with its four different 

kinds of accents in French~ grave, acute, circumflex and diaeresis (e, 
e, e, e). Another example would be the difference between the French 

terms "ou" and "a" with and without accents. With a grave accent over 

the "u," the sign "ou" means "where," but without, it means "or." With 

a grave accent on the "a," it functions as a preposition, "towards," 

but without it, the "a" serves as an indefinite article, and so on. Here 

we see how small graphic signs~points or accents~can be deployed 

to prevent confusion between otherwise identical terms. So such dia

critical signs can be said, in this context, to preserve the "difference" 

between distinct meanings. They resist the collapse of the other into the 

.Janie. One might say, accordingly, that "diacritics" is all about critical 

sounding, listening, reading, fine-tuning, with an attendant dimension 

(which I choose to emphasize) of diagnosing and healing. In short, 

while the term diacritical can have a quite technical meaning in contem

porary linguistics and semiotics~ namely, the process of making dif

ferential demarcations in units of language (signifiers, phonemes, 

graphemes, accents) ~it also has an additional and much older reso

nance as a act of therapeutic discrimination and understanding, which, 
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in my view, should underlie our political and ethical judgments. And 

it is just this kind of hermeneutic discernment between different kinds 

of others and different kinds of selves which I believe is lacking in cer

tain extreme positions of both romanticism and postrnodernisrn: the 

former because it reduces all strangeness to the "egotistical sublime," 

the latter because it subsumes selfhood and subjectivity into "absolute 

otherness." Neither, in my view, contributes much to the diacritical 

vocation to help us to live better with others, to read and reveal our 

respective symptoms, to heal our wounds, to face our monsters, towel

come each other's differences. 

But to come to the more specific aspect of your question -the rela

tionship between my diacritical hermeneutics and the Foucauldian cri

tique of power relations. In fact, I do cite Foucault at crucial moments 

in both On Storied and Stranger:1, Godd and Mon .. 1fer:1. "There are monsters 

on the prowl whose form changes with the history of knowledge." And 

I quote his brilliant analysis of how covert alliances between knowl

edge and power in different ages have served to marginalize and crim

inalize so-called fools, strangers, madmen. Foucault'sMadnedd an{) Ci1Ji!
uatimz (1965) greatly informs my various studies on scapegoating and 

alienation in part 1 of Strangerd, Godd and Mondterd. But I also part com

pany with Foucault at certain key points -when he jettisons, for exam

ple, the responsible, choosing subject; when he demonizes the Sys

tem- be it science, religion, government, medicine, psychoanalysis, or 

metaphysics -as some omnipresent, all-pervasive structure; when he 

too rapidly embraces an anarchy-versus-absolute scenario that foments 

apocalyptic anxieties; when he celebrates the sublimity of madness and 

transgression (for transgression's sake). On these points, I take issue 

with Foucault's overly alarmist and pessimistic tone. I think his enthu

siasm for structuralism was an over-determined reaction to existential

ism - he was so desperate to break from Sartre and make his own mark. 

He went to the other extreme. That said, I find his last writings on 

"parhesia" (which Torn Flynn and Jim Bernauer develop so wonder

fully) and the aesthetics of "self-caring" (le douci de doi) quite remark

able and very inspiring. 

DT: Although you attempt to offer a philosophical analysis of dia
critical hermeneutics, is there some danger in creating a gap between 

the logical categories a theory wishes to use and the real concrete his

torical contingencies of life? For example, we talk of" alterity," but there 

are concrete historical alterities; we talk of "power," but real concrete 

exercises of power are visible. This has always been a main problem for 
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philosophical thinking ~the gap between the logical and the histori
cal. We know that the real is not rational, as Hegel would wish. I think 
that the Gadamerian notions of the "historicality of understanding" 
and of" effective history" attempt to mediate this gap. How would your 

diacritical hermeneutics address concrete historical cases of monstros

ity and alterity, when applying its theoretical (logical) conceptions? 
How can it avoid misunderstanding, or avoid hypostatizing (by forc

ing under its general concepts), concrete historical alterities? 

RK: Well, I do address a number of "concrete historical cases" 

in my trilogy~genocide, pogroms, Vietnam, and September 11 in 

Stran.qer.J, God.J and Mon.Jter.J (chapters 1-5 and 8); the Holocaust and 
the exploits of colonial and imperial regimes (Rome, Britain, Amer
ica) in parts 2 and 3 of On Storie.J. These are all attempts at a critical 
"applied hermeneutics," and they would certainly be consonant with 
Gadamer' s notions of" effective history" and the "historicality of under

standing." Perhaps I should have mentioned Gadamer more often in 
the trilogy. Maybe this omission is due to the fact that my frequent 
invocations of Ricreur's hermeneutics took for granted all the decisive 

work done by [Wilhelm J Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer in blazing 
the path of contemporary hermeneutics. In other words, maybe it is 

because I presupposed so much of what Ricreur presupposed! There 
is no doubt that of all the precursors of diacritical hermeneutics, 

Gadamer is the most open to thinking about historical cases in moral 
and political terms; but he could be more open still. And on this last 

point, I do think that Ricreur manages to negotiate an appropriate mid
dle course between the Habermasian and Gadamerian positions in 
"Hermeneutics and the Critique of Ideology." I believe he charts a judi

cious path between the need for critical distance ( Habermas's hermeneu
tics of suspicion) and the need for ontological appropriation (Gadamer's 
hermenutics of affirmation). I would like to think I am following in 

Ricreur's footsteps, pursuing that diacritical itinerary. 

DT: It seems to me that you rightly understand the two poles of 
a possible hermeneutic approach to alterity, asking for both a "critique 
of the self" and a "critique of the other." Nevertheless, your main posi

tion, if I understand you well, is that this double critique is essential 
for two reasons~neither to totally distance the other from us, nor to 
make the other a mere extension of ourselves. This bipolar criticism 

must, it seems, constitute an e.J.JentuzL part of your diacritical hermeneu

tics. But there are times when you appear to be less than even in your 
critical judgments, casting greater suspicion on the operations of the 
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.:1elf than on those of the other or neglecting the importance of the legit
imate suspicions that the other may have of oneself. You often speak, 
for example, of your goal "to make us ho.:1pitabfe to strangers, gods, and 

monsters" [italics mine J. But do we not also need to be susceptible to 
the other's criticisms and disruptions of ourselves? Would you accept 

that critici11n of the other is a,;1 important as understanding of the other? 
And would you accept that criticism of oneself by the other is a cru

cial part of the equation? 

RK: Yes, I would certainly accept that the criticism must work 
bilaterally, in both directions at once. If we are too suspicious of our
selves and too unsuspecting of others, we can end up with various sorts 

of naive sentimentalism (the other is always on the side of the angels) 
or mystical masochism (the other is irreducibly ethical even when he 
is persecuting me, holding me hostage, tearing the bread from my 

mouth). You find this in certain notions of Christian self-abnegation 
(rightly exposed by Nietzsche and [Max] Scheler in my view) but also, 
in more sophisticated postmodern guise, in the later Levinas or in Der
rida's formula that "every other is every other." That is going too far. 

That is indiscriminate hospitality. That is (almost) indifferent justice, 
precluding the possibility of discerning judgments. On the other hand, 

if we go around denouncing the other at every turn, we lapse back into 
the logocentrism of mainstream Western ideology, or just good old 

Margaret Thatcher individualism: Every Self for Itself, The Self ls 
Always Right, Ego ls Empire, Beware of Strangers, Trespassers Will 
Be Prosecuted, No Irish (Blacks, Jews, Women, Gays, Atheists, Arabs, 

whatever) Need Apply! Who wants to go back there? There has to be 
another way, a middle way. The alternatives are acquiescent passivism 
or war, postmodern paralysis or modern voluntarism. Neither is accept

able. Diacritical hermeneutics seeks a way between. 

Recorded at the Phil1Mophy 4 Othemedd conference at The American College of Greece, 

Athens, June 2002 
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Halifax Colloquy 
Between Being and God 

FELIX o'MURCHADHA: Two of your most recent books deal explic

itly and thematically with the question of God. That is not to say that 

this issue has been absent from your earlier work. Could you please 
trace the development of this theme in your philosophical journey from 

Poetiqae du Po.J.Jib!e [The Poetics of the Possible] to The God Who May 
Be and Stranper.:J, God.:J and Mon.:Jter.:J? 

RK: My first sortie into the God debate was during my time as a 

doctoral student with Paul Ricreur in Paris in the late 1970s. I was par
ticipating in Ricreur's seminar on hermeneutics and phenomenology, 
along with Levinas, Derrida, Greisch, [Jean-Franc;ois] Courtine, 

[Franc;oise J Dastur, and others. It was a tremendously exciting time, 
and the relationship between phenomenology and theology was ve:ry 
much in the air just then. That was when I and an Irish colleague of 

mine, the theologian Joseph O'Leary, got together and decided to organ
ize a public colloquium in the Irish College in Paris on "Heidegger and 
the Question of God." This was held in 1980 and subsequently published 

in 1981 by Grasset, under the same title. Along with Ricreur and others 
mentioned above, we also invited the more orthodox Heideggerians -
[Jean] Beaufret, [Franc;ois] Fedier, and [Franc;ois] Vezin, those offi

cially charged by Gallimard and the Heidegger estate with the dissem
ination and publication of Heidegger's writings in France. It was an 

explosive cocktail as it happened; indeed, we unsuspecting Irish were 
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told, after the event, that it was something of a miracle that such a diverse 

group of philosophers actually sat around the same table to discuss the 
relationship between phenomenology and God. But they did. And that 

debate lit all kinds of bonfires in my own mind. My doctoral thesis at 
the time, Poetique du Po.:J.Ji6!e, was an exploration of the hermeneutic 

dialogue between what I called "ontology" (broadly based on a Heideg
gerian/Husserlian approach) and "eschatology" (inspired by Levinas 

and Ricreur). The basic argument was that there were two fundamen
tal hermeneutics underlying the different regional (ontic) disciplines~ 
the ontological guided by questions of "being" and the eschatological by 

questions of" God" or the "Good." While I argued that these ran in par
allel, and worked with distinct methods and presuppositions, I also 
wanted to suggest that there were possibilities of overlap and exchange. 

That at least was my wager in that inaugural work. There followed a 
long period, I have to admit, between the publication of Poetique du Po.J
.JW!e in 1984 and the publication of The God Who May Be in 2001 ~almost 

twenty years, if you consider that the first book was actually completed 
in 1980. During that time I worked mainly at University College Dublin, 
where the question of God was almost unmentionable in a country where 

people were still killing each other over religion (at least in the north 
of the island). I taught and wrote mainly on questions of imagination, 
myth, symbolism, literature, and art. It was really only when I moved to 

Boston College on a permanent footing at the end of the 1990s that I 
came back to the God question and picked up the debate about Being 
and the eschaton that I had left behind me in Paris. 

FOM: Any discourse on God will have a personal element~ an 
element of testimony and an element of declaration (of faith or unbe
lief, of theism or atheism, etc.). Your testimony and declaration are 

to love and justice, 5 against which you will judge the Catholic, J udeo
Christian tradition from which you hail. Are these "values" higher than 
God for you? To put the question otherwise, could there ever be an 

incompatibility between seeking love and justice and seeking God? 

RK: Yes, there is almost always a certain personal commitment or 
conviction involved in any discourse on God. Since the Enlighten

ment's ban on bringing presuppositions to bear on the "facts" them
selves (something we see, albeit in revised form, in the phenomenolog
ical reductions and bracketings of Husserl and Heidegger), there is an 

assumption that matters of faith and value must somehow be placed 
beyond the Pale. Now, I have no difficulty with this if it is merely a 
methodical strategy for focusing on the "things themselves." As a 
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temporary and provisional suspension of our presuppositions, that's 
fine. In fact, it may even help us to acknowledge our tacit presupposi
tions all the more clearly. After all, it is a good thing to bring covert 

assumptions that work behind our heads before our eyes! But if we go 
on to presume that the suspension of our basic interests and preunder

standings can serve as an end in itde(f; leading us to some pure domain 
of transcendental subjectivity (Husserl) or empirical positivity (Car

nap and the logical positivists), then I blow the whistle. That, as Gadamer 
rightly pointed out, is "prejudice against prejudice" -with the added 
disadvantage that it thinks it is above all prejudice! So, yes, I have no 

real difficulty conceding that descriptions of phenomena always involve 
some kind of interpretation, implicit or explicit, bracketed or fore
grounded, oblique or avowed. And if this is true of our ordinary value 

convictions, it is even more true of our religious convictions. 
But to come back to the second part of your question: Would I choose 

Love and Justice over God? That reminds me of the famous Dostoyevskian 

dilemma about choosing between truth and God. We shouldn't have to 
choose, of course, if what we call God is really true, loving, and just -
as the God of Isaiah and Jesus, for example, claims to be. But that is not 

always the case. All too often, we have cases of unjust, unloving, and 
untrue acts being made in the name of God. Think of all the wars and 
inquisitions and pogroms and witch-hunts carried out for religious rea

sons. It's terrible, but has to be faced. That's why if it came to it, I'd chose 

love and justice any day over God. But so would God-if God were a 
God of love and justice. And if not, then such a God is not worth believ

ing in. To take a concrete example from the Gospels, I think the person 
who gives a cup of cold water to the thirsting stranger is far closer to God 
than the person who claims to believe in God but passes the neighbor by. 

So if and when a deity identifies itself as love and justice, I am prepared 
to follow that God. But there are, alas, many "Gods,'' and many "believ-

" h d ' ers, w o on t. 

FOM: Although you take most of your discussions of God from 
the Judeo-Christian tradition, you refer also to other religions. Indeed 
the plural "Gods" in the title of Stran_qerd, God.1 and Mon.:Jterd suggests 

this. Is the "God who may be," however, thinkable outside the mes
sianic religions? Does the attempt to think philosophically a god other 
than the god of the philosophers lead inevitably back to the Hebrew 

and Christian Scriptures? 

RK: I don't think it does. But I can certainly understand why you 

might think so from a reading of The God Who May Be. In that book, I 
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was concentrating my hermeneutic investigations on biblical and scrip

tural texts; not because I believe they enjoy some exclusive access to 

the absolute~ I don't~ but because they are the ones I know best. They 

are my tradition. And just as the great Buddhist master Thich Nhat 

Hahn advises many of those who want to convert to Buddhism that 

they should return to their own traditions and find there the truth that 

Buddhists find in Buddhism, I would be inclined to say the same thing 

to those who might wish to convert to say Christianity or Judaism. 

There is, I believe, no absolute way to the absolute. There are differ

ent ways, and each way has something incredibly valuable and distinc

tive, and they may indeed all be pointing to the same absolute (we can

not "know" that, of course; we can only "believe") ~such that each can 

learn a huge amount from the others through dialogue and interfaith 

exchanges. These diverse ways are not, in my opinion, mutually exclu

sive. Christ says that he is "the way, the truth, and the life." Granted. 

But he never says he is the "only way, truth, and life." In fact, he seems 

to spend half his time saying how much he owes to Abraham and Jacob 

and Isaiah and the prophets~not to mention those two other "per

sons," the Father and the Paraclete. I'm sure Jesus would have been 

similarly generous towards Buddhists and Hindus and Taoists had he 

encountered them. Just look how loving he was towards Samaritans 

and sinners and other strangers. It is inconceivable to me that such a 

Jes us could say that it is only if you give a cup of cold water to a Chris

tian person in the name of an exclusively Christian God that you find 

salvation! So without wishing to endorse some kind of Californian 

New Ageism, I firmly believe that "God speaks in many ways" (to jug

gle with Aristotle's phrase about Being, which so influenced Heideg

ger). There are many mansions in the Father's kingdom, we are told, 

and we must therefore assume that there are many doors into them, 

too. As I moved from The God Who May Be to Stranget"d, GodJ and Mon

Jfet"d, I found myself becoming more and more sympathetic to so-called 

heretics, pagans, nonmonotheistic believers, and so on. The important 

thing, in the final analysis, is to be actively and lovingly in search of 

God, not to have found him. God finds us; we don't find God. The 

moment we think we possess the divine, we have lost it. We are, in that 

instance, possessed by ow"de!veJ alone. I have become increasingly intol

erant of intolerance ~increasingly suspicious of narrowly monothe

istic claims to be able to identify the "One" with the "one and only," 

"Unity" with the exclusively "unique." That way leads to triumphal

ism, persecution, fundamentalism, war. We even need to remind our

selves, if we are to be really generous and honest, that the so-called 
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New Age religions themselves~that we monotheists sometimes con

sider so superficial~are often (as in the case of Hinduism and Tao

ism) older than the Christian religion. If we were to be more accurate, 

we would call them Old Age religions. But in any case, I would be 

inclined to say, "let a thousand blossoms bloom." 

FOM: To think philosophically a god beyond the god of the philoso

phers is itself a paradoxical undertaking, indeed, it lands us in the pos

sibly aporetic discourse of the "end of metaphysics." How would you 

situate your latest thinking, that of the trilogy, in relation to the "end 

of metaphysics"? 

RK: I am very partial to the idea of a postmetaphysical God, as is 
obvious in the last two parts of the trilogy. Here I am very much in 

dialogue with thinkers like Caputo, Derrida, Marion, and the various 

contemporary "negative theologians" involved in the "postmodernism 

and religion" debates. But I also recognize with Heidegger that you 

cannot attempt to go beyond metaphysics without using the language 
of metaphysics. So no matter how much I seek to save God from such 

metaphysical terms as cause, substance, sufficient reason, ground, sys

tem, etc., I acknowledge that I am still using language, ideas, and con

cepts to do so. And, of course, this implies a metaphysical heritage of 

some sort. It's the old one about pulling oneself up by the bootstraps. 

At best, we have a sort of hermeneutical circle where we enter with all 

kinds of metaphysical notions and assumptions and hope, as we "pyrne 

in the gyre" (Yeats), that we might reach a higher level of understand

ing in the next turn of the circle, and so on. But we never exit from the 

hermeneutic circle altogether. Paradoxes and aporias abound. That is 

inevitable. But one hopes that these might be productive paradoxes 

and affirmative aporias, inviting us to think more and more deeply, 

rather than paralyzing us with hopelessness. Speaking about the 

unspeakable (God) is indeed a performative contradiction of sorts. But 

it is the best we've got. And I prefer here the response of [Samuel] 
Beckett's unnamable narrator~"! can't go on, I'll go on" ~to Wittgen

stein's "whereof I cannot speak, thereof I must be silent." There is a 

proper time for silence, of course, but also a proper time to speak 

and think and imagine God, however tentatively and figuratively. Oth

erwise we could not engage in a hermeneutics of religion. Or any phi

losophy of religion for that matter. 

FOM: Polemical terms such as "paganism" and "idolatry" slip into 

your texts from time to time. Firstly, do you accept that these are 
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polemical terms? Secondly, what is it about the discourse on God in 
contemporary thinking which reflects almost unconsciously Judeo
Christian polemics? 

RK: To return to what I said above, I am much slower to use such 
terms now than in my early work, especially Poitique {)u Po.:1.:1wfe. When 

I wrote that first book in the late seventies I was very much under the 
influence of Levinas and Marion-the latter's L'idofe et fa di.:1ta11ce: 
Cinq itude.1 [The Idol and Diltance: Five Studied J had just been published 
in Paris, and I was attending Levinas's final lectures at the Sorbonne. 
So the whole debate between the "holy" and the "sacred," between bib

lical infinity and pagan totality, was very much alive - aided by the 
revival of the mystical tradition of "negative theology" (Eckhart, Diony

sius, Silesius, Gregory of Nyssa) and abetted by the deconstructive 
critiques of "logocentrism" and "onto-theology." I bought into all 

that and was perhaps too quick in my endorsement of somewhat sim
plistic reactions to so-called idolatrous thought-which usually meant 
some form or other of the "metaphysics of presence." I would be much 

more cautious about that now. I hope this is evident from my more 
inclusive approach to the God question in Stranger.1, God.1 and Mon
dter.J and my growing interest in interreligious dialogue, especially con

cerning the opening up of biblical discourse to Buddhist, Hindu, or 
Taoist wisdom traditions. I can hardly believe, for example, that it took 

me almost forty-eight years to get around to reading the Uphani.1had.:1! 
Talk about Eurocentrism ! 

FOM: What is the place of faith in philosophy? Can we think God 

or the divine without faith or unbelief, and, if not, does this say some
thing about us, about our particular J udeo-Christian heritage, or about 
thinking itself? In other words, how does the Heideggerian project of 

thinking God beyond faith- beyond, one might say, theism and athe
ism-relate to your project of thinking the God who is to come? 

RK: This is a very difficult question. I have a lot of sympathy with 

a certain version of the phenomenological move to raise all fundamen
tal or "essential" questions in an open space beyond doctrinal positions 
of theism or atheism. But I wouldn't be as extreme as Heidegger in his 

Introduction to Metaphy.:1ic.:1 or in Phenomenology an{) Theology, where he 
sees the being-question and the faith-question as mutually exclusive. 
For me, the hermeneutic realm of "eschatology" opens a place of phe

nomenological thinking which is reducible to neither Greek ontology 
nor Biblical theology, though both can enter into conversation here. 
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As dealing with the other who may be, the other to come, with mes
sianic peace and justice (Levinas/Derrida), or the advent of the king
dom (Ricceur I [Franz J Rosenzweig I [Walter J Benjamin), I think that 

the eschatological can operate in a transconfessional or even postcon
fessional domain, where atheists and theists can explore questions of 

ultimacy and can do so-this is all-important-without having to con
fine the "eschaton" to a particular name (Yahweh, Jesus, Allah, Apollo, 

Zeus, Krishna) or to a particular religious tradition. So to try to answer 
you question: I do not, I repeat, believe that thinking about God needs 
to be confined to the specific biblical tradition of monotheistic reve

lation (here I differ from Levinas, Marion, or [John J Milbank, for 
example). It is certainly very manifest and vocal in this tradition but 
is, in my view, present in other nonbiblical traditions also. Simone Weil 

offers some powerful examples of this in her Letter to a Prie.:Jt, though 
she goes too far, I think, in her critique of Old Testament exclusivism. 
And one finds very persuasive arguments for opening up monotheism 

to its otherd in Stanlislas Breton's work, especially Unicite et monotheiJme. 
When one considers just how arrogant we in the West have been in 
our condescending attitudes to non-Western ways of thinking and talk

ing about God! And I would include here not only monotheistic intol
erance of so-called pagan and heretical religions, but also Heidegger's 
embrace of a Greek-German paganism to the exclusion of Eastern, 

African, or Native American spiritualities. I am not sure that Heideg
ger's "gods" are really beyond all kinds of faith or religion. They often 

seem to me to have their own brand of numinous charge and sacra
mental allure-even at the ostensibly neutral level of "thought." So if 

Heidegger's thought may be consideredgod-feM with respect to bibli
cal revelation, it has its own kinds of gods-one of whom is, as you 

know, dramatically invoked by Heidegger as our only hope of salva
tion in his final Der Spiegel interview. Talk about the ontological pot 
calling the eschatological kettle black! So to come back to the first part 

of your question, I would be inclined to say that most philosophies 
dealing with fundamental questions involve some version of faith or 
conviction (religious or otherwise). I have never believed in the idea 

of the philosopher as some disembodied and disengaged transcenden
tal spectator. Almost all our thinking is informed and motivated-how

ever prereflectively- by some set of deep hermeneutic presupposi
tions. I am nwved to think, therefore I think. 

FOM: You pose Ricceur's question to Heideggerians, as to why 
Heidegger thinks only of [Friedrich] Holderlin and not of the Psalms. 
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May I pose a question to you which reverses this one, namely, can 

you -or anyone -think of the gods of the Greeks, the gods of Homer, 

and the God of the Hebrew Scriptures together, or is a choice between 

the Olympus and Calvary (or in Nietzschean terms Dionysius and the 

Crucified) inevitable? 

RK: Not only do I think that we can think them together, I would 

go further and say that we Jhou!o think them together. And to be fair, 

I think that many philosophers and theologians, prior to the Levinas

Heidegger quarrel in contemporary Continental thought, were doing 

just that-for centuries. The dialogue between Athens and Jerusalem 

has a long and impressive heritage -from Paul, Philo, and the early 

Church Fathers, up to Augustine and Aquinas and beyond. The fact 
that this lapsed into reductive and totalizing forms of "Christian meta

physics" on occasion, especially in late Scholasticism, doesn't mean 

that there wasn't really important work going on for almost two thou

sand years on the Athens-Jerusalem nexus. All too often, blanket cri

tiques of the entire tradition of Western metaphysics as "onto-theo

logical" and (by extension) "idolatrous" do a grave injustice to the 

complexity of the texts themselves. You can throw out too many 

babies with the bath waters of logocentrism ! And, in fairness, both 

Heidegger and Derrida acknowledge this (too long after the damage 

is done, some might say, but no matter). What is certain is that the 

dialogue between Olympus and Calvary, as you put it, not only needs 
to be revived and rethought in our age of global closure; it also needs 

to be opened up to include other poles of world spirituality-we need 

to get Tibet in there and the Ganges and Kyoto, other holy spaces of 

wisdom - so that rather than speaking of opening monologue to dia

logue, we should more accurately be speaking of a polylogue: differ

ent lines of faith and thought crisscrossing in a flourishing tapestry 

of conversations. That is not, I would insist, a lapse into New Age 

relativism or postmodern perspectivism. Nor is it necessarily a rejec

tion of monotheism (everything depends on how one interprets one

ness - "in the beginning was hermeneutics!") in favor of polytheism. 

For me, it is rather a way of growing deeper and further in one's own 

tradition by opening one's imagination to others. 

First conducted at the Annual Conference of the CanarJian Society.for Hermeneutird anrJ P1Mt

morJern Thou.i7ht at Dalhousie University, Halifax, May 2003 
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Stony Brook Colloquy 
Conj ronting Imagination 

Q: I would like to begin by asking when and how you became 
interested in philosophy and literature. Was there a moment when you 
realized you would make these fields a lifelong investigation? 

RK: I think it was probably when I was at secondary school in 
Ireland. I had a very good French teacher who had just come back 
from Paris and had read a lot of Heidegger, Sartre, Ricreur, and Der
rida. This would have been in the early seventies. So I got my philos
ophy mainly through the literature of Sartre, [Simone J de Beauvoir, 
and [Albert J Camus. It was existential phenomenology through a lit
erary detour. When I went to university, I did a joint degree in philos
ophy and literature. I was going to go to the Abbey Theatre in Dublin 
to become a professional actor. In my application to the Abbey, I sub
mitted a philosophical dissertation as to why I wanted to study acting. 
The director of the Abbey at the time said I was welcome to study act
ing, but he recommended that I should go and study philosophy first. 
I never got back to the Abbey. After my undergraduate work, I did 
my MA with Charles Taylor in McGill University (Montreal), which 
was on the philosophy of art, and then my Ph.D. with Paul Ricreur in 
Paris on the phenomenology of imagination. Over the last few years, 
I have been writing more poetry and fiction. I have just finished my 
second novel; the first one came out two years ago. Philosophy and lit
erature were always my two interests, my Janus-face as it were. My 

261 



literature is contaminated by philosophy, and my philosophy is con
taminated by literature. The English critics didn't really like my nov
els ~they thought they were too Francophile and philosophical. But 

the Continentals liked them. The first novel sold about 3,000 copies in 
England and 30,000 copies in German, French, and Czech transla

tions. As one of the English reviewers pointed out, the Germans have 
been mistaken in their judgment before! 

Q: Philosophy and literature as a joint venture for you is very 

much displayed in your book The Poeticd ofMooernity (1996). I would 
like to specifically ask how you came to focus on the relationship 
between poetics and ethics. 

RK: I would say it was when I was doing the doctorate with Paul 
Ricreur in Paris in the late seventies. Two of my main interlocutors at 

the time were Derrida and Levinas. It was before Derrida started to talk 
about law, justice, ethics, and so on. Although he would say the ethical 
dimension was already in his work, it just wasn't visible for me or most 

other people at the time. In 1977, when I was writing my Poetique du Pod
dib!e, Derrida was very much on the literary side of things, moving more 
and more towards an aesthetic Nietzscheanism. That's how it was under

stood, at any rate. Derrida's "Violence and Metaphysics" essay on Lev
inas was seen as a farewell to ethics, as a challenge to a phenomeno

logical relationship with the other. There seemed to be a tension between 

Derrida the poeticizer and Levinas the ethicizer. And there I was with 
Ricreur, trying to do a hermeneutic mediation between these two extremes. 
Subsequently I found a poetics at work within Levinas, which I tried to 
tease out in my essay on "Levinas and the Ethics of Imagining" in The 
Poetic.J £?/llfodernity. And of course, there is an ethics at work in Derrida, 
as he now constantly points out. 

Q: You say in Poeticd £?/Mooernity that Kierkegaard criticizes Kant 

for segregating poetics and ethics. Do you find yourself trying to do 
something similar, that is, criticizing this segregatory practice? 

RK: I try to conjugate the two. But I think that Kant, in the Third 
Critique, actually provides us with a very good pretext for this. When 
he says, for instance, that "beauty is the symbol for morality," he is, in 

effect, saying that reflective aesthetic judgment has a huge contribu
tion to make to morality. In fact, I would say it is a discreet correc
tive within Kant to his own morality. The categorical imperative in the 

Second Critique, The Critique l?f' Practical RetMon, is actually an imprac
tical morality. Because the categorical imperative is so rationalistic and 
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abstract, it ignores the attempt in certain sections of the Third Critique 
to counterbalance the Second Critique. I think Hannah Arendt has 
actually brought this out well when she talks about reflective judgment 

as a common basis for a dialogue between ethics and poetics. Derrida 
and Lyotard have also been fascinated by the Third Critique and I 

think for similar reasons. 

Take this example: when Kant talks about exemplary ja~qment, or 
"representative thinking," and says we really can't have a proper judg
ment unless we can put ourselves in a position where we can imagine 
what it's like for as many other people as possible to think in the way 

that we're thinking, this is a mode of universalizability, but it's also a 
phenomenological experience. It's Kant being true to the phenomenol
ogist in himself, to the transcendental imagination in himself (which 

Heidegger rightly identifies with Da,.fein in his Kant and the Prob!e1n of 
Metaphy.:1icJ). When it comes to describing "exemplary judgment" in 
the Third Critique, Kant is actually talking about an "exemplary imag

ination." One must put oneself into other people's shoes ~and that 
requires a certain exercise of "free variation," extending empathi
cally from your limited self to other selves. 

Q: A phenomenological relationship. 

RK: A phenomenological relationship of imagining what it is like 

to be another and only making your universal judgment on the basis of 

having (as it were) traversed these other minds. Husserl makes much 
of this in the fifth of his CarteJum MeditationJ. But Kant already foresees 
it in the Third Critique when he talks about "representative judgment"; 

that is, one cannot make a representative universal judgment without 
making appeal to the multiplicity of different individuals. One can only 
construct a universal out of a multiplication of singularities through 

imagination. The beauty of the power of imagination is that it can com
bine the intelligible with the sensible, the mental with the physical, 
the general with the particular. That was its standard role from Aristo

tle through Aquinas down to Kant. To bring together these opposites. 

Q: Aristotle calls it phroneJi.f. 

RK: I think "aesthetic reflective judgment" is Kant's term for phrone
JU. It's actually a matter of negotiating the relationship of the univer
sal and the singular, but with attribution to the singular. You're not 

moving from the universal to the singular; you' re actually moving hetween 
them. And so the categorical imperative that says one must act as every
body else acts is in itself sterile, cheerless, and unworkable, unless it 
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is bodied forth by imagination. Even Kant, the most desiccated of ratio
nalists, realized this and conceded, niirahile oictu, that "beauty is the 
symbol of morality." This is an extraordinary statement for the author 

of the Second Critique, at last acknowledging a role for inclinations, 
feelings, affections-and thereby, by extension-for imagination. 

Q: Could you expound on your reading of Sartre's notion of the 
imaginary as the "negation of the negation" in chapter 4 of your Poet

ic.:1 of lma.qininfJ and then try to clarify Merleau-Ponty's reasons for 
rejecting Sartre's notion? 

RK: The particular phrase "negation of negation" comes from 

Sartre's text The P.:1ychology of lnuzgination, which was published in 
1940. In French, it is called L'fmaginaire -which is a better title -
meaning "The Imaginary." The subtitle was Une P.:1ychologie 

Phenomenologique oe L'fmaginatwn, a phenomenological psychology of 
imagination. It's primarily a phenomenological work. In it, Sartre 
actually does a Heideggerian reading of Husserl's thesis on imagina

tion in the "Sixth Logical Investigation." Husserl there separates out 
perception, imagination, and signification. What Sartre does in the 
Postscript to The P.:1ycholo.qy (?( lma.qination is take Heidegger's notion 

of being-in-the-world, ln-oer- Welt-Sein, and basically say that this is 
the same thing as imagination. Curiously, Sartre at that stage hadn't 

read the Kant/Jach [Kant ano the ProMenz of Metaphydic.:1}, where Hei

degger says that Dadein is another name for "transcendental imagi
nation." But Heidegger couldn't use the term "imagination," because 

he was a German writing in 1927 and wanted to get away from the 

romantic baggage of Kant, [Friedrich] Schelling, [Johann Gottlieb] 
Fichte, and Hegel. He mentions this in a long footnote. He says that 

what the romantics meant by Proouktiv Einhi!owz.q.:1krc~ft-the produc
tive imagination-prefigures what he means by Da.:1ein. He didn't 
want to be thought of as just another German idealist (which is prob
ably not too far from the truth). He admitted that the temporalizing, 

schematizing power of imagination is another word for Da.:1ein, but 
he renounced the term "imagination." 

Sartre, without alluding to this particular analysis, nonetheless also 
had the instinct to realize that being-in-the-world, Da,Jein, has the same 

temporalizing, schematizing structure as imagination. 
Now the "negation of the negation" goes something like this: we can 

only be in the world (In-oer-Welt-.:1ein) by already understanding the 
world in terms of the projection of our possibilities. Da.:1ein is the pro

jection of possibilities. But Da.:1ein only has possibilities and can only 
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construe possibilities, read possibilities off its world, if it has already 
in some sense ne_qated the world, that is, if it is not in the world -in the 
sense of being spatially located like a thing in a box. 

So being-in-the-world is actually an intentional relationship that 
presupposes -and here Sartre is true to Husserl -a relationship of 

distance as well as proximity, of transcendence as well as of belong
ing. And that is, of course, true to the basic Husserlian principle that 

"all consciousness is consciousness t?f something," an "of" that is both 
conjunctive and disjunctive. 

It is the di:Jtance that is the negation. In other words, I cannot see a 

world, I cannot read a world, I cannot understand a world unless I am 

in some sense not '?f the world, unless I am surpassing the world towards 
my possibilities-and therefore construing the world in terms of my 

possibilities. So everything in the world becomes zuhanden, becomes a 
thing for me. I'm going up a hill, and there is a rock. I interpret the 
rock as a building brick if I happen to be a mason looking for stones, 

as a weapon of defense if I happen to be chased by an enemy army, as 

an obstacle if I happen to be a mountaineer trying to get to the top of 
the hill, as a sculpting block if I happen to be Michelangelo and it's the 

hill. My imagination sees the rock a,J an instrument. So whatever my 
existential project in the world is, I interpret things of the world (that 
is, a rock on my way) as a po.:J.:Jibi!ity for me. But I can only symbolize 

and signify the things of the world if I am somehow not of the world. 
This negating is the act of "primary negation." Sartre says that since 
imagination is the power of annihilating or unrealizing the world, with

out negating we cannot be free beings in the world, we cannot be Da,Jein 
in the first place. So, we are alway.:J negating. 

Now that's the primary negation which all of us carry out in order 
to be in the world. If we didn't do that, we would be a mere "thing among 

things," we would be simply a part of the world. As Sartre puts it in the 
conclusion to The P.:Jychology ,if lmaginatwn, we would be beings in the 
"midst of the world" if we did not carry out the primary negation. 

In other words, we do that no matter what we are doing-receiv
ing, touching, feeling, hearing, signifying, dreaming, hoping, dread

ing, deriving, eating, sleeping-it doesn't matter; we're negating. If we 
didn't, we couldn't dign4'y things in the world. And as we know from 
Levi-Strauss, "things are not only good to eat, they're good to .:Jyni
bolize (hon tz .:Jymboli:ler). "So everything presupposes the primary act of 

negation which Sartre says we do not have unless, implicitly, we are 
deploying our imagination. Imagination is an invisible act; it is the "art 
hidden in the depths of nature," as Kant called it. It's the blind spot 
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that we can't see but that lets us see everything. We don't see it; we 

don't see ourselves seeing. But it's at work all the time. 

Now the "negation of the negation," -to come back to your point

is imagination doing a oouMe take. Not only does (a) one negate the 

things of the world in order to make of it what Sartre calls a "synthetic 

totality," a meaningful ensemble (in other words, our imaginations always 

.Jchematize the world), but (b) I can negate that world too in turn. 

So there is no such thing as a nonschematized given. The given is 

afreaoy synthetically totalized by the primary negation, and that gives 

us what we call our "actual world." Then we can choose to negate that 

actual world as a synthetic totality, to operate a double-negation, thereby 

providing the unreal world-what we call the imaginary. Let me repeat: 

our perceptual worfo is already a negation. And in that sense, Sartre 

joins company with Merleau-Ponty when Merleau-Ponty says "per

ception already stylizes"; it is already a mode of negation and interpre

tation. The primary reason is (both Merleau-Ponty and Sartre would 

share this with Kant) that the transcendental imagination-even in its 

operative, prereflective, ordinary, average way of being-in-the-world

is already interpreting everything in the world in terms of temporary 

horizons, past and future. I can only interpret this piece of white paper 

as a piece of white paper because I am phenomenologically retaining 
the horizons of past memory that allow me to interpret this thing as 

white-a color, a word in English-and as paper, a thing to write on. 

I make sense of it; I see it tM paper, as I see everything in the world tM 

something. I preduppo.Je my temporal horizons of the past, and at the 

same time I project and surpass myself toward the possibility of that 

paper as something that I can now write on. The paper only makes 
sense to me in terms of a "retention" and a "protention,'' to use Husserl's 

terms. That is what Sartre means by the primary negation of imagina

tion. The secondary is the negation of the real world in order to con

stitute what we properly call the "imaginary" world. 

Now, that is a long way around to the first part of your question. 

Let me be a little quicker with the second part. Basically, where Mer

leau-Ponty differs most from Sartre is in his claim that one cannot make 

a neat distinction in that way, between a primary act of apprehending 

the world, which is perception, and a secondary act, which is imagi

nation. In other words, for Sartre imagination is always a negation of 

perception because it's a double negation. Sartre says if one wants to 

imagine Pierre in Berlin, one must negate this room, the "actual world" 

in which I find myself. I must negate my present perceptual world in 

order to "presentify" the absent world, the world of imagination -
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Pierre in Berlin. Merleau-Ponty says that's too dualistic. Basically, 

when we're perceiving, he claims, we are a!.:Jo imagining, and when 

we're imagining we're a!.:Jo perceiving. Mealeau-Ponty has a much more 

chiasmic, intertwined relationship between the two modes of inten

tionality. For Sartre, as for Husserl (in Lo_qica! lnve.:Jt~qation.:J), the two 

modes of imagination and perceiving are sui generis and separate. There 

is also a third mode of intentionality called "empty signification" that 

doesn't have any intuitive component of presencing or presentifica

tion, because signification, unlike perception, gives us the thing emp
tily (lz vide). Husserl made much of those three modes of intentional

ity, and Sartre still remained faithful to that. Merleau-Ponty, by contrast, 

wants to say that those three modes of intentionality~ language, imag

ination, and perception ~are always Mer!appin,9. Perception for Sartre 

is dangerous, because he feels it leads one into a meaningless and absurd 

existence; it is our imagination that projects meanings and values onto 

the world, and carves it up and gives it shape. Whereas for Merleau

Ponty that kind of Cartesian voluntarism is an "addiction to magic," 

to changing everything into a subjective image~ "We create the world 

into our own image." In politics, Mereleau-Ponty claims that Sartre's 

voluntarism of imperial imagination leads to"ultra-Bolshevism" ~the 

imposition of the will of the subject on other people. That is something 

that Merleau-Ponty clearly doesn't go along with in Sartre. In so doing, 

he is trying to get away from the idealist, Cartesian residues in Sartre's 

phenomenology and to take a more a postsubjectivist dialectical turn. 

Q: He does this especially with embodied consciousness. 

RK: Yes, and that is why, for instance, Merleau-Ponty can say 

that every sense and every bodily organ has its "imaginary." This would 

be unthinkable for Sartre. For Merleau-Ponty, when you are eating, 

sleeping, breathing, running, when you are relating to other people, 

etc., there is already imagination at work. 

Q: It's like [Marcel] Proust ... explosive characters, a central 

motion that opens up a past, present, and future in a single moment in 

their imagination. It's all built into the ever-most-present moment. At 

that same point, you're still carrying all that external world's reten

tions, being fired off with every turn of the eye. 

RK: Exactly. And it's actually more than just retentions (the past 

and the future are implicated in the present moment). Derrida makes 

much of this in Speech and Phe1zo11ie1uz, suggesting that the present is 

already shot through with the nonpresent past and future. There is also 
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another sense in which Proust is important to Merleau-Ponty. What 

happens in the Madeleine incident is a form of involuntary memory. 

It is another aspect of imagination that is totally un-Sartrean, because 

it is not at all an act of consciousness imposed upon the world (in terms 

of a primary or a secondary negation). It is a dehilcence, an upsurge of 

sensation and meaning through involuntary memory. It is not volun
tary imagination. It comes upon you, overtakes you. That is the Prous

tian moment. Imagination is not just something that one does to the 

world. It is not a voluntarist act of consciousness; it is something that 

the world does to you~ something one undergoes. 

Q: There is a quote in the working notes of Merleau-Ponty's 

The ViJiMe and the lnviliMe, when he's talking at the end about how it 

is that things have us and we have the things, how language has us and 

we have it, how it is being that speaks through us and not just we who 

speak of being. In that little quote he speaks of "the memory of the 
world." And now that you have shed this insight, I can see better what 

he means ... it's not just you grasping your own memories; the mem

ories grasp you, or are giving you, so to speak. 

RK: In any case the two are inseparable ~the self and the world. 

The self is simply a fold in the coiling and uncoiling of the world, so 

you are talking about an unconscious of the world that is imagining 

itself through you. I often think here about the NooJ PoietikoJ of Aris

totle or the Anima nwndi of the Neoplatonists. 

Q: I would like to make a detour and focus some questions in 

relation to current events. Two weeks ago, I was watching a news 

program about a shootout in Los Angeles. I actually saw a man get 

shot, live, on my television screen. There were two thieves shooting 

it out with the cops, just like in the John Wayne movies. The next 

day the media swarms over the event, and we are bombarded with 
more pictures, media, stories, theories, etc. Tomorrow I'll switch to 

a channel and find a similar motive portrayed in a John Wayne movie, 

or Rambo. Where do we set up these boundaries between the real 
and the imaginary, or the "irreal" (like "Cops")? We watch all these 

movies and then we watch things "live." Reality becomes blurred and 

we are numbed. Taking this theme as an example, where does post
modernity stand? I guess I'm thinking of [Jean] Baudrillard's Sini
u!atil}nJ, when he says that we live in a hyperreal world of simulacrum 

upon simulacrum and that it is all one reading upon another in a mul

tiverse of meaning. 
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RK: This is the great "undecidable" of postmodern media culture. 

In one sense, you see, the imagination is now everywhere. And this 
is not just a poetical but also an ethical crisis. Let me try and tease out 
this double crisis. I think poetically we've reached a point where it's 

very difficult for us to distinguish between the imaginary world and 

the real world. For the romantics, for example, the distinction was evi
dent. Sartre also makes the distinction clear by saying we negate the 

real in order to conjure up the imaginary. As Coleridge observes, you 
"suspend your disbelief" to enter a poetic world. When we go into the 
theater and we see Polonius being stabbed by Hamlet, we don't call 

for the police, because we know it's "only pretend." When you are play
ing, you enter the world of recreation. The difficulty is with what 
[Roland] Barthes calls our dominant "civilization of the image" where 

"we" now abide. Here we are not quite sure any more when exactly 
we are transiting from the so-called real world into the un-real world. 
Then we have Baudrillard stepping in and saying, "The Gulf War was 

a TV war." So the epistemological state of affairs is that we are living 
in a hall of mirrors and the so-called real world is itself a fabrication 
of the media-world. News reporting is not reporting anymore -it is 

already prefabricated. The press release is already written before the 
event takes place. The news headline today says, for example, that the 
president will open the new wing of the J. F. K. library or whatever, 

even though the headline was printed yedterday. The headline was writ
ten he.fore he even went to Boston. But sometimes the news gets it wrong 
and announces something in the past tense that doesn't actually hap

pen at all because the train breaks down on the way! The newspapers 
are usually pretty good at making reality-checks, but they have to 
because they are so often in a simulated world. It's life imitating art, in 
some sense. We've reached a point where we're not sure of the lan

guage games anymore as distinct genres, so we think we are watching 
John Wayne "live" or Gulf War G Is as if in the movies. It's like Dis

neyland writ large. It's like the Palace of Living Arts in California, 
where you are told you will see a life represented as larger than life in 
and through an image. The imitation is more authentic than the orig

inal-that's the claim. I think the best example of all, cited by Umberto 
Eco in his Faith in Falce.J, is the Venus de Milo reconstructed with pink 
skin pigment and her arm back in place. The label is then placed on 

it, saying it was made by real Florentine artists, and through the lat

est modes of digital and holographic technology, you now have the 
reconstruction of the original here in California that is better than 
the one in the Louvre. They can give you the actual model upon which 
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the sculpture was based. This creates a poetic crisis insofar as there is 
an undecidability between the real and the imaginary. Today popular 
art imitates high culture and high culture imitates popular culture (for 

example, [Andy] Warhol). Our lived consumer culture and our so
called sanctuary of art that was meant to be confined to museums, the

aters, etc., are no long separate. TV, DVDs, and the internet have 
brought art into our lives. Is news reporting reality? Or is reality, as 

Baudrillard says, somehow mediatized into the imagination? So there's 
this pervasive crisis in culture which postmodernism can play with 
in all sorts of interesting ways, asking whether we are seeing some

thing real or something imaginary. 

Q: But aren't those distinctions between the real world and the 

imaginary world too crude to cope with the multiplicity of possibilities? 

RK: Yes and no. It is certainly true that postmodernism opens 
us up to these multiple takes on being, whereas before we were too 
dualist. Being and nonbeing. Visible and invisible. Mind and body. 

Real and imaginary. Our postmodern culture (from an epistemologi
cal point of view) could actually be seen as a richness. That's a possi
ble response. But you could also argue that postmodernism is the col

lapsing of the real, with all its multiple differences, into the imaginary - so 
we end up with, as [Fredric] Jameson says, the "logic of late capital

ism,'' where everything enters the exchange-value of simulation. If 
that's the case, then we are talking about a virtualizing of the world 

into pure surface. Baudrillard comes close to saying that, but he 
doesn't really attach any value judgments to it. I think postmodernism

if Derrida is to be called a postmodernist (though he's wary of the 
term) -would go in your direction, that is, realizing a multiplicity of 
singularities. I suspect, though, that consumer, late-capitalist postmod

ernism, which, perhaps, it's the duty of philosophical postmodernism 
to come to terms with, is far less beneficent. I think we have to make 

a distinction between a sociological postmodernity- namely, the descrip

tion of the world in which we live - and the philosophical reflection 
upon that world. However, I want to issue a caveat here, and then come 
back to the question of crisis. I think that even if you give a positive 

reading of the postmodern undecidability of the real and the imagi
nary, you still have an ethical problem. Let me give two examples. First, 
if one buys into postmodern undecidability wholesale, there is no answer 

to the revisionists or the negationists who claim Auschwitz never hap
pened. This kind of postmodern relativism would say, "That's just your 
narrative; that's just the Jewish version of what happened." But if 
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we can no longer distinguish the real from the imaginary, then we have 
no way of knowing what happened. You have no response. Under these 
circumstances, there is no such thing as a fact. Everything is an inter

pretation of a fact, like Nietzsche says. So a radical postmodernism of 
undecidability could be construed by some to mean, "Well, you've got 

your view and I've got mine, so let's not worry about it; I'm not going 
to put you in prison; you don't annoy us, and we won't annoy you. 

We're in a world of language games; we're in a world of competing 
narratives, so what's the problem? Let's live in a pluralist world of mul
tiple views!" But I argue we do have a duty to decide between these 

competing narratives. We must know which is true (or truer) and which 
is false (or falser) because of the significant moral implications of the 
answer. Politically and ethically, we do have a certain "debt to the dead," 

as Ricreur puts it. We have a fidelity to the singular truth of Auschwitz 
existing or not existing. So it does matter if what is said at the Nurem
berg trials is true or not. I mean, if you tell a survivor of Auschwitz 

that Auschwitz never happened, I think you'll receive a rapid reproach, 
and rightly so! The epistemological question of "What actually hap
pened?" raises a very real ethical problem. 

The second example I want to give is the issue of recovered mem
ory. I'm thinking especially of the "long-term-recovered-memory syn
drome," where people have forgotten instances of abuse and then 

remember them under certain psychotherapeutic circumstances (for 
example, trance work). There have been several books written about 
this. In most cases, the abuse recovered in memory actually did hap

pen. But in some instances, apparently, it didn't. One person- I believe 
his name was David Ingram-was accused by his daughter (who had 
read a book on Satanic rituals) of child abuse. Mr. Ingram reasoned, 
"I must have done something; my child could never lie; if she says I 
abused her, then I must have done so." Mr. Ingram went through trance

work with a therapist who said it would all become clearer as he got 

back to the feeling of his guilt. And sure enough, he eventually con
fessed; he said, "Yes, it happened," even though it subsequently tran

spired that it hadn't. In terms of the abuse story, I would argue there

fore that there must be some distinction between the real and imaginary. 
The whole problem goes back to Freud's child seduction theory. Freud 
vacillated. Sometimes he said, "Yes, it did happen," and then he rea

soned not every child in Vienna could have been abused by their par

ents! So it must be fantasy, a suppressed fantasy-wish fulfillment. 
But it doe.:1 matter whether the narrative told by the abused who recalls 
the memory, or interpreted by the analyst, is real. For example, when 
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Freud interpreted Dora's case and said, "Well, you are neurotic because 

you want to marry Herr K., and you have repressed this" ~instead 

of being cured by the "talking cure," Dora got worse. Freud eventu

ally discovered cowztertran.J_/erence, that he himself was identifying with 

Herr K. and with fantasies of fellatio he was attributing to Dora, and 

then suggesting this to Dora. So he ended up calling it a "fragment" of 

a case of hysteria, which was an acknowledgment that he was wrong, 

but also an acknowledgment that it does matter whether or not abuse 

occurred. One must be very sensitive and discerning when someone 

who has a repressed memory of abuse gives a narrative version of it 

merely through trance work or free association. It matters legally; it 

matters jadicudly and ethica!!y whether the account is true or false. It 
matters both to the person being accused, and to the person who has 

(or has not) been abused, because if they have been abused they should 

be taken very seriously. This is another area where, ultimately, although 

we may never possibly get back to a pure, uninterpreted "fact," we 

nonetheless have a duty to distinguish as best we can between some

thing that is real and something that is not real. To say that it doesn't 

matter, to say, like Baudrillard did, that the Gulf War was a TV war, 

is doing a profound disservice to those who died in the deserts of Iraq, 

on both sides. It wasn't a TV war for them. The images we saw on tel

evision refer to people who died, just as the girl running covered in 

napalm in Vietnam referred to someone who really suffered; and it was 

because viewers felt the moral force of such images on their television 

screens that the United States eventually pulled out of Vietnam. 

Q: That is the hazard of narrative you discuss in The Poetic.J of 

Modernity. Narrative, you argue, is crucial to the narrative self, to the 

poetic imagination. But at what point does the narrative self become 

a hazard? Is it when the continual writing of the self becomes a fan

tasy? When does it become a representation of power over others? At 

what point does it become an obligation for us ethica!fy to interrupt 

or interrogate a purely poetic narrative? 

RK: I would say it is when you are being accused by the other, 

who says, "I am being murdered~where are you?" and you say, fol

lowing Levinas, "Here I am, 1ne voici. "At such moments, you exist in 

the accusative. Then you have to say, "Well, a person is accusing me, 

a person is saying 'do not kill and do not let me be killed' on the roads 

of Vietnam, in the deserts of Iraq, the famine fields of Ethiopia, the 

streets of Northern Ireland, or wherever it happens to be. When the 

person makes the summons to me (which I may not want to hear), even 
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if the summons is made through television images, that is the moment 

that I am challenged. I am called directly or through an image or 

narrative; I am summoned to respond. That is the ethical moment: 

when we ask, what or who is it? Does that image refer to something 

or does it not? And I think at this moment Baudrillard's cult of "sub

lime irreference" (where we never know if the call refers to something 

or not) is simply not accurate. 

Q: Is that a form or representation of power? Can it be construed 

as such? 

RK: The ethical call of the other is the power of the powerless, 

but not ideological power. Maybe for certain big news channels, it is 

about holding ideological power. Most TV networks are probably more 

interested in money, power, communications, networking, and so on, 

than in the moral situations of the people depicted on their screens. 

They may be quite happy that viewers can get off on their images, feel 
and share the suffering of others, voyeuristically and vicariously suf

fer with others, and get some kind of emotive kick. I don't know. Maybe 

media moguls are very cynical; maybe they don't think at all about 

these issues. But either way, the medium is morally neutral in itself. 

The images either speak or don't speak, regardless of the intentions of 

the author. So, what we need to do is apply two forms of hermeneu

tics. On the one hand, we need a henneneaticd of dtldpicion to apply to 

narratives in order to explore the "hidden interests" of those who give 

us the representation or image. This also applies to the story of vic
tims. A victim who says, "Look, I've been abused," could be telling a 

lie. There are stories of harassment, child abuse, and other abuse sto

ries that are not true. There are all kinds of stories people tell about 

themselves. It may be rare, but it can happen. So we have to exercise 

our means of suspicion, on every representation. We have got to let 

Marx, Freud, and Nietzsche loose on our various narratives-and 

especially those of the dominant class or regime. But we also have to 

keep in mind the hernieneaticd of affirnuztion, which comes afterwards 

and which basically is a wager that once you have done your critical 

purging of the imaginary, once you have been critical and autocritical 

about it, you still remain open to the possibility that there may be a 

"surplus meaning" left. In other words, an image -like any mode of 

signification or communication -is domeone .Jaying doniething to donieone 

ahout domethin.q. The ethical moment supplements the epistemological 
moment. I think, epistemologically, Baudrillard and Derrida are prob

ably right. You reach a point of radical undecidability. But that is where 
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the debt to the dead, the debt to the other, the re.:1pon.:1e to the call does 

make a difference. So you can talk with Baudrillard about "sublime 

irreference" all you want, you still have to make ethical decisions about 

"real" and "unreal" stories. You can say that the notion of reference 

has to be rethought, resituated, relocated, as Derrida quite rightly does, 

but one cannot deny that there is a self who speaks and an other who 

calls (and Derrida himself concedes this). There is always someone 

who speaks, something that is spoken, someone to whom you are speak

ing, and there is something about which you are speaking ... 

Q: There isn't an endless chain of signification ... 

RK: No, and Derrida makes clear in our 1982 dialogue that he 

never suggested there was and that people misunderstood what he 

meant by the phrase, "There is nothing outside of the text." Derrida 

does not mean that we live in a world of hyperreality, information 

superhighways, and pure simulation. Of course we live in that world, 

too, but that is not a!L we have, because there is a reference, no mat

ter how difficult and how undecidable that reference is. Every narra

tive refers to .Jomethin_q oul.:1ide l!f it.:1eff, be it real or unreal. In the case 

of the napalmed girl in Vietnam, it happened to be real. In other cases, 

as we know, it happens to be simulated. When we go to the movies, 

it is simulated. We need to learn the various rules of "reading" images 

and of making those distinctions. We have to be epiAenwlogica!Ly faith

ful to the multiple layers of reference, but we should also be faithful 

to the truth for ethical reasons. Derrida's recent work on lying is basi

cally saying that you have to make a distinction between what is a lie 

and what is not a lie. He gives his own first person singular narrative 

as to why this is important to him. He was accused by the New Yorlc 
Tinie.J of somehow condoning (after the event) the Vichy government's 

disappropriation of Jewish property during the war. Chirac apolo
gized for that, and the New Yorlc Time.J columnist said, "Well, Chirac 

is doing it now, but the French intellectuals were silent for forty years." 

Derrida replied and said, "No," that he along with Levinas and Fou

cault and others had written countless petitions to the last three French 

governments, pleading with them to make this acknowledgment and 

this apology. To Derrida, it matters hugely that the truth be reestab

lished. He refuses the purely relativist view that says, "Well, maybe 

the New York Time.:1 critic is right: that is his read on it, his narrative, 

and it doesn't matter." Well it does matter. And to come back to the 

question, at what moment does it matter? One such moment is when 

the other appeals to you, and a second moment is when you yourself 
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experience injustice because someone tells a lie. Then you know the 

distinction between reality and unreality. There may be a hundred 

ways of reading reality, a hundred ways of reading unreality, and two 

hundred ways in which reality and unreality overlap. So we will go 

on doing deconstructive readings forever, and so we should, in the 

name of the richness of textual experience. But truth still nuztterJ. We 

cannot dispense with the distinction between the real and unreal, how

ever complex the relation between them. 

Q: In The Wczke of lnuzgination, you raise the issue of being con

fronted by the other in and through images. You bring up the image 

of starving Ethiopians. This image, along with other images of victims, 

are constantly used for ideological or economic purposes, and they are 

juxtaposed in flyers, brochures, and elsewhere. After seeing these 

images hundreds of times, we become desensitized. If they run another 

marathon special trying to get food to Africa, like they did ten years 

ago, it will not be as successful. At what point are we no longer con

fronted by the other, because we have been so numbed and desensi

tized? Ten years ago, there would not be a broadcast of someone get

ting shot live on television; now they are showing Bill Cosby's son lying 

dead with blood all over the place. We have become anaesthetized, and 

it has almost become unreal. It has become a movie. When you say 

that it matters to the people fighting in Iraq ... 

RK: And it Jhould matter to us, too ... 

Q: Right, it should matter to us. But these images seep into the 

imagination, and they are a precursor. There are situations where you 

feel like you are in a movie, where the people in the street are imag

ining they are John Wayne. And if they die, it's like the TV tuning out. 

There is a whole generation of people who watch talk shows -where 

the biggest thing is to go on the talk show and become the victim -
so that they can confront others with their victimhood. For them, even 

if they have been in a horrible situation, it becomes a way of getting 

on television; it isn't anything that challenges even themselves. 

RK: We all live in this Jociiti du Jpectacle. Warhol said everyone 

can have fifteen minutes of fame. And Walter Benjamin surmised that 

we may well reach an age where humanity will be able to contemplate 

its own self-destruction with an aesthetic frisson-where we all become 

part of a television game, where we can all sit back, eat chips, and 

watch ourselves destroying ourselves. But there is often a kind of 

apocalyptic logic that takes over when we talk like this; it can become 

Confronting Imagination • 275 



a self-fulfilling prophecy. And that's a danger in the fatalist discourse 

of certain "prophets of extremity." 

Q: The more you say we are just part of the spectacle, the more 
it seems to occur. 

RK: Yes. 

Q: So then we apply the role of the witness. 

RK: The roles of witness and performer become very blurred. I 

think that is part of the doomsday scenario, and a lot of films bring this 

out- [Frederico] Fellini, [Robert] Altman, David Lynch, [Quentin] 

Tarantino. They are right to look at it, but they sometimes push it to 

apocalyptic extremes. The person who needs to go on a talk show and 

tell either a true or untrue story often needs to do that because life out

side of the talk show is considered boring. People who go on television 

to do that know that most of their lives are not TV lives. When peo

ple watch murders taking place on television, one of the reasons that 

it causes such a sensation is that people do realize that it is "live" and 

that it is real, and that gives them an extra kick. The real, the live, 

the contemporaneous, is now being served up through a broadcast 

image so that one can witness the event as if one were on the scene. 

But from a safe distance. Now, if there was a report to go out tomor

row declaring this was a joke, an April Fools' Day prank staged by 

CNN to get more viewers-I am thinking here of Orson Welles's famous 

radio hoax about aliens landing in New York-people would be very 

annoyed. In a sense, they would be right. People would feel cheated 

in some way, because we still operate according to certain rules; for 

example, when we watch the news, we know that we are watching 

something that is an image but refer.:! to a reality, unlike a soap opera or 

a commercial. When we switch from the news to commercials or a sit

com, we know that we are going from one mode of truth claim, albeit 

through images, to another. Of course, this becomes blurred at times. 

There are all kinds of ways of packaging the news and putting narra

tives into the news. You begin with a preview, then you go into the big 

news stories, then you go into the domestic violence story, and then 

you end with a folksy piece on the Queen Mother or the president play

ing golf. It is all nicely packaged. We are not getting uninterpreted, 

unallied truth by any means; nonetheless, we live with what Merleau

Ponty called perceptua!faith, which applies both to the natural world 

and to the communications world, where we still operate prereflec

tively according to certain rules. This image doe.J refer to reality; this 

276 • Stony Brook Colloquy 



doe.Jn 't. I think if we didn't do that, we would be in serious trouble. 

To come back to The Satanic Ver.Je.J and Ufy.:1.:1e.:1, two books that were 
banned. When Joyce's book was censored in New York, the defense 
council said, "Your Honor, no one was ever raped by a book." (He was 

replying to the prosecutor who argued that the novel would lead to 
heinous acts.) Likewise, Salman Rushdie has a right to imagine what
ever he wants in the order of the imaginary, particularly when he says 

that this is a work of fiction, and these are the genre rules. Rushdie is 
not a theologian saying, "Muhammed did really frolick with prosti
tutes." He is a fiction-writer making this up. Just as [Nikos] Kazan

zakis has a right to imagine the "last temptation of Christ"~ having a 
family and marrying Mary Magdalene, as any Jew on a cross might 
have imagined as his life was disappearing. There is Christ, in the prime 

of his youth, surrounded by three women, one of whom was no doubt 
physically attractive, so he has a last temptation; he says, "God! I've 
even got to give thi:J up!" It is a radical exercise in narrative fantasy. 

But some people took it upon themselves to put bombs in cinemas in 
Paris when [Martin] Scorcese's film of the book was screened. Oth
ers assassinated the translators of Salman Rushdie and put a fatwa on 

his head. Now I think that most of us would agree that this is not right, 
that people are mistaking the real for the imaginary and vice versa. I 
think that either collapse has very serious ethical implications. That is 

why in the heel of the hunt, no matter how much we conjugate the real 
and the imaginary and show that there are inflections and echoes, one 
in the other, we must remember that a chiasm can only be formed 

because there are two lines and the two lines are different; they inter
twine and overlap, but they are not the same thing. Merleau-Ponty's 
philosophy is not a monism. The difficulty of a certain kind of post

modernism, which says that everything is simulation and there is no 
reality ... the danger with this "hysterical sublime" of pure nonrefer

ence is that it i1 a monism. And fundamentalism is also a monism. That 

is the irony: the fundamentalism of the so-called East meets up with 
the postmodernism of the so-called West. The cult of kitsch actually 
joins forces in a strange way with the cult of fact. So the extreme of 

the figural slips over into the extreme of the literal. If you have noth
ing but the figural, then the figural disappears, because the figural is 
only figural by opposition to the literal. The same with the literal. You 

may upset the difference, but you do not completely eliminate the dif

ference. The real contaminates the imaginary, and the imaginary con
taminates the real, yes, but that does not mean they are the .Jame thing. 

If they were, there would be no d~{f'irance. 
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There is a final point I would like to mention. When Andy Warhol 

said that in contemporary culture we all have a right to be famous 

for five minutes, I think that was actually quite a democratic statement. 

Why shouldn't someone go to a talk show and tell their story, real or 

imaginary, and be recognized? As Ricreur says, "Every life is in quest 

of narrative." Everybody wants to tell their story: some people spend 

sixty dollars a session telling it to a psychotherapist; others can't afford 

that so they go to the Oprah Winfrey show. And there are, of course, 

lots of other ways of recounting one's life to others. 

Q: In Freudian terms, it is projection of the ego. 

RK: It may be more than that. In order to have a sense of iden

tity, people need to recognize that this involves a narratiiJe of identity, 

that they are the tapestry of the stories they tell about themselves 

and other people tell about them and that they inherit from tradition. 

And given the fact that they are being bombarded with so many dif

ferent narratives, corning at them from all angles, from billboards, 

media, advertising, news, documentaries, TV, etc., they need to try and 

make a coherent little story out of this vast concordance of stories. 

There is quite a legitimate need for someone to stand up and tell their 

life story. Maybe if people no longer felt the need to tell their story, 

and everyone was content to passively, vicariously, and voyeuristically 

identify with others who live their lives for them, that would be worse. 

Q: You have to draw the line when someone goes up to the Empire 

State Building and starts shooting everyone just to get onto the news. 

RK: Agreed. I think you don't have any right to tell whatever story 

you want if it has a direct impact on action. That is where I would draw 

the line. I agree with Ricreur that l' imaginaire 1ne connalt pa,:1 de cen.1ure, 

the imagination knows no censorship, but I would draw the line at 

snuff movies, for example, where there is a real production of violence, 

sometimes involving real sadism. And then there are propaganda movies 

where viewers actually mistake the simulated action for reality and 

then reproduce it in reality. I remember having a conversation with 

Noam Chomsky once, where I asked if he would allow anyone to say 

anything on television? Supposing someone from some terrorist group 

or fascist group were to stand up in a TV studio, point to the camera, 
and say: "Go out and kill Jews." Or kill Blacks, or Protestants or 

Catholics. Would we not blow the whistle there? There comes a point 

when the text leads into action and feeds into action. I think that is 

where the ethical has to resort to the legal to protect people from the 
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threat of actual violence. Chomsky agreed; he said that free speech 

at that stage cannot be free anymore, because it is actually an incite

ment to violence. 

Q: It is like yelling fire in a movie theater. The general theory is 

that you have a right to say anything so long as you don't incite peo

ple to action. 

RK: And you can say, "I didn't really mean it; I thought it was a 

good joke," but if people get trampled, then it has moral consequences. 

An example where the line tends to get fuzzy is in Stanley Kubrick's 

A Clockwork Orat~qe. Eventually he decided to withdraw the film because 

people were imitating it and forming these groups called Drooges in 
London and going out and killing emigrants. Kubrick's point was (and 

this applies also to Oliver Stone's Natura! Born KifferJ and some of Taran

tino's films) these were imitation killings. Kubrick had a very differ

ent response to this than Stone. Kubrick's response was that even 

though he put everything he could into the film to estrange the viewer 

from the violence ~wide camera angles, curved lenses, Beethoven 

score~ it was actually counterproductive, because when people saw a 

woman getting raped in slow motion and ripped apart to Beethoven 
music, some thought this was terr~f'ic and went out and imitated that 

behavior. Kubrick made it clear that he was not responsible intention

ally for the impact that it had, but, given the fact that it had that impact, 

no film was worth a human life. So he withdrew the film. Actually, the 

distribution company protested, but he said that he was making a moral 

judgment even though it meant sacrificing his aesthetic freedom. On 

the other hand, I heard Oliver Stone interviewed on British television, 

and his argument was a curious self-contradiction. It went some

thing like this: "My film doesn't incite people to murder because art 

has no relation to reality. If people go see my movie and don't realize 

that it is mere fiction, then that is not my problem; it is their prob

lem. They have to be educated to make the distinction between what 

is film and what is reality." But then in the same interview, when asked 

about the violence, he said "Well, I'm not making anything up. This 

happens all the time in reality. I'm simply holding a mirror up to soci

ety." So he was having it both ways~on one hand, saying that there 

was no distinction between his film and reality and, on the other hand, 

that they are worlds apart. 

Q: But in making that statement, Stone is implicitly saying that 

there are no copycat killings, that imitation killings never existed. If 
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reality never imitated art, then how could you explain what happened 
with Kubrick's film? You can't. 

Q: I think Stone's movie was to show the implications of desen
sitization. But unfortunately, because of his movie, further desensiti

zation occurred. He missed his goal by a long shot. 

RK: I think the film was too brilliantly made to be quite as naive 
as Stone pretended. He was naive about its impact. We could also cite 

JFK here as another interesting fictional recreation of "facts" that will 
never be known to us. There is a blurring of fiction and history. Just 
as when we read Simon Schama's or [Jules] Michelet's history of 

the French Revolution, we are getting narrativized versions of history. 
When we read Tolstoy's Wtzrand Peace, we are getting historical fiction. 
There are modes of crisscrossing. We know that there are two gen

res coming together; we call it a historical novel or novelistic history. 
We make a distinction between history, historical novels, and novels. 

Q: Some people don't. The current trend is to have "made-for-TV 

movies" or "docudramas." One of the problems with JFK is that peo

ple go to see the movie and come out thinking that is the true history. 
That changes things; paranoia develops. In terms of paranoia, one could 
cite D. W Griffith's Birth of a Nation, where you have a nation of illit

erates going to the movies for the first time to see a feature-length film 
in 1915; the images that are projected by that movie had very serious 

political implications. 

RK: Yes it served to promote a certain racist propaganda, glo
rifying the Klu-Klux-Klan. There was also Triumph£?/ the Wiff, Leni 

Riefenstahl's propaganda film for Hitler, which is extraordinarily 
powerful. And then there are counterexamples, such as Richard 
Attenborough's Gandhi or Neil Jordan's Michael Coffind, biopics which 

can actually recapture forgotten moments of political history. I think 
that certain films should be clear about what they are doing. If they 
are fictional recreations of history, they should say so. While J or

dan admitted that his film was not accurate in every detail, he said 
he was making a feature film, and he had a right to exercise acer
tain poetic license. It is a film, a bio-epic, not a documentary, but it 

has a certain claim to represent historical reality. So that blurs the 
boundaries. But what you have to do there is have clearer help 
signals, or interpretation cues, where people say (and they gener

ally do for legal reasons) that this is fiction or this is reality or this 
is fiction based on reality. For the most part, people understand those 
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rules~ both the filmmakers and the film viewers~ even though there 

are some very interesting examples where the lines get crossed. If, 
for example, Birth of a Nation was shown with the claim that "this 

is your history as it actually happened," then it would be a deceitful 

film, because it would be presenting itself as a historical documen

tary when it is in fact narrativized~to the point of farce and prop

aganda at times. I think that even though we never get to absolute 

distinctions, we accept that we should have some kind of ratings on 

films. Kids shouldn't see Natura! Born Kif!erd. Why not, if it is all 

imaginary? Because children aren't always able to discriminate 

between narrative genres. You know that because of common sense. 

Then you discuss why it is not right. The dendtM conunantM, as Arendt 

and Kant realized, actually carries a lot of practical wisdom. But 

young kids haven't had much time to develop that. 

Q: You cite the ethical claim in one of your books that killing chil

dren is evil. In any philosophical argument, we always have to presup

pose each other. You put an emphasis on ethics; I think rightfully so. 

Referring back to Baudrillard, I think he continually says that the 

abstraction of the media is that it is intransitive; there is no opportu

nity for learning or real communication. Instead, there is a blurring of 

the real and a proliferation of images to validate behavior, and this 

reconditions our possibilities for action~ in reality and with regard to 

the imaginative. There is an awareness on the part of the media that 

they are doing that, that they are being intransitive, and that is the 

whole point of the media. Chomsky takes it further and implicates other 

political influences. 

RK: Yes, that is what Chomsky calls the "manufacturing of con

sent." Can you clarify your argument? 

Q: The media is intransitive; it does not offer an exchange for 

communication. Mass-media images constitute neither real nor unreal 

versions of events, but rather function in order to maintain the illusion 

that the world outside of the media is real. On the other hand, the mass 

media dominate our imagination and, to a certain extent, control our 

desires. The basic structure of mass media today is one that conceals 

the fact that our society as a whole is itself hyperreal and entirely based 

on simulation. 

RK: But it is power driven. Chomsky would say ideologically 

driven. I'm not sure that Baudrillard has as much of a conspiracy the

ory as Chomsky does. 
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Q: I once read an article where Chomsky posed the idea that 

we don't know if men actually landed on the moon, that it could have 

been done in any soundstage in Hollywood. It is a demonstration of 

mass media's esoteric power, that we are capable of such things. 

RK: Did Chomsky seriously entertain that as a possibility do you 

think? Or was it hyperbole? 

Q: I think it was hyperbole. I think that he was just trying to show 

the power and the intransitivity of the media in terms of how images 

can be regulated in a centralized media industry. We can, however, 

always maintain critical practices that may counter the power centers. 

Everyone now has access to a certain kind of technology; for instance, 

people can film themselves with a camcorder and broadcast it on pub

lic-access channels. Then there's the internet. In this respect, there is 

a decentralization of power. In any case, I think Chomsky is just focus

ing on the abuses of centralized media power. 

RK: It is a very curious combination: Baudrillard and Chomsky. 

Some of our most sophisticated intellects give so much power to the 

media~which of course they deeply suspect and want to criticize~that 

they say that everything we watch must be suspected, that even the moon 

landing could be a hoax! That is one level of incredulity. A critical, skep

tical, radical level. The other is the fundamentalist who says we never 

landed on the moon because he didn't .:Jee it~so it didn't happen. Here 

there is such an addiction to the literal that you believe it couldn't be true 

if you weren't actually there! It is a funny convergence of extremes~ of 

the fundamentalists and postmodernists. 

Q: I really appreciate having been introduced to Merleau-Ponty, 

because every time I have extreme thoughts, I always consider that I 

can negotiate. 

RK: That's right. And it's a curious thing, because there has been 

a tendency in philosophy~ maybe since the media age, since philoso

phers became "famous" ~to go for a strong punch line, to say one thing. 

Generally, those who say one thing catch the public attention. For 

example, Derrida and Chomsky, whom I have huge admiration and 

affection for, are always saying the same strong thing. Heidegger 

also always said the same strong thing. I think he had a single thought. 

I think Levinas had a single thought. They are extraordinary thoughts. 

But that suits the public, in a way. The "grand public" often ignores 

the huge complexities underneath the summit. Heidegger is the thinker 
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of Being, Levinas is the thinker of the other, Derrida is the thinker of 
deconstruction, Chomsky is the thinker of dissent, and so on. People 
want a quick fix on someone. These thinkers spend most of their lives 

going around saying that they have been misunderstood. Derrida, for 
example, says that he never actually meant that there is nothing out

side of the text. But everyone has to admit, it wa.J a great line. In pol
itics or popular culture, this is even more so. There's a need for a sound 

bite. The badies often get the good lines. The terrorists. The cowboys. 
The orators. The powerful ones. It is different, of course, with philos
ophy. But even here the thinkers who get the good lines are usually 

the philosophers of a single thought, albeit a great thought. Whereas 
those who don't~and I think Merleau-Ponty is one of them, and Paul 
Ricreur, Charles Taylor, Hannah Arendt are others ~those who nego

tiate, mediate, complicate, are not media-friendly people. These thinkers 
are almost untranslatable into the media because they are too com
plicated; they are too faithful to the multiple folds of being. 

Q: They are faithful to a sort of truth which is nascent but, at the 

same time, always a little late. You are in the moment, trying to get 
there, always in that dynamic, configurational world of intentionality 
that remains incomplete and open-ended. 

RK: This philosophy is dialogical, diacritical, always on the move. 
The sort I strive for but don't always achieve. 

This exchange took place on March 18, 1997, at the State University of New York at 
Stony Brook. Questioners included Arthur Bangs, Won Choi, Sean Connolly, Felix 
Fermin, Peter Gratton, Lawrence Kalinov, James Sanderson, Patricia Sousa, and 

Leandro Gimenez Vega. The exchange was organized by Professor Hugh Silver

man of the Philosophy Department. 
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Boston Colloquy 
Theorizing the Gift 

MARK MANOLOPOULOS: In the Derrida/Marion debate "On the 

Gift"(Villanova, 1997), you ask the question, "Is there a Christian phi

losophy of the gift? "6 Do you think either Derrida or Marion or both 
provide handy directions? Could you summarize or interpret their 

insights? And whose argument do you find more persuasive? 

RK: They did avoid the question. In Derrida's case, that is logi

cal, because he will always - reasonably for a deconstructionist - try 
to avoid tying the messianicity of the gift to any messianism as such, 

be it Christian, Jewish, Islamic, or any other kind. So it makes sense 
for him not to engage in that debate per se, because he would say, 
"That's beyond my competence. I'm not a Christian. 'I rightly pass for 
an atheist. '7 I respect Christianity. I'm fascinated by their theological 

and philosophical expressions of the notion of the gift - I learn from 
it-but it's not my thing." Marion I find a little bit more perplexing in 

this regard because he i1 a Christian philosopher. He has talked about 
"eucharistic hermeneutics" in God Without Bein_q. 8 Christ is a" saturated 
phenomenon" for Marion. 9 But Marion is going through a phase -
and this was evident at the Villanova conference -where he doesn't 

want to be labeled as a "Christian philosopher" and certainly not as a 

Christian theologian. He wants to be a phenomenologist. So, being true -
at least to some extent-to Husserl's phenomenology as a universal 

science, he wants to be independent of presuppositions regarding this 
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or that particular theological revelation: Christian, Jewish, or other
wise. I think that's why in his essays on "the saturated phenomenon," 
Marion goes back to Kant. The Kantian sublime offers a way into 

the saturated phenomenon, as does the notion of the gift or donation, 
which~ like H usserlian phenomenology~ precedes the question of 

theological confessions and denominations. And I think Marion wants 
to retreat to that position so that he won't be labeled a Christian apol

ogist~which I think he is. I think he's a Christian theologian who's 
trying not to be one. Personally, my own response here would be to 
say that there's two ways of doing phenomenology~and both are 

equally valid. One is to begin with certain theological and religious 
presuppositions. The other is to operate a theological reduction, where 
you say, "We're not going to raise theological issues here." That's fol

lowing the basic Husserlian and Heideggerian line. In the lntroductwn 
to Metaphy.Jic.J, Heidegger says something like, "The answer to the ques
tion, 'Why is there something rather than nothing?' ~if you fail to 

bracket out theology~is: Because God created the world."10 But if 
you bracket it out, you don't begin with theological presuppositions. 
And that is what Husserl does, what Heidegger does, and what Der

rida does. I think Marion mixes the two, although in the exchange with 
Derrida I think he's trying to get back to that kind of pure phenome
nology. He keeps saying, 'Tm a phenomenologist! I'm doing phenom

enology!" But the lady doth protest too much. Then there is the other 
way of doing phenomenology in duzfogue with theology, which doesn't 

bracket it out but half-suspends it. We might call this a quasi-theolog
ical phenomenology or a quasi-phenomenological theology. In other 
words, one acknowledges that there's a certain hybridity, but one 
doesn't want to presuppose straight off which comes fir.Jt: the giving 

of the gift as a phenomenological event or the divine Creation of the 
world as source of all gifts. This allows for a certain ambiguous inter
meshing, intermixing, crossweaving~what Merleau-Ponty described 

as a chiasmic interlacing. And it seems to me that that's perfectly legit
imate. Even though it is methodologically more complex and more 
ambivalent than the Husserlian move of saying, "Bracket out all polit

ical, theological, ideological, cultural presuppositions," it is actually 
truer to life because life iJ the natural attitude. And the natural atti
tude iJ infused with presuppositions. And it includes both (a) experi

ences of the gift as pure gift and (b) experiences of the gift for believ

ers as coming from Yahweh or Christ or Allah or the Sun God/dess. 
And it seems to me that the phenomenology of unbracketed experi
ence, the phenomenology of the natural attitude ~which I think 
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Merleau-Ponty gets pretty close to~is what I am practicing in The 
God Who May Be. I I I'm not writing as a theologian because I don't have 

the theological competence. I'm writing as a philosopher, but one who, 

as a philosopher, feels quite entitled to draw from religious scriptures 
as sources, just as theologians do, and to draw from phenomenology 

as a method. I'll draw from anything that will help me clarify the ques
tion. And I think by drawing ambidextrously from both, it can open 

a middle path into some interesting questions, even though the Husser
lians and the Heideggerians can shout, "Foul! You're bringing reli
gion into this!" and the theologians can say, "Oh, well, you're not a 

theologian! Did you pass your doctoral exam in dogmatic theology? ! " 
And I just say, "No. I'm just doing hermeneutic readings of texts -
some phenomenological, some religious-and I'm going to mix them. 

If there be interference, let it be a creative interference. If there be 
contamination, let it be a fruitful contamination." 

Q: In the Villanova exchange, Derrida wouldn't provide a the
ology of the gift, and Marion doesn't. If you provided a theology of the 

gift, what would be some characteristics or axioms? 

RK: Well, I repeat, what I'm doing in The God Who May Be is not 

theology as such but a "hermeneutics of religion." It is, I hope, a con
tribution to the phenomenology of the gift. I usually call "the gift" by 
other names: (1) the "transfiguring" God; (2) the "desiring" God; (3) 

the "possibilizing" God; (4) the "poeticizing" God-the creating God 

(quapoe.Ji.J). They would be my four categories of gifting. Pou.Ju, or the 
poeticizing God, engages in a cocreation with us. God can't create the 

kingdom unless we create the space for the kingdom to come. 

Q: That's interesting in light of Catherine Keller's thesis that Cre
ation ex nihifo is too one-way. I2 

RK: What I like about the creatio e.1.: nihi!o-though I can see that 
it's nonreciprocal-is that it's an unconditional giving. It's not a giving 
because there's some problem to be solved that precedes the giving. To 

use Derrida's language, it comes before economy, although it cannot 
continue without economy. As soon as there's history and finitude and 
humanity, there's economy, there's negotiation. And there is, to my mind, 

reciprocity. Here I disagree with Caputo, Derrida, Lyotard, and the post
modern deconstructionists who repudiate the notion of reciprocity or 
equity or reconciliation. They see it as going back to Hegel or conced

ing to some kind of economy. I don't think it is as simple as that. I am 
wary of the polarity between the absolutely-unconditional-gift verdtld the 
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gift-as-compromised-by-the-economy (which gets rid of the gift as pure 

gift). I just think that's an unhelpful dichotomy, as I think messianic

ity ver.JtU messianism is an unhelpful dichotomy. It's an interesting idea; 

it's good for an argument. But I think it's ultimately unworkable because 

I don't think you can investigate messianicity without messianism; and 

I don't think you can have genuine messianism without messianicity. 

Now maybe Derrida would agree with that. But there's still a differ

ence of emphasis. I don't see anything wrong with the mix. Whereas 

Derrida seems to think it is all that is po.J.Jible for us human, mortal 

beings, what he's really interested in is the inipo.1.JW!e. I leave the impos

sible to God and get on with the possible. Because that's where I find 

myself: I'm in the economic order. I look to something called "God"~ 

what Derrida calls the Impossible ~to guarantee that the economy 

doesn't close in on itself. But I don't hold out God as something that 

we should even entertain as an option for us because God is not an 

option for us: God is an option for God. Humanity is an option for us. 

If we can be more human, that's our business. Our business is not to 

become God. It's God's vocation to become more fully God, ours to 

become more fully human. We answer to the other without ever fiuin.tJ 
in some kind of metaphysical unity or identity. When I say, ''I'm for rec

iprocity, equity, and reconciliation," I'm not for premature Hegelian 

synthesis. I'm not for metaphysical appropriation or some ineluctable 

evolving "process" of integration. I'm not for reducing the otherness of 

God to being as such. But, on the other hand, and this may sound par

adoxical, I'm all for traver.Jing.J of one by the other~anything that mud

dies the waters and makes the borders between God and us porous. I 
don't believe there's an absolute God out there and then a completely 

compromised humanity here. I think there are constant to-ing.J andji·o

ing.J. So the phenomenology of the gift that I'm trying to articulate in 

terms of poeticizing, is a cocreation of history by humanity and God, 

leading to the kingdom. A new heaven and a new earth. We don't know 

what that will be, because we haven't reached it. We can imagine, but 

we can't pronounce. It goes beyond the sphere of the phenomenology 

of history, because it involves a posthistorical situation. It's an e.Jchaton. 

We can imagine it as an eschatology, but it's really something that God 

knows more about than we do. 

Q: What do you mean when you say, "Giving is desiring"? 

RK: I argue that giving is desiring because desire is not just the 

movement from lack to fulfillment or from potency to act or from the 

insufficient to the sufficient~ these are metaphysical notions of desire. 
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I'm taking the idea of desire as coming from a fullness towards an 

absence as much as coming from an absence to a fullness. For exam
ple, keno.Ju is a form of desire. And it doesn't come from God being 

empty and wanting to become full. It comes from God being full and 
wanting to empty His divinity in order to be more fully in dialogue with 

the human, because, as Levinas says, On /amwe 1nieu2c /z deu.1:. "It's bet
ter to be two than one."13 And it's better in the sense of being nwre good, 
more just, more loving. It's Eckhart's idea of elmffatu), this "bubbling over," 

this excess or surplus of desire. Not a surplus of being but of desire. 
Desire is always the desire of more desire. And also the desire for an 

answer: What's the point in God desiring and having nobody to answer 
the divine desire? That's why Song of Songs says it all: the desire of 
the Shulamite woman-representing humanity-for the Lord (Solomon 

the lover) is a desire that actually expresses itself not just as frustra
tion, emptiness, lack, looking for her lover, but as a desire that sings its 

encounter with the lover that celebrates its bein.<J found. In the Song of 
Songs, the lover find.:J the Shulamite woman and that is the inaugural 
moment, as it were, of the song of desire. It's a desire based not onfine 
amor and romantic passion -which is frustration, prohibition, or absence. 

It's a desire of plenitude, not of presence, because that's fusional. It's a 
desire of excess, not of deficiency. A desire that stems from being taken 
by God. A response to the desire of the absolute. So that's another form 

of giving. In other words, the desire of the Shulamite woman is a gift. 
It's not a subjective hankering. It's a gift; it's a response to a gift. And 
what's the gift? The gift is desire. So you've got two desires at work. 

The traditional view has been to consider the human as desiring the 
fullness of God because the human is full of lack, insufficiency, and 
finitude. But what I'm trying to do is to see it as much more complex 
than that. It's a question of both lack and fullness in God and human
ity. There's a lack in God and there's a lack in humanity. What's the 

lack in humanity? It's that humanity is not divine. What's the lack in 

God? God is not human. So, in a way, the kingdom as a second com
ing or incarnation is what we're looking for. But as soon as you have 
that meeting of the finite and the infinite, you've left history behind
not to return to some kind of fusion or "oceanic oneness" a la Freud. 

Let's imagine it hermeneutically, poetically: What would the king
dom be if the desire of the Shulamite woman and the desire of the Lover 

Lord were to meet and mesh in a posthistorical fashion? The first answer 
is: we don't know. But if we were to imagine it-as various religions 

have done -it would be a dance; it would be a perichore.Ju. It would 
be the dance-around of the three persons or of the two lovers, and, 
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arguably, where there are two, there is always a third. So the 
perichore.:Ju is the refusal -even in parou.:Jia and pleronuz and eschatol
ogy and even in the kingdom-to compromise in terms of a closed econ

omy. It never closes. The economy is still bubbling, is still flowering, is 
still bursting into life and being - by virtue of this dance-around, which, 

as perichore.:Ju, is something I explore in The God Who May Be. The 
perichore.:Ju is the dance around the khora. Peri-chora. The dance-around 

is each person of the Trinity-whether you interpret that as Father
Son-Holy Ghost, or God-humanity-kingdom (one doesn't have to be 
patriarchal and gender-exclusive on this) -in dialogue with each other. 

We're just fantasizing here, which, of course, most theologians would
n't allow us to do. They would say, "Well now, is that according to Saint 
Thomas or Saint Augustine?" At certain points in history, if you said 

something like Bruno of Nola, or even Eckhart, you could be burnt for 
it. But let's assume we're not going to be burnt in this day and age for 
imagining what might go on in the kingdom. Now, in terms of this desir

ing relationship with the three persons, there's a double movement that 
I'm arguing will or could continue - let's imagine - in the kingdom when 
history has ended as we know it and when the Shulamite woman who 

desires God has come face-to-face with her lover. The double move
ment is this: it's a movement of approach and of distance. The term 
perichor&Ju is translated into Latin as circwn-in-ce.J.:JuJ, which is taken from 

two phonetically similar verbs, (a) cedo, "to leave place," "to absent 
yourself," and (b) .:Jedo, meaning "to sit," "to assume or take up a posi

tion." So there is a double movement of immanence and transcendence, 

of distantiation and approximation, of moving toward.:J each other and 
then moving away from each other-as in a dance. It's a dance-around 

where each person cedes his/her place to the other, and then that other 
to its other, and so on. So it's not just two persons. There's a third 

person in this divine dance who you're always acknowledging and 
invoking. This third person is very important in Levinas, and I think 

it's very important in certain Christian notions of the Trinity. Because 
the danger of two is that two can become one: face-to-face can become 
a candlelit dinner, where romantic lovers look into each other's eyes 

and see themselves reflected in the other. Whereas the third introduces 
a little bit of symbolic castration that safeguards a certain distance and 
therefore allows for desire. If desire were to reach its end, it would end. 

And a God who is not desiring is a God who's not giving. And a God 

who is not giving is not God. 

Q: What about the "transfiguring God"? 
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RK: The transfiguring God is the God who transfigures us; we 
transfigure God. The other example I use is Mount Tabor. Basically, 
God transfigures us through Creation, through interventions in history, 

whether it's the burning bush or Christ or the saints or the epiphanies 
that Joyce and Proust talk about: tha0 to me, is the divine transfigur

ing the everyday. So presumably if God is giving, God is giving as a 
constant process and practice of transfiguring. We may not see it. We 

may not know that it's there. And we may refuse to acknowledge it, in 
which case it doesn't affect our lives. In a way, that's God's loss, too, 
because if God's transfiguring goes unheeded and unheard, we're going 

to have wars, evil, and so on. I'm Augustinian in that regard: evil is the 
ab.Jenee of God as transfiguring, desiring, poeticizing, and possibiliz
ing ~I'll come back to this fourth category in a moment. But transfig

uring is not just something God does to us; it's also something that we 
do to God. We transfigure God to the extent that we create art, we cre
ate justice, we create love. We bring into being, through our actions~ 

poetical and ethical~a transfiguration of the world. It's a human task 
as much as a divine gift. God gives to us a transfiguring promise; we 
give back to God a transfigured world~and we can transfigure it in 

ways that God can't. We can author a poem like a Shakespearean son
net. God can't do that. But we can coauthor with God a poem called 
poe.Ji.J, Creation, the so-called real world. That's a different kind of poem, 

where God and the human meet each other, complement each other. 
But either can withdraw from the dance, in which case the other just 
falls on his or her face. That's the end of it. We can destroy God. That's 

why I speak of a God who nuzy he, which is an interpretation of the 
Hebrew "I am the God who will be, who may be."14 If I am the God 

who simply i.1, I am already accomplished, already there, whereas the 

God who may he is auo a God of promise, of potential, of the kingdom. 
At any point, we can pull the plug on God. As one of the victims of the 
Holocaust, Etty Hillesum, says, "We must help God to be God." 15 And 

that's where we can make a link with people like Eckhart and Cusanus 
and some of the other Church Fathers and biblical prophets. 

Q: At first glance, the notion that "We must help God to be God" 

sounds arrogant. 

RK: Yes, but what it's accepting is that God i1 not arrogan0 that God 
does not presume to be able to stop evil. God can't stop evil. Why? 

Because evil is the absence of God. God has no power over what God 
is not~namely evil. God can only be good~unconditionally good in a 

gifting, loving, creating way. That is where the Gnostics and theodicists 
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were wrong: God is not both good and evil. Even Hegel and Jung made 
that mistake. God is not omnipotent when it comes to evil. God is utterly 
powerless. And that's terribly important. You find that in the Christ
ian story-Jesus before Pilate, the Crucifixion-he couldn't do any

thing. It's "the power of the powerless," as Vaclav Havel calls it

and he is right. God helps us to be more fully human; we help God to 
be more fully God - or we don't. If we don't, we can blow up the world 

and that's the end of humanity, and that's the end of God as the prom
ise of the kingdom, because there's nobody there anymore to fulfill the 
promise. In that instance, God remains as pure de.Jirin,q, of course, as 

pure poeticizing -except God's world has just been broken up by God's 
own creature. And to revisit the terms of The Go{) Who May Be, God 
remains tran.Jj~qarinp,- but there's nothing left to transfigure any more 

because we've destroyed it. 

Q: You also mention the "possibilizing God." 

RK: Basically, that means that divinity is a constant offer of the 

possibility of the kingdom, which can be interpreted in two ways (and 
you find this in the Scriptures). One is the kingdom as eschatological 
promise after history, at the end of history. The other is the kingdom 

now: in the mustard seed, in the little, everyday, most insignificant of 
acts. The kingdom is present in the "feast of these," just as Christ is 

present in the giving of a cup of cold water. That means that in every 

moment, there is the possibility of good and there is the possibility of 
nongood. There's the possibility oflove; there's the possibility of hate, 

violence, aggression. We're choosing constantly. And every moment 

we are actualizing the kingdom or not-actualizing the kingdom. As 
Benjamin says so beautifully, "Every moment is a portal through which 
the Messiah might come." Now what we've got to get away from is 
thinking that the Messiah comes, and then it's all over. If you're a Chris

tian-and I am up to a point; I am a Christian up to the point where 
the love of "Christians" offends justice, and then I'm not "Christian" 

any more-you draw from the Christian story and testimony the notion 
that each little act makes a difference. For example, the woman with the 
hemorrhage: you help her. You don't want to, but you help her. 16 There's 

no wine: okay, we reluctantly change the wine. 17 And so on and so 
forth. You do all of these little things-most of them almost impercep
tible -and you don't make a big fuss about it. And when the Mes

siah comes - even if this happens to be a pretty extraordinary, exem
plary instance of the divine in the human, as I believe Christ is -you 

d ' "N · ' 11 " 'T "N · ' 11 r " on t say, ow its a over. .1.ou can say, ow its a over ror me. 
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But history isn't over. The coming of Christ rvadn 't the end of the world: 

the Messiah always comes again in history. And the Messiah is always~ 
including the Christian Messiah~a God who is dtilf to come (even 

when the Messiah has already come). The Messiah is one who has 
already come and is always still to come. And that's why I see the Chris

tian story as exemplary. (But it's not the only story in town, and, in my 
view, it has no absolute prerogative vis-a-vis other world religions. God 

speaks in many voices and in many traditions.) But to return to the 
Bible, I could take the Mosaic story as well: in the burning bush, God 
came. With Elijah in the cave, the Messiah came. But that wasn't the 

end of it. The Messiah came to John the Baptist, too, the voice crying 
in the wilderness. It always comes an{) goes. And that's the nature of 
the Messiah: it's already here~ the kingdom is already here~ but it is 

also not yet fully here. And it's this double moment that's terribly impor
tant, because the possible is not just the Po.:JdW!e, the te/0._1 of universal his
tory coming to an end at the end of time. That's Hegel. That's triumphal

ism. That's the kind of monotheistic tyranny that leads to religious wars: 
"We own The Promised Land"; "Thi.1 and only thi.f is the absolute"; all 

or nothing. In contrast to such triumphalist teleologies and ideologies 

of power, the divine possible I am speaking of comes in tiny, almost 
imperceptible acts of love or poetic justice. It is in "the music of what 
happens," as Seamus Heaney says, or in what Joyce called "epipha

nies," [Charles] Baudelaire "correspondences," Proust "reminiscences." 

These are all poetic testimonies to the possible that become incarnate 
in all these little moments of eschatological enfleshment. 

Q: What does "eschatology" mean for you? 

RK: If and when the kingdom comes, I believe it will be a great 
kind of "recollection" or "retrieval" (anakepha!aiZMi.f is the term used by 

Paul) of all those special moments of love; but you can't even see it in 

terms of past, present, and future, because the eternal or emblematic is 
outside time, even though it comes into time all the time. Christ is just 

an exemplary figure of it. What does Christ say at the end? He says: 
"Time for me to go. Don't touch me. Noli me tangere. Don't possess me. 

I cannot be an idol that you possess." The Messiah is deferred. And 

here I always draw great sustenance from [Maurice] Blanchot's tale of 
the beggar waiting for the Messiah at the gates of Rome. The Mes
siah comes and the beggar goes up to him and says: "Are you the Mes

siah?" And the Messiah responds: "Yes." And the beggar asks: "When 
will you come?" because the Messiah is always still to come. The Mes
siah is dti!! to conie even as the Messiah is there. Because we're temporal, 
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we're confronted with this unsolvable paradox or aporuz-namely that 
the kingdom has already come and yet is not here. That's the way it is 
for our finite phenomenological minds. And no metaphysics and no the

ology or philosophy can resolve that one. To the extent that deconstruc
tion is a reminder of the impo.:Mibi!ity of ever having the total take on 

God as absolute, then I'm for deconstruction. But as an endless kind of 
"soft shoe shuff1e" of infinite qualifications and refinements, forever 

declining any kind of incarnation, I find deconstruction too deserted, 
too (Je.:Jertique, too desert-like, too hard. Derrida's deconstruction is too 
inconsolable. It's overly uncompromising. Too puritanical in a way, 

strangely. It's all about the impossible. But for me, God is the possibi
lizing of the impossible. "What is impossible to us is possible to God."18 

We actualize what God possibilizes and God possibilizes what remains 

impossible for us. To sum up: God i1 givin_q means God if poeticizing, po.1-
.:Jihi!izing, tran.:J_figarin_q, an{) de.:Jiring. That's my re!igi,(}[t.:J phenomenology 

of the gift. I also did a prerelzqim0 phenomenology of the gift in the first 
part of Poetique du Pod.:JW!e, published in 1984 .19 And if I were to do that 
again, I would certainly include readings of Proust and Joyce or just 
everyday testimonies to people's kindness, the small ways in which love 

and creativity works in the world-irrespective of whether people are 
religious or not. You can go either way. 

Q: You've answered the question of a "theology of gift,'' in terms 

of thinking God as gift. To think Creation as gift: brief1y, what would 
that entail for you? 

RK: If we're talking about divine Creation-because I think there's 

two Creations going on: divine and human- I don't want to repeat 
myself, but I would probably go back to the idea of poe.:Ju: God as 
poedi.1, the nood poietiko.:J as Aristotle calls it, and the po.:Jde.:Jt as Cusanus 

says. Poeticizing is the act of constantly opening horizons of possibil
ity, gifts of possibility, for human beings to realize. The divine gift as 
Creation is powerless to impose that gift on somebody who doesn't want 

it because that would not be good: that would be evil. If you say to some
body, "I love you" and they say, "I don't want your love,'' and you say, 

"Sorry, I love you, and whether you like it or not, you are going to be 
transfigured by my love,'' that's coercion, violence, tyranny. That's what 

so-called benevolent dictators do. That's the imposition of the good 
on somebody who doesn't want it. Sadism in the name of God. How 

many times has religion done that? The Taliban were doing it. The 
Inquisition was doing it. The New England Puritans were doing it to 

the so-called witches down in Salem. "For your good, we are going to 
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impose the good!" "But thank you very much, I don't want your good." 

That's why God loves rebels: God loves the Steven Daedeluses of this 
world who say, "I will not serve that in which I no longer believe," 

whether it call itself religion, language, or homeland. (It's at the begin
ning of Joyce's Portrait of the Artut.) I suspect that God would prefer 

people not to serve that in which they do not believe. God prefers hon
est people who rebel rather than the lackeys, the "creeping Jesuses who 

would do anything to please us" (Blake). I don't want to get into a cult 
of the rebel here. But God admires people like Job and David~who 
argue with God. God admires Jesus on the cross who says, "Why have 

you forsaken me? Come on, give me an answer to this." God likes that. 

Q: In "Desiring God," you mention, quite prophetically, "there is 

a growing problem of closure to the other. I am sure, if it has not already 
become a problem here in the United States, it will become one ~the 

problem of how one can relate openly and hospitably and justly to the 
other, without demonization."20 These words obviously resonate in 
light of the current wave of terrorism. However, let's ask this question 

from an ecocentric perspective: Do you have any thoughts on how one 
can or should relate openly and hospitably and justly to the non-human 
other~animate and inanimate? We demonize the non-human .... 

RK: We demonize all the time. When people want to show what 
the devil is, they usually take an animal. Just look at medieval and 

Renaissance portraits of demons. The iconography of The Ladt JuJg-
1nent is full of this, goats, bats, snakes, dragons, griffins, dogs, gargoyles. 
I think that's a real question. I think it's something we in Western phi

losophy and in our excessive anthropocentrism have sometimes ignored, 
that is, the afterity of nature, of trees and of animals and so on. One 
thing I've taken great courage and guidance from is my own children's 

sensitivity in this regard. They are vegetarians and very opposed to 
wearing fur coats or buying factory-produced food. I think there's a 
growing awareness in the new generation which is very important as 

long as it's kept in balance with being good to your neighbor who's 

starving down the street (and perhaps can only afford factory food). 
I find there are many young people in Boston or New York who go 
down to protest against Bush or the death penalty as much as they will 
concern themselves with cruelty to animals and the pollution of nature. 
That's good. The balance is important. There's no point ignoring social 
and human issues out of some kind of obsession with eating "natu

ral" food. That's just taking food as a surrogate symbol that can be 
"purified" as the world disintegrates before the ravages of global poverty 
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and capitalism. There can sometimes be, for example, a certain New 
England obsession with health and the natural -a demonization of 
smoke, a demonization of alcohol, a demonization of sex (although it 

often goes hand-in-hand with fantasy sex or sub-world sex in Las Vegas 
and Hollywood, so it can be very ambiguous). There is a residual Puri
tanilm in American culture, I think, and a certain demonization of the 
pagan earthiness of things. That may include food prohibitions against 

eating fish or "killing" tomatoes, etc., as well as the stringent laws 
against smoking, drinking, or sexual language. But that's only half the 
story -the o..fficia! version as it were. The other half is very different 

and leads to all kinds of perversions, doublethink and doubletalk. It's 
a messy world, full of double messages. I'm not saying, therefore, that 
you should tolerate cruelty to animals and indiscriminately chop down 

trees. I'm saying you do your best, wherever possible and within the 
limits of the possible, to remain human while doing the !ea.Jt amount 
of harm to nature or to animals or to your fellow human being. But to 

pretend that you can enter into some realm of pure consumption where 
everything is as "organic" as in Brea{) and Circa.Jed food markets is to 
ignore the fact that Bread and Circtl.:fe.J can only exist for the wealthy, 

who pay twice as much for their fish and vegetables while the poor 
have to go to Star Market (a bottom-end supermarket chain) and buy 

factory-produced food. I approve of going to Bread and Circtl.:fe.J - I just 

wish it were available to everybody. Somewhere along the line, the 
refusal of smoke, sex, alcohol, and meat in an ab.Jo!utiJt fashion can, to 

my mind, smack of residual Puritanism. It can slip into demonization 

even with the very best of intentions-and I'm always wary of that. 
So I would say, "Be vegetarian. Fine. But when you find yourself in 
a situation where you go to another country and there's only meat on 

the table, have some meat." If I go to a tribe in Africa, and they give 
me goats' eyeballs, I may not particularly like it, but I'm not going to 
offend my host by saying, "I don't eat goats' eyeballs!" I'll eat it-raw 
or cooked. That's the kind thing to do. That's accepting the hospital
ity of the other as other. As the Dalai Lama advised his monks, "Eat 

whatever is dropped into your begging bowl." 

Q: In The God Who May Be, you open up the question of discern
ment, whether we're facing saturation or the desert. You claim that 
"For the theist Marion, no less than for the atheist Derrida, we are 

left with the dilemma of 'holy madness,' how to judge between true 

and false prophets, between good and evil ghosts, between holy and 
unholy messiahs."21 Even though Caputo and Derrida are suspicious 
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of criteria~ I guess we all are a little suspicious~ how should we nev

ertheless judge between the true and the false, the good and the evil? 
After Derrida, how do you treat criteria? 

RK: You do so by trying to discern and judge more carefully, more 
cautiously, more critically, and, I would say, more hermeneutically. You 
don't have to get rid of criteria altogether. Derrida would say, "Well, of 

course we have to make decisions all the time. We judge and we use 
criteria. We have to do that: we couldn't not do it." Strictly speaking, 
that's already a compromise. That's already entering into the econ

omy of things. And I just find the gap between our decisions and unde
cidability too polar. That's my problem: it's too antithetical, too aporet
ical, too impossible. Decisions are "too difficult" in the deconstructive 
scenario. They are all made in "fear and trembling" because we're "in 

the dark!" At the 1999 Villanova exchange, I asked Derrida, "How can 
you read in the dark?" He said, "We can only read in the dark." But I 

want to turn the light on! Even if it's only a flashlight that will remove 
a little of the darkness and confusion. I don't believe in abdo!ute light or 
total enlightenment for us ordinary mortals. It doesn't have to be either 
absolute light or total darkness. It doesn't have to be that hard. We're 

not all desperate Desert Fathers waiting for Godot as the apocalyptic 
dusk descends! It doesn't have to be that angst-ridden or melodramatic. 

The world is a place of light and dark: we always have a bit of both. 

Q: Derrida might say that the world is in such a mess because we 
assume we can read in the light and that all decisions are easy. 

RK: I can understand what he's saying in terms of an excessive 

huhri.J and arrogance on behalf of a certain Enlightenment, on behalf 
of rationalism, on behalf of science and technology. There I agree with 
him. But I'm not sure that's the way most people in the world today 

actually think or live. Most people are confused and bewildered. They' re 
not cocksure C(~qitod in need of deconstruction but wounded, insecure, 
fragile subjects in search of meaning. 

Q: What about religious dogmatism? 

RK: Oh, before the Enlightenment, it was worse. What I'm saying 
is: to think you possess the light and everybody else is in darkness is a 

recipe for imperialism, colonization, injustice, holy war, jihad, "Good ver
sus Evil." We're witnessing it again today. Nobody has a prerogative on 

light or the good. But that doesn't mean we're all condemned to a kind 

of total darkness, khora, undecidability. I think everything should be 
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deconstructed, but the question for me is: What's it like 4'ter deconstruc
tion? That's why I still believe in hermeneutics. Derrida doesn't. I believe 
in reminiscences, resurrections, reconciliations. They're all temporary, 
they're all provisional, they're all muddling through. Granted~ but they 

do happen. I believe in paths. Not massive metaphysical viaducts or 

Golden Gate Bridges between the contingent and the absolute, but I do 
believe in little footbridges~the kind you get in Harrison Ford movies. 

Hermeneutic bridges, connections, ladders. I find that deconstruction 
follows the template of the Lazarus parable, the implacable metaphor of 
the gulf that (a) separates paradise, the absolute, the impossible from 

(b) the land of the living ~our finite, everyday, contingent, mortal world. 
The deconstructive gulf radically segregates the two. There's an unbridge
able gap between the divine and the human, the impossible and the pos

sible. The deconstructionist Abraham won't allow Lazarus to send a 
message back to his brothers to warn and instruct them. It is too late. 
The kind of hermeneutics of religion that I'm talking about, by contrast, 

would be much more guided by the paradigm of Jacob's ladder, where 

there's to-ing andfro-ill//J lots of people going up and down, in both direc
tions. No ab.Jo!ute descent or ab.Jo!ute ascent. It's little people going up and 

down ladders. And that, to me, is how you work towards the king
dom. "Every step you take ... " (as the song goes). Each step counts. 
Messianic incursion, incarnation, epiphany is a possibility for every 

moment of our lives. But because we are finite and temporal, the infi
nite can pass through time, but it can never remain or take up residence 
in some absolute or permanent present. That's the difference between 

the eternal and time. They can crisscross back and forth, up and down, 
like the angels on Jacob's ladder. But they are never identical, never the 

same. That's what a hermeneutic affirmation of d{jference is all about, as 

opposed to deconstructive o;/ferance, which, in my view, gives up hope 
in the real poddibi!ity of mediation and transition. 

Q: One more question generated by "Desiring God." Whereas 

someone like Marion may turn to mystical theology and a phenome
nology of saturation, I concur with you in your affirmation of 
"hermeneutical retrievals and reimaginings of biblical narratives and 

stories. "22 Could you briefly comment on the possible nature or direc
tion of these retrievals and reimaginings? And could you perhaps sug
gest how such retrievals could inform~and be informed by~a philo

sophical theology of gift/ing? Kevin Hart and Jean-Luc Marion and 

others draw from mystical theology, but they seem to be turning away 
from biblical resources. 
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RK: That's why I'm into the hermeneutics of narrative imagina

tion, whereas they' re into a more deconstructionist position (yes, even 
Marion in my view), and there i:J a difference in that regard. So while 
I learn from deconstruction, I really am closer to hermeneutics~ I try 

to negotiate between the two, but I'm closer to hermeneutics~what I 

call a "diacritical hermeneutics." It's not the romantic hermeneutics of 
Gadamer and Heidegger and [Friedrich] Schleiermacher: getting back 

to the original event and reappropriating the inaugural moment. I don't 
believe in that kind of hermeneutic retrieval of the original and the 
originary ~some primal unity. Nor would I uncritically endorse what 

Jack Caputo calls "radical hermeneutics" ~which is really another 
word for deconstruction~ because it doesn't sufficiently allow, in my 
view, for valid retrievals, recognitions, or reconciliations. In Stran.qer.J, 

Codd and Mon.Jter.J, I propose a diacritical hermeneutics which is a third 
way. 23 I propose mediations, connections, interlinks, and passages back 
and forth. So it's neither reappropriation and fusion of horizons a la 

Gadamer, nor is it a complete gulf, separation, or rupture a la Caputo, 
Lyotard, and Derrida. Diacritical hermeneutics holds that faith is helped 
by narratives. Now, I don't privilege in any exclusivist sense the Chris

tian narratives over the Jewish or the Islamic or indeed the nonmonothe
istic. I just say, "They' re the ones I know best." If I with a Muslim, I'd 
work with Muslim narratives. If I were Jewish, I'd work were Jew

ish texts. (Indeed, as a Christian, I generally work with both Christ
ian and Jewish narratives.) My niece has become a Buddhist: I learn 
from Buddhist stories and I try to include them in my work. I still do 
it from a Christian perspective because that's what I'm most familiar 

with. But if I'd grown up in Kyoto, I would invoke the Buddhist texts 
first. I don't believe that any religion has an absolute right to the absolute. 

There is no one, royal route. There should be no proprietal preroga
tives here. They're all narrative paths towards the absolute. And if you 
happen to be born on this particular road or highway rather than 

another one, andyou've walked it for twenty or thirty years, then you 
know it better than another one, and you can help other people walk 
it. And from your knowledge of it, when you come to a crossroads, you 

may have more interesting and intelligent dialogue with the person 
who has come along the other highway. You know where you've come 
from, and you can talk to them about it. They can learn from you, and 

you can learn from them. Whereas if you say immediately, "Oh well, 

to hell with my highway! I'm only interested in yours," they might well 
respond, "Well, I'll tell you about mine, but do you have anything to 

add to the conversation?" And you'll say, "No, no! I hate everything 
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about my road! I've learnt nothing. That's only a load of baloney!" I'm 

always a bit suspicious of zealous converts who repudiate everything 
in their own traditions and look to some New Age trendy alternative 

for a solution-and that can be a Buddhist becoming a Christian as 
much as a Christian becoming a Buddhist. I'm all for dialogue between 

the two. Some people have to change their religions to shake off the 
tyranny of their tradition. Their experience may be Jo negative that 

they need to do that. And here you can have a kind of religious or cul
tural transvestism that is very helpful: you wear the clothes of another 
religion, and through it you can see the spiritual in a way which you 

couldn't have done previously. I'm not against conversion as such, 
unless it's from one absolutist disposition to another absolutist dispo
sition. I don't think any religion should be absolutist. I think it should 

be Jearchin_q for the absolute, but the Jearch it.Je(f should not be absolutist 
because that's to presume we can own the absolute. Where I am wary 
of a certain mystical New Ageism or deconstructionism is their ten

dency to repudiate historical narratives and memories as invariably 
compromising and totalizing. I see narratives and memories as nec
essary mediations. If you don't go down the route of hermeneutic rein

terpretation -which is, as Ricceur says, a long route, an arduous labor 
of reading and rereading-then you must go towards the desert like 
Derrida and Caputo and their ana-khorites, which is hard. Or else you 

go towards the opposite, mystical extreme - not towards khora this time 
(with Derrida and Caputo) but towards the "saturated phenome

non" or hyperessential divinity (with Marion or Michel Henri). But 
then it's another kind of "holy terror," because you' re completely Minded 
by it. You embrace another kind of "dark" (from overexposure to the 

absolute in the dark night of the soul). Here, too, it seems to me, there 

is no interpretation possible. It's immediate, nonmediated presence. In 
both cases -whether you' re going into the emptiness and undecidabil
ity of the khora or whether you're going into the blinding overexposed 

splendor of divine saturation-you are subjected to an experience of 
"holy madness." Now, I'm not against that a.J a nwment. But you can't 

live with the moment: you've got to interpret it after the event. Other
wise, what's the difference between Moses and the burning bush and 

Peter Sutcliffe in his pickup truck claiming he's illuminated and hearing 
a so-called divine voice that says, "Go and kill prostitutes, and do my 
will, and clear the world of this evil scourge"? 24 What's the difference? 

There nuldt be a difference. And we must try to discern as best we can 
between (a) psychopaths like Charlie Manson or Peter Sutcliffe, who 
think they're on a divine mission to kill in the name of God and (6) 
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prophets like Moses or Isaiah, who go out to liberate and comfort their 

enslaved people. You have to be able to even M/JLte!y and approxinuztefy 
tell the difference. No? 

Q: So we return to the problem of Abraham sacrificing his son? 

RK: Yes, but my reading of this episode is very different to 
Kierkegaard's and closer to Levinas's. The way to read that, I suggest, 

involves a critical hermeneutic retrieval. The story illustrates how 
monotheistic revelation is anti-sacrifice; it marks a move away from 
human sacrifice. This may be read, accordingly, as a story about the 

transition from pre-revelation to revelation monotheism. The first voice 
that Abraham hears - "Kill your son" -is, by this account, his own voice. 

It's the voice of his ancestral, tribal, sacrificial religion. But the second 
voice that says, "Do not kill your son," is the voice of the kingdom. 

That's how I read it. I think we should read every story in the Gospel 
according to this principle: "Where is justice being preached here, and 
where is injustice?" Where there's evil, you have to say no to it. You 

can find other passages in the Bible that say, "Go out and kill all Gen
tiles or Canaanites." If you take that literally, you're into the 

Palestinian/Israeli situation. You are into Holy War. Ditto for the Chris
tian invocation of a "blood libel" against Jews. We should read such 
texts hermeneutically, critically, and say, "Nol That was an interpola

tion by certain zealous scribes during a certain century ... "We need 

historical research on this. We need to demythologize it and say, "They 
were trying to justify the occupation of their neighbors' lands. So ignore 
that mispresentation of divine revelation and look rather to the Psalms 

where God calls for the protection of the widow, the stranger, and the 
orphan. The stranger is your neighbor-that~1 God speaking. 'Go out 
and kill Canaanites' is not God speaking-that's tt.1 speaking." Know

ing the difference is a matter of hermeneutic discernment. And it's a 
matter which concerns every believer, every reader of Scripture. 

Q: Nietzsche asks, "Can there be a God beyond good and evil?"25 

Maybe we're just projecting our idea that God is "simply good," that 
God can only do "purely good things"? 

RK: Everyone makes their choice, but the God of love and jus
tice is the only God I'm interested in. I'm not interested in the God of 

evil, torture, and sadism. I'm just not interested in those Gnostic (or 
neo-Gnostic) notions that see the dark side of God-destruction and 

holocaust-as an indispensable counterpart to the good side. Such the

ories or theodicies can justify anything. 
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Q: But there is that possibility? 

RK: There im 't that possibility-for me, or, at least, it is one I 

refuse. It's how you interpret it. You can, of course, interpret divinity 
in terms of a moralizing God where you say, "Oh, homosexuality, mas
turbation, divorce, sex outside of marriage, etc., is evil." That's the 

Christian Coalition, Pat Buchanan, and Ian Paisley. They seem to know 
what's good for all of us! I'm against such a 1nora!izing God, but I'm 

not against an ethical God. There's a big difference. I don't know what 

the absolutely good is. How could anyone know? But I do he!ieve -
precisely because I can't know-that good exists, and I will do every
thing to try to differentiate and discern (according to what Ignatius 
calls "the discernment of spirits") as best I can between the God of love 

and the pseudo-God of hate. I do believe that the divine is the good. 
In fact, for me, "God" is another name for "the good," rather than "the 

good" being another name for God. We don't know what the good is. 
We don't know what God is either. But they nuut be the same, because 

otherwise there's no way to avoid theodicy and its ruinous logic: "This 
war was necessary. It's all part of the will of God. It's the necessary 
dark side to God." Jung's answer to Job. Pangloss's answer to the Lis

bon earthquake. Hegel's answer to the Terror. The rise of Divine Rea

son run amok. As humans, I agree, we have to confront the thanatoJ, 
the shadow in ourselves, the sadistic instincts, the perversions, the hate, 

the evil, the aggression. We have to confront the shadow in ourselves. 
But divinity doesn't have to confront the shadow in itself, because if it 
has evil in itself, it is not God. If you say, "The shadow in God- the 

sacrifice of innocent children, the torture of victims-is part of God's 
will," well, frankly, I'd prefer to burn in Hell than believe in a God who 
justifies the torture of innocent children. And I'm not ambiguous about 

that. That said, I take a very dramatic example here that very few peo

ple would say is good, because on many occasions it's very hard to tell 
what's absolutely good or evil. It is very hard for people to justify the 

torture of an innocent child. Should the Americans have dropped the 
atomic bomb in Hiroshima? I would say no, but I'm not going to be 
too moralistic about that, because I know there's an argument. You 

can negotiate that. Should a woman have an abortion? I would say, 
"Ideally not, but it's her right, and if she believes she is doing what is 
right, on balance, it may be the right thing for her to do." So I think 

a law that says, "You can never have an abortion" is wrong. Abortion 

is very complex. It can be right in some respects and wrong in oth

ers-at the Jaine time. It may be right and wrong. Morality is often gray 
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on gray; it's not black and white. Let's just say it is morally difficult. 
And everyone~for or against-has a right to discuss it. That's what 
human morality is. It's not about absolutes. But when it comes to God, 

who is absolute, either God is good, or I'm not interested in God. This 
mixing evil with God is Gnosticism. I wrote my second novel, Wtzfk
ing at Sea Level as an argument against that. 

Q: There are all these other metaphysical characteristics ascribed 
to God: God is one, God is pure, and so on, and to say, "God is purely 

d" goo ... 

RK: Well, I'm not sure I would use the word purely here because 

then you're back into Puritanism. But I do insist on the claim that God 
is unconditionally and absolutely good, or God is not God. I would not 
claim that I know what the good is. I would simply try to discern bet

ter between what is good and what is evil, or what is better and what 
is worse, what is more or less just, in a given situation. I can recognize 
many instances of good acts where people put others before themselves 

and give up their life or give up their wealth-that, to me, is a good 
thing to do. I want to reserve the right to say that. Whereas, when 
somebody chops a child's head off, I want to be able to say, "That's not 
a good thing." I think most people would agree. That's not an abso
lutist disposition: it is common sense, practical wisdom, what the Greeks 

called phrone.Ju, the Latins prudentia. Whenever someone does a good 

act-gives a cup of cold water to a parched neighbor-he or she is 
making God that little bit more real and actual and incarnate in the 
world. When someone does evil-torturing innocent children or sim

ply stealing the cup of cold water from the parched neighbor who needs 
it more-he or she is refusing the possibilizing, desiring, transfiguring 
promise of God. In that sense evil is the refusal to let God exist. 

Q: In your legendary 1984 interview with Derrida, he explains 
that there have always been "heterogeneous elements" in Christian
ity.26 Was he referring to scriptural motifs or mystical theology or both? 

RK: I don't know. You'd have to ask him. But I suspect that what 

he means by that is probably similar to what I've just been saying. 
There's no one pure religion. Christianity is heterogeneous. It draws 

from pagan elements, Jewish elements, Greek elements, etc. 

Q: The context was Greek philosophy or metaphysics, mainstream 

Christianity, and you referred to the official dogmas of the dominant 
churches, and then Derrida said, "Oh, no, I can see that there are 

302 • Boston Colloquy 



heterogeneous elements." But I didn't know if he meant biblical the

ology and some of the mystical texts ... 

RK: Generally speaking, when Derrida says, "There are hetero

geneous elements," that's good news from his point of view. So I think 
he just wants to say, "Look, as I would interpret it, Christianity isn't 

just this triumphalist, totalizing, dogmatic, absolutist, intolerant body 
of beliefs. It's actually quite porous and permeable to dialogue with its 

other." And I would agree wholeheartedly with him here. 

Q: And there are marginal voices. 

RK: Exactly. 

Q: Having cited that line, do you think Derrida prefers the bib

lical over the mystical? 

RK: It depends how you define "the biblical" and "the mystical." 
There are elements of the mystical in Derrida. He is very taken, for 

example, by pseudo-Dionysius, Eckhart, Silesius, Cusanus. But I think 
there are other forms of mysticism that Derrida would not have much 
time for, particularly the fusional and somewhat hysterical claim to be 
"one with God." 

Q: I haven't read many mystical theologians, but most of them 

say we can't speak about God and then ... 

RK: They go and speak about God. 

Q: Yes, and affirm all the dogmas and say, "God is definitely Trini
tarian," "God is this" and "God is that," and they just seem to slide back 

into this totalizing discourse. 

RK: Then they're not really good mystics, I would say. 

Q: Wouldn't mystical theology-taken to its logical or a-logical con

clusion - have to say, "I'm going to suspend my beliefs on, say, the creeds 
of the churches, because the creeds are as positive as you can get"? I 
was just wondering how the mystics can balance their mysticism with 
their denominational affirmations. Dionysius wasn't considered a heretic. 

RK: Most of them were. Eckhart was. John Scotus Eriugena was. 
Bruno and Vico were. They were in favor one moment, out the next. 

These thinkers were trying to make sense to their fellow believers. They 

had had these deep, spiritual experiences and were profoundly touched 
and were trying to reconcile these experiences with the doctrine of the 
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virgin birth or the Filioque or something like that. They were mucking 

along. They were trying to be loved and accepted by their brethren in 
the monastery. Otherwise they were out in the rain with no food. We 

compromise and we muddle through. I would say here, again, that Der
rida often discriminates: he picks and chooses -and rightly so. He's an 

a la carte rabbinical interpreter. Just think of his reflections on biblical 
passages in Schib/Jofeth - pour Paul Cefan [Shib/Jofeth: For Paul Cefanj27 or 

"Circumfession,"28 for example, or again in Donner fa mort [The Gift of 
Death], 29 where he goes back to the Abraham story. He takes what 
inspires him and rejects the kind of Zionist triumphalism which says, 

"Death to all Arabs." So he discriminates. You might say, "Well, how 
do you discriminate, Mr. Derrida, since there are no criteria, and we can 
only read in the dark?" But that's another day's work. Maybe it's a 

performative contradiction, but, happily, he does exercise it. He discrim
inates. He differentiates. He discerns. He's on the side of the good. Decon
struction is not a justification for evil. It's not an apologia for an "any

thing goes" relativism-as some of its critics unconditionally suggest. 

Q: In the end, deconstruction is just trying to affirm that what
ever is going on in the world ... 

RK: No, that's Heidegger. Derrida, as I understand him, is say
ing, "I'm for justice. I'm for the gift. I'm for the good. I'm for the 

democracy to come." He's not saying, "It doesn't matter whether it's 

democracy or totalitarianism. It doesn't matter whether it's justice or 
injustice. It doesn't matter whether it's gift or selfishness." He's not 

saying that at all. Derrida is on the side of the good. All his thinking, 

politically and ethically, is emancipatory. The differences I have with 
Derrida are not in terms of his values, his ethics, his politics- but 
how one gets there. That's a practical question, a pragmatic question. 
I think hermeneutics, injonneo 6y a certain deconstructive caution, 

vigilance, and scrupulosity, is a better way of getting there than decon
struction on its own (without hermeneutics). That's where I part com

pany with Caputo, Derrida, and Lyotard. But they're all on the side 
of the good as I see it. I'm not saying, "We're all morally pure." I'm 

saying that the good is something we aspire to, something that is 
impossible, something that is "impossible" in its abdo!ate sense but 

possible in all kinds of different, tiny practical ways. The messianic 
is potentially present in every moment, even though we can never be 

sure whether it comes or goes. 

This exchange took place in the Philosophy Department of Boston College, Spring 2001. 
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Dublin Colloquy 
Thinking Id DangerotU 

STEPHEN J. COSTELLO: What attracted you to philosophy in the 
first place? Did you ever want to do anything else, such as medicine, 

like other members of your family? 

RK: No, I never wanted to do medicine because I had a terrible 

fear of blood and was very squeamish when it came to human pain, 
inflicted or endured. So I wasn't a good potential doctor or, indeed, 

sportsman, except sport that did not involve painful physical con

tact. As a player on the rugby team in Glenstal Abbey (Limerick, Ire
land), I was scrum-half but that consisted of avoiding forwards rush
ing in at you and getting the ball out to someone else who would get 

crushed instead of you. Medicine and pain were something I 
couldn't deal with very well, although my brothers and father and 
uncles and grandfather were all involved in that profession. I would 

like to think philosophy is another kind of healing, which involves the 
psyche. Medicine, of course, involves the body and the soul. But I have 

always thought of philosophy as a therapy of the soul, beginning with 
the Greeks. Socrates saw it as that, as you know yourself-the whole 
idea of midwifery. My uncles were obstetricians and gynecologists. In 
a way, philosophy is another kind of midwifery but, this time, of ques

tions and answers and allowing the birth of answers by putting ques
tions to somebody. It's a kind of psychic obstetrics. In a way, maybe 

medicine and philosophy aren't completely removed. Certainly, my 
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family's approach to medicine always involved the person as much as 
the anatomy. My grandfather, for example, who was a professor of 
medicine in Cork and a doctor in Cork, always shook people's hands. 

They thought he was French initially. There was a recognition that 
medicine involved the mind as well as the body. But in philosophy, 

there is also a recognition that the mind involves the body, even though 
we are focusing on the mind-it's a therapy of the mind, as Wittgen

stein put it. Philosophy is a form of therapy and asking questions 
and discovering which questions can be answered appropriately and 
which can't. At times, when you reach the mystical, as Wittgenstein 

says, which is God or beauty or the sublime, there is no answer, and 
you have to accept the limits of what knowledge can do. So that's 
another kind of therapy. Some questions don't have answers. Some

times there is no definitive answer, and if you try to find one and say, 
"This is the only God," or "This is the only government" or "This is the 

only definition of the Good," what you end up with is tyranny or total

itarianism or dogmatism or ideology of the most constraining type. So 
what attracted me to philosophy? It was the possibility of finding heal
ing and maybe, in time, helping to give healing through the profession 

of philosophy by helping people to ask questions about their lives and 
try to answer them and if there were no answers, to go the way of faith 
or acceptance or letting go-endurance, patience, abandonment. So 

that was one reason. 

SJC: At a more biographical level, what first got you interested 

in philosophy? 

RK: I suppose it was through studying French literature and the
ology in Glenstal Abbey. I had Mark Patrick Hederman and Andrew 
Nugent as teachers, two brilliant Benedictine monks who had done 

their doctoral studies in France-in Paris and Strasbourg respectively
and had come back to the monastery. It was while reading Sartre 
and Camus and Bergson to prepare for French A-levels that I became 

particularly hooked on philosophy. The Christian doctrine that was 
taught there was very enlightened in that Andrew Nugent used to come 
in with what the philosophers say about why God doedn 't exist, so we 
would have Marx's refutation of religion, [Ludwig] Feuerbach's, Niet
zsche's, Sartre's, and so on; and if we survived all the arguments against 

the existence of God, then maybe our faith was authentic. That was 

the challenge, and it got us thinking, and I became very interested in 
the philosophy of religion for that reason, being faced with the ques

tion of atheism. It was a very brave thing for a Benedictine monk to 
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do~ giving us all the reasons for not believing in God and then say
ing, "You give me a good reason for believing in God!" So it was 
really through the philosophy of literature and through the philos

ophy of religion that I came to philosophy, and I would say that I am 
still primarily interested in those two areas of philosophy. One of my 

recent books is called The God Who May Be, and that is still the phi
losophy of religion, with readings of Exodus 3: 15 and the Song of 

Songs and the whole question of desire, but taken from the perspec
tive of philosophy~ Plato and Hegel, Heidegger and Levinas and 
Ricreur. And as you know, my work for the past twenty years has 

largely been in the philosophy of imagination, narrative, myth, and 
symbolism~so that is all the literary influence. I suppose I could say 
that I have always worked on the borderlines of philosophy, and that's 

where I like to be. I wouldn't consider myself a pure philosopher~ 
I'm an impure philosopher! But I believe in the interdisciplinary chal
lenge of putting philosophical questions to literature, to imagination, 

to desire, to the question of the unconscious (as you know I'm inter
ested in psychoanalysis~Lacan and Freud in particular), to religion. 
These interest me more than the pure questions of abstract logic or 

cognition, which I always found a little boring. Kant formulated four 
important questions: "What can I know?" (the epistemological ques
tion), "What can I hope for?" (the religious question), "How should 

I act?" (the ethical question), and "What does it mean to be?" (the 

ontological question). I try to invite my students and readers to will
ingly suspend their belief or disbelief, their presumptions and assump

tions, and to embark on a process of interrogation with the great 
thinkers. After this process of open questioning, one is, I think, in a 
better position to act. I believe that you must ultimately align your

self philosophically, politically, and religiously. Philosophy comes 
from and culminates in action. 

SJC: And presumably that kind of self-questioning can end on an 

analyst's couch or in a therapist's chair? It might begin with philoso

phy and end elsewhere. 

RK: Well you know what Julia Kristeva says: We all suffer from 

the malady of being, from the pain and pathology of existence. We start 
from hurt and confusion. As the Irish poet Paul Durcan says, "Is there 

one of us who is not confused?" Or as Brian Friel, another Irish writer, 

adds, "Confusion is not an ignoble condition." Freud calls it neurosis. 
We're all neurotic animals to a greater or lesser degree. Hitherto and 
traditionally, there were answers for questions, but nowadays it's not 
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obvious. We're living in a postdogmatic, posttotalitarian, and post
ideological age, we're told. There are no ready answers for people. But 
Kristeva, who is a philosophical psychoanalyst, maintains that there are 

three main ways of dealing with the pain and separation of our "melan
cholic imagination,"~ namely, art, pJychoanafyJi:f, and religion. 

Ultimately, philosophy does not provide the answers. Philosophy 
gets you to question and then leads you to the limits of what can and 

cannot be answered. But when you reach that limit, art, psychoanaly
sis, or religion take over -psychoanalysis at the level of the uncon
scious, art at the level of aesthetic experience, and religion at the level 

of faith. Some choose one of these, others a combination of all three, 
and others again none at all -they just remain neurotic. She might 
have added friendship, but we're not talking about that; friendship is 

obviously the cure for all ills, but we're talking about professional areas 
of help. So I suppose that's where I would see my interest in philoso
phy, residing in the gap between these three and at the borderlines 

between the question of God, the question of imagination, and the 
question of the unconscious desire. 

SJC: Whom have you been most influenced by philosophically, 

and how would you describe your philosophic position? 

RK: The people who influenced me the most would have been two 

French philosophers-Paul Ricreur and Emmanuel Levinas-with 

whom I worked in Paris as a doctoral student in the late seventies. I 
consider myself a Continental philosopher (a hermeneutic phenome
nologist to be more technically precise), who believes that philosophy 

is first and foremost a radical interrogation and interpretation of our 
existence in the world-political, personal, and metaphysical. West
ern philosophy originates with the Socratic doctrine of ignorance; that 

is, it begins with an admission that we do not possess knowledge, that 
we must doubt what we have hitherto taken for granted. Only then 
can we really begin to question and interpret. 

SJC: Nietzsche ended his life in an asylum for the mentally insane; 
Camus refers to the absurdity of existence; Sartre says, "Hell is other 
people." Is it not frustrating to be dealing with a subject that questions 

everything and yet possesses few answers, if any, to the problems posed 
by existence? 

RK: That's the risk you run when you do philosophy. Dostoyevsky 

said that "true faith comes from the crucible of doubt." It is better to 
doubt than to believe blindly from birth to death. Everyone in life, 
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whether they do philosophy or not, should question their existence, 
and I don't see that as being incompatible with faith. There must be 
room for doubting and questioning. If you run the risk of commit
ting suicide, then that's the risk you run. Looking at the statistics of 

my own students, the suicide rates haven't been particularly high! I 

believe that the majority of philosophers affirm and enjoy life. Some 
of them end up mad and commit suicide, but so do other people. I think 
. , 
its a wager. 

SJC: Does the philosopher have a role to play in politics? 

RK: I think many philosophers do. Thomas Paine was extraordi

narily influential in the American Revolution, and Rousseau and Voltaire 
in the French Revolution. Hegel and Marx influenced the socialist ones 
of our century. Even our own 1916 Rising was deeply informed by 

men of ideas. [Padraig] Pearse, [James] Connolly, and [Arthur] Grif
fith were all intellectuals. They all edited journals: Pearse edited An 
C!aidheamh So!ai-1, Connolly the lri.Jh Worke1; and Griffith was editor of 

the lri.Jh Stated man. They were people of political action, and they were 
thinkers, not mindless Celts, dreamers of dreams, as the colonial stereo
type would have it. Of course, that is not to say that academics should 

run the country! I believe in local democracy. I believe that everybody 
is potentially an intellectual. 

SJC: You have written over a dozen books on philosophy and cul

ture, a volume of poetry (Angel of Patrickd Hi!!), and two novels (Sani'.1 
Fa!! and Wa!kin.tJ at Sea Level). You are a professor of philosophy, have 
been a television presenter, chairman of the Film Studies Board in Uni

versity College Dublin, a member of the Irish Arts Council and Higher 
Education Authority. And you have made political presentations to the 
Forum for a New Ireland (on the joint-sovereignty model), the Opsahl 

Commission in Belfast, and the Forum for Peace and Reconciliation 
(on the British-Irish Council). You have also involved yourself as a 
speechwriter in Mary Robinson's presidential campaign. Where do 

you get your energy? Where does your passion and consummate con
viction stem from? What keeps you going? 

RK: I cannot really answer these questions, but I can say that in 

trying to make some contribution to public intellectual life I was person
ally very excited by the submission which Simon Partridge and I made 
to the Forum for Peace and Reconciliation (an idea which was ultimately 

included in the Good Friday Agreement of 1988). I had been working 
on the proposal for a transnational Council of Isles ~with Partridge, 
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Robin Wilson, and others - for a number of years, and originally it was 
treated with total scorn, as totally utopian. We were exploring not just 

the idea of joint sovereignty but of postsovereignty - saying that we 
belong to a more federal and regional tradition in the British Isles and 
in Europe. If I have made a small contribution as a political thinker in 

Ireland, it would probably be, I suspect, in helping to challenge the old 
fetish of ab.:JoLutiJt .:JMereignty, something which had a ruinous impact on 

both Britain and Ireland. In various submissions to national and inter
national forums - as well as in books like PodtnatumaLiJt Ireland and Rethink
in.<J Ireland - I was trying to imagine various ways of going beyond sov

ereignty to another kind of relationship where you give power to people 
regionally and transnationally (as well as nationally). It's very close to 
John Hume, in some respects, though he couldn't say it too explicitly 

for electoral reasons. It is a postnationalist vision, which doesn't mean 
it's antinationalist. And it involves a Europe of regions. That's where I 
would be most passionate in terms of my political commitments and as 

a critic of British nationalism, which has never been called nationalism. 
It's called "rationality." We Irish are the ones labeled "nationalist," and 

the Bretons and Scots-never the British. 

SJC: You're juggling a number of balls. But where do the com

mitment, conviction, and enduring energy come from? 

RK: I have no real idea where it comes from. Maybe (and I say 

this cautiously) it's about seeing division and wanting to see healing. 
Maybe it is something I have inherited from my medical ancestors, 
though, I repeat, it is more about psychic than physical healing. It's an 

attempt through ideas, images, and metaphors to come up some alter
native possibilities, to bring reconciliation where there is conflict, though 
that might sound somewhat banal. 

SJC: It's an act of synthesis. 

RK: Yes. I remember Colm Toibin, a contemporary of mine at 
University College Dublin, saying in a review of one of my books (I 

think Tratldition.:J) that if Richard Kearney played in a band, he would 
play the synthesizer! I didn't know whether that was a compliment 
at the time. I knew what Colm meant. There was something of that

the desire to bring things together. And philosophy has two func
tions: to analyze and divide, to split things up and make distinctions; 
but also to try to synthesize. As Kant says, there is the analytic dimen

sion of reason, and there is a synthetic function, and maybe I've been 
more into the synthetic than the analytic. Ireland, as you know, is a 
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place of cleavage and fissure - class divisions, political divisions in 
the North, economic and religious divisions. So I suppose there was 
a passion to do something about that, to try to bridge some of the 

many divides. 

SJC: Could all this active and outside involvement be a defense 

against going inward? 

RK: Maybe. Occasionally I would burn out after all this activ

ity. I experienced a series of depressions (there is no other word for 
it in our language; the Greeks call it mefanchofuz). I would find myself 
exhausted and realize that things couldn't be solved as I'd imagined, 

that things were "impossible." But then I would get out of the depres
sion, and the "impossible" sometimes became that bit more possible. 
Like the idea for the British-Irish Council. It ran up against so many 

obstacles initially, and you're called a utopian and idealist, someone 
who hasn't got his two feet on the ground. I even remember Minister 
Ray McSharry and Prime Minister Charlie Haughey telling me that 

the project of shared sovereignty was totally unrealistic at the New 
Ireland Forum in the early eighties. Most people then said, "This is 
impossible! Such crazy ideas could only come from philosophers!" As 

Haughey used to say, "Richard Kearney is my favorite philosopher, 
and I don't understand a word he says!" That sort of discrepancy 

between the possible and the impossible can lead to burnout, to depres
sion and disillusionment, to the feeling that your ideas don't translate 

into reality. But one can also realize at such moments that philoso
phy is not just a philosophy of action but also of contemplation. The 

vita activa needs to be complemented by, and perhaps even founded 
upon, the vita contempfatiM. That is one of the lessons I brought with 

me from my time at Glenstal Abbey and also from my religious upbring

ing as a child. My mother was very religious-not in a dogmatic way 
(she was never doctrinaire); she was very spiritual. From an early age, 
I learnt that there is a deep, inner part of the soul or psyche that needs 

to be catered for, that it is important at times to slow down. During 
one of my depressions, I did some work at Eckhart House in Dublin 
with a wonderful Dominican, Miceal O'Reagan, which was hugely 

helpful. The first time I went to see him, I said, "This is my theory of 
why I'm not feeling very well," and I quoted Freud and Jung and Lacan 
and [Bruno J Bettelheim and Kristeva. And Miceal calmly replied, "I 

think what you need to do is not analyze anything but just sit and 
breathe for thirty minutes every day." So I used to go and breathe and 

say little. It was very difficult for me at the time. But the point was to 
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try to quieten the mind and "go gently," as Miceal used to say, to attend 

to the interior dimension of oneself. As it happened, I was having a 

well built in our house in West Cork, and I was very taken by the image 

of going down to the bottom of the well. The diviner and driller who sank 

the well said it was one of the deepest wells they had dug in fifty years. 

It was over four hundred feet down! I wrote a poem about it. It is very 

much in the Eckhart mode; the last sequence is called Bri~qet'.1 l.J!and, 
where we now have a little house: 

I will rest, now, 

at the bottom of Bridget's well. 

I will follow the crow's way 

footprint by footprint 
in the mud down here. 

I won't come up until I am calmed down 

and the earth dries beneath me 

and I have paced the caked ground 

until smooth all over 

it can echo a deeper voice, 

mirror a longer shadow. 

Then the water image in the poem gives way to one of fire .... 

Then the fire may come again 

Beneath me, this time, 

rising beyond me. 

No narcissus-flinted spark 

behind closed eyes 
but a burning bush. 

A fire that always burns away 

but never is burnt out. 

That's when you reach the inner point of nothing, stillness, emptiness. 

The mud in the dark. Then, the poem suggests, something else fills 

you with energy. You ask, "Where does the energy come from?" I like 

to think it comes from the burning bush, but there's always an ambi

guity as to whether it's coming from the burning bush ~therefore from 

a source deeper and greater than you, like water that wells up~or 

whether it's coming from your own fantasy. That's something that 

needs discernment. And for discernment, you need (well, I needed) 

to meditate and contemplate and try to keep things still and quiet. 
That didn't come naturally to me at all ~it was a big effort. 

SJC: You mean that the image could be ego-driven or could come 

from the grace or gift of Being, from God? 
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RK: Exactly. The question is discerning where the fire comes from. 

It could come from both. It's not easy telling the difference. If it's not 

coming from deep down, from the bottom of the well ~and you have 

to go down there and stay there to ensure you are in contact with that~ 

then the chances are it's what Kierkegaard calls the "aesthetic eros" of 

the ego, constructing and reconstructing itself endlessly, and that leads 

to tediwn vitae~namely, burnout and melancholy. Not that burnout 

is always a result of egoism (that's not what I'm saying). It's just the 

body and the psyche reminding you that you can only do so much, that 
you have to acknowledge limits, boundaries, borders. 

SJC: And a breakdown can lead to a breakthrough. 

RK: Absolutely. I believe that completely. And it's not only the 

Meister Eckhart and John of the Cross image of the "dark night of the 

soul" ~J(],J Nicht.J (the nothing), the very seed of the Godhead, "God 

beyond God" as Eckhart says; it is also the existentialist notion, which 

I am very partial to, in Kierkegaard and Heidegger, of the being toward.J 
nothingne..M, of the being toward.J death, as being a breakthrough to authen

ticity, where you let go of the ego-driven desire to impose power and 

calculate and compute and possess and control. You let things be in their 
being. We don't do that naturally. We sometimes have to be brought 

down into the mud. Eckhart called it "letting go" (Abge.Jhicdenheit). Hei

degger called it "releasement" (Gefa.J.Jenheit) ~the abandonment of the 

self, which actually leads to a deeper self. It's not that it leads to noth
ing. Unless you mean that "nothing is more real than nothing," as Samuel 

Beckett said. Letting go doesn't come naturally to us; it sometimes has 

to be beaten into us by existence. It's a black hand that comes up from 

the bottom of the lake and pulls us under. 

SJC: You've mentioned Eckhart House and these moments and 

moods, in the Heideggerian sense, of anguish and despair. What then 

is your view of psychoanalysis and psychotherapy? 

RK: I use it a lot in my teaching and in my writing, and I have 

undergone it, both in Eckhart House and also for a time in Boston, 

and I found it tremendously helpful. I also have reservations about the 

potential abuses of it. It is such a deep area, and the whole process of 

transference is so delicate. It can, on occasion, flip into infatuation or 

obsession, where analysands become overdependent on analysts; 

and sometimes it can be very difficult for analysts, as Freud knew with 

Dora, not to engage in countertransference, particularly if the analy

sis reverts to some infantile neurosis or repressed memory. I think there 
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is a danger with some kinds of "wild analysis" (analy.Je .Jauvt~qe) that cer
tain people regress to their childhood and become identified with a vic
tim role, and they blame everybody else for their problems, starting 

with their parents, then their teachers, etc. That's not to say people aren't 
hurt when they're young and don't feel huge fear and anxiety. And there 

is lots of real abuse out there, as we know. Sometimes it is very impor
tant to revisit traumas of the past and come through them and "repeat 

them forward" by working them through, by turning melancholy into 
mourning (to use Freud's terms). But this is not easy. It is the old ques
tion of "analysis terminable or interminable." I think that, at worst, 

analysis can become a surrogate religion, where the analyst becomes 
God for certain clients who cannot live without their weekly (or more 
frequent) fix. And it is, of course, also a huge investment of time, energy, 

and money (the latter being a symbol of what you attach importance 
to). That said, the psychotherapists and psychoanalysts I've been for
tunate enough to work with are people who have avoided such dan

gers. They helped me greatly and I am very grateful. 

SJC: If you had to choose, though, between Lacanian psycho
analysis and psychosynthesis psychotherapy ... 

RK: They both have strengths. It depends on the person. Some 
people need the more Lacanian approach, some the more Eckhartian 

or interpersonal. But, I repeat, one can also get to the place of freedom 

and letting go through certain kinds of art (Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy, 
for example) or through religion (Meister Eckhart and the great mys
tical and spiritual traditions, East and West). It doesn't much matter in 

the long run. The important thing is to find that freedom of being. I 
think that every great religion and every small religion has a certain 
wisdom about attachment and detachment. It's a very hard thing for us 
Westerners to learn. When I travel to Africa or Latin America, I see 

people sitting on their doorsteps for hours and hours. How can they do 
that? Be at peace doing nothing. They seem to have a calm within. I'm 

not romanticizing it-they might not have enough to eat either. 

SJC: Something has seriously changed in you, it seems to me. 
You're writing more fiction and reflecting more on spiritual topics in 

your academic articles. Are you consciously aware of a different ori
entation and perspective in your life? 

RK: Looking for wisdom through philosophy is like trying to move 

from ego to self or, as Ricceur put it, from le moi to le .Joi. I don't regret 
any of the cultural and political commitments that I had here in Ireland. 
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The only thing is, if you are not a political animal, which I'm not (I was 
very ambitious, of course, and I thought nothing was impossible), it 
can be difficult. There is a prisoner deep down inside, discovering that 

poverty within can become a huge enrichment. For me to do that, I 
had to let go of the ego, which was overinvolved, overactive, although 

hopefully I was doing some good too. But I needed to go on retreat. 
Going to Boston was that in a way~not exile, so much as a step back 

from the compulsion to overinvolve or overcommit. A "leave of absence" 
says it all. It was important to be absent from the hectic world of activ
ity for a while. 

SJC: A sabbatical of space. 

RK: Exactly. A psychic sabbatical. I am working on more spiri
tual, religious, and literary things at the moment, and that requires a 

different rhythm. I've just come back from West Cork where we're 

getting a cottage together, and I spent the last month digging a well, 
painting walls, and putting down trees. It was wonderful. I didn't read 

or write for one minute in the last month. I don't regret doing that. 
There's a house there to live in, which is great and real, but it requires 
labor and activity, transforming matter into a house; but now, as I speak 

to you, I need time out to read and write and think and imagine and 
pray and meditate and walk. If I had to keep building houses, I would 
collapse under the rubble. It's an act of balance. Like riding the wave. 

You can do the work of action and transformation (on the crest of the 
water) and then go down into the hollow of the wave and remain steady 
and still. That's the challenge. I haven't always been successful at that. 

The old mystics' adage was that you had to drown three times. I had 
three bad depressions, and I probably needed the three. The monks 
used to say you had to knock three times on the door before you were 

let into a monastery. There's something about the three. The Trinity 
and dialectics, too. I think I needed those three to do something that 
wasn't natural for me, to descend to the bottom of Brigid's well. I 

had to be brought there, and I went screaming and howling! But I 
didn't actually choose to go there. It was involuntary, against all my 
natural instincts. But you can learn a lot if you accept that you are in 

that space and don't try to escape through alcohol, drugs, or other 
kinds of distraction (not that I am against using medication for depres
sion, of course). The most important thing, it seems to me, is knowing 

that there is work to be done that can be intellectually and spiritually 
transforming. Religion, art, and psychotherapy are, in a way, all dis

ciplines that go against our nature, that is, our everyday instinct to 
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escape interiority and flee the challenge of freedom. They are "unnat
ural" in that sense and require a lot of effort. 

SJC: You have mentioned that philosophy and faith aren't incom
patible. How would you describe your own religious views? 

RK: I would describe myself as a seeker for God first, as a Chris
tian second, and as an ecumenical Catholic third. I disagree strongly 
with the present pope's teaching on women and on sexuality, partic

ularly in the areas of divorce and contraception, and with his insistence 
on a celibate male clergy. I think it's a very patriarchal system with the 
nonordination of women to the priesthood. Women are 50 percent of 

the church, of the real church, the church of the people. I am sitting 
out the present papacy, hoping that the next pope will be more like 
John :XXIII. But if not, I'll remain a Catholic, because I don't believe 

that the church belongs to the hierarchy. It belongs to the people, to 
people like Sister Stan and Jean Vanier, and to the people who are 
actively thinking and working through their faith on a day-to-day basis. 

Catholicism for me is not just a doctrinal issue. The reason I don't call 
myself a Protestant or a Jew is because Catholicism is my tradition, 
and I still think that there are very valuable things within that tradi

tion, which I am not prepared to abandon. The Catholicism I profess 
is one of radical ecumenism. 

SJC: Philosophically, you have taught on and written about the 

imagination a lot, publishing books with titles such as The Wtzke of lnuz.q
inatum and Poetic.:J (?f'lnu~qininp. Why are you so preoccupied with imag
ining? Is it because certain essential things can't be spoken, only imag

ined, that when words fail and fade away, only images remain? 

RK: Well, that is well put. Imagination takes over where reason 
falters, stammers, and finds its limits. The most important thing with 

imagination is to know that it i1 imagination and not mistake it for 
reality, because if it does, then it can slip into pathological fantasy. 
Then one can no longer tell the difference between what's real and 

what's not. We see daily how people become addicted to movie stars 
or crazy fads and ideologies. We read about stalkers, psychotics, or 
just ordinary fantasists who have difficulty separating out fact from 

fiction. Healthy imagination is imagination that knows it's dealing 
with images and that images are not giving us the "real thing" (what
ever about the Coca-Cola commercial!) Imagination is necessary 

for our survival, in order to think more, live more, and exist more 
fully. There's a thin line between fantasy as narcissism, where you 
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think you have everything (mania or megalomania), and a more hum
ble imagination, which knows the limits between the real and the imag
inary. I have a genuine worry, for example, about our contemporary 
"culture of complaint," in which we're all victims (which is not to deny 

for a moment that there are many real victims amongst us). Our 

culture of compulsory consumerism (manic fantasy) and complaint 
(depressive fantasy) collapses the crucial distinction between truth 

and fabrication. The border between real and imaginary dissolves. 
And we find ourselves exposed to a zone of indiscriminate confusion, 
of radical indistinction and indetermination (not bad, perhaps, if we 

are in a seminar on deconstruction, but not great if we are trying to 
live out our lives reasonably and responsibly). In our civilization of 
spectacle and simulation, the real is being increasingly reduced to the 

order of the reproducible, the copy, the simulacrum, the fake. Again, 
this is fine if we are dealing with a critical art culture of pastiche 

and parody - say, Andy Warhol or Roy Lichtenstein - but when the 
zone of indiscrimination is amplified in popular culture, advertising, 
the global internet, etc., to cover a huge part of our everyday lived 
experience, then we may well have a problem on our hands. 

SJC: Could you expand a little on this point? 

RK: Let me put it like this: I think an avant-garde artist like Andy 

Warhol is doing something incredibly challenging with his famous seri

ographs of stars-Marilyn Monroe, Liz Taylor, Jackie Kennedy, etc. 
And I greatly admire the attempts made by several more recent post
modern artists and philosophers to think through the whole dilemma 

of the "undecidability" of image/reality. The pervasive pathologies of 
our contemporary imagination need to be faced and exposed if a more 
salutary kind of imagining is ever to survive. And, curiously, the pri

mary pathology of our Western society-indiscriminate consumerism
could be said to coincide here ironically with a major pathology of the 
so-called East or Middle East, namely, fundamentalism. Let me explain. 

There was, I think, a certain terrible logic about Al Qaeda and the 
Twin Towers. Here the extremes of Western consumerism and anti
Western fundamentalism met in a tragic collision and convergence. 

For while one could say that consumerism sacrifices the complexity of 
experience to the one-dimensional order of the figural (for example, 
credit, simulation, fantasy, consumer confidence, and so on), funda

mentalism does so in the name of an exclusive attention to the literal -
there is only one truth, and that is the "reality" of Islamic revelation 

(as Al Qaeda see it, of course). In both these scenarios, the complex 
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dialectical and pluridimensional relationship between reality and imag

ination is abandoned, and we can no longer tell which is which. Funda

mentalism is about refusing the possibility of the imaginary - hence the 

fatwah against Salman Rushdie. There can be no hermeneutics here. 

Interpretation is outlawed. The work of semantic innovation is taboo. 

Texts are "facts" for fundamentalists-above all, the sacred text of the 

Koran. No discussion or discernment necessary. But at the other extreme, 

namely, that of a certain postmodern consumerism, there is another kind 

of tyranny, where there are no facts, only "texts." And here the real is 

reduced to the imaginary without residue or reference. I am thinking 

here, for example, of Jean Baudrillard's comments on our culture of 

"sublime irreference" or what Fred Jameson calls the "cultural logic of 

late capitalism," where all experience is dissolved into a pervasive "depth

less present." In both cases, one witnesses a curious triumph of one

dimensional thinking. That's why I argue in The Wtzke (?f Imagination, and 

again in PoeticJ of lnuzqinin.<J, that it is essential to keep the dialectic going 

between the real and the imaginary -avoiding both dualism and monism. 

And that's why I call for a "diacritical hermeneutics" in StrangerJ, Codd 
and MonJter:1, so that we can remain open and critical before this contem

porary dilemma, acknowledging the distinctions and differences between 

the figural and the literal, while equally recognizing how they overlap, 

interweave, and crisscross in all kinds of ways, positive and negative. 

SJC: Are images in the mind enough to stave off the loneliness of 

memory? In other words, if I am alone in my room with images of my 

lover who left me, is that enough? I'm thinking of Sartre's example 

of Pierre. 

RK: I don't think it is, and I don't think it should be, because if 

that were the case, we could replace a real person with an image. Art 

is about producing surrogate substitute objects for things that can't be 
thought, felt or experienced-for what Lacan called the "Real." In sto

ries, writers are saying things that can compensate for loss and lack. 

It can be therapeutic. The danger is when aesthetic fiction is taken lit

erally and we think that the image can replace the real person. Then 

you get people becoming addicted to Madonna, thinking that Madonna 

is the Virgin Mary, their lost object, their commodity muse. 

SJC: So we should transform the image into something more 

symbolic? 

RK: Yes, and also recognize that no image can replace a real per

son. As Freud said, we must go through the mourning, otherwise it 
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becomes melancholy. Melancholy is the refusal to mourn. If we inte

riorize our lost objects as images that become part of us, we think we 

haven't lost them. We deny separation and absence; we refuse the truth 

of loss and lack. Then we discover that the internalized image of the 

"lost" person, that surrogate we have incorporated inside us to fill 

the gap, cannot do the work of really filling the lack, because the 

person is dead or gone or has left us or is not there; and then what 

we often do is turn our desire for that idealized lost object into hatred, 

as Freud says in "Mourning and Melancholy." We hate ourselves and 

it leads to depression. It's a wonderful essay by Freud. So we have to 

remember the melancholy of memory, even as we play with images 

that can help us overcome it. 

SJC: And not be too quick to go through the mourning. 

RK: No, you can't rush it. There's no quick fix. Alcohol or drugs 

can give you a temporary respite for a couple of hours, and certain 

forms of fantasy can alleviate the pain a little; but ultimately it comes 

back. It's like a sleeping pill. You get six hours sleep, but you are more 

tired when you wake up. 

SJC: Your novel Sani'.1 Faff tells a tale of two brothers who grow 

up in Cork and board at Columbanus Abbey. Sam stays on to become 

a Cistercian monk, and Jack leaves to fall in love and pursue his the

sis on Toland. The book warns of the dangers of playing God and 

living out someone else's desires and dreams. The message I picked up 

is that we need to break free from the passionate prison of other peo

ples' desire and find our own place in the sun. What were you trying 

to work out in the book? 

RK: Wasn't it Joyce who said that Dublin is a city of "doubling," 

existing "between twotwinsome minds"? This cleft mind is something 

I've been very struck by in Ireland. There's an almost compulsory and 

exaggerated politeness between people: "You're so welcome!,'' "It's such 

a wonderful day!," "She's so gorgeous!" etc. The addiction to hyperbole. 

An interesting take on this need to inflate reality is to be found in J. 

M. Synge's The Play/Joy. Christy Mahon, the protagonist, declares at one 
point that he has been "made a man by the power of a lie." We have to 

invent stories that we killed our father, that we did something we didn't 

do to prove that we are a man. It is a question of using words and images 

to compensate for something we've never had. You could call it power, 

in terms of a colonial explanation once again. But I think it's deeper than 

that. It's as if we haven't found the missing "fifth province" that our 
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mythology speaks of (which will supplement and complete the other 
four existing provinces). So we reinvent it in words. I think the Irish 
are a people who fantasize and fabulate a lot. Everybody does this, of 
course, but there's that old cliche about the Irish being feckless Celts: 

"We are the music makers; we are the dreamers of dreams." All that stuff. 

It's part of the Celtic twilight and folklore; but there's often a grain of 
truth in cliches, and our addiction to fantasy is certainly something I was 

trying to explore in both Sam J Fall and Walking at Sea Level. I wanted to 
show how excessive fantasy can lead to doubleness, to that cleft exis
tence that Irish writers have so often observed. The cleft in imagination 

is critical. The fact that Jack and Sam are the central characters and that 

Raphaelle is trying to negotiate and navigate this doubling is not an acci
dent. Where the third part of the trilogy goes, I'm not quite sure. I call 

it Writing.for Nothing, and it might be published or it might not. It's impor
tant for me to finish it, whether or not it sees the light of day. Balzac said 
that you should never talk your novels away! I think a lot of novels 

are talked away in Ireland, because we're talkers by instinct. We're 
not good at holding things in. We're not great containers. I think Heaney 
puts his finger on this deep tendency towards indiscretion in the Irish 

when he counsels us, "Whatever you say, say nothing." We tend to let 
things spill out, and I'm sure that may also have something to do with 
our long colonial history of disinheritance and dislocation. As Brien Friel 

says, "Words are the armory of the dispossessed." Fantasy compensates 
for a pervasive sense of lack, as evidenced in our recurring crises of 
authority and identity. But the fact that we don't know who we are 

can also be a positive thing. Captain McMorris (who was the first Irish
man to speak in English literature) says "What is my nation?" It's in 

Shakespeare's Henry V. That's the positive side: to be asking questions. 

We're a very philosophical nation in that regard, despite the old colonial 
stereotype that the Anglo-Saxons are the philosophers and thinkers, 
while the Irish are all poets and dreamers. I think we're both. I think all 

peoples are both. I have tried to write about this in The lri1h Mind and 
Po.Jtnatumal&t Ireland. We need to reclaim our great thinkers and scien
tists - [George] Berkeley, [John] Toland, [John] Tyndall, [William] 

Molyneux, [Edmund] Burke, etc. -along with our poets and playwrights. 
And this is particularly important for us as we attempt to retell the story 
of who we are. 

SJC: Wouldyou say, to use Hannah Arendt's famous distinction, 

that the private sphere in Ireland is becoming increasingly eroded, that 

everything is being exposed in the public sphere? 
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RK: In a way, yes. We don't need Oprah Winfrey or Jerry Springer 
because we're doing that kind of confessional stuff all the time, on the 
streets, in the pubs, everywhere. Gossip and "sea" (as it is called in 

Cork) are omnipresent. We're acting out our interior psychodramas 
with great gusto. I remember a Canadian telling me that he had a pain 

in the jaw from just answering questions after he'd moved to Ireland. 
He couldn't get over how much people talked. He was positively ii!. 
Silence just doesn't exist in our culture! (This is why Joyce said that 
if he was to survive, he would have to practice "silence, exile and cun
ning.") We're terrified of silence. It's not just privacy~the invasive 

glare of the "valley of squinting windows"~ but that whole place of 
interiority. We seem to have lost that capacity for inwardness some
where along the line. (The old saints certainly seemed to have had it, 

but that is going back a long time~over 1,000 years!) That's why I 
think it is very important to retrieve and revere that inner place at the 
bottom of the well and spend more time there. Meditation practice and 

personal prayer are very important here. And we should be able to 
rediscover that in our own very rich spiritual traditions~ Catholic and 
Protestant ~no matter how much these have been abused and betrayed. 

One can find it in religion as readily as in art or psychotherapy~ 
perhaps even more so. People like John O'Donohue, Patrick Heder
man, Nuala Ni Dhomhnaill, Willie Desmond, and John Moriarity have 

been tapping these rich resources in our heritage recently. And com
mitted religious figures like Sister Stan and Miceal O'Regan have also 
been extremely important in helping us to revisit this forfeited seam of 

deep spirituality. The official church has more or less lost it, I feel. It 
was so repressed in the unconscious. We have all those cases of child 
abuse and the hatred of erotic pleasure, the exclusion of women and 

fear of the body. Sexuality was talked about, but it was empty speech; 
and full speech was a rarity, except in our great poets and writers. The 
official religions in our country were too often used to hide the truth, 

rather than to express it. So the truth was repressed and then returned 
as a monster. The church has a lot to answer for. It's part of the solu

tion (potentially), but it's also part of the problem. I think a revolution 

in the Irish church is necessary to retrieve what is genuinely spiritual 
and mystical and healing. But that also means acknowledging the sins 
that have been committed in the name of God, and there have been 

many. Practicing religion for me goes with thinking about religion 

philosophically, which I have been trying to do in recent books like 
The God Who May Be and Stranger.J, Codd and Motldfer.J, books I've writ

ten since I moved to Boston in the late nineties. I'm not sure I could 
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have written these books about God in Ireland. New England Amer
ica and France, where I did most of my writing on religion, are basi
cally secular modern republics. In the United States, Catholicism is a 

minority religion, because it's basically a secular republic, and even 
more so in France. You have to fight for the right to believe. I think 

we should have more secular spaces in Ireland. Then religion can 
become something you choose. I am all for the separation between 

church and state. The idea of a compulsory God or state religion is 
abhorrent to me. 

SJC: Talking of religion and spirituality, in one of your poems in 
An_qel of St. Patrick'..1 Hill you write: "O angel of the last days, where are 

you?" What I see in the poems is both a spiritual and sensual quest for 
a vanished face, for the burning bush, for the fire. It's also an odyssey 
of the imagination, and you are again resisting the dichotomy between 

the spirit and the senses. There is that same drive towards synthesis. 
The theme echoes again and again throughout your poems, novels, and 
philosophical works. 

RK: Well, I would agree with that, and, philosophically, the clos
est parallel for me would be Merleau-Ponty and the phenomenology of 

the body. In other words, returning to the body-subject. The body and 
soul exist like two sides of the same sleeve or one's two hands touching 

each other. They are not two completely deparate things. (That was 

the error of Platonic and Cartesian dualism, which my phenomenolog
ical work has always opposed). Or to take another analogy, we have 
one skin which faces both inside and outside. One face is immanence, 

the other transcendence. One spiritual, the other carnal. But they are 
constantly in touch, interweaving, overlapping. Like the figure of a chi
asmus, as Merleau-Ponty puts it. The inside is your soul; the outside is 

your body. We need to retrieve this basic insight into the radically 
embodied and incarnate soul which was so central to certain kinds of 

early Christianity and to early Celtic spirituality in particular. If you go 
back to the Brehon laws in ancient Christian Ireland, you find a very 
liberal, celebratory-almost Rabellaisian! -attitude towards sexuality 
and carnality, for example. St. Brigid was said to have been wont to 
"down two partridges in one bite" and refused to "fast on an empty 

stomach." She had a huge appetite -physical and metaphysical! In 
other words, one witnesses a religious celebration of the sensual and 

terrestrial that goes hand in hand with a concelebration of the spirit. 
But then came Jansenism and the ultra-Montane Puritanism of the 

counterreformation. Catholicism ended up trying to outdo Protestantism 
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in dour purism - and succeeded alas! Hence the appalling legacy of 
dualistic living that we witness even today in stories of child abuse, cler
ical cover-up, misogyny, etc. What a waste. What a shame. 

SJC: That's a perversion. 

RK: Yes. It's not the true spiritual heritage which can be some
thing healing and liberating. That said, I'm not saying we can reverse 
the clock and go back to "Celtic spirituality." There can be a certain 

sentimental nostalgia about that. One needs to be wary of facile New 

Age pseudomysticism - something I try to warn about in my second 
novel, Walking at Sea Le1Jel. It's what I identify as the "Gnostic tempta

tion." But that is not to deny that there is something very authentic 
and salutary about the various recent attempts by Irish thinkers and 
writers (mentioned above) to emancipate tradition into new forms of 

living and life-affirming spirituality. 

SJC: Speaking of Wtzlkin~q at Sea Le1Jel you deal in this book with 
the themes of duality- corporeality versus spirituality and the search 
for unity. The book is also a type of monastic meditation on life and 

religion, and in it Jack Toland is running from his past and has a pro
found metamorphosis. The pedophile pornographer, Klaus, at one point 
says, "Children aren't innocent. They're born with darkness in them. 

The darkness that's in all of us, Jack. The same lust to possess and 
be possessed. The same desire to fall. Remember Augustine's Con

fessions-the siblings wrestling at their mother's breast, eyes full of 
envy?" Klaus tells Jack that salvation is excess. It's either asceticism 
or libertinism; either extreme will do. Both Klaus and the abbot are 

Gnostics, believing, like Jung, that God has a shadow-side, that He 
dwells in thick darkness as much as light. Again, to what extent was 
writing the book an act of therapy or exorcism for you personally? 

Would you describe yourself as a Gnostic? Do hidden Gnostic ghosts 
haunt Christianity? Have we all a dark double? 

RK: Perhaps the fiction was therapeutic in a way. The two betray

als of Christian spirituality I was exploring in the novels were dogma
tism and Gnosticism. The biggest danger for Christianity today is still, 
I think, dogmatism-the slide towards authoritarian, paternalistic, 

intolerant self-righteousness. Just think of the Christian Coalition in 
the United States or the Vatican Curia. There is nothing particularly 
new about this. It started when Constantine brought the pioneering 

spirit of early Christianity to heel in Empire. Kierkegaard called this 
betrayal of Christianity "Christendom" -and I endorse his trenchant 
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critique. The other betrayal is more subtle and less visible. It is what 
I identify as a certain postmodern Gnosticism ~usually laced with a 
dash of the neo-Nietzschean, relativism, or hip New Ageism. This lat

ter move suggests that ethical notions of good and evil, or political 
notions of justice and injustice, are purely relative. So why not just 

experiment with everything, since everything is the same as everything 
else anyway! Religion becomes a supermarket, and spiritual values 

become commodities to be tasted, consumed, and discarded. I person
ally am suspicious of this kind of anything-goes relativism; but I would 
defend a robust pluralism to the last. I am very much for the ecumeni

cal: I would consider myself an ecumenist but not an eclecticist. I think 
there's a difference. And while I am wary of the consumer patch
work approach in certain forms of Californian New Ageism~ all these 

ephemeral fads, cults, sects, trends, cliques, etc.~ I fully respect the 
desire in people to look for spirituality. (I am not here supporting the 
Vatican denunciation of New Age religions as such, which often means 

warning Christians away from dialogue with Buddhism, Hinduism, 
Taoism, etc. ~ironically, some of the olde.Jt religions in the world! If the 
Vatican really wants to denounce that, they should call it Of{) A.qei:fmJ) 

I'm just chary of gurus who play God, trendy high priests of whatever 
religious persuasion who set themselves up as having all the answers. 
Sellers of snake oil for the soul. There's a sense in which the charac

ter of Abbot Anselm in Sani J Fa!! also tries to play God. He is named 
after the famous medieval theologian St. Anselm, who had an argu
ment for the existence of God from the idea of perfection. It's this fatal 

obsession with perfection. If you're not perfect, you are nobody. It eas
ily leads to Puritanism and dualism. Absolute good versus every
thing else (the body, the other, sex, desire, women, imagination, etc.), 

now condemned as evil. It's the flip side of the postmodern tendency 
to relativize good and evil. And it's equally ruinous in my view. The 
relativist extreme was represented in the second novel, Walking at Sea 
Level by Klaus, advocate of the Carpocratian heresy, which claimed 
that the best way to absolute knowledge is to experiment with every 
form of crime, brutality, and perversion. The Nazis practiced aver

sion of this Gnostic doctrine, believing that cruelty and destruction are 
part of God. And one finds it in some odd passages in Hegel, and Jung 
too in An.Jwer to Job. The idea that we don't really know God until we 
experience God's "dark side." I am very cautious about that. It is a 

recipe for the worst kinds of theodicy, justifying the idea that the most 
egregious atrocities are part of God's design. Evil is necessary for good. 
By this account, there is no reason to say that anything is right or 
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wrong. Klaus is Klaus Stavrogan (Russian for "cross"), called after a 

character in Dostoyevsky's The Devi!J ~Dostoevsky's point being that 

even though his protagonist is revered as a savior, he is in fact a sadist, 

rapist, and child abuser. The question then arises: How can God exist 

if there are innocent children being tortured? That is one of the key 

dilemmas I am revisiting in my fiction. In short, what I am saying is 

that the purist dualism of good and evil (Anselm) can be as damag

ing to the soul as the relativist equation of both (Klaus). Absolutism is 

as bad for your health as amoralism. And what I am suggesting, in my 

novels and philosophical works, is that we need an aesthetic imagi

nation and an ethical imagination. Any poetics of imagining worthy of 

its name needs these two aspects ~an aesthetic imagination to keep 

our minds open to ever new possibilities and perspectives and an 

ethical imagination to remind us that, no matter how innovative and 

daring our dreams may be, we are always, in the first and last analy

sis, responsible towards others. We need both. 

Recorded in University College Dublin in 2000; edited and updated in September 
2003. 
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Appendix 
Philotiophy ~ Dialogue 

For speculation turns not to itself 

Till it hath travell'd, and is mirror'd there 

Where it may see itself 

[Shakespeare, Troifw anr) Cru1ir)a, Act III, Scene III] 

The logical order of clear and distinct ideas presupposes a "saying" 
(Sprechen) which involves one in a historical community of speakers. 
Our being-in-the-world is revealed historically in and through lan
guage as a dialogical being-in-the-world-with-others. 

Holderlin states this primacy of dialogical, saying in the following 
lines of an unfinished poem: 

Viel hat erfahren der Mensch ... 

Seit ein Gesprich wit sind 

U nd horen konnen voneinander 

(Much has man experienced ... 

Since we are a dialogue 

And can listen to one another) 

Heidegger offers a gloss on these lines in a passage from his Conunen
tarie.:J on HolJerLin d Poetry: 

The being of man is grounded in language; but this really happens 
only in dialogue (that is, in speaking and hearing) .... From the 

327 



time man places himself in the presence of something enduring, only 

from then can he expose himself to the changeable, the coming and 

the going .... We have been a dialogue since the time that 'time 

is.' Since time has arisen and has been brought to standing, since 

then we have been historical. Both~ being-in-dialogue and being

historical ~are equally old, belong together, and are the same. 1 

Inheriting and developing this hermeneutic model of dialogue, Gadamer 

and Ricceur point out that human consciousness can never know itself 

in terms of an intuitive immediacy (as Descartes or the early Husserl 

believed). Consciousness must undergo a hermeneutic detour in which 

it comes to know itself through the mediation of signs, symbols, and 

texts. In other words, consciousness cannot intuit (arL:Jchauen) its mean

ing in and from itself, but must interpret (hermeneaein) itself by enter

ing into dialogue with the texts of historical community or tradition to 

which it belongs (zahoren). 

History, as the communal becoming and preservation of meaning, is 

a dialogue precisely because I cannot live by my own subjectivity alone. 

I derive my meaning through my relationship with the other (be it the 

individual, communal, or ontological other). To say, accordingly, that 

truth is dialogue does not necessitate a return to the romantic model, 

advanced by [Friedrich] Schleiermacher and others, which construes 

dialogue in terms of a perfect intersubjective correspondence between 

one speaker and another. On the contrary, the dialogical model vari

ously developed by Heidegger, Gadamer, Ricceur, and Levinas insists 

that meaning always originates in some source other than the intu

itive immediacies of subjectivity or even intersubjectivity. Meaning 

always remains irreducible to the immediacy of speaking subjects coex

isting in a homogeneous time or space. The romantic model of dialogue 

as a mutually intuitive correspondence between two human presences 

is no more than one possible and derived expression of the more fun

damental model of a "hermeneutic circle" in which meaning always 

remains prior to the contemporaneous copresence of subjectivities. We 

do not and cannot miraculously create meaning out of ourselves. We 

inherit meaning from others who have thought, spoken, or written before 

us. And wherever possible, we recreate this meaning according to our 

own projects and interpretations. But we are always obliged to listen 
to (hb'ren) what has already been spoken, in other times and places, 

before we can in turn speak for ourselves in the here and now. 

This is a crucial distinction, particularly as it pertains to the dialogues 

contained in this book. We are concerned here with "dialogue" in the 
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sense of a spoken communication between two subjects, recorded 

and inscribed as a written text. This passage from .ipeakin.9 to writin,9, is 

vitally important. When a discourse passes from speaking to writing, 
the entire set of coordinates in the dialogue ~.Juhject, word, and world~ 

undergo a significant change. What is involved is more than a mere 

external fixation of the spoken words which would preserve them from 

temporal obliteration. The inscription of a dialogue in writing grants 

the text an autonomy with respect to the subjective intentions of the 

authors. Otherwise stated, textual meaning, even in the case of a writ

ten conversation, can no longer be deemed to coincide completely with 

the original intentions of the speakers. While it presupposes and expresses 
these intentions, it also manages to exceed them. Once committed to 

writing, the meaning of the speakers is distanced or "distanciated" in 

some fundamental respect. And in the process, the text transcends 

the finite intentional horizons of the two interlocutors and opens up 

new horizons of meaning~the possible worlds of the text which lend 

themselves to the multiplicity of the reader's own interpretations. We 

thus discover that the original overlapping of the two speakers' hori

zons (Horizontver.JctJ1nelzun.92), is subjected to the additional overlapping 

of these same horizons with the reader's own infinitely extending hori

zons. Put in another way, the speakers' original intentions are doubly 

distanced in the textual process of inscription and reading. 

The written dialogue is in itself an open invitation to the reader to 

fill in the gaps between the original speakers' words. It summons the 

reader to recreate and reinterpret the authors' original meanings accord

ing to his or her own hermeneutic and experiential presuppositions. 

In this sense, we might say that once the reader has entered the dia

logue, it becomes a dialogue that never ends. Laurence Sterne expressed 

this point succinctly, albeit mischievously, when he addressed his read

ers in Trutranz Shandy: 

Writing when properly managed ... is but a different name for 

conversation: as no one, who knows what he is about in good 

company, would venture to think all~ so no author, who under

stands the just boundaries of decorum and good breeding, would 

presume to think all: The truest respect which you can pay your 
readers' understanding, is to halve this matter amicably, and leave 

him something to imagine, in his turn, as well as yourself. 3 

Sterne offers here a fine blueprint for hermeneutic dialogue. I would 

only add that the reader will always have something to imagine or inter

pret, whether the author has the good grace to allow for it or not! The 
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imaginative reinterpretation of meaning is not a luxury of literary 

etiquette but a necessity of textual understanding. 

In contrast to the situation of spoken dialogue, limited by the par

ticular contextualization of a synchronic discourse between speaking 

subjects, the textualization of dialogue emancipates meaning from the 

strict intentions of the authors and creates a new audience which extends 

diachronically to anyone who can read. As Ricreur observes in Hermenea

tic..1 and the Hwnan Science.J, "An essential characteristic of a literary (i.e., 

written) work ... is that it transcends its own psychosociological con

ditions of production and thereby opens itself to an unlimited series of 

readings, themselves situated in a different sociocultural condition. In 

short, the text must be able, from the sociological as well as the psy

chological point of view, to "decontextualise" itself in such a way that 

it can be "recontextualized" in a new situation~as accomplished, pre

cisely, by the act of reading."4 Consequently, in the transition from the 

spoken to the written word, we find that the romantic model of dia

logue as a preestablished harmony of mutual subjectivities is quite inad

equate. The "textualized" dialogue reveals that language is never purely 

and simply our own (in the sense of a contemporaneous immediacy), 

but always involves the traces and anticipations of other language-users, 

existing in other places and in other times, past and future. 

If the hermeneutic potencies of the word undergo such alteration 

in the transcription of speech into text, what of the world about which 

the authors speak? All discourse, spoken or written, presupposes "some

one saying something to someone about something." The problem of 

reference can never be dispensed with altogether. But what happens 

to reference, we may ask, when spoken discourse becomes a text? In 

a written dialogue, the reference can no longer be limited to the spa

tio-temporal context of a "here and now," shared by the interlocutors 

of a spoken dialogue. All writing, fictional or otherwise, is in some 

degree a reinscription of an original context of experience, and to that 

extent it would seem to eliminate the question of reference. But the 

matter is not so simple. Written discourse certainly abolishes the fir.Jt

order reference to the actual world of experience "here and now," but this 

abolition serves in turn to open up a .Jecond-order reference to the possi

ble worlds proposed by the text. Ricreur aptly describes this shifting 

of referential order as follows: 

The unique referential dimension of the work (as written) ... 

raises, in my view, the most fundamental hermeneutical problem. 

If we can no longer define hermeneutics in terms of the search 
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for the psychological intentions of another person which are con

cealed behind the text, and if we do not want to reduce interpreta

tion to the dismantling of structures, then what remains to be 

interpreted? I shall say: to interpret is to explicate the type of 

being-in-the-world unfolded in front of the text .... For what 

must be interpreted in a text is a proposed world which I could 

inhabit and wherein I could project one of my own-most possi

bilities .... The world of the text is therefore not the world of 

everyday language. 5 

We may ask finally what becomes of the subject (that is, the author or 

the reader) in the transition of both word and wor[J from speech to writ

ing? Each reader of these dialogues will be attempting to reappropri

ate in some dialectical way the authors' words and worlds expropriated 

by the very process of textual inscription. Because, however, writing is 

not some reversible process of first-order referential correspondence, 

the hermeneutic reappropriation (Aneignung) of the reader can never 

claim to achieve an exact correlation (temporal or intellectual) with the 

intentional reference of the author. In other words, when one enters 

into genuine dialogue with these texts, one in principle experiences some 

change in one's own understanding of oneself and one's world. 

We might speak accordingly of the reading process as a "metamor

phosis of the ego," which requires a process of distanciation in the rela

tion of the reader's self to itself. The reader's self-understanding must 

be seen as a disappropriation quite as much as an appropriation. And 
this calls for a dialectical realignment of hermeneutics with critical the

ory: "A critique of the illusions of the subject, can and must be incor

porated into self-understanding .... We can no longer oppose hermeneu

tics and the critique of ideology. The critique of ideology is the necessary 

detour which self-understanding must take, if the latter is to be formed 

by the matter of the text and not by the prejudices of the reader. "6 This 

is the decisive juncture at which Ricreur's hermeneutic analysis over

laps with the ethical critique of Levinas, the deconstructive analysis of 

Derrida, and the Marxist-Freudian critique of Marcuse and the Frank

furt school. While the subject-readers undergo a certain transforma

tion in the reading of these dialogues, so too do the subject-interlocu

tors who have authored them. For example, my own self-understanding 

as a dialogical questioner (conditioned by my particular set of cultural, 

national, religious, philosophical, and affective discourses) has had 

to submit itself to a metamorphosis in the exchange of question-and

answer with the thinkers featured here (each with his/her own specific 
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discourses). And it is probable that these thinkers themselves have 

undergone a certain transformation of their respective self-understand

ing~even if this entails no more than an alternative reformulation of 

their previously formulated rvordd and rvor!dd. In short, these texts of 

dialogue bespeak the transmigration of each author into new horizons 

of poMible meaning, horizons which remain open in turn to the poddi
ble reinterpretations of each reader. 
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116, 121, 128-29, 139-40, 148, 
233-34, 236, 260, 302-3; historical 
meaning of: 129; Judeo-Christian
Islamic monotheism and, 8-9, 235; 
Kearney on, 232-37, 244, 254-56, 
258-60,284-85, 298,302,304; Lev
inas on, 69, 81, 232; messianic opti
mism ot 95; tripartate ideology and, 
60 

Judea-Christian-Islamic monotheism, 
8-9 

Judea-Christian tradition: eschatology, 
115; Greek/Latin climate ot 116; 
Greek philosophy and, 70-71, 72, 
116, 121, 128-29, 139-40, 148, 
233-34,236,260,302-303;Lyotard 
on, 194-95; monotheism, 59-60; nar
rative tradition in, 103; revelation, 
16, 17-18, 20; theology, 18, 31, 
170-71. SeealJO Christianity 

Jung, Carl, 291, 301, 311, 324 
Justice: eschatological, 133-34; Jesus 

and, 132; Kearney on, 240, 243, 252, 
254-55, 300; love and, 13, 254-55, 
300; Lyotard on, 194-95, 200-202, 
204 

Kafka, Franz, 93, 204 
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Kalinov, Lawrence, 283 
Kant, Immanuel, 44, 65, 137, 144, 220; 

abstract universalism of: 43; on 
beauty, 95; democracy and, 112; 
EMay on Per,wnal Peace by, 222; Foun

datt~m,1 of the !YfetaphydtD:I of kforal" by, 
1185; German language and, 169; 
Kearney on, 231, 233, 238, 239, 
262-66,281,285,307; 
lectures/teaching ot 188-89; 
Lyotard on, 198, 199, 200; on revela
tion, 20; theory of rights by, 41; ver
nuft concept of, 87, 97 

Kavanagh, Liam, Villanova colloquy 
with, 231-48 

Kazanzakis, Nikos, The Ladt Temptatum 

of Chri.;t by, 277 
Kearney, Richard: on Abraham, 300, 

304; on atheism, 235, 239, 258-59; 
Athens colloquy with, 246-52; 
Boston colloquy with, 284-304; on 
Caputo, 235, 240, 241-42, 257, 286, 
295-96, 298, 299, 304; on Catholic 
Church, 316, 321, 322; on Chomsky, 
278-79, 281-83; on Christianity, 
233-38, 242-44,252, 254-56, 
258-60, 284-304, 306-7, 316, 
321-24; on cult of traumatism, 240; 
on Derrida, 233-36, 240, 242, 248, 
252,253,257,260,261,262,267, 
270, 273-74, 282-83, 286,287, 
296-99, 302-304, 331; on Derrida v. 
Marion, 284-88, 295-96; on desire, 
287-88, 294, 297, 307, 308; on dia
critical hermeneutics, 231-45, 283, 
298; Dublin colloquy with, 305-25; 
on Eckhart, 238, 288, 289, 303, 312, 
313, 314; on Enlightenment, 231-32, 
233, 243, 246, 254, 296; on eschatol
ogy, 292-93; fiction/poetry of, 
261-62,302,309,312,314,319-20, 
322, 323, 324-25; on Foucault, 
248-50, 274; on Gadamer, 246, 251, 
255,298,328;onGod,233-35, 
237-41,243-45,253-60,284-304, 
306-307,313-14,316,321-22, 
324-25; The Gor) Who !tf ay Be by, 11, 
13, 15,22-23, 36-37,42, 232, 233, 



237,253,254,255-56,286,291, 
295-96, 307, 321; on Habermas, 238; 
Hallifax colloquy with, 253-60; on 
Hegel, 246--47, 251, 286, 291, 301, 
307, 309, 324; on Heidegger, 231-32, 
242,251,253,257,258,259-60,261, 
264,282-83,285,286,298,313, 328; 
on hermeneutics of religion, 232--45, 
253-60, 254, 256, 257; on himself~ 
305-18; on Husserl, 231, 239, 263, 
265, 284-85; on imagination, 
261-83,263,266,267,298,308, 
316-17, 320, 325; on influences, 
261-62, 305-308; on Ireland, 
310-11, 314-15, 319,320-21, 
322-23; on Jesus, 235-36; on 
Judaism, 232-37, 244, 254-56, 
258-60,284-85,298,302,304;on 
justice, 240, 243, 252, 254-55, 300; 
on Kant, 231, 233, 238, 239, 262-66, 
281, 285, 307; on Levinas, 232, 
236-37, 238, 247, 252, 253, 258, 260, 
262,265, 274, 282-83,288, 300, 307, 
308, 328, 331; on media culture, 
268-83; on Merleau-Ponty, 266-68, 
276, 282, 283, 285, 322; on messian
ism, 234-35, 239, 284, 291, 292, 297, 
304; IY!yth and Terror by, 120; on 
"negation of negation," 264-66; on 
ontology, 251; on philosophy, 
308-309, 310; on philosophy and lit
erature, 260-61, 307; on philosophy 
and politics, 307, 308, 314-15; on 
philosophy and religion, 231-33, 
245, 307, 315-16; on philosophy as 
dialogue, 327-32; on philosophy as 
therapy, 306; on poetics/ethics, 
262-64; Poetic,1 of lma_qinin.tJ by, 264, 
316, 318; Poeticd of !Ylodemity by, 262; 
Poetic,1 of the P1M<11"hle by, 240, 253, 
254, 258, 262, 293; on Ricoeur, 232, 
239,247--48,251,253,259-60, 
261-62,271,278,307,308,314, 328, 
330-31; on Rorty, 238, 239--40; 
Sam:1 Fa!! by, 319, 320, 324; on 
Sartre, 241, 247, 261, 264-68, 306, 
318; self and, 246-52, 268; Stony 
Brook colloquy with, 261-83; On 

Storie,1 by, 7, 33-37, 250; Strat~qer,1, 
Gor),1 anr) !YlonAerd by, 13, 247, 250, 
253,255,256,258,298,318,321;0n 
Vattimo, 237-38; Villanova colloquy 
with, 231--45; Wtike of lmaginat£mz by, 
275, 316, 318; Wa!kir~q at Sea Leve! 
by,302, 320,323,324 

Keller, Catherine, 286 
Kemp, Peter, 247 
Kh1)ra, 296, 299; Derrida on, 12-14; 

desire and, 26-27 
Kierkegaard, Soren Aabye, 83, 180, 

199,247,262,300,313,323-24 
Knowledge: absolute, 108; desire v., 

24-25; phenomenology of~ 68 
Kojeve, Alexandre, 247 
Kosselek, Reinhart, 48; Hutory of the 

Concept of Hi1tory by, 112 
Kristeva, Julia, 29, 103, 159-66, 311; 

on Catholic Church, 162; on Chris
tianity, 162, 163, 164; on cosmopoli
tanism, 159, 161, 162, 163; on death 
wish, 165-66; on Enlightenment, 
159, 163-64, 165;onEuropeaniden
tity, 159-62, 163; on God, 164, 166; 
on Marxism, 162, 165-66; on nation
alism, 160, 161-62, 165-66; The OLJ 
Man and the Wt1Lvea by, 161; on pain, 
307, 308; on psychoanalysis, 164-65, 
308; on religion, 163-64, 166; on sin
gularity, 162-65; on violence, 
165-66 

Kubrick, Stanley, 279 

Lacan,Jacques,26,311,314, 318 
Language: Americanization of, 214; 

Derrida on, 142--43, 147, 154-56; as 
difference, 142--43, 155-56; Eco on, 
225-28; English, in United States, 
227; ethical, 79-80; French, 213-14; 
Gadamer on, 169, 172-73, 181-82; 
German, 169; God and, 226, 227; 
Greek, 127, 169, 172; hermeneutics 
of, 106-107, 110, 113-14, 124, 
181-82; Latin, 127, 169, 172, 
213-14; lingua franc and, 213-14; 
national, 210, 213-14; philosophy as 
question of~ 70-71, 72; politics and, 
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110-17; reliance of psychoanalysis 
on, 52; Ricoeur on, 99-117, 124-25; 
science and, 73, 147; Steiner on, 210, 
213-14; transitive, 127; universal, 
225-27; utopianism and, 110-16; 
against violence, 52 

Lanzmann, Claude, Shoah by, 34 
The LaA Temptatian 4 Chn:1t (Kazanza

kis), 277 
Latin America, liberation theology ot 

111-12 
Latin language, 127, 169, 172; lingua 

franc of, 213-14 
Law, hermeneutics and, 171-72 
Lectured on !Jeo&1gy and Utopia (Ricoeur), 

48 
Lefort, Claude, 115, 192 
Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm von, 43, 45, 

109,242 
Lenin, Vladimir, 91, 92 
Levinas, Emmanuel, 65-84; on Being, 

71, 76, 77-78, 80; on Bergson, 
65-66; Derrida, on, 139-40, 149; En 
Jecovrant lexiAence avec Hwderl et Hei
Je_q_qer [D1:1cMerin_q Exi,;tence with 
Hadder/] by, 67; on eschatology, 7 4, 
81; on ethics, 44, 72-84; on Heideg
ge0 65-68, 70-73, 77, 84; on 
Husserl, 66-68, 77; on influences, 
65-66; on Judaism, 69, 81, 232; 
Kearney on, 232, 236-37, 238, 247, 
252, 253, 258, 260, 262, 265, 274, 
282-83,288, 300, 307, 308,328, 331; 
on Marxism, 83-84; on Merleau
Ponty, 68; on othet; 28, 69, 72, 75-76, 
77, 79, 81-82; on phenomenology, 
65, 66-69, 70, 77; philosophy of dif
ference of, 136; on Plato, 23, 24; reli
gion and, 69-71, 72, 74-76, 78, 
81-83; on thuaUJ, 79-80; on Sartre, 
68-69; on subjectivity, 77-79; The 
Theory of lntw:timz in Hwc1er!J Phenom
eno/,~qy by, 68; on time, 65, 72-73, 74, 
77; Totality mu) ln{t:nity by, 23; transi
tive language of: 127 

Levi-Strauss, Claude, 265; Dumezi on, 
54-56; metaphysics of, 107; Ricoeur 
on, 101, 102, 107, 118 
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L'Evo!utimz crlatrice {Creat1:ve Evo!utt~m} 
(Bergson), 65 

Liberalism, 163 
Liberation: of reason, 88; theology, 

111-12; universal, 120-21 
Lihi,)o, 36 
Lichtenstein, Roy, 317 
"Lie, big," 41 
L'lmaginaire [Imaginatimz] (Sartre), 68 
Literature: African-American, 92; Der-

rida on, 144, 152, 153-56; Irish, 124, 
307; Jewish, 123; Kearney on, 
260-61, 307; literacy and, 207-9, 
211, 212-13; Lyotard on, 197, 
199-200; as narrative, 102, 103-104, 
105-106, 107-109; philosophy and, 
260-61, 307; rationalism and, 197 

Locke, John,30, 112, 162 
Logic: Aristotelian, 136; mathematical, 

136; of September 11, 317-18 
Logocentrism, 147-49, 179; deconstruc

tion of: 109, 258, 260; Derrida on, 
147-49, 260; of science, 147-49 

Love: Aphrodite as, 59; justice and, 13, 
254-55, 300; other in, 29; in Trinity, 
26 

Lukacs, Georg, 91 
Luther, Martin, 169, 171, 190 
Lynch, David, 276 
Lyotard, Jean-Franc,:ois, 136, 192-204, 

298, 304; on aesthetics, 199-200; on 
Arendt, 200-201; on community, 
197-98; on deconstruction, 201-202; 
on defeatism, 202-3; on Derrida, 
199, 201; on difference, 198, 
201-203; Enlightenment and, 194, 
195-96, 203; on ethics, 194, 
200-20l;onEurope, 197, 198;on 
Freud, 200, 201, 202; on future, 
203-204; on Habermas, 195-96; on 
influences, 192-93; on Judea-Chris
tian tradition, 194-95; on justice, 
194-95,200-202,204;onKant, 198, 
199, 200; on literature, 197, 
199-200; on Marxism, 192-93, 195; 
on Merleau-Ponty, 192; on narra
tive, 194-95; on "neoconservatism," 
195-96; on phenomenology, 192; on 



philosophy, 198-99; on politics, 
192-93, 194, 197-99,201-3;on 
postmodernism, 192-97, 202, 203--4; 
on role of intellectual, 196-97 

Mac Cabe, Colin, The &volutum of the 

Wim/by, 151 
McCana, Proinsias, 59 
Machiavelli, Niccolo, 39 
McLuhan, Marshall, 208 
Maimonides, Moses, 168, 176 
Mallarme, Stephane, 136, 141 
Malraux, Andre, 107 
Manolopoulos, Mark, Boston colloquy 

with, 284-304 
Manson, Charlie, 299-300 
Marcel, Gabriel, 69, 138, 239 
Marcuse, Herbert: on art/politics, 

85-98; on beauty, 93-95, 97; Counter

revolutimz atu) Revolt by, 87, 90, 91, 94; 
Er1M and Civiliuztimz by, 86, 94-95; An 

EMay on Liheratimz by, 94; influence 
of Heidegger on, 95-96; on Marx
ism, 85-94, 95, 331 

Marion, Jean-Luc, 257, 258, 297; v. 
Derrida, 284-88, 295-96; De ,1urcmlt 

[In Exce,1,1: Stuoted of Saturated Phe-

1wmena} by, 17; Etant Donne [Bein.q 

Given} by, 16-17; Goo Wt~thout Bein;tJ 

by, 17, 21; on hermeneutics of reve
lation, 15-32 

Maritain, Jacques, 138 
Marxism, 83-84, 126, 241; art and, 

85-94, 95; Breton on, 132-33, 137; 
capitalism and, 112; Christianity 
and, 132-33, 306; Frankfurt School 
and, 88, 114, 331; Hegel and, 
113-14; Kristeva on, 162, 165-66; 
Levinas on, 83-84; Lyotard on, 
192-93, 195; Marcuse and, 85-94, 
95, 331; Ricoeur, Paul, on, 100-101, 
111-13, 115-16 

Marx, Karl, 85-86, 90, 95, 137; Freud 
and, 95, 273; The German IrJeol1~qy by, 
105 

Mathematics: Gadamer on, 168-69; his
tory o( 17; logic, 136; relations, 128; 
zero question in, 131 

fl/latter atu) klenwry (Bergson), 50 
Matthew 10:9, 132 
Meaning, in world, 66-67 
Media culture, 268-83; philosophers in, 

282-83 
Mediation, hermeneutics of, 11 
Melancholy, mourning and, 35-36, 

41--42,318-19 
Melanchton, Philipp, 171 
La menwire, !'hidtoire, l~JtLb!i [klemory, Ht".J

tory, the Lap,1e of klenwry J (Ricoeur), 
35 

Memory, 240; authority's reliance on, 
37; future and, 109; history and, 
47-51; imagination and, 49-51, 266; 
loneliness of: 318; mourning and, 
35-37; of nation, 49; Pascal on, 50; 
recovered, 271; repressed, 313-14; 
Ricoeuron,47-52,220,221 

"Memory and Forgetting" (Ricoeur), 49 
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, 27; on Being, 

127; Kearney on, 266-68, 276, 282, 
283, 285, 322; Levinas on, 68; 
Lyotard on, 192; Ricoeur on, 104 

Messianism: eschatology and, 81, 150; 
Frankfurt School and, 95; God of, 5; 
indeterminacy o( 5; Judaism and, 
95; Kearney on, 234-35, 239, 284, 
291, 292, 297, 304 

La gfftaphore vive [The Rule of the 

kletaphor} (Ricoeur), 99, 105 
Metaphysics: Aristotelian, 23, 82; 

"Being as Being" in, 126, 128, 129, 
134; Christian, 260; deconstruction 
and, 31, 84; Derrida on, 142--43, 
148--49, 153-54; desire as "back
stage" of, 25; end of, 257; ethics and, 
79; Gadamer on, 171, 176, 178-79; 
God and, 302; Heidegger on, 65-66, 
70, 71; of Levi-Strauss, 107; post
metaphysical movements and, 23; of 
presence, 258; Ricoeur on, 42--43; 
Scholastic, 23; technology and, 66; 
theology and, 19-21, 31; will in, 26 

kletaphy,1ic.1 (Aristotle), 42, 43, 45, 128 
klichael Co!!in,1 (film), 280 
Michelet, Jules, 280 
Middle Ages, 224-25 
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Middle East. See Arab states 
Mill, John Stuart, 162 
Mimesis, 34, 35 
Modernity, Derrida on, 144 
Moliere, 213 
Montaigne, Michel de, 50, 204 
Montesquieu, Charles de, 114, 163, 220 
Moonlanding,282 
Morality, 80-81, 162, 185, 301-302 
Mounier, Emmanuel, 110, 138 
Mourning: melancholy tied to, 35-36, 

41-42, 318-19; memory and, 35-37 
"Mourning and Melancholia" (Freud), 

34-35,41,318-19 
Mummia, Abu Jamal, 241 
Music: African-American, 90; of Dylan, 

Bob, 91; rock, 87, 90; by Verdi, 93 
Muslim narratives, 298 
Mysticism: Christian, 132; forms of, 

303; mystical humanism and, 87; 
theology and, 23, 297; Wittgenstein 
on, 306 

klyth and Terror (Kearney), 120 
klythe et epople (Dumezi), 58 
Mythology: Celtic, 119, 124; compara-

tive, 54; demythologization and, 122; 
Dumezi on, 54, 56-59; of Fall, 123; 
Greek,56,58-59, 107-109, 121, 123; 
Hebraic, 121; Ricoeur on, 117 -25 

Mythos, 34 
lffythc1, DreamJ, !Tf ydteriec1 (Eliade), 

119-20 

The Name of the RiMe (Eco), 225 
Narrative: biblical, 108; Christian, 298; 

.tJrafl(), 194; hermeneutics and, 100, 
103, 110, 328; history and, 46-51, 
100-117; imagination, 298; in Ireland, 
46, 48-49; Jewish, 298; Judea-Chris
tian, 103; literature as, 102, 103-104, 
105-106, 107-109; little, 195; Lyotard 
on, 194-95; Muslim, 298; religious, 
238-45;Ricoeuron,33-37,46-52,90, 
99-110, 247, 328 

Nasser, Carnal Abdel, 69 
Nationalism: Irish v. British, 310; Kris

teva on, 160, 161-62, 165-66; 
Ricoeur on, 217-18 
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Nations, memory of, 49 
Nation-states, 39-41, 217-18 
NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organi-

zation), 10 
Natural Bom KdLerc1, 279-80, 281 
Nature, ethics v., 76 
Nazis: death camps of: 34, 50, 239, 

270-71; democracy's victory over, 
40; Gnostic doctrine at 324. See auo 
Hitler, Adolf 

Needs: biological, 57, 61; Jewish 
proverb on, 75-76 

"Negation of negation," 264-66 
N eoconservatism, 195-96 
Neoplatonism, 24, 126, 131-32, 138, 

268 
New Age religion, 257, 260, 299, 323, 

324 
New York Time,1, 27 4 
Nicomachean EthiN (Aristotle), 34-35, 

184 
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 141, 152, 178, 

262,271,273,306,308 
Nihilism, 154-55, 194, 237 
Nixon, Richard, 41 
Northern Ireland, 3, 120, 217, 272, 311 
N(}{weL Obc1ervatew; 69 
Nugent, Andrew, 306 

OcJy,Mey (Homer), 109 
01:koc1 (home), 38 
The OLJ fl/fan and the Wt1Lve,1 (Kristeva), 

161 
Old Testament, exclusivism in, 259 
O'Leary, Joseph, 253 
O'Murchadha, Felix, Hallifax colloquy 

with, 253-60 
Onec1e(f ad Another (Ricoeur), 42, 43-44, 

247 
On J1Mtlicatim1 (Boltanski), 38 
On Storie,1 (Kearney), 7, 33-37, 250 
Ontology: of action, 44-45; epistemol-

ogy and, 199-200; eschatology and, 
26, 27, 254; ethics and, 43-44, 
72-74, 76-78,84, 184,258; Greek 
philosophy and, 74, 76, 184, 258; 
Heidegger on, 43-44, 77, 84; Hel
lenic concept of, 129; Kearney on, 



251; other t~n, 75; of substance (Aris
totle's), 178, 183 

O'Reagan, Miceal, 311-12, 321 
Orwell, George, 89, 197 
OtherlothemeJJ: Derrida on, 7-8, 11-12, 

139-40, 148, 154; ethics and, 72, 
75-76, 79, 81-82; hermeneutics of 
revelation and, 18, 28-29, 32; Islam 
as, 7; Levinas on, 28, 69, 72, 75-76, 
77, 79, 81-82; in love, 29; in ontol
ogy, 75; self and, 75-76, 246-52; 
United States use of: 7-8, 11-12 

Paganism, 257-58; Celtic, 59, 60; in 
early Christianity, 59-60; Greek
German, 259 

Paine, Thomas, 309 
Pakistan, 3 
Palestine, 3, 6 
Pardons, 41 
Paris, as epitome of France, 206 
Partridge, Simon, 309-10 
Pascal, Blaise, 50 
Past: future of, 48, 103; grammar of, 49; 

political re-reading of, 100-101; two 
meanings of: 51 

Peace, 81-82 
Pearse, Padraig, 309 
Phallogocentrism, 152-53 
Phenomenology: of being able, 44, 45; 

of body, 322; of Breton, 126-27, 
130-31; comparative, 18-22, 
54-55; Derrida on, 14 l; eschatol
ogy and, 258-59; of existence, 100; 
Gadamer on, 168-69; of God, 15, 
254; of Heidegger, 15, 27, 65-66, 
67-68,95-96, 125, 129, 168-69, 
231-32; hermeneutics and, 15-18, 
21, 23, 27-29, 30, 31-32, 100, 
247-48; of Husserl, 15, 27, 66, 
67-68, 77, 104, 109, 125, 129-30, 
131, 168-69, 231, 284-85; of imagi
nation, 261, 263, 266, 267; on 
knowledge, 68; Levinas on, 65, 
66-69, 70, 77; Lyotard on, 192; of 
religion, 18-22, 258 

The Phe1wme1wft~qy of Internal Time Con
JcioudneJd (Husserl), 77 

Phenomenon, saturated: Augustine and, 
23, 25; Dante and, 25; four types of, 
16, 17; judging, 16-17; Marion on, 
15-32; temporality in, 32; theology 
and, 17-22 

Philosophers, media on, 282-83 
Phifo,f{)phi1:af lnveJtt;qatianJ (Wittgen

stein), 110 
Philosophy, 84, 308-309, 310; analytic, 

124-25; as a pruwi doctrine, 20; Breton 
on, 126, 135-38; Christian, 138, 189, 
190, 284; Derrida on, 145-46, 149-50, 
153; as dialogue, 327-32; of differ
ence, 136; ethical, 81; faith in, 258-59, 
260, 316; German, 66; Greek, 70-71, 
72, 74, 76, 116, 121, 128-29, 139-40, 
148, 167-71, 172-75, 184,233-34, 
236,258,260, 302-303;language 
question of, 70-71, 72; literature and, 
260-61, 307; Lyotard on, 198-99; 
phenomenology and modern, 66-67; 
poetry v., 135-36, 153; politics and, 
307, 308, 314-15; postmetaphysical 
movements in, 23; religion and, 
69-71,231-33,245,307,315-16; 
"seeing" in, 29; teaching of, 188-89; 
technology and, 65-66; tentativeness 
of: 27-28; as therapy, 306; "Value," 
188 

Phonocentrism, 176 
PhyJtcJ (Aristotle), 178 
Picasso, Pablo, 89, 93, 209 
Plato, 65, 144, 213; on desire, 26, 307; 

eroJ of: 26, 74; Gadamer on, 167, 
168, 174; Levinas on, 23, 24; Neo
platonism and, 24, 126, 131-32, 138, 
268; as ontotheology, 23; The &puMic 
by, 59, 148, 167; Sopht;ft by, 148; 
SympiMium by, 26 

Platonic idealism, 203 
Poetics: ethics and, 262-64; of imagina

tion, 127; theology and, 135 
Poetti:J (Aristotle), 34, 102 
Poetic,1 of lma_qinin_q (Kearney), 264, 316, 

318 
Poetic,1 of lf/lodemity (Kearney), 262 
Poett{:,1 of the PoJJtblc (Kearney), 240, 253, 

254,258,262,293 
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Poetry: of Kearney, Richard, 261, 309, 
312, 322; m.ythod at 130, 136; philos
ophy v., 135-36, 153 

Polemics, Christian, 258 
Politics: aesthetics and, 199-200; Der

rida on, 150-51, 153-56; ethics and, 
184-85, 194, 196, 200-202,237-38, 
272-73, 304; Gadamer on, 182-87; 
hermeneutics and, 113-14, 115-16, 
182-87; language and, 110-17; 
Lyotard on, 192-93, 194, 197-99, 
201-3; Marcuse on art and, 85-98; 
philosophy and, 307, 308, 314-15; 
re-reading of past as, 100-101; state, 
80-81; United States, 114; utopi
anism and, 110-16 

Po/it1:c,1 (Aristotle), 186 
Popular culture, 270 
Possibility/possible, 304, 332; Aristotle 

on, 44, 45; God and, 291-92, 
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