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Foreword

The first version of this essay was written in 1992. Peggy Kamuf trans-
lated it into English, and her translation was published the following year
in Paragraph, which had dedicated a special issue to Jean-Luc Nancy at the
time.' This international tribute clearly showed once again that the mea-
sure of an idea is often taken, first and last, “abroad,” in “foreign” countries.

What I wrote then stands as a modest, partial, and provisional intro-
duction to Nancy’s work. It was my intention to develop it or pursue it
elsewhere when the right time came. I have certainly not given up on thag
many new developments are the mark of this. But I must admit that I
have had to follow the motifs, at least, of my first attempts, as far as the
topical heart of the matter is concerned.

While the choice of the guiding thread, and especially of the original ti-
tle— Le toucher—seemed to impose itself, it never ceased to worry me. In
the grammatical form of the French phrase and its indecision—between
the noun zoucher and verb toucher, the definite article /e and personal pro-
noun Je—it is easy to recognize two indissociable gestures: if one analyzed
the way in which a great philosopher treated touch, how he handled this
profound question of the sense that is apparently the most superficial, the
question of the very surface itself, touching, was it not necessary also to
touch him, and thus touch someone, address oneself to him singularly, touch
someone in him, a stranger perhaps? Never to this degree have I felt how
enigmatic, how troubling idioms are in their necessity, in expressions such
as “touch to the heart,” “touch the heart,” whether their value is properly
literal or figurative, or sometimes both, beyond all decidability.

However, by thus privileging one perspective, let us even say one sense,

x



X Foreword

one of the senses, don’t we undertake to choose, to unfairly leave in the
shadows everything excluded by that one sense, indeed, by the senses in
general, in and of themselves? Don’t we risk losing sight of the measure of
the work we are claiming to open up?

The risk is all the greater in that this topical vein, barely visible at first,
perhaps hidden until then, has since been Nancy’s to mine; and he has
ceaselessly been expanding the reach of its influence, increasing the wealth
of its stratifications, and thus confirming its resources—at the risk (to me)
of venturing with this toward the unpredictable, or losing it there. Nancy’s
Le sens du monde (The Sense of the World ), for example, first published
shortly afterward during the same year, 1992, already bore witness to that,
and “Toucher” (“Touching”) became the title of one of its chapters. No
lucky vein, then: what I had proposed risked appearing not only dated (it
undeniably and purposely is) but also increasingly deficient, faltering, or
obsolete.

Unable today to transform the central topic of this essay and make it less
unworthy of Nancy’s thought, and particularly of the powerful books he
has published during the past few years,* I have contented myself here with
changes in the form of the text, interpolated passages—some of them ad-
mittedly long ones—and notes added retrospectively.

The age of this text is thus multifold. It sometimes skips several years
from one sentence to the next. And so, together with the reader, I could
have played at coloring in the strata of an archive.

To admit these risks and accept them without shame is not enough, of
course, to contain them.

In spite of all these shortcomings, if this attempt at interpretation,
among so many other possible ones, at least persuades others to read one
of the immense philosophic works of our time, this publication will not
have been altogether unjustified.

Jacques Derrida



Translator’s Preface

Two days after Jacques Derrida died, while this book was in production,
Jean-Luc Nancy published an article in the newspaper Libération titled
“Salut a toi, salut aux aveugles que nous devenons.” I thank Jean-Luc
Nancy for allowing it to be translated and published in this book.

I thank Peggy Kamuf, Jean-Luc Nancy (again and again), Helen Tartar,
Norris Pope, Werner Hamacher, Avital Ronell, Kim Lewis Brown, Amy
Jamgochian, Angie Michaelis, Mariana Raykov, Marc Froment-Meurice,
Kalliopi Nikolopoulou, Edward Batchelder, Lee Moore, Ludwig Reich-
hold, Brigitte Vanvincq (in memory), Sophie Bissonnette, Stephan Reich-
hold, Mila Reichhold, Alice Irizarry Froment-Meurice Reichhold, Eddy
Irizarry, Gil Mendez, Pascal Massie, Beate Schuh, Ronald Bruzina, Dieter
Lohmar, Alan Bostick, and David Dwiggins.

Peter Dreyer deserves my extensive gratitude for his editorial work on
this translation. His superb editing skills have contributed very signifi-
cantly to the final result.

I thank the staffs of the Hong Kong Public Library, the San Francisco
Public Library, the Nashville Public Library, and the Vanderbilt Univer-
sity libraries.
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ON TOUCHING—IJEAN-LUC NANCY







“When our eyes touch . ..”

Signing a Question— from Aristotle

One day, yes, one day, once upon a time, a terrific time, a time terrifically
addressed, with as much violence as tact at its fingertips, a certain question
took hold of me—as if it, or “she” [lz question], came of me, to me.

To tell the truth, “she” didn’t come to me—putting it that way is inac-
curate. “She” didn’t come to pay me a visit. In other words, “she” didn’t
alight to see me, as if | had invited “her.” No, as I said, “she” took hold of
me, “she” invaded me even before I had seen “her” coming: “she” touched
me before letting “herself” be seen. In this sense, yes, although there wasn’t
any visit paid to me, it really was—before any invitation—a visitation. A
genuine test of hospitality: to receive the other’s visitation just where there
has been no prior invitation, preceding “her,” the one arriving.

Now as soon as I have nicknamed “her”—“her,” let’s say, this question—
I may lose the right to say “one day” (“One day . . . a certain question took
hold of me,” or took me by surprise, or grabbed me) and thus to tell a story.

For the question just nicknamed was precisely one about the day, an en-
quiry on the subject of the day—the question of the day, if you will. By
right, “she” thus came to light before the light of day.

“She” saw the light of the day, one might say, a priori: “she” came the
evening before. A younger, earlier riser than the day, “she” henceforth has
to keep watch over it—and therefore over the phenomenon. “She” remains
prephenomenological, “she” does, unless we can say that “she” is trans-
phenomenal as well.

And I would have even lost the right to say, sensu stricto, that “she”
came to or from me—as if | assumed that a question come to me thus
came from me. This question could not happen to me except by being
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said as much as touched upon—Dby the other—Dbelonging first to the other,
come to me from the other, who was already addressing it to the other.

First, “she” beholds, and is beholden to, the other.

Here it is, transcribed: “When our eyes touch, is it day or is it night?”
[“Quand nos yeux se touchent, fait-il jour ou fait-il nuit?”]

I then tried to have it out with “her”—I mean to say with it, the said
question. I was determined to show a limitless patience, ready for the in-
finite, the time of experience itself: let’s see, can eyes manage to touch, first
of all, to press together like lips?

To which surface of the eye do lips compare? If two gazes look into each
other’s eyes, can one then say that they are touching? Are they coming
into contact—the one with the other? What is contact if it always inzer-
venes between x and x? A hidden, sealed, concealed, signed, squeezed, com-
pressed, and repressed interruption? Or the continual interruption of an
interruption, the negating upheaval of the interval, the death of berween?
If two gazes come into contact, the one with the other, the question will
always be whether they are stroking or striking each other—and where
the difference would lie. A benediction bordering on the very worst, as
always? Would a benediction be beneficent otherwise, without the threat-
ening possibility of some perversion?

Now, in the first place, this presupposes that these eyes see each other.

—These eyes or these gazes? Youre going from one to the other. For
two gazes, more than two eyes are often needed. And then there are eyes
that no longer see, and eyes that have never seen. Aren’t you also forget-
ting those living without any eyes? All the same, they don’t always live
without any light.

—Where we are—this night—seems even darker, then. Don’t we have
to make a choice between looking or exchanging glances or meeting gazes,
and seeing, very simply seeing? And first between seeing the seeing and
seeing the visible? For if our eyes see what is seeing rather than visible, if
they believe that theyare seeing a gaze rather than eyes, at least to that ex-
tent, to that extent as such, they are seeing nothing, then, nothing that
can be seen, nothing visible. Away from all visibility, they founder in the
night. They blind themselves so as to see a gaze; they avoid seeing the vis-
ibility of the other’s eyes so as to address themselves only to his or her
gaze, to his or her sight that is merely seeing, to his or her vision.

At this instant, here, is it daytime? And does this instant belong to
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time? To the time of the earth? To time tallied by this turning around the
earth known as the finite course of a sun? Is it a day? Is it night? Would
one have to make it night, make the night appear in order to see oneself
looking at the other or see oneself beheld by the other? In order to see the
other seeing us, that is, provided we'd no longer see the other’s eyes’ visi-
bility, then, but only their clairvoyance? Is that what night is, our firs
night—in the first sense, the strong sense of the word “night”? The first
for which wed need a taste to hear it, before seeing or touching?

—Let’s repeat this question; however, let’s displace it while taking note
of its straying deportment: “At this instant, then, is it daytime? Is it night?”

If one answered “night,” wouldn’t it then seem that the eyes blindly
touch, in the constancy of this contact and the consent of the interruption
holding them together?

But “she”—the one I nicknamed the question—objected to me, or I
myself objected to myself: “Unless this is precisely how they begin to hear
and understand each other.”

—But precisely, when my gaze meets yours, I see both your gaze and
your eyes, love in fascination—and your eyesare not only seeing but also
visible. And since they are visible (things or objects in the world) as much
as seeing (at the origin of the world), I could precisely touch them, with
my finger, lips or even eyes, lashes and lids, by approaching you—if T dared
come near to you in this way, if I one day dared.

— Insisting tirelessly, someone is still repeating: at the moment of touch-
ing your eyes with mine, like lips, is it daytime or are we already inhabiting
our night? Still and always our first night always? Is there still room, place,
space, or an interval, chora, for the day’s phenomenality and its diaphanous
visibility?

For, like an image in a pupil, everything can also turn itself around,
where it is not yet daylight, at the point where the origin of its possibility
is dawning. As long as you haven’t touched me with your eyes, as long as
you haven’t touched my eyes, like lips, you won’t be able to say “one day.”
Nor “adieu.” Hello, goodbye, so long, take care of yourself, I pray that one
dayyou’ll outlive me. But this prayer already shames me, as if [ were also
admitting that I'm afraid—afraid of being a survivor and bearing death.
Because, to admit to one last resignation, I expect the only chance of a
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reconciliation with death, I mean to say my own, from the good fortune
thus promised of no longer seeing those whom I have loved—Iike myself,
more than myself—die.

I barely dared sign such a question, not to mention its gloss (it comes
down to tact, tactility, the caress, the sublime, when what is most discreet
borders on the most indecent, unless it touches it), and for a moment I
thought of inventing a history or, in fact, since we have said goodbye to
history, of pretending to invent a true story.

This one: unlikely though it may seem, I thought I deciphered this
anonymous inscription on awall in Paris, as if it had journeyed there from
the shores of another language: “Quand nos yeux se touchent, fait-il jour
ou fait-il nuit?” (“When our eyes touch, is it day or is it night?”). It in-
spired me with the desire, pure and simple, to trot it out, to make it an
epigraph to what I had long wanted to write for Jean-Luc Nancy, the
greatest thinker about touching of all time, I tell myself.

—Of all time, really?

—Let’s put it differently, to avoid sounding pathetic and excessive, even
when speaking the truth—precisely for want of tact: not of all time, per-
haps, but ever since Aristotle suddenly hit on the manifold aporia of
touch (aporia, he said then, and aporéseie); ever since he, Aristotle, foresaw
all the obscurities of the tangible: touch isn’t clear, ouk estin endeélon, he
says furthermore; it’s adélon, inapparent, obscure, secret, nocturnal.

Let’s not put this off butsay it: it is often the case in Aristotle that the di-
aporetic exposition, or within the exposition the moment that is properly
diaporetic, is not necessarily a moment that can be passed or surpassed. By
definition, one is never through with aporias worthy of their name. They
wouldn’t be what they are—aporias—if one saw or touched their end,
even if there were any hope of being done with them. It is thus necessary
to treat them differently, and decide otherwise, where they couldn’t care
less about our decision, and to let go, leaving ourselves in their hands in
such a fashion, rather than any other, without any hope of stepping across
them, or coming out on top, on the bottom, or by sidestepping—and even
less by stepping back, or running to safety before them.

In Aristotle’s Peri psuches (On the Soul), what touches on touch always
comes down to the unit or unity of one sense and its appearing as such.' Yes,
it comes to, first, the unit of sense of the sense termed zouch; second, the
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unity of sense of the zangible; third, the unity of sense, berween the two, of
what refers touch to the tangible; fourth, the credit that we philosophers
may here bring to common opinion, to doxa, with regard to this sensible
unity of a sense.

Let’s start over as clearly as possible, then, and quote the texts that lead
onto the pathless path of these four obscure aporias:

1. “It is a problem [aporia),” Aristotle says, “whether touch is a single
sense or a group of senses. It is also a problem, what is the organ of touch;
is it or is it not the flesh (including what in certain animals is analogous
[substituted for “homologous”—Trans.] with flesh)? On the second view,
flesh is ‘the medium’ [to metaxu] of touch, the real organ being situated
farther inward” (Peri psuches 2.11.422b).

2. “Nevertheless we are unable clearly to detect [ouk estin endeélon] in the
case of touch [¢¢ haphe] what the single subject [hupokeimenon) is which
underlies the contrasted qualities and corresponds to sound in the case of

hearing” (ibid.).

3. “[Since] that through which the different movements [causing the
sensations for the senses other than touch—]J. D.] are transmitted is not
naturally attached to our bodies, the difference of the various sense-organs
is too plain to miss. But in the case of touch [epi de tés haphes] the obscu-
rity [adeélon) remains. . . . no living body could be constructed of air or wa-
ter; it must be something solid. . . . That they are manifold is clear when
we consider touching with the tongue [epi tés glortes haphe]” (ibid., 423a).

4. “The following problem might be raised [aporéseie ' antis. . .]. . ..
does the perception of all objects of sense take place in the same way, or
does it not, e.g., taste and touch requiring contact (as they are commonly
thought to do [kathaper nun dokei]), while all other senses perceive overa
distance? . . . we fancy [dokoumen] we can touch objects, nothing coming
in between us and them” (ibid., 423a-b).

Aristotle is going to exert himself in questioning this doxz and, to a cer-
tain extent, in calling it into question. But only to a certain extent, there
where what follows could take on the form of a “clear” thesis. Now, this
is not always the case; at times the clarity of a proposition conceals an-
other enigma. For example, though it is obvious or “clear” [délon] that,
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first, the “organ” of touch is “inward” or internal; second, flesh is but the
“medium” of touch; third, “touch has for its object both what is tangible
and what is intangible [tou haptou kai anaptou]’ (ibid., 424a), one keeps
asking oneself what “internal” signifies, as well as “medium” or “interme-
diary,” and above all what an “intangible” accessible to touch is—a still
touchable un-touchable.

How to touch upon the untouchable? Distributed among an indefinite
number of forms and figures, this question is precisely the obsession
haunting a thinking of touch—or thinking as the haunting of touch. We
can only touch on a surface, which is to say the skin or thin peel of a limit
(and the expressions “to touch at the limit,” “to touch the limit” irre-
sistibly come back as leitmotivs in many of Nancy’s texts that we shall
have to interpret). But by definition, limit, limit itself, seems deprived of a
body. Limit is not to be touched and does not touch itself; it does not let
itself be touched, and steals away at a touch, which either never attains it
or trespasses on it forever.

Let’s recall a few definitions, at least, without reconstituting the whole
apparatus of distinctions holding sway in Aristotle’s Peri psuches.

Let’s first recall that sense, the faculty of sensation—the tactile faculty,
for example—is only potential and not actual (ibid., 4172), with the in-
eluctable consequence that of itself, it does not sense itself; it does not
auto-affect itself without the motion of an exterior object. This is a far-
reaching thesis, and we shall keep taking its measure with regard to touch-
ing and “self-touching.”

Let’s also recall that feeling or sensing in general, even before its tactile
specification, already lends itself to being taken in two senses, potentially
and actually, and always to different degrees (ibid., 417a).

Let’s mostly recall that touch was already an exception in the definition
of sensible objects [espéces du sensible] (each being “in itself” or “acciden-
tally”; “proper” or “common”). Whereas each sense has its proper sensible
object [idion] (color for vision, sound for the sense of hearing, flavor for
the sense of taste), “Touch, indeed, discriminates more than one set of dif-
ferent qualities™: its object comprises several different qualities (ibid., 418a).
Let’s be content with this initial set of signposts by way of an epigraph.
Down to this day, these aporetic elements have not stopped spelling trou-
ble, if one can put it like that, in the history of this endless aporia; this will
be borne out at every step we take.

For, with this history of touch, we grope along no longer knowing how
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to set out or what to set forth, and above all no longer able to see through
any of it clearly. An epigraph out of breath from the word go, then, to
what I renounced trying to write, for a thousand reasons that will soon
become apparent. For, to admit the inadmissible, I shall have to content
myself with szoryelling, admitting to failure and renunciation.

Hypothesis: it's going to be a lengthy tale with mythological overtones
—“One day, once upon a time . . . ” Pruning, omitting, retelling, length-
ening, with little stories, with a succession of touches touched up again,
off on one tangent and then another, that’s how I'm going to sketch the
recollections of a short treatise dedicated to Jean-Luc Nancy that I have
long been dreaming of writing peri Peri psuchés, which is to say, around, on
the periphery, and on the subject of Peri psuchés— De anima—a murky,
baroque essay, overloaded with telltale stories (wanting to spell trouble),
an unimaginable scene that to a friend would resemble what has always
been my relation to incredible words like “soul,” “mind,” “spirit,” “body,”
“sense,” “world,” and other similar things.

How can one have spent one’s life with words as defining, indispens-
able, heavy and light, yet inexact, as those? With words of which one has
to admit that one has never understood anything? And to admit this while
discharging oneself of any true guilt in the matter? Is it my fault if these
words have never made any sense, I mean to say any exact sense—assured
or reassuring for me—and have never had any reliable value, no more
than the drawings deep in a prehistoric cave of which it would be insane
to claim one knows what they mean without knowing who signed them,
at some point, to whom they were dedicated, and so forth?

The difference is that I have never been able or dared to touch on these
drawings, even be it just to speak of them a little; whereas for the big bad
words I have just named (spirit, mind, soul, body, sense, sense as mean-
ing, the senses, the senses of the word “sense,” the world, etc.),? I dream
that one day some statistics will reveal to me how often I made use of
them publicly and failed to confess that I was not only unsure of their
exact meaning (and “being”! I was forgetting the name of being! Yet along
with touch, it is everywhere a question of “being,” of course, of beings, of
the present, of its presence and its presentation, its self-presentation), but
was fairly sure that this was the case with everybody—and increasingly
with those who read me or listen to me.

Now, we never give in to just “anything whatever”: rigor is de rigueur;
and, to speak like Nancy, so is exactitude. “Exactitude” (we'll come to it)
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is his word and Ais thing. He has reinvented, reawoken, and resuscitated
them. That in a way is perhaps my thesis. It is thus necessary to explain—
and that may be this book’s sole ambition—how Nancy understands the
word “exact” and what he intends by it. I believe this to be rather new—
like a resurrection. “Exact” is the probity of his signature.



PART |

This Is—of the Other







§1 Psyche

Around her, with such exact and cruel knowledge”

My narrative with its mythological overtones—One day, once upon a
time . . . —might thus revolve around an event, as it should, but an event
both virtual and current, more or less than real. Around something but
also somebody, a person or mask, a role, persona, a woman no doubt, and
both the thing and she would answer to the name Psyche.

Psyche: stake between Aristotle and Nancy, in and on the margin, in a
circumspect and circumferential approach to the soul such as Jean-Luc
Nancy’s “De 'dme” [On the Soul], corresponding and responding to, re-
plying to without naming it, Aristotle’s De anima (or Peri psuchés).

This is also a gift for Nancy, who, as we know, has written a “Psyche”—
a female Psyche [une Psyche], because Psyche figures there under a femi-
nine proper name, on a single page, first in Premiére livraison,' then in Le
poids d’une pensée [The Weight of a Thought],? and finally in Corpus?

The prime reference of Nancy’s “Psyche,” its point of departure, is al-
ways a sort of Freudian aphorism. A point of departure, but it’s as if
Nancy, the better to launch himself forward, stopped short one day, para-
lyzed by emotion, confronted with Freud’s sentence “Psyche ist aus-
gedehnt, weiss nichts davon” [Psyche is extended, knows nothing about
it]. He starts off, then beginsagain, more than once, compulsively, always
beginning by freezing, by gathering together his body, like a runner at the
starting block. Corpus reinstates Freud’s dictum more faithfully in the course
of one of the numerous revivals of the same meditation—tireless, aston-
ished, admiring—that this late note by Freud (for which he never gives
the reference) sparks in Nancy.* He quotes the last sentence in a note
comprising only four, four lines in all. Freud wrote it on a single sheet, on

II
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August 22, 1938, one year before his death. Nancy thus tirelessly quotes
the last sentence of a sick man’s penultimate note, which almost looks like
that of a dying man. Later on we shall read it zn extenso. Freud’s very last
note, the one that follows, comprising fewer than two lines, was written
on the same day. It terms “mystic,” or perhaps it defines in this way any-
thing “mystical,” the obscure self-perception of the realm outside the ego,
the id, unless it is, as the Standard Edition translates it, the realm outside
the I and the id: “Mysticism is the obscure self-perception of the realm
outside the ego, of the id” (Mystik die dunkle Selbstwahrnehmung des
Reiches ausserhalb des Ichs, des Es).’

Would these aphorisms interest us as much as they do if they were not
elliptical, and more than ever testamentary, as aphorisms almost always
appear to be? And above all, if like the Psyche of whom they speak and
whose extension they couch in words, they did not also keep silence, in
their very words, on a bed? On the extension of a deathbed? On an ex-
tension extended [une étendue étendue] on its deathbed?

In the three cases, in Nancy’s three texts, it all begins with what is ex-
tended, and more precisely with Psyche’s being extended. Psyche is ex-
tended, stretched out (ausgedebnt, étendue). In her essence, she is some
extension [de /étendue] (extensio). She is made extended, made of exten-
sion. She is the extension/extended—noun and attribute. To express in his
language something that would probably make Descartes spin in his grave,
extension is the essence, the substance or essential attribute, of the soul
that answers to the proper name Psyche.

Let us quote 7n extenso the first occurrence, the princeps—the first edi-
tion, as it were—in Premiére livraison.

Psyche

“Psyche ist ausgedehnt, weiss nichts davon,” reads a late [ posthume] note of
Freud’s. The psyche is extended, knows nothing about it. Everything thus
ends with this brief tune:

Psyche ist ausgedehnt, weiss nichts davon.

Psyche [Psyche] is extended, partes extra partes; she is nothing but a disper-
sion of indefinitely parceled-out locations in places that divide themselves and
never interpenetrate. No fitting inside anything, no overlap; everything is out-
side another outside—anyone can calculate their order and report on their re-
lations. Only Psyche knows nothing of this; for her, there are no relations be-
tween these places, these locations, these pieces of a plane.

Psyche is extended in the shade of a walnut tree, as the daylight fades. She
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lies at rest; the slight movements of sleep have half exposed her bosom. Flus-
tered and mischievous, all at once, Eros contemplates her. Psyche knows noth-
ing of this. Her sleep is so deep that it has even robbed her of any abandon in
her pose.

Psyche is extended in her coffin. Soon it is going to be shut. Among those
present, some are hiding their faces, others are keeping their eyes desperately
fixed on Psyche’s body. She knows nothing of this—and that is what everyone
knows around her, with such exact and cruel knowledge.

Thus the first apparition, in Premiére livraison: “extended,” Psyche “lies
at rest,” asleep or dead, as if dead, before Eros, who “contemplates” her.
Apparently without touching her.

Soon she is dead: “extended in her coffin. Soon it is going to be shut.”

Let us bear in mind the component ¢4z (“early, soon”) in this bientér
(“soon, soon enough”). What does td¢ mean? Before bientdt or aussitor
(“at once, all too soon”), what does ¢4t convey to us? This is one of the
strangest words—or rather [ p/utdt] alexical beehive—in our [French] lan-
guage. Precocity, promptitude, precipitation, haste, or imminence—bien-
£t seems to signify an advance, and we cannot be sure that it gives us time
for the future. 74t is said to be an adverb of time. It is, but it so little says
the time, it gives so little time—almost none—that one would think it is
gobbled up in advance by time’s other, which is to say, space: burned,
overtaken, parched, consumed by what is extended. And incidentally, in
the case of the last of the five sequences beginning with (twice) “Psyche ist
ausgedehnt” or (three times) “Psyche est étendue” (“Psyche is extended in
her cofhin. Soon [bientér] it is going to be shut”), it is too soon to read any
future into the bientdr that follows. “It is going” (“soon it is going to be
shut”) is a present tense first of all, grammatically speaking: “it is going”
[on va], “let’s go” [om y va], presently. What is going to happen then, what
won' be long in happening, what appears imminent, that indeed will no
longer happen to Psyche, who is already dead. For if something happens
presently that was already on the verge of happening, it’s the end. “Soon”
[bientot] neither allows nor leaves time. Here “soon” [£dz] would mean
death, even the end of a dead woman.

Look up its etymology, in fact: the usual sources most often refer to ab-
solute speed, to the instant, to the timeless time of a flame (fostus means
burned, and toasted, from zorreo, consumed by fire, or incinerated—in a
blazing immediacy that pulls out all the stops; and that is why one has ar-
rived all too soon, in a present not yet present but no longer a future); or
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less often, as Friedrich Diez’s etymology suggests, discrediting the former
etymology but finding itself discredited in its turn by Littré [Dictionnaire
de la langue francaise (1859—72)], the reference will be to totus and cito, that
is, with all speed. With quasi-infinite speed, without leaving any time for
motion.

In any case, that is what ¢d¢ means to say, whatever its etymology may
be—absolute speed going faster than time, precipitation that brings us to
the point of arrival before a finished sentence can finish anticipating, be-
fore anything has had time to happen. No sooner said, time is no longer
given. Nor left: too late. All at once it is too late. Doesn't Psyche also speak
to us posthumously of a certain belatedness?

Psyche’s co-appearance in these three works would call for an inter-
minable analysis. It is the same—threefold—DPsyche, a woman, and each
time there is a reminder, as Freud puts it, that she is extended (aus-
gedebnt). But each time (and three times the first sentence resonates in
French, “Psyche est étendue . . . ” [“Psyche is extended . . . ”]) the mise-
en-scene differs, as do the tableau and the implicit narrative.

Here, in Premiére livraison, is Psyche’s impassiveness, all extended: she is
not only extended, she is extension itself, the reclining one, woman laid
up on her bed, neither analysand nor lover, but almost a recumbent
statue, in the setting sun: “Psyche is extended in the shade of a walnut
tree, as the daylight fades.”

This impassiveness pertains neither only to the pure exteriority of her be-
ing nor only to the absolute outside where she maintains herself: “every-
thing is outside another outside,” Nancy says, plying the formula of a fold-
ing that has to be taken into account: the being outside another outside
forms the fold of the becoming-inside of the first outside, and so forth.
Hence, by reason of this folding, here are the interiority effects of a structure
made up of nothing but surfaces and outsides without insides. The super-
ficies of these surfaces, as noted earlier, are limits—exposed, as such, to a
touch that can only ever leave them intact, untouched and untouchable.

Psyche’s impassiveness does not only pertain to the exposition of her
being partes extra partes. It is not only from her disseminal divisibility
(“. .. places thatdivide themselves and never interpenetrate each other”),
an irreducible divisibility, that all the rest, it seems to me, will have to fol-
low. It is essentially, and for those very reasons, from a nonknowledge, her
own unknown, self-ignorance—the unconscious. Four times on this short
page—for this piece of writing covers less than a page—it is said that she
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knows nothing of this: “The psyche is extended, knows nothing about it.
Everything thus ends with this brief tune: ‘Psyche ist ausgedehnt, weiss
nichts davon.” . . . Only Psyche knows nothing of this. . . . Psyche knows
nothing of this. . . . She knows nothing of this—and that is what every-
one knows around her, with such exact and cruel knowledge.”

[f Psyche remains alone, it is first because she is alone in knowing noth-
ing of this. There again the meaning of the sentence bursts. Into bits, I
mean. Psyche is the only one who knows nothing (nothing of herself, of
her extension, of her recumbent being-extended); but further, by being
alone iz knowing nothing of this, she is also alone for not knowing any-
thing of this. She finds herself alone without knowing it; her solitude is
radical because she knows nothing, nothing of herself, of her extension, of
that which others know; she doesn’t know what they know and zhat they
know, that is, the content and the fact of their knowledge. On the subject
of herself. Indeed, she is the submissive subject (extended object), the sup-
port or subjectile of their knowledge but not of hers because on her own
she knows nothing of herself—on the subject of herself.

In other words, those around her, peripheral to her, who are not touch-
ing her while gazing at her all the same—they know something about her.
They know it and their knowledge is exact (one of Nancy’s master words,
which we'll come back to frequently: exactitude is this thinker’s thing, his
big deal—he thinks exactly something other than what one thinks in gen-
eral or ponders too easily under the word “exactitude,” and yet . . . ). They
know this with exact and cruel knowledge. “Exact” is not the last word,
just one of the last. What do they know? Is this “they” masculine or neu-
ter? Is Psyche only a feminine figure surrounded by men, and first exposed
to Eros? Perhaps “they,” “those present” know the very selfsame thing that
she doesn’t know, but know above all thar she doesn’t know, the very fact
that everything taking place is unknown to her: indeed, everything is tak-
ing place, that is to say, extends, “in places that divide themselves,” “be-
tween these places, these locations. . . . ” And thus “they” know that she
doesn’t know about herself that very thing which is to be known without
her knowing it, namely, that she is extended. They know her unconscious,
her being-unconscious, Psyche’s unconscious. They see her not seeing her-
self, that is to say, not seeing herself extended; they know her where she
neither knows herself nor knows herself to be seen.

But the vision of this extended body becomes almost intolerable to them.
She—she has no self-relation: she doesn’t see, hear, taste, or touch herself;
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in a word, she doesn’t feel herself. She lacks the sense of herself, which
amounts to saying that the sense is what she lacks. And no doubt sense. And
the insensate (as much as insensible) support of this subjectile that knows
nothing and sees nothing of itself becomes almost insupportable to them.

Can we imagine an extension that is untouchable? Imagining is neither
thinking nor knowing, to be sure, but it is in no way a complete absence of
thought or knowledge. Can one figure for oneself an untouchable extension,
if you will? It is difficult, except (as Descartes, Kant, and a few others would
have it) if an intelligible extension without a body is at issue, precisely there
where the understanding passes imagination and sensibility; and except
for some insensible sensible (Hegel, Marx, and so on). But inversely, is any
touching imaginable that might touch something not extended? And fur-
ther, to announce questions that will come back to us like boomerangs,
what is the way to organize together the following four concepts or phi-
losophemes: extension, partes extra partes, to touch, and to touch oneself?
Soon enough, in a combinatory play closing up around a vacant center,
their association and dissociation will compel us into a dizzying ambulation.
If commonsensically I can only touch some extended thing (what is termed
“body” and “material body”), it does not follow that every extension is
touchable (as I said a moment ago about intelligible extension); nor that
any extension is structured following the intrinsic exteriority, which is es-
sential, of partes extra partes. Certainly, the living body, for example, com-
prises some partes extra partes, but it also has a relation to itself that is often
thought no longer to be divisible in this way. Should I touch a living body,
should a living body touch itself, then there is no assurance that extension
is transcended—but there is even less assurance that the touching or self-
touching touches in the way of partes extra partes. Soon, blows or caresses
will force us to leave suspended any hasty conclusion on the subject at hand.

Among those present, some are hiding their faces, others are keeping their
eyes desperately fixed on Psyche’s body.

Psyche the untouchable, Psyche the intact: wholly corporeal, she has a
body, she isa body, but an intangible one. Yet she is not only untouchable
for others. She doesn't touch herself, since she is wholly extended partes ex-
tra partes. Those who are “present” w her refuse w see her or behold her
desperately, and if their “knowledge” is so “exact and cruel,” then it’s not
only because they know that she knows, sees, or touches nothing, not
even her own body or anything properly her own. It’s because this scene
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appears while a song of mourning resounds. Twice the “brief tune” res-
onates in German, for Psyche’s name is written in German, without an ac-
cent, and moreover this is a “late [ posthume] note of Freud’s™ “Psyche ist
ausgedehnt, weiss nichts davon.” This is about a passage, it is affer Psyche’s

death, and the scene rather looks like an entombment.

Psyche is extended in her coffin.

This incarnation, this incorporation of Psyche’s, a corporeal yet un-
touchable Psyche, is “posthumous.” It is telling us perhaps, whether or not
Nancy meant to say it, that Peri psuches (the title of Aristotle’s text that dom-
inates all our philosophical thinking about touch and every psych-ology
as a discourse on the life of the living) must be reread or rewritten in this
“posthumous” situation, in which Psyche must be regarded—if this is pos-
sible and if this death is not too unbearable—as an extension that is un-
touchable and from the outset intangible for herself. And those who bring
themselves to be “present” to Psyche—

Among those present, some are hiding their faces, others are keeping their
eyes desperately fixed on Psyche’s body. She knows nothing of this—and that
is what everyone knows around her, with such exact and cruel knowledge. I
am emphasizing around ber, of course.—]J. D.]

—take a stand around her, Peri psuches.

They are there subject to her. They now hold onto her subject. They hold
a session, a council, a conference on the subject of her. Just as they take up
the places @round this locus where nothing takes place but place, that is, ex-
tension, one can also sense that they take the place of—but of whom? Of
what? What does this metonymy announce? For whom and for what is it
in mourning, if every metonymy remains a sign of mourning?

(Metonymies are in mourning, at least, for a proper sense or name. And
we shall see that this book is also about the metonymies of touch. It started
out as an offering for Jean-Luc Nancy, for him alone, quite uniquely for
him, and by running the risk of publication, it is already exposing itself to
so many other metonymies. Hence the worrying in this unsteady gesture,
in its tonalities and affect.)

It remains that she, Psyche, is the subject. She remains the subject inas-
much as it is rest (“rests,” “lies”—reposing, lying, resting itself).” As for
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them, they are holding on, standing by her subject, not by her bedside [2
son chevet], as we might say, but at the edge of her being-extended, of her
cot, or her coffin. Knowing but one thing about her, which is that she
knows nothing of it, they watch her and seek, just as we do, to give thought
to the subject of the subject, and think about and around psyche (peri
psuches), and think about “touching” and what it means to say. But touch-
ing is what they are not doing, since they are thinking; and they are think-
ing—that is their postulate—that in order to think touching, this thinking
about touch must not touch. They are also asking themselves what this
(that is, touching) might see in seeing and have to do with it, a seeing that
some accept resolutely whereas others are “hiding their faces.” They are
asking themselves what touching might have to do with seeing and the
other senses.

But they already know that this thinking of touch, this thought of what
“touching” means, must touch on the untouchable. Aristotle’s Peri psuchés
had already insisted on this: both the tangible and the intangible are the
objects of touch (hé haphé tou haptou kai anaptou) (Peri psuchés 424a).
Once this incredible “truth” has been uttered, it will resonate down to the
twentieth century, even within discourses apparently utterly foreign to any
Aristotelianism, as we shall see.

How can this be? To ponder touching while touching on, or tampering
with, the untouchable—would this be the absolute injunction? Doesn’t
this injunction dictate the impossible? Does it pertain to a posthumous
history of Psyche or Peri psuchés? And does posthumous here signify that
Aristotle’s legacy, no matter how undeniable, is really dead? Or does it
mean that it is time to inherit it differently? What could this history of
touch have to do with inheritance?

In any case, it was time to start with a tableau of mourning, not mourn-
ing for someone, male or female, some determined living being, some sin-
gularity or other, but mourning life itself, and what in life is the very living
thing, the living spring, the breath of life. Psyche is also a common proper
name, designating the principle of life, breath, the soul, the animation of
the animal. That is why everything begins and must begin there. And it is
indeed there that Peri psuchés—so often translated in our tradition in Latin
as De anima—begins. This treatise begins by explaining to us, at the very
outset, what one is to begin with. For, if knowledge is among the most
beautiful and most dignified things, if knowing one thing is worth more
than knowing another by reason of its accuracy or by reason of the ad-
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mirable quality of its objects, then knowledge of the soul must properly be
entitled to the highest rank—this can be read at the beginning of Peri
psuches. Knowledge of the soul greatly serves the knowledge of all truth.
First, it serves the knowledge of nature because the soul is the principle
proper to living beings (esti gar hoion arché ton zoion) (Peri psuchés 402a).
Aristotle thus proposes to study, on the one hand, the traits “proper” to the
soul, the ones that define the essence or the substance (ousia) of the psyche,
and on the other hand, those traits pertaining to entire living beings. This
beginning of Peri psuchés assumes that the soul (psuché)—at least the soul
of the living being named man—can have self-knowledge. When one then
comes to the part of the soul that “thinks” and “knows,” one will deal with
the intellect that is separable and is “able to think itself” in its eternity or
immortality (ibid., 429b). Certainly, Aristotle’s psyche, like Nancy’s, is im-
passive (apathés), insensitive, and indifferent to suffering, within its noetic
and active principle, there where it thinks, thinks itself, and knows. But it
is also separable, and when it is severed—which is also the moment of
death, but here a death that doesn’t happen—it re-becomes “immortal and
eternal” (ibid., 430a).

It is appropriate, at this point, to recall what is evident: Aristotle’s Peri
psuchés is a treatise on the pure life of the living.

Now, Nancy’s Psyche sees herself treated as a dead woman.

This will have some consequences, both close and distant ones, for
psycho-logy, psycho-analysis—that goes without saying—but also for a
number of “modern” languages and our current discourses on the “living
body” (Lezb), whether the ear grasps it as “body proper” or the “flesh.” The
principle or drive to expropriation introduced there forthwith by death, the
other or time, is certainly hard to tolerate, but, as we shall see, it’s less re-
sistant to thought than what complicates an incarnation even more, which
is to say, the prosthesis, the metonymic substitute, the autoimmune pro-
cess, and technical survival.

The techné of bodies, ecotechnics, and the intrusion of L'intrus are, for
example, among the names that Nancy bestows on these.?



§ 2 Spacings

The Incommensurable, Syncope,
and Words Beginning with ex-’

May |, even before starting out again, be permitted the space and the
freedom of a long parenthesis here to announce, at some remove, a possi-
ble destination? It is justified precisely by the attention accorded to space,
or rather to spacing, the absolute condition of any extension and any parres
extra partes, as well as the condition of this strange Psyche. A further justi-
fication for the parenthesis is the link between the spacing motif and an
unusual thinking of freedom.

One of Nancy’s rare references to Aristotle is an even rarer one to Peri
psuches, in which he reminds us, without alluding to touch himself, that
“Aristotle’s psuché—a substance [in the sense of form] of a living body—
was united with the body like ‘wax and the shape given to it.””" And it is
also in these last pages of his Ego sum that Nancy first revisits (so to speak)
his own reference to Freud’s note.?

Indeed, this point is quite significant, and accordingly, no doubt, we shall
have to give sustained attention to it later on. Naturally, although the word
“touch” does not appear there, the stakes of his demonstration do touch on
what “touching” may mean. It deals with a subtle but firm distinction be-
tween orality and buccality, between os and bucca, the latter being more
“primitive” than the former. The mouth speaks but it does so among other
things. It can also breathe, eat, spit. It has “not always been speaking,” not
always been an oral agency: “the instant speaking begins, an unstable and
mobile opening forms. For a few instants, nothing is discernible; ego will
not say anything. All that ego does is open up this cavity” (Nancy, “Unum
quid,” p. 162). The mouth that can scream, the closed mouth at the breast,
thus opens up before the “oral stage.” The mouth attaches itself to the
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breast in an “identification more ancient than any identification with a
face,” the “mouth slightly open, detaching itself from the breast, in a first
smile, a first funny face, the future of which is thinking” (ibid.).

At this point, a footnote refers us to “Psyche” and to Freud’s “posthu-
mous” note. Now, although the mouth is touching (but let me stress once
again that then, in 1979, Nancy does not make use of the word “touch” in
this context and thematically),’ it is also detaching itself from the breast. It
interrupts the contact in order to speak-think, in a first opening, an initial
and original spacing: “And there, what comes to pass is that [the ego] spaces
itself out [ce qui 'y passe Cest qu'il 8’y espace]. ‘Spacing brings about the
free, the open, [the spacious,] for man’s settlement and dwelling’ (Heideg-
ger).* But man is that which spaces itself out and never dwells elsewhere,
perhaps, but in this spacing, in the areality of the mouth” (Nancy, “Unum
quid,” pp. 162-63).

At this moment, then, the point where he puts in place a concept of
areality that will organize a new logic of space (the logic of the ego’s “exte-
riority” as well: “spacing of places,” “distancing and strangeness that make
up place,” “tracings,” and so forth), we have just come across a guarded and
uneasy reference to Heidegger—almost an objection. It seems to me that
this sets up, ten years in advance, Nancy’s great problematic in Lexpérience
de la liberté (The Experience of Freedom).® This work will also be one of the
strongest to have it out with Heidegger, in a debate (Auseinandersetzung)
that is among the most necessary, that is to say, a debate that harries and
worries things so as to question them or call them into question, most
closely, efhciently, and effectively, in effect, indeed, starting from a compre-
hensive, understanding, patient, and tireless reading—a generous reading.

Generous? Yes, generous: this word is all the more compelling since a
certain “generosity of being” becomes the ultimate justification of his “ex-
perience of freedom.” This generosity is no longer simply the virtue of a
subject, or what Descartes might have grasped by this word. This gen-
erosity allows one to configure, and indissociably think together, the gif?
(or rather the offering), decision, spacing, and freedom:

It is a generosity of ezhos more than an ethic of generosity. . . . It gives free-
dom, or offers it. For the gift is never purely and simply given. . . . It is thus
kept [se garde]. . . . One must keep [ garder] the singular present in which the
gift as such is kepz [ gardé], that is, offered. . . . The offering is the inestimable
price of the gift. The generosity of being offers nothing other than existence,
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and the offering, as such, is kepz [ gardée] in freedom. All this means: a space is
offered whose spacing, each time, only takes place by way of a decision. But
there is no “the” Decision. There is, each time, my own (4 singular mine)—
yours [/a tienne], his or hers, ours. And this is the generosity of being. (Nancy,
Experience of Freedom, pp. 146—47; slightly modified—Trans.)’

I have emphasized the four occurrences of the verb garder [keep, guard,
keep guard, ward off—Trans.] that are essential in my eyes. They point at
the same time toward truth’s verity [veritas, Wahrbeit], which is a guard, as
the word indicates, and to economy. Must a gift be kept? In truth? Must
one keep or guard, as the text says? And is this keeping compatible with
the “withdrawal,” “retreat,” “holding back,” and “retaining,” which are also
in question? Questions.

And yet, when I reread this fundamental chapter, “Decision, Desert,
Offering,” followed by “Fragments,” with admiration (some will say, an-
other Cartesian word!); when I follow through, step by step, with grateful
recognition at every instant, I wonder. Doesn’t my timid, reticent concern
about the word “generosity” (it is the word I worry about and not neces-
sarily the concept at work in it) pertain to the very reserve that the conge-
nial motif and the good movement of “fraternity” always inspire in me? I
mean to say fraternity in the greatest tradition, certainly, and all its res-
torations, but still, in spite of the differences, in Levinas, Blanchot, and
others.® In this conclusion of The Experience of Freedom, incidentally, the
reference to fraternity is as insistent as it is cautious and awkward. While
Nancy is very conscious of what may appear to be “ridiculous” or suspect
in the French republican motto, and of what makes one “smile” in the
word “fraternity,” he nevertheless makes the suggestion that “thought”
should be given to fraternity in another way, to “fraternity in abandon-
ment, of abandonment” (Nancy, Experience of Freedom, p. 168). Briefly,
what embarrasses me in the word “generosity,” as in the word “fraternity,”
finally amounts to the same thing. In both cases, one acknowledges and
nods to some genealogy, some filiation, a principle having to do with
“birth,” whether or not it is “natural,” as it is often thought to be. Above
all, the word privileges some “virility.” Even if he is an orphan, a brother
is a son and therefore a man. In order to include the sister or woman or
daughter, one has to change words—generously—and then change the
word “generosity” itself while one is at it. Indeed, if one gives or offers be-
cause one is naturally, genially, congenitally, or ontologically generous, at
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birth; if it’s because one has to give or has something to give, because one
can give, thanks to a power, a force, or a capacity related to giving, to hav-
ing what it takes to give, with sovereign power; once giving is possible, or
there is a “generosity of being”; then does one offer, does one still give?
Here, like the gift, like spacing, “freedom” or “decision” perhaps presup-
poses the interruption of generosity as well as fraternity. To give, out of
generosity or because one can give (what one has) is no longer to give. Giv-
ing is possible only where it remains 7m-possible, and not even im-possible
as such? It here comes down to the impossibility of the “as such,” to the
fate of phenomenology as much as ontology.

Besides the insistence on keeping guard, a suspension of the constative
utterance as the enunciation of a thesis gives way to an address in the fa-
miliar form [tutoiement] (“yours [la tienne], his or hers [la sienne], ours,”
and so on) at the heart of Nancy’s demonstration will have been noted.
The indicative mood of the thesis is suspended, not abandoned; the ad-
dress is embedded in the analysis. But in the allocution, there is a certain
challenge, which will have some importance for us later on. This move-
ment does not proceed rhetorically. It of ten carries with it (and already re-
calls, with a change of scenes) an essential displacement in the gesture of
the thinking. To bring this point home, it helps (though it does not suf-
fice) to underscore to what degree philosophical discourse has excluded
(one might even say prohibited) this strophic turn of the apostrophe, as
well as “thou” and “you,” from Aristotle to Kant, from Descartes to Hegel
and to Heidegger. Even today, this prohibition extends to many others.
Exceptions—if any—are rare; we would learn much from their inventory.

“The free” [das Freie] is the motif (the “semantic root”) that Heidegger
keeps until the end, whereas he has left by the wayside the theme, at least,
of the essence of freedom. This leaves a gap, into which Nancy proceeds
with his original meditation on a freedom that is no longer a subject’s or
someone’s freedom (he says daringly: “In this sense, the stone is free”
[Nancy, Experience of Freedom, p. 159]). In many places, but more partic-
ularly in the chapter titled “The Space Left Free by Heidegger” (ibid., pp.
39ff.), Nancy directly or indirectly questions the paradox of this “free space”
that Heidegger maintains as a motif after he has let go of the motif of
“freedom.” Is it the space, or the place, in which it would be appropriate
to engage thoughe?

End of this long parenthesis.
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While Peri psuches is thus a treatise on the pure life of the living, it re-
currently accords to touch a status that sets it apart. Touch may well exist
apart from the other senses, but Aristotle stresses that without it, no other
sense would exist. As has been noted, all animals possess this sense, which
is also the sense of nutrition.

Why is it that, unlike ten years later, Nancy does not seem to have been
preoccupied with touch—at least not as a theme and by this name—at the
time when he wrote Psyche (1978) and Ego sum (1979), or even in briefly al-
luding specifically to the problem of life in Aristotle’s Peri psuches?

The major question, at the end of Ego sum as well as in Psyche, seems to
come together under the heading of one noun, namely, extension, and it is
an incredible extension, that of the soul or thought. Underscoring what
is paradoxical and unique, that is, incommensurable, in such an exten-
sion is at issue then. It seems that one can only touch an extended body
or some part of it, but not every extension is necessarily touchable. There
is an intelligible or pure, sensible extension, a nonempirical extension.

Psyche’s extension—that is, that of Psyche the character in Psyche—has
no measure in common with anything, and above all not with any other
extension. And yet, as the term indicates and demands, must “Psyche” not
share at least some trait with what one commonly terms “extension,” with
the everyday sense of extension? The conceptual passage, if one may say so,
in this argumentation between the extension of the body (which is easy for
common sense to apprehend, which is an essential attribute of the corpo-
real substance for Descartes and the eidetic component of any material
thing and any transcendent and tangible res for Husserl) and the extension
of the psyche or thinking (which is a paradoxical extension resisting intu-
ition, perception, and consciousness) is what exceeds any measure in them
both—and therefore exceeds common measure. That is their common in-
commensurability. This incommensurability—as incommensurability of
extension, as incommensurability between two ways of being extended,
two spaces or two spacings—goes through a thinking of place [lieu], as a
place or locus that is reduced neither to objective extension nor to objec-
tive space. This place must be spacing before it is space; it must open an
opening, as it were, an interval, which is to say an apparently incorporeal,
though not intelligible, extension—thus neither sensible nor intelligible.

The mouth would here be this place, this unique place: cavity, gaping
place, chasm, abyss, opening (these words are part of Nancy’s lexicon in
these pages); hole [trou], orifice (these additional words that do not appear,
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it seems, at least not here, might point toward other resources). As a unique
place, even before one distinguishes between bucca and os, the mouth would
thus be the common place of the incommensurables in question, that is,
body and soul (spirit or mind or thought), and so forth. “The incommen-
surable extension of thinking is the opening of the mouth” (Nancy, “Unum
quid,” p. 161).'°

Let us not forget the final demonstration that orients Ego sum (a work
that can be read both as a new meditation on fiction, fictitiousness, or fic-
tionality at work within the cogito [i.e., of Descartes]'' and as an experi-
ence, an experiment, and an abyssal “provocation” of what is called the
mouth): without the mouth, one cannot conceive of the union of the soul
and the body—of the “comme un seul tout” in the duc de Luynes’s trans-
lation (that is, “seemingly a single whole,” “a quasi-single whole,” or [in the
Haldane and Ross translation] “seem[ing] to compose with it one whole”),
of the “conjunctum et quasi permixtum,” or of the “quasi permixtio.”"?
Nancy will make this the obsessive motif of his book—in truth, of the very
ego sum itself—while to the “quasi,” to the fable of this quasi-fiction, he
will accord a decisive authority or a daunting pertinence.

Since I am playing at tracking down all the tropological uses of touch, all
the times Nancy resorts to it—this tactile metaphor or metonymy, which
some may find hackneyed and weakly invested—it may be appropriate
here to point out that, just as he lends all the requisite attention to the duc
de Luynes’s translation of the famous passage in Descartes’s Sixth Medita-
tion, notably when it transfers—and effaces—the quasi from “quasi per-
mixtum” to “unum quid,” yielding “comme un seul tout,”"? here Nancy
quasi-touches, if I can put it that way, the figure or trope (metaphor or
metonymy) of touch as if with a distracted, barely grazing hand:

As for the Latin text, it says:  am quasi-intermixed with my body, so that along
with it, I make up a certain unity—something like a “unum quid.” The dis-
placement [of guasi] does not touch on anything important, and it is in depen-
dence on guasi that the Latin unum quid is thought, if not [grammatically] con-
structed. Indeed, Descartes wrote this unum quid, and we shall, so to speak,
keep our eyes fixed on it. (Nancy, “Unum quid,” p. 133)

The emphasis on “touch” is mine. Here, “to touch” means to say to
tamper with, to change, to displace, to call into question; thus it is invari-
ably a setting in motion, a kinetic experience. I would further note that
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the metaphor of sight may not be more strictly appropriate here than the
metaphor of touch, yet it is only with respect to the “eyes fixed” that
Nancy considers that he can decently make a concession: “ . . . we shall, so
to speak, keep our eyes fixed on it.”

We are not through with this question, which is to say, with knowing
whether the “quasi” of the “quasi permixtio” of the soul and the body is
seen, or whether it is rather touched or lets itself be touched. As a close
game will play itself out between these orifices, that is, the mouth and the
eyes, these quasi-placeless places, these bordered openings, these girdled
spacings, that’s one of the reasons why we began with the scene of the kiss
on the mouth—or on the eyes, between single eyes only, making eyes, eye
to eye, eye on eye.

The common incommensurability (if this expression makes sense),
common to thinking and extension, this incommensurability of which
they partake and which will allow one to say that the psyche is extended,
comes down to the “quasi permixtio” of the union. What is it? The mix-
ing or the “quasi”—the “as if” of this mixing? Shall I be going too far my-
self in rendering or feigning to render the full value of the figure of the ex-
orbitant that impresses itself on Nancy when he describes the effects of the
incommensurable, an incommensurable that is absolutely unique, singu-
lar, and irreplaceable, all at the same time—and yet common to more
than one incommensurable, here to the soul and the body?

So let us read, let us see, and let us listen to the “exorbitant,” to exorbi-
tant thinking. We shall of ten be able to verify that Nancy is the thinker of
the exorbitant and exactitude at the same time, even if these two values seem
antagonistic, at times, to anyone in a hurry. If there is any antagonism,
then it is zense; it is that toward which Nancy’s exigency or his very ethics
tend. Exactitude is extreme exigency: let us term it an exorbitant exacti-
tude—his own, his signature—or rather, exactitude faithful to the excess
of the exorbitant. With the strictest probity, he goes to the exorbitant’s ap-
pointment [il se rend . . . au rendez-vous de I'exorbitant]. We recall that
the concept of the “ex-scribed” (a word that Nancy formed or coined) finds
itself increasingly inscribed at the heart and inmost core of this writing that
thinks: there remains a need to wonder about the body, the force, the com-
pulsive drive that sets this syllable ex in motion and keeps it alive. Of
course, we shall have to configure this syllable in accordance with a whole
thinking of ex-pulsion, ex-pression, outward ex-cretion—this thinking it-
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self conditions the “sense of the world”—and with the thinking of “excess”
that “inexorably” pushes outwardly, until it is throwing or jettisoning (eject-
ing, dejecting, objecting, abjecting) the ego’s subjectivity into exteriority.'*
The outline of this discourse adjoins certain propositions by Paul Valéry, in
“Bouche” [Mouth]," as well as Heidegger’s thinking on Geworfenbeit, on
an “opening in and through which 7 is indeed properly thrown” (Nancy,
“Unum quid,” pp. 162—63). Here Nancy underscores the trait, or more ex-
actly the traced outline or tracings, of this exteriorization of exteriority. Al-
ready, the movement in ex- is scored as a sort of writing, and the concept
of the ex-scribed in rehearsal, although it will only appear under this name
later on, to unsettle every phenomenology of touch:

The subject gives way in this abyssal chasm. But ego utters itself in it: ego ex-
teriorizes itself there, which does not signify that it carries to the outside the
visible face of an invisible interior. This literally signifies that ego makes or
mabkes itself exteriority, spacing of places, distancing and strangeness that make
up place, and thus space itself, first spatiality of the tracings of a veritable out-
line in which—as in no other—ego may come forth, trace itself out, and
think itself. (Nancy, “Unum quid,” p. 163)

As we shall note in a moment, it is in this reflexive fold (“trace itself
out,” “think 7self”) that the question of touch, of “self-touching,” has
taken up residence beforehand. And on the score of ex-, let me also refer
to the remarkable passage that draws away the “modern subject,” that is,
the Cartesian subject, from any faculty and any substantiality: “Cartesian
experience is the experience of sub without any stasis or stance. Up to the
end and without any reserve (experior), sub tests what it can be. Ego is the
proof of subex” (ibid., p. 158).

This comes down to (and goes without saying—but that will be said
later) another way of approaching ex-istence.

In the passage that I was preparing to quote, these last words in ex come
precisely to correspond with the logic and the topological setup of the ex-
orbitant, of the “inexorably” exorbitant:

There is no measure to expect here. The incommensurable is what makes pos-
sible the “quasi permixtio” of the union, making it a thinking that is incom-
mensurable itself, that is exorbitant in relation to thinking. In the “quasi per-
mixtio,” thinking is extended.

This may have been what Freud sensed when he wrote in a posthumous
note: “The psyche is extended, knows nothing about it.” Such a thought could
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come to Freud only because he was thinking against the Cartesian subject. But
this thought also “came” to Descartes, and in Descartes as in Freud, it inex-
orably tips over, falling outside, exceeding any psychoanalysis. (Nancy, “‘Unum
quid,” p. 161)'¢

Henceforth there are two questions, two beats in time at least, for the
same question.

First, how do two incommensurabilities—of psychical thinking and of
the body—unite in an extension that is itself incommensurable? At this
stage of the question, Nancy’s answer is original yet clear and developed,
and even insistent. It is contained in a single word (itself obscure and gap-
ing): mouth—embouchure of the mouth, originary spacing of a mouth
opening (izself') between the lips and at the other’s breasts. It may be nec-
essary here to distinguish between extension and spacing.

But secondly, as the question is generated a second time (that is, what
about touch in all this> How does this double extension touch or se/f-touch?
Is it opened by being touched/touching itself?), its answer still appears el-
liptical, virtual, and prethematic in Ego sum. That's my hypothesis, and I
would like to support it with a few quotations.

First again, therefore: the mouth’s answer to the first question is held
between a nonspeaking mouth (bucca, without the orality of os) and a
mouth that starts detaching itself from the breast and is ajar even before
the “oral stage.” Beating time, the opening of the mouth responds to the
lips moving—the other’s lips, the mother’s lips at birth, then mine, if I
may say so—always nearest to birth into the world, and from a mother, a
noun and name Nancy never pronounces. Isn’t birth into the world the
first ex-pulsion? The word “mother” does not appear, despite Nancy’s ob-
vious, explicit reference to her (at the time of birth and nursing), despite
his reference to the edges of the orifice, to the lips parting and opening the
passage for the newborn (the labia between the mother’s legs as well as the
infant’s lips in their first cry), despite his reference to the breasts parting
the nursling’s mouth. (Note the earlier reference to a silent photograph of
the stretched-out, extended mother [in “When Our Eyes Touch,” n. 2].)

Why? If it is the mother, in any case, who opens the bordering edges as
well as the lips of a mouth first described as an opening, then this happens
before any figure—not before any identification, but before any “identifi-
cation with a face,” as a later remark specifies.

It is the opening that incommensurabilizes—there where it [¢a] spaces
itself out. The mouth is a¢ the same time place and nonplace, it is the locus
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of a dis-location, the gaping place of the “quasi permixtio” between soul
and body, which is to say the incommensurable extension between them
and common to both, since the mouth—any mouth, before any orality—
opens an opening. More specifically, as a self-opening, it spaces itself out,

“opens (izself')” and “distends (izself )” (my emphasis):

The incommensurable extension of thinking is the opening of the mouth. The
mouth that opens (itself), forming “ego” (other lips had already opened to de-
liver into the world this “me,” when it gave a first cry), is the place or locus of
the union, inasmuch as this union opens (itse/f’) and distends (izself )—and
thus “unum quid” comes about. This place is not a place and yet it is not out
of place. Within place, in the extension of a face, it makes up a gaping nonplace,
a gaping noncase [la béance d’un non-lieu]. In this nonplace and noncase, fig-
ure (that is, extension, measure) and figurelessness (that is, thought without
measure) adjoin and distinguish themselves; they are adjoined through their
distinction. The locus of the uttering is formed by the internal dis-location of
this reunion. (Nancy, “Unum quid,” p. 161)

I don’t believe that the said opening of self (“opens [itself ] and distends
[izself ]”) signifies autonomy or auto-affection. The nonplace-noncase of
this place is also opened by the other. A/ at once auto-affected and hetero-
affected, uniting both affections like two lips, it lets itself be opened—
hence “thought without measure,” hence the incommensurable, hence that
which seemingly comes to pass, here, between Aristotle and Descartes.
Nancy goes on, making his only reference to Aristotle’s Peri psuches:

The psuché of the ancients was localized—whichever its bodily organ might
be. Aristotle’s psuché—a substance [in the sense of form] of a living body—
was united with the body like “wax and the shape given to it.” The Cartesian
soul (whose detailed study would furthermore show several traits carried over
from those traditions), as the soul of the one whose being it is to utter, takes
up this place-nonplace-noncase of the mouth opening and closing upon “ego
sum,” then opening and closing a second time at once, repeating, not re-
peating, “ego existo.” This double beat utters the subject; it utters itself as
subject.

But a mouth is neither a substance nor a figure. Bucca—a later, more triv-
ial term—is not os. (Nancy, “Unum quid,” pp. 161-62)

Here Nancy works on several figures, among several figures of the figure,
which is to say of a kind of fictionality and a kind of facticity of fingere.
Four figures of the figure, at least, belong to this semantic configuration:
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1. Figure as the form of extension: Nancy has just said: “figure (that is,
extension, measure) and figurelessness (that is, thought without measure)”;

2. Figure as fashion—way of fashioning, fashion of the making and do-

ing [ fagon de faire, fagon du fairel;
3. Figure as trope;
4. Figure as visage [ face] or face [visage].

These figures are inscribed within one another, as when the face be-
comes a metonymy for the mouth, for example: “But a mouth is neither
a substance nor a figure. Bucca—a later, more trivial term—is not os. Os,
oris, the mouth of orality, is the face itself taken as metonymy for this
mouth it surrounds, carries, and makes visible, the place through which
all kinds of substances pass, and first of all the airy substance of discourse”
(ibid., p. 162).

Similarly, the self-relation of a mouth that “opens (itself)” or “spaces it-
self out” draws the figure of the mouth before any figure as visage (orality)
and before any identification with a (maternal) face:

The Freudian child (I won't say the subject) is not initiated in an “oral stage.”
First of all he or she opens into a mouth, the open mouth of a scream, butalso
the closed mouth at the breast, with which it is attached in an identification
more ancient than any identification with a face—as well as the mouth slightly
open, detaching itself from the breast, in a first smile, a first funny face, the fu-
ture of which is thinking. The mouth is the opening of ego; ego is the opening
of the mouth. And there, what comes to pass is that it spaces itself out [ce gui
sy passe cest quil sy espace]. (ibid., p. 162)

Secondly. Nowhere in the analysis that we have just followed (in the last
pages of Ego sum and the reference to Freud’s “The psyche is extended,
knows nothing about it”), do we encounter any allusion to touch, at least
under this name, since all that the mouth does before orality, all that is
abundantly evoked here (eating, sucking, spitting, and so forth) is hardly
foreign to tactility. But the word “touching” is not mentioned and “self-
touching” even less. It further seems to me that this is the case throughout
this book, from beginning to end, despite its preoccupation with the
problem of sentir, “feeling,” “sensing,” and not just in the Cartesian sense
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of the word (see, e.g., ibid., p. 136). This is a decisive point, since Nancy
daringly (isn't it risky?) inscribes Descartes’s sentir and his “properly speak-
ing it is what is in me called feeling” under the heading of fiction:

. .. et[sic] certe videre videor—properly speaking it is what is in me called feel-
ing”: " proof that this feeling most proper, most properly speaking (evidence itself,
as opposed to any syllogism), resting on feint or consisting entirely of it, also im-
plies nothing but the fiction that lets it be established. More especially, it thus
implies nothing as to the real nature of the subject of this feeling; it thus implies
neither the “spirituality” nor the “corporeality” of this subject. (ibid., p. 136.)

So it may be. But, from Descartes’s point of view, can one say the same
of this “feeling oneself feel” [se sentir sentir], the target here, no doubt, of
the “properly” and the “most proper,” which I felt I had to emphasize?
Isn’t this the place where it all plays itself out? Isn’t it in this place of reap-
propriation that the simple, phenomenological dimension of “sensing,” of
“feeling that one feels,” of “feeling oneself feel,” spiritualizes or decorpo-
realizes experience? It follows that—at least for Descartes—pure feeling,
“feeling oneself feel,” would indeed be spiritual and not at all corporeal.
Mutatis mutandis, this would be the same for the analogous moment in
Husserl’s phenomenology.

And Nancy is thus not naming touch here. And yet—can it be in-
significant that once in this book (only once, if I am not mistaken), as if
distractedly or rhetorically, he seems to let escape a “touches itself” that
looks like one of those dead or hackneyed metaphors whose appearance I
have vowed, in a way, never to neglect here? It all leads one to think that
Nancy—here at least—does not attribute any decisive thematic or prob-
lematic importance to this. The expression appears only once; Nancy nei-
ther underscores nor analyzes it; he neither interrogates nor relaunches it
in any way. And yet—is it fortuitous that this “touches itself” should ap-
pear here regarding the “mouth,” whose “place,” spacing, locus without
locus, place without place, we have just considered? Is it fortuitous that
the subject of this “touches itself” is precisely the very subject itself, 7, but
a faceless 7, even a bodyless /, except for what is mouthlike in i?

Before we ask ourselves what happens then, let me quote an excerpt, at
least, from these pages and their ample, tight webbing, which one should
reconstitute each time (once and for all, let us here recall this duty, which
is as imperative as it is unworkable). Around a certain “I” that “touches it-
self” (or himself or herself) or “is touched” [ Je se touche . .. ], here is a
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“faceless mouth,” but also the words: “But that is still saying too much,”
which, with the next stroke [t74it], seem ready to retract each word—re-
tracting it either by effacing it or in order to neutralize its literality by dint
of tropes. And here again, it is the predicate open/closed that is decisive
overall (the “mouth” thus becomes that which, by opening, has “the look
or the shape of a mouth”):

Unum quid, a something that is neither-soul-nor-body, opens its mouth and
pronounces or conceives “ego sum.” But that is still saying too much. Unum
quid Aas no mouth that it could manipulate and open, any more than an in-
telligence that it could exercise to reflect upon itself. Yet something—unum
quid—opens (it thus has the look or the shape of a mouth) and this opening
is articulated (it thus has the look of a discourse, hence of thought), and this
articulated opening forms 7, in an extreme contraction.

At one blow, it forms #zself as [ in a convulsion; it experiences /; it thinks it-
self 1. I touches itself, is touched; it fixes itself, going—saying—1/ [faisant—
disant—je]. (ibid., p. 157)

Before carrying on with the reading of this passage and seeing the mo-
ment of auto-affection, the tactile figure of pure auto-affection, the “/self-
touches,” come forth, one must take note of #hree things at least:

1. “Extreme contraction”: it turns the articulated opening into an auto-
affection, a retraction into oneself, an economic self-gathering. This econ-
omy circumscribes the opening and forces it to determine itself and not
be just anything whatsoever or whosoever. The “I” owes as much to the
contract and the gathered stroke or #7ait of this contraction of oneself (with
oneself) as to the opening itself, that is, of what is called the mouth, here,
before the face. The word “contraction” is important. Shortly afterward,
the word “contracture” takes over. Between the occurrences of these two
words, this same movement is described as a “convulsion.” At the begin-
ning of this chapter devoted to unum quid, Nancy announces a “convul-
sion of Cartesian thought,” “Ais convulsion”—a convulsion that, “starting
with Descartes, philosophic thinking has refused to confront,” as “its own
convulsion,” he eventually concludes (ibid., pp. 131, 164).

The terms “spasm” and “syncope” are regularly associated with the word
“convulsion.” These words say what happens to the body and affects it,
but not necessarily as a disorder or disease or to signify disjunction or sim-
ple defeat of what then becomes unhinged, unjoined, but, on the contrary,
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where: “The question of the joint makes up the last question in Descartes:
it concerns the soul and the body adjoining” (ibid., p. 131). Then, in this
self-commotion resembling a (diastolic/systolic) heartbeat as much as a
syncope, a rhythmical violence concentrates. It is a gathering in an inter-
ruption, the cut that opens and shuts the mouth. Three years earlier, in
1976, Nancy had published Le discours de la syncope: 1. Logodaedalus.'® Un-
less one mobilizes this entire earlier work, one might find it somewhat dif-
ficult, it seems to me, to read what Nancy says here about the convulsive
contracture of the mouth that rouches itself when it “forms #zself as 1.”

3«

2. The discourse on the “contracture around the noise ‘I,” “ego,” or
even “0,” does not seem more artificial or forced than this entire themat-
ics involving the mouth. It suffices to keep in mind Descartes’s insistence
on pronunciation, on the ineluctable pronouncement of “Ego sum, ego
existo’—and on time, on this “each time” of the proffered utterance [ pro-
fération], which cannot be reduced to a merely enunciated utterance [éron-
ciation]. Words seem to be carried [ portée] by the mouth beyond their
mere discursive reach [portée]. Not only does Nancy place this passage of
the Second Meditation (in Latin) at the beginning of his book in an epi-
graph (“. .. denique statuendum sit hoc pronuntiatum. Ego sum, ego ex-
isto, quoties a me profertur, vel mente concipitur, necessario esse verum”),
he also proposes an explanatory translation for it, the whole pedagogical
signification of which is self-evident: the effective proffering of an utter-
ance [ profération; profertur] is what has to count the most (according to
Nancy, because his interpretation is special in this, and more canonical
readers will no doubt be tempted to resist it), and not the mere concep-
tion of something “in my mind” [dans mon esprit; mente concipitur], al-
though Descartes seems to have considered the latter equivalent to the
former (“quoties a me profertur, vel mente concipitur”). Nancy’s explana-
tory translation deliberately and massively throws any equivalence or sym-
metry off balance, it seems to me, and favors the proffering. He privileges
the proposition inasmuch as it comes forth outside of the mind and there
where Descartes, in a decision performed by another performative, might
want to confer upon it some philosophical status or legitimacy—as if con-
ception within the mind were a double or a copy, or in any case some-
thing dependent on the proffered uttering act [acte profératoire]. Here,
then, is Nancy’s eloquent translation, which speaks for itself: “ . . . finally,
one must rule, establish, decide, erect as a statue and found as a statute
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that this pronouncement, this pronounced utterance, this enunciated ut-
terance, [ am, [ exist, is necessarily true every time that I proffer and utter
it, propose and pronounce it, or that I conceive it in my mind, or that it
is conceived in my mind, or by my mind” (ibid., p. 5)."”

3. Finally, there is the passage to “7 self-touches” (which I shall quote in
a moment, at long last). It explains the genesis of the “I,” auto-affection in
its tactile figure (“7 touches itself . .. ”), addressing itself to zoz, “you,”
“thou.” Simultaneously, there is a passage to the second person and the fa-
miliar use of 7z, “you” (which is difficult to translate into English, for ex-
ample). This familiar apostrophe, #x, signs, all at once, the general singu-
larity, the plural singularity of any possible addressee, an abrupt familiarity,
which interrupts the habitual neutrality of philosophical discourse at the
very moment when “I” makes its entrance; and above all, it signs the pos-
sibility or the need for the said “I” (as soon as it touches itself) to address
itself, to speak to itself, to treat of itself (in a soliloquy interrupted in ad-
vance) as an other. No sooner does “I [touch] itself” than it is itself —it
contracts itself, it contracts with itself, but as if with another. It addresses
itself to itself and says # to itself. How not to use the familiar “you” with
oneself? Thou tryest it, you try it. We could say that the contracture of the
contract, the contraction and the convulsion (these being the words that
dominate this whole analysis of unum quid) feature the treatment of [ont
trait . . . 4], trace out, and give its singular trait to, this unavoidably famil-
iar address of oneself —of oneself as the first or the last other. An 7, there
where it is (self-) rouched [La ol ¢a se touche, un je]. But / self-touches spac-
ing itself out, losing contact with itself, precisely in touching itself. It
switches off the contact, it abstains from touching, so as to touch itself.

“Ca se touche, un Je”:?° here the French seand its grammar remain eter-
nally untranslatable. This accident is all the more interesting since it
touches on the idiom, precisely—on the untranslatable singularity at the
very heart itself of translation. “Il se touche” means that it or he self-
touches itself or himself (in a loop, with the mouth lip-synching the loop-
ing—of a circle, literally of an o0 or a zero). It also means that it or he is
touched, touchable (by any other whatsoever). “Il se tutoie” signifies that
he is saying you to himself or itself, or he or it is being addressed in this
way—he is tutoyable, addressable with ru (by any other whatsoever). He is
already, as “I,” like “I,” the other’s muted, still “you,” and his properly own
still you. “Se toucher toi”: “to self-touch you,” Nancy will write. Later.
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The syncopated convulsion, this contraction of the inside and the out-
side, is also this (still and spoken [tx er dit]) discourse, a difference at the
heart of the /, the articulation that can be disarticulated of an ego, an ego
capable of touching it to the heart in touching its heart. Isn’t the heart
memory? Isn’t it thinking of memory? Thinking 2s memory? We shall safe-
guard the recollection, the cardiogram of this cardio-logy from one end of
this book to the other—as it also writes itself or is written on the heart
and on the hand, if not with a wholehearted hand or a frechanded heart
—especially when we lend an ear to a certain heart sensation in Husserl,
his Herzgefiibl, in the haptological moment of /deas I1.?' In the meantime,
here is a first diaphragm:

. .. and this articulated opening forms 7, in an extreme contraction.
Atoneblow, it forms itself'as I in a convulsion; it experiences /; it thinks it-
self 1. 7 touches itself, is touched; it fixes itself, going—saying—/ [faisant—
disant—je]. Imagine a faceless mouth (which is to say the structure of a mask
once again: open holes, and the mouth opening in the middle of the eye; locus
of vision and theory, diaphragmatically traversed—open and shut simultane-
ously—Dby a proffered utterance), a faceless mouth, then, mouthing the ring of
its contracture around the noise “I.” “You” [¢#] experience this daily, each time
you are pronouncing or conceivingego in your mind, each time (and this hap-
pens to you daily) you are forming the o of the first person (indeed the firsz:
there is nothing before it): “ego cogito existo.” An o forms the immediate loop
of your experience. Truly, it is of #hat which it is and that it undergoes the ex-
perience it makes—that it makes or forms because it cannot &e it. (ibid., p. 157)

This difference between making or forming, on the one hand, and being,
on the other; the excess of fashioning over essence, with one making up for
the other; one coming in lieu of the lack or impossibility of the other; all
that, no doubst, is the law of ficzion, at the origin of feeling oneself as touch-
ing oneself: there where it is not, one will have had to make, to fashion, to
feature, to figure. Where the taking-place of the event doesn’t find its place
—a gaping locus, indeed, a mouth—except in replacement; where it doesn’t
find room except in replacement—isn’t that the trace of metonymy or the
technical prosthesis, and the place for the phantasm as well, that is to say,
the ghostly revenant (phantasma), at the heart of (self-)feeling? The rev-
enant, between life and death, dictates an impossible mourning, an endless
mourning—life itself. Barely visible scene of this mourning; it pertains to
a spacing that is irreducible or even heterogeneous in relation to an “exten-
sio” from which, however, one should not dissociate it.??



§ 3 This Is My Body

Points Already: Counterpoint, Mourning Psyche,
and the Hand of . . .

How is one to take up again the “proper” of “unum quid”?' The debate
necessarily unfolds around an “inextension of the mind,” or a “nonexten-
sion of the mind,” thus around Psyche, inasmuch as she can be “united to
the whole body,” extended, stretched out, subjected—and she lies down
on her couch in the course of this union, or even with a view to this
union, which will always look like a fiction, “quasi permixtio.”

An animated debate around the animation of inanimate Psyche: it is
with Descartes that Nancy thus organizes this Auseinandersetzung—with
him, wholly alongside and against him, repeating against him, but through
this mouthpiece and about the mouth, what the inventor of the modern
“subject” and its “truth” thought, without thinking, in the very utterance
of the cogiro.

There are several voices, therefore, in this serene and subtle altercation
with Descartes thus ventriloquized. Although Psyche is in mourning and
the mourning barely acknowledged, she collects herself, making a pro-
nouncement. The pronouncing of a final judgment goes through the open-
ing [embouchure] of the mouth, to be sure, but we could say that, besides
the places thus identified, it goes through a singular point, and the point
named point. For the soul is united to the whole body, and it could not be
circumscribed in one part of the body, be it a point. Accordingly, Nancy
analyzes the double contradiction jeopardizing the hypothesis of a punctual
spatialization of the mind such as the theory of the pineal gland and the
animal spirits inhabiting it. It is contradictory to think of the mind as an
extension, but it is also contradictory to think of extension as a point.
Hence the voluminous figure of a gland whose soul does not inhabit the

36
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inside, steering it like a pilot. Hence, also, the “incredible theoretical con-
tortions Descartes engages in so as to subtilize the body in the gland and
the ‘animal spirits,” in order to permix body and mind.” If “the gland is this
improbable somewhere, also an ‘unum quid,” and if “unum quid’ pro-
nounces ‘ego” (Nancy, “Unum quid,” pp. 144—4s, 156), then the alterca-
tion with Descartes finds its space here (at least here in this book, Ego sum),
that is, not in the question of the heart or of the body, but on a strange tra-
jectory between an improbable pineal gland and a mouth from before
speech [ parole], an opening still anoral and already touching.

Digression. Why this altercation with Descartes (rather than with Aris-
totle or Kant?) It could be explained by the needs of a strategy, with refer-
ence to the subject, this concept of modern tradition, if one can put it like
that, and more precisely to the truth of this subject, which one often asso-
ciates with Descartes (though the word “subject,” sensu stricto, is not
Cartesian but rather Kantian), notably in discourses marked by Heideg-
gerianism or Lacanism. Nancy’s strategy seems clear: “The nonextension
of the mind appears, therefore, as what the union demands as much as
what the distinction guarantees. What is demanded and guaranteed in this
way is the unity of the subject as its truth” (ibid., p. 145).

Altercation with Descartes—as we were saying—rather than with Kant,
or Aristotle.

Why not with Kant, who paid more attention, no doubt, to any sub-
jectivity of the subject than Descartes did, and to what we call touching
[le toucher]?

Is it because Kant is fundamentally mute, taken aback, when confronted
with the body, confronted with the union of the soul and the body? This,
at least, is what Nancy proffered three years earlier in Le discours de la syn-
cope: Logodaedalus,* a luminous, inventive book, so cheerful it leaves one
breathless; it bursts with the laughter of thought—at the very place where
it leads us to think the thinking of laughter and of syncopes and syncopa-
tion, the contretemps, and also the counterpoint that gathers and up-
holds, in order to keep it all together, dissociation itself.

Thus, “Kant the philosopher” has nothing to say about the flesh, about
the philosopher’s flesh, about his “union of the soul and the body™: in a se-
quence that we shall have to reconstitute, Nancy names “a connection be-
tween the body and thought about which Kant the philosopher, in truth,
has nothing to say” (Nancy, Logodaedalus, p. 145).
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“Kant the philosopher,” he says. Doesn't this cautious pinpointing sug-
gest that this Kant is distinct from another one, a Kant without cover, yet
to be discovered? The context of this demonstration is important for us.
For even if touching or self-touching as such is not mentioned in it, even
if Nancy doesn’t appear expressly to draw from this rich vein (which I
shall call “French” here to save time, and to which we shall return later) ,?
it deals with a syncope of contact, a quasi-masturbatory auto-affection,
and it comes down to autoerotism lost in pleasure, sinking in syncopated
laughter. And so it is a certain way of self-touching without touching, or
touching oneself and interrupting the contact, but a contact, a tactility,
that nevertheless succeeds in interrupting itself. It succeeds in setting up
contact, in setting itself up as contact, in thus touching itself in inter-
rupting itself, at the moment when it’s suspending—or even forbidding
or abstaining—itself, to such a point thatit’s holding its breath, so as to
give itself, still, within the syncope, the pleasure of which it is depriving
itself. This is what makes laughter laugh—laughter, “the fictive notion
(or literary tool) for the philosopher’s presence to himself or herself”
(ibid., p. 146):

Laughter can ensure the conditions of possibility for contentment (conscious-
ness for reason) only through a sinking [ perte] into pleasure, the syncope of and
in pleasure itself. One cannot identify this jolt or shaking with the continual
and progressive throb of a discourse machine [machine de discours], precisely:
instead, the jolt disinsures such a discourse—and laughter communicates (?)
with literature. (If autoerotism is constitutive or figurative of metaphysical au-
tology, then one has to say that the auzo both rebounds and ruptures in Kant-
ian laughter, that an ozher comes forth who is not necessarily the other sex but
the same, perhaps, undeciding itself*—ambivalent, or petrified [médusé], or
both at once, self-petrified and deprived of Self. . . . This alteration game takes
place each time Wiz [wit] intervenes.

We have agreed that Kant, too, invented the “thing-in-itself”—unknow-
able according to him—on the basis of the castration complex, in which
onanistic anguish and hermaphroditic complexes play a role as well. The
thing-in-itself would thus be the thing-unto-Kant. . . . (Georg Groddeck,
letter to Sigmund Freud, May 9, 1922)°

What is at issue is not only a syncope described and discoursed upon, but
a syncope of discourse: indeed, the salutary property of laughter can only be
understood approximately; to explain it, one must invoke a connection be-
tween the body and thought about which Kant the philosopher, in truth, has
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nothing to say (“For if we admit that with all our thoughts is harmonically
combined a movement in the organs of the body . . . ”).¢

The union of the soul and the body (this union giving itself sexual airs
here), this union which is also the sublime union of thought and the un-
thought (the nonrepresented)—this union which isn’t one, and isn’t the re-
union of two orders or two substances, but is, if it Zs something, the philoso-
pher’s flesh—, this union of the heterogeneous is not the object of some
knowledge: “What is your opinion about the union [Gemeinschaft] of soul
and body, about the nature of mind, about creation in time? I have no opin-
ion whatsoever about that. . . . Whence this question is necessary and, in re-
gard to the object, can only be answered subjectively—this I know.””

Let us accept as a working hypothesis that Nancy is right. “Kant the
philosopher” has nothing to say about the union of the soul and the body.
This hypothesis does not exclude two others; and it is tempting to for-
mulate them in the following way:

1. No philosopher, as such, has ever had anything to say, philosophically,
about the theme formulated in this way: the union of the soul and the
body—Descartes no more than any other.® And on this point, Kant mocks
Descartes, just at the point when—and this is the second hypothesis:

2. No longer as a philosopher, this time, but as an anthropologist (sup-
posing, then, that this delimitation is reliable and pertinent, like the de-
limitation between his Critiques and his Anthropology from a Pragmatic
Point of View), Kant speaks of the union of the soul and the body, for ex-
ample, of sensibility and, singularly, of touch. Certainly, in Logodaedalus,
Nancy evokes the Anthropology here and there—we’ll get to this—and al-
ways in a rather acute, original, and elliptical fashion. But since this is a
time when the question of touch as such does not yet interest Nancy, he
refers neither to Kant’s irony about Descartes’s roving speculation nor to a
sort of Kantian short treatise of the five senses, and therefore of touch in
particular.

Let us resume and sketch an analysis that might this time be titled
“Kant’s Hand,” before Husserl’s” and Heidegger’s:'® the hand that signs,
and the hand that he analyzes, and first of all the hand of Kant pointing
to Descartes and deriding him. Kant distinguishes between man’s physio-
logical knowledge and pragmatic knowledge, that is, between the study of
what nature has made of man and what man has freely made of himself, be-
yond racial or national peculiarities, as a citizen of the world (Weltbiirger),"*
and he hands down an unappealable verdict regarding the former, namely,
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alleged physiological knowledge: the discourses one may attempt within
it about the union of the soul and the body are pure speculation, they are
pointless ratiocinations, uninteresting and unprofitable quibbles, “a sheer
waste of time.” Here a verb keeps coming up like an accusation; it is
verniinfteln, that is, to speculate, split hairs, ratiocinate. And in this in-
dictment, Descartes is the accused:

He who ponders about natural phenomena, for example about the causes for
the faculty of memory (das Erinnerungsvermdgen), can speculate to and fro (in
the Cartesian fashion) (hin und her [nach dem Cartesius] Verniinfieln) on the
traces of impressions which keep lingering in our brain; but, in doing so, he has
to admit that he is a mere spectator in this game of his imagination and that he
has to leave everything entirely to Nature, since he knows neither the cerebral
nerves and filaments nor their operation when they carry out his intentions.
Such speculative theorizing is a sheer waste of time (mithin alles theoretische
Verniinfteln hieriiber reiner Verlust ist)."?

On the other hand, where physiological anthropology must hold back
from saying anything whatsoever (as Descartes would have done), an-
thropology from a pragmatic point of view has much to teach us. But is-
n’t this finally what Descartes told Princess Elizabeth in the letter that
Merleau-Ponty cites and that I have just quoted [in n. 8]? In particular,
pragmatic anthropology informs or teaches us, since this is our concern
here, on the subject of the sense of the five senses—not only on the sub-
ject of sensibility (Sinnlichkeit), as faculty [ faculté] to know through in-
tuitive representation, comprising both sense and imagination (the latter,
and the last-mentioned connection, is what matters most of all to Nancy
in Logodaedalus); not only on the subject of an inner sense; not only on
the subject of corporeal sensations known as vital (Vitalempfindung) or
sensus vagus; but on organic sensation (Organempfindung) or sensus fixus.
Now, it is precisely in this latter category, that is to say, external corporeal
senses assigned to bodily organs, on the subject of this human body not
without organs, that Kant thinks that there are things to say, and has things
to say, from a pragmatic and, above all, anthropological point of view.

Hence the hand, and the fingers—and we are coming to them. The
senses should be five in number—no more and no fewer, he confirms—
the objective ones (tactus, visus, auditus) and the subjective ones ( gustus, ol-
factus). The former contribute more to knowledge, and among them touch
(Betastung) comes first, at least in accordance with certain criteria. Which
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ones? To the extent that touch is the only sense of immediate external per-
ception and thus the one bringing us the greatest certainty, it is the most
important or the most serious one (wichtigste), although it is the clumsi-
est (grobste) among the external senses. In a way it is the foundation of the
other two objective senses, sight and hearing. These must “originally be
referred” (urspriinglich bezogen werden miissen) to touch in order to “pro-
duce empirical knowledge” (um Erfahrungserkenntniss [sic] zu verschaffen)
(Kant, Anthropology, p. 42).

Such a hierarchical arrangement is without any doubt part of the great
tradition that accords an absolute privilege to touch and does not let itself
be encroached upon by the possibility (briefly and poorly evoked by Kant)
of any vicariousness of the senses (Vicariat der Sinne). This “tactilist” or
“haptocentric” tradition extends at least until Husserl and includes him—
his original part will be discussed later. The tradition becomes complicated,
with the risk of being interrupted, in Merleau-Ponty, as we shall also see,
when the latter seems to reinstate a symmetry that Husserl challenges be-
tween the touching-touchable and the seeing-visible.

Now, in the Kantian period of this tradition, it is indeed suitable for a
pragmatic anthropology to know the fundamental, founding, and originary
signification of touch, for the only organ to which Kant ascribes this or-
ganic sense is the hand, the human hand—the fingers and the fingertips,
in truth. The sense of touch has its appropriate place in the fingertips and
the nerve endings, the papillae. These nerve endings inform us, human be-
ings, about the form of a solid body. Indeed, one could ask oneself which
way the difference between the physiological and pragmatic points of view
goes here. This way, no doubt: if it is nature that has provided the hand, so
to speak, it has given it to human beings only; and by thus making human
beings, it has then allowed them freely to make themselves, particularly
through objective knowledge, the guiding thread of this analysis. And what
Kant analyzes is not the structure of the papillae and the nervous system,
or the link with thought, and so forth; rather, it is what human beings
make with their hands. It comes down to their phenomenal experience of
the hand, as it were. And one is tempted to suggest that Kant outlines or
prefigures, within the limits of an anthropology, a phenomenological or
prephenomenological reduction that requires a comparison with Husserl’s
gesture in /deas I1, to be discussed later. The hand’s finality; what nature
puts within reach of the human hand, and only the human hand; what it
allows human beings to make by hand, with the hand, thanks to the hand:
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all that is the proper object of a pragmatic anthropology. For Kant, as Hei-
degger and so many others will repeat later, animals possess nothing that
can be compared to a hand: “Nature seems to have endowed man alone
with this organ, so that he is enabled to form a concept of a body by touch-
ing it on all sides. The antennae of insects seem merely to show the pres-
ence of an object; they are not designed to explore its form” (Kant, An-
thropology, p. 41)."

Kant insists precisely on “form.” Since the privileged position of touch is
defined here from the point of view of objective knowledge, it is advisable
to set apart from it all that has to do with “vital” impressions (Vitalemp-
findung, sensus vagus), that which is not specific to an organ (Organempfin-
dung, sensus fixus) and that, through touch, leads us to sense something
other than forms: coldness and heat, sof tness and roughness.

Let us note in passing that although Nancy does not make any allusion
to this anthropology of touch in Kant in Logodaedalus, it seems to me,
here he already underscores a trope of touch. As a mere rhetorical figure, it
is a mark that the problematic or thematics of touch have not yet been
broached, as such, at this date; but their point already appears, and it is
pointedly there, above all, like the pointy tip of an antenna, a scout at the
forefront, in this very acute place where it always comes forth subse-
quently: still very close to a point, and upon a limit. For Nancy, it is always
a matter of touching what is well-nigh at the limit not to be touched—
namely, the limit itself, and the points extreme, pointed tip. Thus, the sen-
tence quoted just below is all the more remarkable because, in evoking
Kant’s Anthropology (but at the same time ignoring its theory of touch), it
has to do precisely with the figure and with sensible figuration in Dichtung
[poetry]. Let us read these lines, which describe a coupling and what then
“touches” with its “pointed tip.” They also follow a remarkable, abyssal de-
velopment about the “fraternal” (Kant ixit) or even an “incest” (Nancy
dixit), between the understanding and sensibility, locus of schematism,
place of “art concealed” in the depths of the soul, of Dichtung, sensible
power or sensible figuration of this power, and so forth. “But for the time
being this operation is more narrowly interesting for us: here, in the An-
thropology, it couples understanding with sensible imagination. Now, while
the power of Dichtung remains, to the letter of the text, limited to sensi-
bility, it nonetheless zouches on understanding, with its pointed tip” (Nancy,
Logodaedalus, p. 108)."

Here ends the digression, or anticipation.
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Having taken note in 1976 that Kant “the philosopher” had nothing to
say about the union of the soul and the body, nothing about the flesh,
about meum corpus, or the body proper, Nancy, for whom it is the thing
itself, turned toward Descartes’s ego sum for this polyphonic and ventrilo-
quized altercation—between the mouth and the pineal gland.

Yet Kant is the one to whom Freud turned, against whom he turned, in
the aphorism bequeathed by the moribund man who proclaimed on his
deathbed, “Psyche ist ausgedehnt,” the leitmotiv of Nancy’s “Psyche.”
Freud first formed a hypothesis, in four lines; he called up a possibility, a
merely probable one. But no matter how dense and elliptical the logic of
this mere probability, its aim is not to put the soul outside, to expel the
soul into a space or onto an extension that would be first and irreducibly
given to us—familiarly there, on the outside, exterior. On the contrary,
the spatiality of space, its exteriority would only be an outside projection
of an internal and properly speaking psychical extension. In short, the out-
side would only be a projection! It is in this sense, in this direction (from
internal extension toward external extension, toward the spatiality of space
—the only exteriority worthy of the name), as enigmatic as this remains,
that the Freudian (that is, purely psychological) derivation is irreversibly
oriented. It would be difficult, apparently, to push psychologism any fur-
ther. Is this different from what Nancy imports from this when he in-
versely puts the outside inside? And when he says that Psyche is extended,
and thus outside, is he thinking of a “projection” effect, as Freud, literally,
seems to be doing? Or, on the contrary, of an exteriority resisting any pro-
jection even if it makes possible some projection effects?

Is this a good question? What difference is there between the two, and is
there one, first of all? Is Freud more or less psychologizing than Nancy?
Does one still psychologize when one asserts that the psyche is extended
though not yet spatial, and that there is an internal extension? What would
a nonspatial extension be, one still without an outside—the psychical ex-
tension from which, &y projection, one would derive space? Must one put
the entire weight of the argument on the word “apparatus,” which Freud
wrote twice? Indeed, before saying “Psyche,” he repeats “psychical appara-
tus.” Is it the apparatus that extends (itself)? Is that which is extended a
topological structure rather than pure psychic life? I am multiplying these
questions so as to suggest that they are carried away, on their own, touch-
ing on their loss of sense. In any case, Freud writes (these are the first two
sentences in this “posthumous” note comprising only four in all): “Space
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may be the projection of the extension of the psychical apparatus. No other
derivation is probable.”"®

The grammar of this last proposition deserves a pause. In a negative
mode—or one of denial, some would unhesitatingly say—Freud thus sug-
gests that there is no other “likely” or “probable” derivation. He does not
say that the latter is clear, distinct, true, or certain. He presents it only as a
possibility, plausible or probable. That is the least one can say, for on the
contrary nothing is more unlikely and contrary to common sense than this
derivation of space or spatiality, which is to say, of the outside, starting
from a projection of psychic interiority. What is projection, and what does
the figure of a projection signify where there isn’t any space yet? In truth,
nothing is more paradoxical and incredible. Now, this is the provocative
schema of this strange hypothesis and this derivation termed “probable,”
which Freud seems to oppose to Kant at that point.

But is it really a question of opposition? What if, far from going against
Kant, Freud only wished to interpret and refine the Kantian model by
substituting for it, while remaining within the same logic, a kind of im-
proved formalization? To wit, in the next sentence, he makes explicit what
he has just said and writes “instead of” (anstart): “Instead of Kant’s a pri-
ori determinants of our psychical apparatus. Psyche is extended, knows
nothing about it.”*® This last reading (entailing a more adequate or more
consequential substitution, but remaining within the same perspective)
would imply that transcendental psychologizing, or more precisely tran-
scendental psychoanalysis, or better yet transcendental psychoanalytic aes-
thetics, might account for spatiality starting from a psychical apparatus
that would indeed have to be extended in order to comprise, among the
two pure forms of sensible intuition, an a priori form of external sense.
Kant might in fact be seen as prefiguring a certain Freudian line of argu-
ment when he states, not in any Anthropology this time, but in the Cri-
tique of Pure Reason:

The representation of space [die Vorstellung des Raumes) cannot, therefore, be
empirically obtained from the relations of outer appearance. On the contrary,
this outer experience is itself possible at all only through that representation.

Space is a necessary a priori representation, which underlies all outer
intuitions."”

Wouldn’t Freud be more amenable than it seems to the logic of a “meta-
physical,” then a “transcendental,” “exposition” (Erdrterung) of the concept
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of space? Doesnt Freud confirm that pure intuition [here of space] “must
be found in us prior to any perception of an object” and that consequently,
it must be a “pure, not empirical, intuition”?'® Therefore, wouldn't it be a
kind of pure sensibility, the insensible sensibility reappearing as a motif in
Hegel and Marx? And here, following our thread, a kind of sensibility touch-
ing nothing? Or a kind of touch without empirical contact, a self-touching
or being touched without touching anything? For it is known that the
recognition or attribution of extension to something or someone (for exam-
ple, to Psyche, which and who is both) does not suffice to make a body, a
tangible body. The pure form of sensibility, pure intuition, “even without
any actual object of the senses or of sensation, exists in the mind (im Ge-
miithe) a priori as a mere form of sensibility.”” Kant insists on it: in the
representation of a body, when one has detached what comes from the un-
derstanding (substance, force, divisibility) and what comes from sensation
(impenetrability, hardness, color), there still remains something of empiri-
cal intuition: extension (Ausdehnung) and figure (Gestalt).

It will not have escaped the attention of anyone interested in touch, as
we are here, that among properties accessible to sensation are the proper-
ties that are tangible par excellence, that is to say impenetrability (Un-
durchdringlichkeit) and hardness (Hdrte), tangible properties that Kant’s
Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View excludes from organic sensi-
bility in order to lock them into a vital receptivity (Vitalempfindung, sensus
vagus), without organs, without objective knowledge. These sensible givens
of sensation do not fall within pure sensibility, as figure and extension do.
Here, even if there is no touchable body that does not ako appear ex-
tended, extension is not touchable through the senses—no more than in
Descartes, though for radically different reasons. It is well known that this
motif of transcendental ideality is joined to an empirical realism inter-
rupting the reduction of appearances—that is, phenomena—to mere illu-
sion. Certainly it allows one to understand the movement of the “good
Berkeley” who foresaw the absurdities to which a realism of space and time
as properties of things in themselves leads. But it also allows one to avoid
Berkeley’s absolute idealism.

I am recalling these well-known yet always enigmatic matters for a num-
ber of contextual reasons. On the one hand, it is in order to try to under-
stand Freud’s brief allusion to Kant, its ambiguity, and how difficult it
might be to inflect it toward any materialization, or incorporation, or even
incarnation of Psyche (the word “extended” in itself means neither accessi-
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ble to sensation nor—especially not—tangible). On the other hand, it is
in order to approach the knot of a certain tension. Even if one understands
that the link between this “transcendental idealism,” or this (transcenden-
tal, for Kant; psychologizing, for Freud) subjectivism, and a thinking of
finitude (intuitus derivativus and so forth) defines a finitist tradition in
which the author of Une pensée finie [A Finite Thinking]* may recognize
himself up to a certain point; even if this same alliance of “empirical real-
ism” and “transcendental idealism” allows one to give every opportunity to
the movements of interpretation and appropriation in sensible perception,
including touch (and this perception is never raw; rather, it invests or 7n-
terprets the tangible starting from a “desire,” a “drive,” or in any case a “my
body”), the fact remains that the motif of greatest obstinacy, for Nancy and
in the name of touch, consists in resisting any idealism or subjectivism, be
it transcendental or psychoanalytical. What would drive out this whole tra-
dition, no matter how strong and necessary, is the insistence on touch. For
Nancy, touch remains the motif of a sort of absolute, irredentist, and post-
deconstructive realism. The spacing of space he exposes to touch remains
irreducible to any mathematizable extension and perhaps to any knowl-
edge—an absolute realism, but irreducible to any of the tradition’s re-
alisms. The Thing touches itself, is touched, even there where one touches
Nothing. Henceforth this is what we shall have to try to understand, as
well as how touch and nontouch are really touched and self-touching—
with infinite tact, into which Nancy’s writing, his exact hyperbole, engulfs,
sinks, exhausts, and ex-scribes itself.?!

If one were intent on elaborating these Kantian dealings in a more con-
sequential fashion, one would have to turn to the (metaphysical and tran-
scendental) exposition of the concept of time; one would have to go where
time is not only the form of an inner sense, but the “z priori formal con-
dition of all appearances whatsoever,”?? // phenomena, be they internal or
external. And there, following in the footsteps of Heidegger,?? among oth-
ers, we would find again the great question of pure auto-affection, pure
“self-touching,” in the movement of temporalization. There, around Psyche
(peri psuches), which is to say around the great question of “pure” self-
touching and preempirical auto-affection, the doctors Kant, Husserl, Freud,
Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and so many others closer by too (whose opin-
ions will be asked for later) hold what is called a consultation, doubtless
calling on their precursor Aristotle. They ought to, in any case—they should
either follow him or have done with him.
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Aristotle has not left us for a moment, even though Nancy does not in-
vite him to speak. Let us stress again the singular place that touch hasin
Aristotle’s discourse on the living—in such a zoology. Touch is the only
sense that the existence of the living as such cannot dispense with. The
purpose of the other senses is not to ensure the being of the animal or of
the living, but only its we//-being (Aristotle Peri psuchés 435b20—25). But
without touch animals would be unable to exist; the sense of touch alone
is necessarily the one whose loss brings about the animal’s death: “It is ev-
ident, therefore, that the loss of this one sense alone must bring about the
death of an animal. For as on the one hand nothing which is not an ani-
mal can have this sense, so on the other it is the only one which is indis-
pensably necessary to what is an animal” (ibid., 435b4—7). Aristotle mea-
sures this essential coextensivity of animal life and touch; he also explains
it by putting it to the test of death. When an animal is deprived of sight,
hearing, or taste, it does not necessarily die. Should it come to a lack of
touch, however, it will die without delay. (This follows the set of distinc-
tions recalled earlier.** Among the senses, touch is an exception, because
it has as its object more than one quality—in truth, it potentially has a//
sensible qualities.) Conversely (but it is the other side of the same phe-
nomenon), animals also die when an excessive intensity of touch touches
them. Tangible excess, “hyperbole,” comes to destroy the organ of this
touching, “which is the essential mark of life” (ibid., 435b).?* Couldn’t one
say that this measure, this moderation of touch, remains at the service of
life to the sole exzent, precisely, that some kind of reserve holds it on the
brink of exaggeration? A certain tact, a “thou shalt not touch too much,”
“thou shalt notlet yourself be touched too much,” or even “thou shalt not
touch yourself too much,” would thus be inscribed a priori, like a first
commandment, the law of originary prohibition, in the destiny of tactile
experience. Ritual prohibitions would then come to be determined, affer-
ward, and only on the background of an untouchability as initial as it is
vital, on the background of this “thou shalt not touch, not too much,”
which wouldn’t have awaited any religion, ritual cult, or neurosis of touch.
In the beginning, there is abstinence. And without delay, unforgivingly,
touching commits perjury.

Touching, then, is a question of life and death. One cannot say as much,
and it is not true, of the sense of the senses in general. Now, whether or not
Nancy aimed at the opening of Peri psuchés, whether he did it deliberately,
explicitly, or elliptically, or even maliciously (like Eros who “contemplates”
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Psyche, “fustered and mischievous, all at once”), it turns out that, in the
brief, discreet page, the quasi-mute tableau, the powerful, reserved allegory
that Nancy, the author of “Psyche,” affects to dedicate to a kind of deplo-
ration (Psyche’s deathly sleep and her imminent interment), we can deci-
pher a stubborn, ironic, discreet, and overdetermined challenge to Aristo-
tle, to the one who, at the beginning of Peri psuches, lays down or implies
this double possibility, that is, knowledge and self-knowledge of the soul.

Hypothesis: would Nancy have chosen the words “around her” for his
last sentence if at this point he had not had Aristotle’s Peri psuches in view,
even though he virtually never mentions it? He insists on this, with cruel
exactitude, and I emphasize: “She knows nothing of this—and that is what
everyone knows around her, with such exact and cruel knowledge.”

For according to Nancy, the knowledge of “those present” with Psyche,
around her (let’s say, peri psuchés), is the knowledge so “exact and cruel” of
which (and that) Psyche, for her part, knows nothing, nothing herself, of
herself—of (and from) her extension, in any case. We have noted it—it is
repeated, in more than one language, four or five times within a few lines.
The scene goes on—it certainly places itself, if one may put it this way—
under Freud’s authority, or at least it goes with the guarantee, or the secu-
rity, of his “posthumous” note (for there is also another, more Aristotelian
Freud: psychoanalysis intends to be knowledge that is peri psuchés and ac-
cessible to a psyche knowing itself, in a certain way).

Let us be attentive to this writing, which is so exact, and above all to the
unfolding in time, to the rhythm, to the four beats in time of this zableau
vivant. Any picture, tableau, or portrait is called a zographia, or tableau vi-
vant—in short, a “living painting” or “painting of the living”—in Greek.
But for this once, here is the tableau vivant of a death—of an imminence,
of a coming death, of a dying woman who will be dead before the end of
the sentence. But a corpse that has not been buried yet. And even if this
were her entombment, she has not yet been conveyed into the ground.

Later in the year during which I wrote the first version of this text
(1992), Nancy gave an extraordinary conference about Caravaggio’s paint-
ing The Death of the Virgin at the Louvre. The text, “Sur le seuil” (“On the
Threshold”), was reissued first in Poe?sie,2° and then in The Muses,”” a book
that comes back forcefully to the question of touch and the “primacy of
touch” (Nancy, Muses, p. 11ff.). From then on—since Nancy refers then to
the first version of my text, among other things—in our gestures we keep
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meeting, even touching each other, at all points where there is a question
of our touching. And from this point of view, I no longer dare, I hardly
dare approach Nancy’s numerous writings published after 1993.

It remains that one should no longer dissociate two “apparitions,” two
“visions,” however singular: “Psyche” (1978) and “On the Threshold”
(1993-94). What I venture to term a vision or an apparition, the one in-
spiring this last reading of The Death of the Virgin, so beautiful it leaves
one breathless, here looks like “Psyche” in a troubling fashion—but with-
out authorizing the slightest analogy. I may try to make them co-appear
some day, word by word, in their ineffaceable difference, but also in their
reciprocal convocation or annunciation—a little like the two Marys, the
Virgin and the Sinner or the Penitent, of whom the last text speaks:
“Mary is the model of Mary, but no figure is common to them both.
Doubtless they together refer to a third, who, however, is not or is barely
a figure. . . . In the Entombment by the same painter, the two Marys are
side by side” (Nancy, Muses, p. 65).

I shall not quote here every sentence that would have suited “Psyche”
fourteen years earlier. I let myself go and imagine that this scene, this
woman in truth, never leaves him: she remains for him, in front of him,
forever immobile, impassive, intangible. Christianity’s indeconstructible?
What a scene! What scene? What woman? Why she, when he thinks—so
far and so powerfully—that thought is extended, when on this subject he
quotes an enigmatic sentence by Freud? Why this hallucination of one who
would be extended, a woman, and a beautiful one, so beautiful, beautiful
for being neither dead nor alive, eternal yet perpetually dying, and surviv-
ing, belying death itself, death’s ever being there? Psyche as Mary, Psyche as
Mary and Mary, as two or three Marys: the virgin, the sinner, the penitent.

Just one example, but it is not an answer. And it is not in “Psyche,” but
in The Muses. As always, exactitude keeps its appointment (I am empha-
sizing: “ . . . she is not exactly dead”):

She did not die here. They have carried her to this makeshift bed where they
deposited her body, slackened in a posture not yet arranged, to wash it before
the funeral. . . . And yet, this body is firm, whole, intact in its abandon.

It is not here that this woman died, but here she is not exactly dead. One
might also say that she is resting, as if she were still on this side of death, or
else already beyond it. . . .

And is it not for this reason that there is not, there is never “death iself”?
(Nancy, Muses, pp. 58=59)
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About Psyche’s nonknowledge, the notations are numerous—twice in
German, four times in French. But different, each time. Each paragraph
sets forth one of them—in French. But each of the four paragraphs as-
cribes or identifies another theme, another object, as well as another time,
to this nonknowledge.

Psyche does not know anything, to be sure. This is understood and
enunciated in multiple ways (Aristotle would further say: pollakds lego-
menon). Psyche knows nothing:

1. about the fact that she is “extended”;

2. about the fact that, of her dispersion partes extra partes, everyone save
her—safe she—can calculate the order and report on the relations;

3. about the fact that in her sleep and the abandon of her pose, “flus-
tered and mischievous, all at once, Eros contemplates her”;

4. about the fact that later (but is it not already “later,” or “later” soon?),
in her coffin, which is soon going to be shut (“Soon it is going to be
shut”; she is dead but, like disappearance, inhumation seems imminent;
she is dead but remains visible; she is dead but not yet a departed [une dis-
paruel; she is on the verge of disappearing but is still visible, though she
does not know herself to be seen)—well, the others, in their presence peri
psuches, see her or avert their eyes—but in any case they know her [la sa-
vent] 2 Exactly.

If psuche is Life itself, then mourning Psyche is not just any mourning
among others. It is mourning itself. It is absolute mourning, mourning of
life itself, but mourning that can neither be worn and borne (no life can
put on such mourning any longer) nor go through the “work” of mourn-
ing. Mourning without work of mourning, mourning without mourning.
Mourning on the threshold of mourning. Our life itself—isn’t it? To rep-
resent Psyche as a dead woman, “extended in her coffin,” is to represent
Life as a Departed woman [comme une Morte]—dead in her sleep already.
What is dying in one’s sleep? A transition of which we are told nothing, as
if on purpose, but of which the temporality interrupts itself. Within the
blank that marks the passage from one paragraph to the next,
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Her sleep is so deep that it has even robbed her of any abandon in her pose.

Psyche is extended in her coffin. Soon it is going to be shut.

. . . the passage is from one rest to the other. One has gone from the sleep-
ing woman to the corpse—or the recumbent figure. From the transient
repose of sleep (“She lies at rest; the slight movements of sleep have half-
exposed her bosom”), a pose seeming to seduce Eros as much as Psyche’s
nonknowledge, one has insensibly become engaged in the endless repose
of death. From the repose of the pose, one has slid toward the extended
extension in the coffin.

But across the interruption, across the blank on the page, one has moved
from one imminence to the other. No sooner asleep (asleep almost all at
once), no sooner dead (dead almost all at once), all at once, “soon” locked
into her coffin. Precipitated time of imminence, a “soon” announcing the
end rather than the future, this is the announcing of an apocalypse, which
is to say an unveiling or revelation.

Now, what this apocalypse reveals is not so much a truth as the night of
nonknowledge in which every desire gathers momentum. Eros’s flustered,
mischievous contemplation seems to have to do with this nonknowledge
and Psyche’s own unknown. Eros seems seduced by that which, in her, no
longer affects itself. And by that which, in her, can no longer say “I touch
myself.” / seduces there where 7 does not self-touch. It is she. She, Psyche,
is desirable, infinitely, as death, as a dead woman coming, and only a Psyche
lets herself be desired, where she knows nothing, feels nothing of herself,
where she partakes of the discontinuous duration, the precipitation of a
dying [mourance] in which she finds herself without finding herself al-
ready, in her rest as a sleeping and a dying one, soon in her deadly rest, and
soon invisible and inaccessible still: ex-posed to the other and surrendered
[livrée], but already inaccessible and just before becoming invisible. Ex-
posed, surrendered but a// oo soon denied to the other’s eyes after having
been prey to the other’s hands. Maybe as a dead woman, as only the dead
may be. Between the hands of the other, surrendered into the other’s
hands. The others hands: this could have yielded a title for all the scenes
thatare henceforth going to engage us.

This tableau condenses the narrative ellipsis of an allegory. Psyche is ex-
posed, surrendered to the word of the other around her—and about her.
For Psyche, for a psyche altogether exposed to the outside and the other,
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there is no autobiography, there has never been any “I touch myself.” No
point in a signed autobiography for the one who, untouchable to herself,
feels or knows nothing of herself. Mourning autobiography is not just any
mourning among others, any more than Psyche’s mourning lets itself be
preceded or properly figured by any other. One might as well say that, be-
ing unimaginable, it can only give rise to images, phantasms, and specters,
that is, figures, tropes, allegories, or metonymies opening a path to tech-
nics. Being undeniable, it can only leave room for denial. And so this
mourning without mourning will never be overcome by any—failing or
successful—“work of mourning.”

At the time when he attempts to rethink the question of “sense” be-
tween the name of death and the verb for being born [naitre], Nancy
draws the line, exactly, between “work of mourning” and death, between
the work of mourning and absolute mourning. In doing this, he shows
the direction for a representation of the unrepresentable—and this could
well be a way of inviting us to read, of telling us how to read, in other
words and beyond any representation, of seeing without seeing his alle-
gorical painting named Psyche.

Death is the absolute signified, the sealing off [bouclage] of sense. The noun is
whatit is (and even this proper name, “Death”), but the verb is “bear,” to be
born [naitre].

It is certainly neither false nor excessive to say that all production of
sense—of a sense making sense in this sense—is a deathwork. The same goes
for all “ideals” and “works,” and the same goes, remarkably, for all philoso-
phies. Philosophy distinguishes itself by the unique way it profits from death
[ jouir de la mort]—which is also a way of assuring its own perdurability. Phi-
losophy is ignorant of true mourning. True mourning has nothing to do with

3

the “work of mourning”: the “work of mourning,” an elaboration concerned
with keeping at a distance the incorporation of the dead, is very much the
work of philosophy; it is the very work of representation. In the end, the dead
will be represented, thus held at bay.

But mourning is without limits and without representation. It is tears and
ashes. It is: to recuperate nothing, to represent nothing. And thus it is also: to
be born to this nonrepresented of the dead, of death.

1o come forth and be born: to find ourselves exposed, to ex-ist. Existence is
an imminence of existence. *

This sets off a dream: what if Psyche also described the picture of an im-
minent “being born”? Of a coming into the world? What if the work of
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mourning, philosophy perhaps, philosophy precisely, far from only deal-
ing with “keeping at a distance the incorporation of the dead,” were, by
way of this, working on such an incorporation, on a denying avoidance,
by way of the incorporation of the dead?

Following Aristotle and those beyond him, let us suppose that the hap-
tical, unlike the other senses, is coextensive with the /iving body. Let us
further suppose that eating, as Aristotle also says, has to do with touch.
What does incorporation become, then, and what does it signify, in con-
cert with mourning? Still a living moment of life? Of course—how could
it be otherwise? Still, one would have to include death within life. Would
this living moment of life be an interiorization or an expulsion? A be-
coming-tangible of the untouchable or on the contrary an idealization, a
spiritualization, an animation that produces an intangible becoming of
the tactile body, of the touching and touched?

In what way would this matrix of questions give birth to the question
of the world? And to the question of finitude? For the haptical is not just
a sense among others, and in a way it is not even a sense, sensu stricto
(we'll come back to this), because, to every finite existence, it recalls what
is coming—so as to present it with something, whatever it may be, what-
ever being it may be, but while marking, with the gift of this presentation,
the limit at which or from which the presentation announces itself.

Fifteen years later, in 1992, a paragraph in Nancy’s Corpus is dedicated
to “Psyche’s extension.” This time, “touch”—that is, the word zoucher—
comes forth in a strange way, a mode that doesn’t let one decide whether
or not it is a figure. This needs to be emphasized again, since in the 1978
text, namely, a single page titled “Psyche,” the word toucher never appears,
never as such, nor does any word from this lexical family. This time, in
1992, figuratively or not, touch now designates nothing less than the self-
relation of “our world.”

“Notre monde se touche”: our world touches itself, can be touched, is
touched; our world 75 in touch.

Would this mean to say, as French grammar allows, that one touches
the world and that it is touchable and tangible? No, not only that. “Our
world” self-touches itself; it flexes, inflects, and reflects itself; it auto-affects
and hetero-affects itself in this way; it folds itself, onto itself and yielding
to itself. To be sure, it touches itself so as to become world, but also to exit
from itself. And it is the same thing, the same world. It self-touches so as
to exit itself. It touches “something” in itself. But this “something” is not
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a thing and this “in itself” is no longer an interiority. Let us rather quote,
and emphasize: “If only our world were to understand that it is no longer
time to want to be Cosmos, no more than Spirit oversizing Nature, it
seems that it could do nothing except zouch in itself the abjection of fes-
tering immundity (/zbjection de ['immonde].”*

(A parenthesis for a matter to be developed later, elsewhere, unless it has
long been done already: at this time in the “history” of the “world,” with a
discourse—rather, the world’s doxa—spreading so powerfully, easily, irre-
sistibly, as well as violently, on the subject of the said globalization (mondia-
lisation in French; Globalisierung in German); at the time when Christian
discourse confusedly but surely informs this doxa and all that it carries with
it, beginning with the world and the names for its “mundiality,” and its
vague equivalents globe, universe, earth, or cosmos (in its Pauline usage),
Nancy’s propositions may be intersecting with a strand of Heidegger’s proj-
ect (though his trajectory is quite different), which is to dechristianize the
thinking of the world, of the “globalization of the world” [mondialisation
du monde), of the world insofar as it mundifies or mundanizes, worldifies
or worldizes (weltet) itself. What Nancy announces today under the title
“The Deconstruction of Christianity™' will no doubt be the test of a de-
christianizing of the world—no doubt as necessary and fatal as it is impos-
sible. Almost by definition, one can only acknowledge this. Only Chris-
tianity can do this work, that is, undo it while doing it. Heidegger, too
—Heidegger already—has only succeeded in failing at this. Dechristianiza-
tion will be a Christian victory.)

What “our world” touches #n itself; then, is nothing else but this rejec-
tion. Self-expulsion is precisely what it produces. This thinking of “touch,”
of the world’s “self-touching,” of “our world” inasmuch as it is rejected
and rejects itself as foul and festering “immundity,” is going to develop
amply at the point when Nancy writes Le sens du monde (The Sense of the
World ), published one year later. Indeed, it comprises a chapter on
“Touch”—to which we shall return—and another, “Painting,” that prof-
fers essential, powerful things about “the threshold between intactness and
touching” (Sense of the World, p. 81). But above all, within its very axio-
matics (“The End of the world”; “There is no longer any world: no longer
a mundus, a cosmos. . . . In other words, there is no longer any sense of the
world” [ibid., p. 4]), it corresponds, in a way, with the discourse orienting
Corpus, about rejection, abjection, expulsion.

What happens in it? And why does it fall to a work titled Corpus to put
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in place a post-Aristotelian and non-Aristotelian thinking of touch, a
thinking that nevertheless continues to graze Aristotelianism where Peri
psuches established that all of touch and all living beings as such are indis-
sociable—an indissociability (let us emphasize this once again) that doesn’t
hold true for any of the other senses? Why does this fall to a work titled
Corpus, a terrible, terribly sarcastic, book—I mean to say, a book having it
out with the flesh, with what is termed the flesh (sarx), and first of all the
flesh of Christ, in an implacably thinking way, an expert, ironic, interior,
and biting way, all at once? (Along the way, it’s not hard to imagine lan-
guages in which touch is not coextensive with all the other senses of sense,
and gives rise neither to the presupposed unity of a sense named touch nor
to this nondelimitable rhetoric, this endless proliferation of figures for the
tangible or the tactile. In no way would I be able in these languages to
write what I am writing here, or to read any of the texts we are reading
here, on touching, /e toucher: the untranslatable. Right from the title—just
like Corpus, incidentally—it causes one to touch the untranslatable.)?

In its fashion, the major referent of Corpus is the body of a living being
or a mortal, which comes down to the same thing here. It is the body of a
being in the flesh, which is to say, more precisely, a being of flesh and
blood. Blood, the sign and condition for #4is animal’s life (and not for
every living being), is also the very element of this originary rejection, its
opening or passageway. There, too, at the very place where the signs Cor-
pus makes in the direction of the Christic or mystic body are manifold,
there will or would be a need to ward off any rechristianization of blood.
For it is easy to describe Christianity as a religion of blood—beyond the
point where any religion, no doubt, begins with the experience of blood.

Here, I mean in Nancy, it is as if “touch in itself” were touching blood
—touching or tampering with the relation between sense and blood, be-
tween a “stroke of sense” and a sanguineous “stroke” of blood** (with a
proximity or affinity, in French, between the former, sens, and the latter,
sang, of which I ask myself, there again, how other languages would trans-
late it, not to mention the play on “without,” sans—devoid of privation or
negativity—and “the infinite of ‘100’ [cent]”: creation “without a creator,”
“without principle and end” [Corpus, pp. 94, 93]).%° Indeed, Nancy insists
on this movement of rejection or self-expulsion immediately after assert-
ing that “our world” can only “touch in itself the abjection of festering im-
mundity.” Such a movement would have no cessation, no age, no rest; in
sum, it would be originary, the origin of the world. (The necessary “figure
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of ecotechnics,” such as one sees it appear and reappear here, will later in-
troduce us to what, it seems to me, singles out Nancy’s thinking among all
other modern ideas about the body proper, the flesh, touch, or the un-
touchable, which is to say, the taking into account of technics and techni-
cal exappropriation on the very “phenomenological” threshold of the body
proper. And there, this thinking of touch, of the world and of rejection, of
the possibility of the world as possibility of “its own rejection,” seems both
necessary and impossible, in equal measures—mad, fittingly; fittingly and
justly mad; just to be mad; just like a certain kind of madness.)

This exudation and this intimate agitation of the world’s corpus are Psyche’s
extension. . . . This is not only the ambivalent effect of all narcissisms. /7 fact,
as soon as the world 45 world it produces itself (it expels itself) also as foul im-
mundity. The world must reject and be rejected (as) a festering im-mundity,
because its creation without a creator cannot contain itself. Creators contain, they
retain their creation and bring it to bear on themselves. But the creation of the
world of bodies comes to nothing, and falls to no one. Wor/d means to say
without principle and end: and that is what spacing of bodies means to say, which
in its turn means nothing except the in-finite impossibility of homogenizing
the world with itself, and the sap of sense with the sap of blood. Openings of
the sanguine are identically those of sense—boc est enim . . . —and this iden-
tity is made only of the absolute self-rejection that the world of bodies is. The
subject of its creation is this rejection. The figure of ecotechnics, which prop-
agates, in every sense and way, global swarming and the foul contagion of im-
mundity, is the figure of this identity—and in the end, no doubt, it is this
identity itself.

A body expels itself, that is, as corpus, distended spastic space, rejection-of-
the-subject—“immundity,” if the word is to be retained. But that is how the
world takes place.

In a sense, the creation of the world of bodies is the impossible itself. And
in a sense, in a repeated stroke of sense and sanguinity [de sens et de sang], the
impossible is what takes place. That the sensical and the sanguine have no
common schema (notwithstanding the sound and scent of their sans and the
infinite of “100” [cent]); that creation is an uncontainable distancing, a fractal
and architectonic catastrophe; and that coming into the world is an irrepress-
ible rejection—all that is what body means, and what sense means, henceforth.
The sense of the world of bodies is the sans—without-limit, without-reserve;
it is the assured extreme of extra partes. In a sense, that is what sense is, in one
sense—always renewed, always spaced out, in one sense and an other, in @ cor-
pus of sense and thus in all senses, but without possible totalization. The ab-
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solute sense of the world of bodies, its very [mémes] mundiality [mondialité]
and corporeality: the excretion of sense, sense exscribed.

Thinking this makes one mad. . . . the world is its own rejection, the rejec-
tion of the world is the world. (Nancy, Corpus, pp. 93-95)*

The insistence and playfulness are remarkable here, and first, among
other things, the insistent, mechanical, machinelike, and quasi-mechanistic
return (understood as an introduction to ecotechnics) to the structure of
partes extra partes® the “assured extreme of extra partes,” which had en-
sured or even organized Psyche’s very body; and then, the playful game
based on the word “sense.” The plurality of the senses of the word “sense”
affects each of its two principal senses: on the side of signification, of
course, when one speaks of the sense of a word or the sense of the world,
and so forth, but also on the side of the said sensible faculties and sensitiv-
ity, each side remaining essentially multiple, resisting community, resisting
it precisely by virtue of partes extra partes, a contiguity without contact, or
a contact as artificial, and thus technical, as superficial.

By definition, this spaced-out multiplicity can only “renew” itself—
whence this concept of creation (“creation of the world of bodies,” for ex-
ample), which Nancy will never give up, at the very place where this cre-
ation is said to be “without a creator” and even “impossible,” the impossible
of an impossibility that is in truth what takes place: “the impossible is what
takes place.” Madness. I am tempted to say of this utterance, itself impos-
sible, that it touches on the very condition of thinking the event. There
where the possible is all that happens, nothing happens, nothing that is not
the impoverished unfurling or the predictable predicate of what finds itself
already there, potentially, and thus produces nothing new, not even acci-
dents worthy of the name “event.” The spaced-out multiplicity of senses,
and of the senses of sense, and of the sense of the senses—the condition of
creation as well as of the event—is also (if one may further say so) what
sanctions this just madness of thinking or language, the madness aroused
by phrases such as “in  corpus of sense and thus in all senses, but without
possible totalization.”

All the concepts of Nancy’s new corpus, all the concepts that he “cre-
ated,” in this new sense of the word creare (creating the world, the sense of
the world, mundiality, the ex-scribed or ex-creted, sense, “the excretion of
sense, sense exscribed,” and so forth) are born of this just madness, and
they call for a different thinking of the just.
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We said that they are “born,” for these catastrophic theses (“creation . . .
is a fractal . . . catastrophe”) are also thoughts of birth. They make us give
thought to the birth of the body, of the corpus, a birth to distinguish here
from plain origin. They let us think of a delivery into the world as a re-
jection, but also of the possibility of rejection in general, the rejection of
the body at birth as well as the rejection of one of its essential parts—a
transplanted heart, for example—by the body itself. In itself ejectable, dis-
posable, rejectable. Immune disorder is also in order.’® All that Nancy will
later say about the “exscribed” essentially springs from this, it seems to me.
And since it is also a matter of se/f-rejection, this source does remain es-
sentially autobiographical. But this is true only at the point where, as we
have noted, Psyche’s pure autobiography is impossible, and the possibility
of transplantation puts its instituting signature there. The return of “Hoc
est enim . .. ” in this book is more than just a mise-en-scene setting the
table for transubstantiation, which is sarcastic, that is, mordant—a fierce
transubstantiation tirelessly biting, morsel by morsel, and biting again,
mortally setting upon the flesh, putting it to death; a transubstantiation of
the Eucharist itself, agitating the whole Corpus, shaking it sometimes un-
til it bursts out laughing. The one who speaks here presently has an expe-
rience of death, and therefore of the living body, that cannot be invoked
by any of those who are like me and never stop thinking about death
without having yet had a change of hearts—and without knowing, with-
out knowing within their bodies, within their “my body,” that a heart can
be thrown off or rejected. Of course, they do know it, but isn’t their
knowledge so very poor, abstract, shameful, protected, and shamefully
cozy, compared to his knowledge—that of the one who is able to put his
signature to Corpus, who happened to be able to sign that Corpus?

To each his or her own “Hoc est enim . . . ” to sign.

We have recalled one, and here is the other, on the facing page, with an-
other accent; it is the continuation of the interrupted quotation:

Thinking this makes one mad. This thinking, if it is a thought, or the thought
that it behooves one to think zhaz—and nothing else. This thought: “Hoc est
enim,” here it is, the world is its own rejection, the rejection of the world is the
world. Such is the world of bodies: it has in it this disarticulation, this inar-
ticulation of corpus—enunciating the whole, wide-ranging extension of sense.
In-articulating utterance [énonciation]|—that is to say, signification no longer,
but instead, a “Speaking”™-body that makes no ‘sense,” a body-"speak” that is not
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organized. At last, material sense, that is to say, madness indeed, the immi-
nence of an intolerable convulsion in thought. One cannot think of less: it’s
that or nothing. But thinking that, it’s still nothing.

(It may be laughter. Above all, no ironizing, no mockery—but laughter, and
a body shaken by thinking that can’t possibly be.) (Nancy, Corpus, p. 95)

From the opening pages onward, things are clear: the title, Corpus, first
of all rings out like such laughter, like a sort of thinking burst of laughter,
fierce and implacable before Jesus, in truth within the very evangelical
word and the Christic body. The whole book preys and sets upon “Hoc est
enim corpus meum,” thereby announcing his work in progress, whose an-
nounced title is “The Deconstruction of Christianity.” But Nancy believes
he can identify the power or reach of “Hoc est enim corpus meum” well
beyond Christian culture strictly speaking and hear in Buddhism, Islam,
and Judaism an “obstinate, or sublimated paganism.”

Unless—whispers the spoilsport that I have remained, at the point of
lighting votive candles, still, in all the Catholic churches in the world, in
the role of incorrigible choirboy, and Jewish, no less—unless there is no
true beyond, beyond what I just imprudently termed “Christian culture
strictly speaking”; unless Christianity carries in itself—and all but consti-
tutively consists in carrying in itself—the resource, and the law, of this de-
stricturation, of its passage beyond itself, of this ability to part without
parting, of universal abandon while remaining with oneself, in a word of
death without dying, without this “death itself” ever coming about. Then,
the deconstruction of Christianity would have its infinite task cut out for
it as its daily bread. “Hoc est enim corpus meum.” Bread for the (Last
Supper) stage would safeguard the very memory of all deconstruction.
Evangelical and apocalyptic. Luke and John. Saint Augustine recalls this
clearly in The City of God, which also quotes Peter and John. And know-
ing how to read would be enough, if one can put it like that. It would be
enough to hear, but hear well, the injunctions about reading at the end of
John’s Apocalypse, the terrible threats flung at those who will not hear or
do not know how to read, and at anyone tempted to add or subtract some-
thing in the witnessing text, in the “martyrdom” describing the punish-
ment reserved for those who, instead of reading and receiving, would like
to enrich the text further, or deplete it, and then write otherwise, some-
thing else—in a word, deconstruct or sign. Nancy does not want to believe
in this—nor be a believer—and neither do L But all the same. If there is
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deconstructing to do, Christianity is it (period). And Plato, predisposing
one to Christianity. And Hegel, in order to sublate Christianity into ab-
solute knowledge and so forth.** And Marx, in order to sublate Hegel. And
Heidegger, who is never done with Luther, with Hegel, again, and Kierke-
gaard. For a certain Christianity will always take charge of the most exact-
ing, the most exact, and the most eschatological hyperbole of deconstruc-
tion, the overbid of “Hoc est enim corpus meum.” It will still make the
sacrifice of its own self-deconstruction. Hey, Sade—go for it! For there is
deconstruction and deconstruction. Let us never forget the Christian, in
fact, Lutheran, memory of Heideggerian deconstruction (Destruktion was
first destructio by Luther, anxious to reactivate the originary sense of the
Gospels by deconstructing theological sediments).”> Let us never forget
this, lest one mix up all the “deconstructions” of this time. And of the
world. But in truth, one can never forget this Christian (Lutheran, Pas-
calian, Hegelian, Kierkegaardian, Marxian, and so forth) memory when
one reads Heidegger, when one also questions his denials. A “deconstruc-
tion of Christianity,” if it is ever possible, should therefore begin by unty-
ing itself from a Christian tradition of destructio.

I shall not even attempt to comment, paraphrase, or gloss the first chap-
ters of this Corpus. They are too rich, and their stitches too tightly woven.
My sole ambition is to invite reading, inevitably, directly, and without in-
terposition. I am content to track the metamorphic displacement of
touch, there where the trail is in danger of disappearing.

Indeed, “touching,” the lexicon of touch, strikes a grammatical pose
and heads off on quite diverse rhetorical side paths. It carries a semantic
tenor whose specter seems to obey a subtle and ironic play, both discreet
and virtuoso. As if a master of language airily made believe he wasn’t
touching any of it. And by the way, is he doing it on purpose? Or is he let-
ting a treacherous symptom show an obsession too strong to be domi-
nated or formalized? A dread that is within language before it haunts an
individual subject? And within a language that changes sense, that zouches
sense, one could say, reaching the presumed core of sense, passing from
the verb “to touch” to the noun “touch,” or from the noun to the adjec-
tive and the participle “touching”™

oNE. Thus, for example, just within the limits of the first three pages of
the book, here is zoucher at first, a verb, “touching” as a verb. From the first
page, and despite a certain Thomas, there is a suggestion that this “Hoc
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estenim . .. ” ends up forbidding usto touch, or in any case seeks to keep
its body away from anything that could rouch it “[I]t is our obsession to
show a his [ceci], and to be convincing (ourselves) that this this [ceci],
herewith [icZ], is that which one can neither see nor touch, neither here
nor elsewhere—and that this is zbat [cela), not in whichever way, but as its
body. The body of that [ ¢a] (God, the absolute, whatever one wishes), that
having a body, or that being a body (and thus, one may think, ‘that’ being
the body—absolutely): that is what haunts us” (Nancy, Corpus, p. 8).

Two. But just after that, here comes a noun. In order to describe the
idealization that keeps the body from touching, in order to see to the sub-
limating subterfuge or the magical sleight of hand that makes the tangible
disappear, Nancy resorts to the pictorial figure of the touch [la touche].*!
The magician’s finger, which makes the tangible untouchable—this is a
painter’s paintbrush. He must know how to put the finishing “touch” to
his simulacrum so as to make the body vanish in producing it, and so as
to reduce it in affecting its production: “Hoc est enim . . .~ defies, ap-
peases all our doubts about mere illusions, giving to the real the true fin-
ishing touch of its pure Idea, that is, its reality, its existence. One would
never be done with modulating the variants of these words (randomly
listed: ego sum [the title of that other great book by Nancy, thus dealing
with egological fiction], nudes in painting, Rousseau’s Social Contract, Nietz-
sche’s madness, Montaigne’s Essass, Antonin Artaud’s ‘nerve-meter’ [Pése-
nerfs])” (ibid., p. 8). If one reads what follows, it goes the way of the
whole culture, “the whole texture interweaving us”: “Body: that is how we
invented it. Who else in the world knows it?” (ibid.).

THREE. Now, just after the verb and the noun, here comes the attribute
of a past participle or adjective, introduced by a “soon” [sitét] that is more
troubling than ever: “As soon as it is touched. . . . ” As for this desensitiz-
ing operation, indeed, this anesthesia, this sublimating idealization that
produces the body, the “this” and “here” of the body, while making it in-
accessible to touch, we know that it engenders anguish—anguish before
death, as it were, but protecting itself against itself, a sort of anesthesia of
anesthesia, a euthanasia contract after the terms of which, while pretend-
ing one is dealing out death to oneself until the end of time, one ends up
succeeding.

We ask, What is #4is [ceci]? And why does the “this” of famous “sense
certainty” evaporate in the very indetermination of all here-and-now and
all this? One does not have to wait for Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit to
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suffer the wounds of the said “sense certainty.” In order to describe the
point at which the latter is all at once attained and wounded (“attained” in
the sense of “reached,” become accessible, but also reaching out toward an
“attaint,” and the sense of a harm that is “sustained”), Nancy says of it that
it is “touched”: no sooner has one attained it, no sooner has one touched
it, no sooner does one believe one is touching it, than one wounds it, find-
ing it harmed already, attainted, cut into, vulnerable at once, and even sick.
It is not what it used to be, nor what one believed it to be. Waking from
this anesthesia, sense certainty becomes mad. It mixes up everything. What
makes sense, Rimbaud says, are the senses in disarray. Adjective, attribute,
past participle: “As soon as it is touched, sense certainty turns to chaos, to
tempest, and every sense to disarray. [§] Body is certainty startled and shat-
tered. Nothing is more properly of our old world, nothing more foreign to
it” (ibid., p. 9).

FOUR. Retouching the verb. What in fact happens just after that—after
the verb, the noun, the past participle, or adjective have had their turn?
We turn to the verb toucher, “to touch,” again. Paradox: we shall now be
shown that if one has sought (as in ONE) not to “touch,” to keep the body
from touching; if one has longed for the untouchable; if one has had to
add a “finishing touch” (as in TwO) to the idealization and the conjuring
away of touch; if sense certainty is thus “touched” by this (as in THREE)
until the senses are in disarray, it is because of a desire or a hyperbolic
hunger to “touch,” to be what one wants to touch by eating it. “Touch”
turns around, and everything seems to be decided. All of Nancy’s new
conceptuality (Begrifflichkeit), a seizing put-upon or at grips with one’s
grasp,* receives the mark of this, beginning with another thought of the
body, of the mundane and “immund” world, and of freedom, and first
and foremost, of what from now on excribes itself as the ex-scribed (as ex-
pulsion, originary abjection, and so forth).

At this turning point (though one could find other metonymies), one
seizes again the resource or springlock of Nancy’s thinking—his weighing,
as we shall say later—and in it, let’s say, that which might make a beam of
the scales—or a “flail,” or even “scourge,” the “flail” proper, which is to
say every sense of the French word fléau: an instrument for threshing or
flagellating; evil; calamity; cataclysm or disaster; baneful wound; some-
times, precisely, the scales or scourge or flail of God; or as God; but espe-
cially an implement of justice with scales that weigh exactly, necessarily, the

unthinkable and unweighable ['impe(n)sable], the impossible, the unbear-
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able, and give the immense its exact measure. A question of hearts, and of
foreign bodies, a question of exappropriation of the ownmost and most
proper, as autoimmune desire of the proper, I would say. An implacable
deconstruction of modern philosophies of the body properand the “flesh.”
Soitshould surprise no one that this turning around of touch should pro-
duce the concept of ex-tirpation, expulsion of the desirable, of the exscribed
and the body far-flung or lost, during the course of a sequence with the
Last Supper busy eating the body—in truth, eating God’s heart out, the
Sacred Heart:

But instantly, always, it is a foreign body that shows itself —monstrance of a
monster impossible to swallow. There’s no getting away, one is caught up in a
vast waste of images stretching from a Christ who daydreams over his unleav-
ened bread to a Christ who extirpates from himself a throbbing, bloody Sa-
cred Heart. This, this . . . z4is is always too much, or not enough, to be that.

And all the ways of thinking the “body proper,” the laborious efforts to
reappropriate what was believed to be unfortunately “objectified,” or “reified”;
all the ways of thinking about the body proper are contortions of comparable
scope: they end up with nothing but the expulsion of what one wished for.

Being in anguish, wishing to see, touch and eat the body of God, to e this
body and to be nothing but that, all that makes up the principle of (un)reason
of the West. At a stroke, the body, any body, any of the body, never takes place
there, and especially not when one names or summons it there. For us, the body
is always sacrificed—holy host.

If “Hoc est enim corpus meum” says anything, it is outside and beyond any
words [hors de parole], it isn’t said, it is exscribed—the body lost in a mindless
thrust [& corps perdu]. (Nancy, Corpus, p. 9)*

One is never done with an analysis of the variations, and keys touched
upon, in playing this hymn to touch, to tactful fingering, which is to say
to con-tact as interrupted contact. After the passage I have just quoted,
over ten short pages: “the body must touch down” (p. 11); “Writing: to
touch on extremity” (p. 12); “Nothing else happens to writing, then, if
something should happen to it, except touching. More precisely: touching
the body. . . . Writing touches the body, by essence . . . that’s where it’s
touching” (p. 13); “points of tangency, touches . . . ” (p. 14).*

Shall one join him when he says that this history of the world and the
body is merely Christian, or even Abrahamic, and limited to the West
(“principle of (un)reason of the West”)? And to the body “for us,” imply-
ing “we,” the Jewish, Christian, or Muslim heirs of “Hoc enim corpus

»
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meum,” as the beginning of the text suggests it Or is it a universal “his-
tory”? Or further, in greater likelihood, the history of the production of
every “universalism” and “globalization”—through the obligatory passage
of a surreptitious, autoimmune, and globalatinizing® Christianization?
And therefore to be begun in Latin, with “Hoc enim corpus meum”
(Matt. 26: 26), rather than the Greek 10010 €6ty 10 6dUd WOV, *

Is Psyche a beautiful Christian woman? Is she one or the other, one and
the other, of the two Marys whose fascinating hallucination inspired us
with a few questions some time ago? And what if there were several “bod-
ies” in the world, and what if this body or that other one resisted the Chris-
tian corpus, sometimes within the very heart, the very body of a Christian?
At the very same time when a non-Christian can conversely inhabit, with-
out knowing it, a Christian body? Other cultures, perhaps every culture,
could have produced this idealizing anesthesia, this neutralization, this eu-
thanasia of the body, even before being touched (be it indirectly) by any
virtual Christianization.

To avoid any confusion, is it necessary to change words, then, in order to
tell the difference of bodies? Is it necessary to resort to another term instead
of “corpus”? And instead of “touch,” or “touching,” by the same token?

Nancy may be suggesting this, and here one can measure what is at
stake in a translation. One wonders who will be able to tell us what hap-
pens when one translates corps. Let us just think of the difficulties that al-
ready await us in the snuggest Western domesticity: how is one to trans-
late in one word the difference between Korper and Leib? And as for body
in English (in all the places, for example, where it is an obsession for
American culture and academia), who could one lead with a straight face
to believe that it is a trustworthy equivalent of all that we term corps, corps
propre, or chair [flesh]? And once it has been subjected to the euthanasic
test of anesthesia of which we speak, doesn't it rather, sooner, all too soon,
very soon turn into a sort of “corpse,” the more or less glorious body of a
cadaver?”” In a word, when Freud seems to lay the psyche upon the hori-
zontality of a surface, on a bed or a “couch,” when he speaks on the subject
of psyche as body, on the subject of this submissive and subjected subjec-
tivity, and extension, is he referring to the Christian body?

To say of Psyche that she is “extended,” even if Eros has enough tact not
to touch her, is to recall that she remains or should remain tangible, as a
body—against Descartes and against Kant, against extension without body,
against intelligible extension and against the extension of pure sensibility
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devoid of any empirical sensation. It is also to recall what Freud had said
about this, precisely, in this “posthumous” note, the “brief tune” quoted
first: “Psyche ist ausgedehnt, weiss nichts davon.”

She knows nothing of this, at the point when one speaks of it; she is
bound to a secret; she knows nothing of herself —in particular, of herself
extended, and therefore always far off, self-distanced, no matter how close
she is. Tangible, to be sure, yet untouchable. For Eros, at least. At least
when Eros is tactful. And experienced—or even an expert—in caresses.

What is still needed from here on? An explanation as to why the Peri
psuches of our time is now called Corpus, by Jean-Luc Nancy.



§ 4 The Untouchable, or
the Vow of Abstinence

The Exorbitant, i— Tact “beyond the possible”
—Stroking, Striking, Thinking, Weighing:
Mourning Eros and the Other Hand of . . .

Wem gefiele nicht eine Philosophie, deren Keim ein erster Kuss ist?

Who would not like a philosophy whose kernel is a first kiss?

—Novalis

What to give him, and how? Would it have to be? Does it have to be?

I did not know what to present as an offering to Jean-Luc Nancy in or-
der to tell him of my gratitude and admiration, whose limits I cannot even
measure, which I have felt for him for too long—and have seen revived or
rejuvenated too often—even to attempt to tell myself their story. There is
no declaration for these things, they shouldn’t be declared, either publicly
or privately.

For there is a law of tact.

Perhaps the law is always a law of zact. This law’s law finds itself there,
before anything. There is this law, and it is the law itself, the law of the
law. One cannot imagine what a law would be in general without some-
thing like tact: one must touch without touching. In touching, touching
is forbidden: do not touch or tamper with the thing itself, do not touch
on what there is to touch. Do not touch what remains to be touched, and
first of all law itself—which is the untouchable, before all the ritual prohi-
bitions that this or that religion or culture may impose on touching, as
suggested earlier. And this enjoins us to respect, and above all to respect in
the Kantian sense, so to speak, where it is first of all respect for the law, re-
spect for which is precisely the cause of respect, that is to say, in the first
place, to respect the law rather than the person. This only gives an exam-
ple of it. Respect commands us to keep our distance, to touch and tamper
neither with the law, which is respectable, nor—therefore—with the un-
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touchable. The untouchable is thus kept at a distance by the gaze, or re-
gard, in French (meaning respect in its Latin provenance), or in any case at
an attentive distance, in order to watch out carefully, to guard (as in achren,
Achtung, in German) against touching, affecting, corrupting. One is not
to touch the law commanding that one not touch. Hasty conclusion: tact,
one could say, is what confines to the origin and the essence of law. And
one should understand tact, not in the common sense of the tactile, but
in the sense of knowing how to touch withour touching, without touch-
ing too much, where touching is already too much. Tact touches on the
origin of the law. Just barely. At the limit. By essence, structure, and situ-
ation, the endurance of a limit as such consists in touching without touch-
ing the outline of a limit.

There is a law of tact.!

Before any vow of abstinence, before any self-imposed interdict, is there
an untouchable, are there untouchables? And what is more, quasi-
transcendental ones? One might think so, for such a vow of abstinence
could hardly retain us and impose any restraint except where some un-
touchable remains at least possible, already possible. Conversely, what
would such a vow of abstinence be if there touching were not always pos-
sible, effectively possible or promised? What if this possibility of the prom-
ise, this promised possibility, were not already #here, not here but there,
haunting abstinence itself, sometimes to the point of intensifying its trans-
gression, the unforgivable perjury at the heart of the interdict? Is this dou-
ble, undecidable logic (Eros in mourning at the most intense of Eros’s liv-
ing desire) already a logic of the unconscious? Perhaps.

There is a law of tact there.?

Touching, in any case, thus remains limitrophe; it touches what it does
not touch; it does not touch; it abstains from touching on what it touches,
and within the abstinence retaining it at the heart of its desire and need,
in an inhibition truly constituting its appetite, it eats without eating what
is its nourishment, touching, without touching, what it comes to culti-
vate, elevate, educate, drill [dresser] (¢rephein).

But what méchane, what trick, what fatal machination does such a law al-
ways keep in store? Between two given orders—yes, given as given as much
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as ordered (do touch but do not touch, in no way, do touch without touch-
ing, do touch bur do watch out and avoid any contact)—it in effect installs
a kinship that is at the same time conjunctive and disjunctive. Worse than
that, it brings into contact both contradictory orders (do do and do not do),
thus exposing them to contamination or contagion. But what it thus brings
into contact, or rather into contiguity, partes extra partes, is first of all con-
tact and noncontact. And this contact without contact, this barely touching
touch is unlike any other, in the very place where all it touches is the other.
There is no facile thinking or formulation whatsoever in this—rather,
it is madness. It is certainly always possible painlessly to produce and re-
produce these paradoxical formulas. It is certainly always possible to speak
as a somnambulist, to handle symbols stripped of any intuition,® to pro-
nounce apparently paradoxical syntagmas such as, to define “tact” or “fin-
gering” [doigté], for example, “touch without touching,” “contact without
contact,” or “contact without contact between contact and noncontact.”
Butone certainly feels (as will be verified, and verified precisely by test-
ing the very senses of the word “sense,” of the French sens or sentir, which
tend to come down, though not reductively, to the word “touch”) that from
Aristotle to Nancy, aporias (originally Aristotle’s word), as aporias of touch,
lead us to think the essence of touch only through language that paradoxi-
cal, more than contradictory and hyperdialectical (x without x, x = non-x,
x = conjunction and/or disjunction of x plus and minus x, and so on).
Whereabouts of the impossible: is tact (tact that would know how to
touch without touching, a contact without contact) knowledge or know-
how? Isn’t this an impossible knowledge or a thinking of impossible knowl-
edge? Yet one recognizes in it the figure of the Law, capital Law, led by its
uppercase letter. Here, before any other (religious, ethical, juridical, or
other) determination, we hear and understand law as commandment, which
is to say the interruption in the contact or continuity with what we have
learned to call “nature.” Now, one can speak of tact (for example), and con-
tact without contact, only where there is a law dictating or prescribing, and
enjoining what is not (natural). And this is produced in “nature,” well be-
fore man, and always before the distinction between the beings and the liv-
ing. And that is enough to discredit every opposition fundamentally: na-
ture/culture, nature/mind or consciousness, physis/nomos, thesis or techne,
animality/humanity, and so forth.
Now in this regard it is no longer possible to ask the question of touch
in general, regarding some essence of touch in general, before determining
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the “who” or the “what,” the touching or touched, which we shall not too
hastily call the subject or object of an act. There is not in the first place /e
sense of touch, followed by secondary modifications that allow the verb to
be completed by a subject or a complement (that is, what touches whom
or what, who touches whom or what).

There is little doubt that Aristotle took into account a differential trans-
formation of touch depending on the diversity of tangible things, and per-
haps on what this grammatical distribution may specify. However, for lack
of sufficient indications on this subject,* one wonders whether in Aristotle’s
Peri psuches, his treatise on touch, there was room for blows (for striking
blows in all their multiplicity, a multiplicity that may not be reducible to
any general blow) or caresses (all stroking caresses, which may not be acces-
sible either by way of any subsumption under one concept of the caress in
general). A blow is perhaps not a kind of destructive touching, indeed, of
the excessive tangibility that, as Aristotle already noted, can have devastating
effects. Likewise, stroking is not only a species of soothing, beneficial, and
pleasant touch, pleasure enjoyed by contact. Striking and stroking address
a “who” rather than a “what,” “the other” rather than some other in gen-
eral. Such a living “who” is no more necessarily human, moreover, than it
isa subject or an “I.” And above all it is not a man any more than a woman.

What, then, is a treatise of touch that says nothing about this: “Who
touches whom? And how?”; “Who strikes whom? Who strokes whom?
And why? And how?” Let us insist again that various causes or qualities do
not come and modify or modalize one single, selfsame, presupposed gen-
erality of what we conveniently term the “caress” and the “blow.” There
again, they constitute a multiplicity without the horizon of a totalizable
unity. For, let us not hide this from ourselves, by this stroke, and with a ca-
ress—a caress may be a blow and vice versa—it comes down to the con-
ceptual condition of concepts. And let us not exclude either that certain ex-
periences of touching (of “who touches whom”) do not simply pertain to
blows and caresses. What about a kiss? Is it one caress among many? What
about a kiss on the mouth? What about a biting kiss, as well as everything
that can then be exchanged between lips, tongues, and teeth?> Are blows
wanting there? Are they absent in coitus, in all the penetrations or acts of
homosexual or heterosexual sodomy? Is a “caress,” more so than a “blow,”
enough of a concept to say something of this experience of “touching” of
which Aristotle, followed by all those who came after him in the great tra-
ditional philosophy of touch, hardly breathed a word?
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As for Nancy, he does not fail to name the caress and the blow, or more
precisely—for verbs and gestures are what counts—stroking and striking,
among a nonfinite number of other experiences, in what he terms the
“tactile corpus,” under the heading “Weighing” [“Pesée”]. Of course, I am
underscoring the words striking and stroking, as well as a point that will be
important for us later on, in that there is no sexual difference marked here
as a dual or dissymmetric opposition, which does not mean that sexual
difference is not taken into account—on the contrary: “Tactile corpus:
skimming, grazing, pressing, pushing in, squeezing, smoothing, scratching,
rubbing, stroking, palpating, groping, kneading, massaging, embracing,
hugging, striking, pinching, biting, sucking, wetting, holding, letting go,
licking, jerking, looking, listening, smelling, tasting, avoiding, kissing,
cradling, swinging, carrying, weighing.”®

Why does he end his list here? What right has he to do so? Are there op-
erations that are completely independent of any tactile semantics and
rhetoric? And that would rightfully be excluded from this series? This
question will remain with us, under this form or another; it concerns what
this corpus has left out. But the opposite question also looms: it concerns
inclusion no less than exclusion. And so, by classifying “looking” and “lis-
tening” in a tactile corpus, does one follow this traditional or even classi-
cal gesture (a gesture we shall keep recognizing later on), which consists in
including sight and hearing, as well as 4// the senses, in the general or fun-
damental sense of touch? This hypothesis is confirmed just afterward by
the inclusion of “smelling” and “tasting,” the sense of smell and the sense
of taste. Or, on the contrary, is it a matter of challenging in that tradition
that which would pertain to retaining only the most proper and most lit-
eral in what is called touching? What could make one lean toward the sec-
ond hypothesis in this list would rather be the inclusion of verbal expres-
sions such as “letting go” [/4cher] or “avoiding” [éviter], which rather than
touching seem, on the contrary, literally to signify noncontact, interrup-
tion, spacing, a hiatus at the core of contact—tact, precisely! And the heart-
beat, with its syncopal interruptions, which gives its thythm to pulse, pul-
sion, or even haptical compulsion, the cu#m of con-tact, coming to link or
conjoin only where disconnection remains at work, as well as a possible
disjunction. Not to mention, in this reckoning, that the French grammar
of this corpus and the series of transitive verbs referring to an object of
sense lead to the discovery of more undecidable ones, undecidably transi-
tive and/or intransitive ones, “wetting,” for example, but especially “weigh-
ing,” which we have yet to examine.
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I have something like a vision of the future, then. I imagine generations
of philosophers. Do you see them, as I do, soon leaning over this page by
Nancy, over this zactile corpus as over a table of categories? A corpus, upon
a table without operations or anatomy lessons, but with so many problems!
And as with all tables of categories, from Aristotle to Kant, one would ask
oneself whether this list is truly grounded and closable, or here or there
rhapsodic.

First of all, what has entitled me, too—why have I underscored two
verbs in this corpus, stroking and striking? Why this privilege—if not as a
concession to a logic that I had called into question a little earlier? Sup-
pose that I did it for sheer pedagogical or provisional convenience, so as to
tie in again, in a barely visible, elliptical, and virtual fashion, with a prob-
lematic and texts that Nancy does not mention and that we shall soon try
to recognize, in this chapter and the following ones.”

Then comes a question for Nancy, as I just said: why close this lise?
Why this way of punctuating? And for a corpus or table, what do the sus-
pension points signify if not a concession to a vague “et cetera’? And why
not a deduction, then? Why an enumeration, a juxtaposition (partes extra
partes, precisely, as he likes to say so often), there where one experience
finds itself implicated in advance in another one, and conjoined to an-
other one, whatever the originality or even the acute independence of
each one may be? For in the end, can one be caressing without doing—
after a fashion, to be sure—so many other things that pertain to the same
“tactile corpus,” and making other gestures such as “skimming, grazing,
pressing,” and so forth? Moreover, doesn’t Nancy himself subtract from
the list one concept, which he turns into a sort of transcendental of all the
other ones, namely, to weigh, the act of “weighing,” the one that comes
last? Doesn’t he state immediately afterward that this multiplicity con-
verges in the end, be it beyond any synthetic composition? “Even without
synthesis, everything communicates with weighing in the end. A body
weighs always, or lets itself be weighed, weighed out” (Corpus, p. 82).

This is another way of saying that, in this tactile corpus, one is dealing
less with a categorial list of operations that consist in touching than with
thinking, which is to say pondering, weighing that which gives itself over
to tact in a thousand ways, namely, the body, the corpus, inasmuch as it
weighs—and therefore, in a certain way, thinks. Whether thinking is ex-
tended or weighs, along the way, we have apparently moved from the ex-
tension of a Psyche (the soul or thought “is” extended) to weight, body
weight (“a body weighs always”), as well as the weight of thought.
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Now, this changes something as far as tact and touching are concerned.
Extension can remain intelligible (with Descartes) or sensible-insensible
(with Kantand a few others), and thus intangible. The extension of a body,
a body inasmuch as it is extended, can thus remain untouchable. Can one
say as much about a body or thought that weighs?

Let us note in passing that “The Weight of a Thought,” a section of the
book The Gravity of Thought,® works out a double question, with a breadth,
a precision, and a force that I will not try to reconstitute here. First, it is
the question of the etymology that “relates thinking [ pensée] to weighing
[pesée]”;’ then, by the same stroke, the question of the “figure of speech”
seeming to have a stake in an “intimate co-appropriation of thinking and
weighing” (p. 76). Nancy does not give up the “etymologist’s desire,” nor
does he give in to it, or to any of the temptations that Jean Paulhan so
rightly denounced in his book on “etymological proof ”:'° “ . . . to have us
accede,” Nancy says, “at least by reason of a trace deposited in language,
to a weighty/weighing property of thought, which would be identical to a
thinking property of the weighty thing” (“Weight of a Thought,” p. 76).

He questions the postulation of this irrepressible desire, and this leads
him to a series of undecidable or contradictory propositions, of which he
then accepts, formalizes, and (let’s say) powerfully thinks the necessity. It
goes without saying that we shall find this necessity to be identical or anal-
ogous, again with the same problems, on the subject of touching. Here is
just one example of these dense formulations:

This is not to say that the intimate co-appropriation of thinking and weigh-
ing is a mere figure of speech, or the phantasm of a somewhat alchemical ma-
terialism. On the contrary, this appropriation is certain and absolute. The act
of thinking 75 an actual weighing; it is the very weighing of the world, of things,
of the real as sense. . . . the co-appropriation of sense and the real is precisely
that by which existence always precedes itself, as itself, that is to say, insofar as
it is without essence—insofar as it zs the without-essence.

This absolutely indubitable point of the reciprocal and archi-originary ap-
propriation of weighing and thinking (which is truly the creation of the world)
is equally, identically, the absolute point of inappropriability: we have no more
access to the weight of sense than (consequently) to the sense of weight.

And it is not having such an access that makes us thinking as well as weighty
beings, and that strikes the chord within us, as ourselves, of this discord of
weight and thought that constitutes the whole weight of a thought.

(This does not mean that such access would be available for other beings:
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the co-appropriation of weighing and thinking, just asitis reached in etymol-
ogy only through a metaphorical reversal [bascule] that always precedes itself, is
in and of itself inaccessible, and definitely so; its terms define it in this way, just
as they command it to occupy its place-without-access.) (ibid., pp. 76-77)

This place without access seems to overdetermine itself, if I am not be-
ing imprudent or flighty here, in belonging to a sense of the world as earth,
which is to say a certain law of gravity—to be pondered."

In this context, as he does elsewhere and so often, Nancy repeatedly has
recourse to the lexicon of exactitude (“exact,” “exactly,” and so on), words
that are so strangely familiar to him. And we shall come back again to these
words, which here seem particularly appropriate (notwithstanding the
usual reservations that have just been recalled), if not reserved for the affin-
ity between thinking and weighing: “Thinking weighs exactly the weight of
sense,” or “The weight of a thought is quite exactly [trés exactement] the inap-
propriability of appropriation, or the impropriety of the proper (proper to
the proper itself, absolutely).”'? At the very moment when he superlativizes
exactitude (“quite exactly”), a hyperbolic overbidding comes to character-
ize—precisely, exactly—an impropriety, an inappropriability, something
like an inexactitude. It would seem as if all of Nancy is signing this gesture
(the minute difference of a letter, #, is poised [in French] between thinking
and weighing, penser and peser): neyer to give up the summons of exacti-
tude, the most exacting, demanding petition,” as one would say in English
(the most exigent, astringent, enjoining), at the very moment when limits
become inaccessible, contradictory or undecidable, and apparently despair-
ing of any exact determination. Always, Nancy remains determining and
determined—that is his “probity”—within the thinking-weighing of what
best resists determination, which he determines in a determined and de-
termining fashion precisely in that, in this place, to this limit, at this point
—be it a vanishing point. Let’s just say that he works on weighing-thinking
the unthinkable-unweighable [/im pe(n)sable] exactly; he gauges (thinks-
weighs) the impossible as exactly as possible, whereby he remains a rigor-
ous philosopher at the very moment when the limits of the philosophic
come to tremble. It is without trembling, then, that Nancy submits him-
self to the trembling.

And so he is at work on the concept and works at the concept, and first
the concept of what he terms the exscribed, which needs to be analyzed ex-
actly in its relation to the concept, to style, and to the Nancean ethos of
exactitude.
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While these texts have often been translated, they remain untranslatable,
no doubt. They speak to us of this untranslatability, of this “trace deposited
in language.” How is one to translate into English or German the affinity
in French between penser and peser? One might wish more of ten to have at
one’s disposal a set of analyses as sobering as these, as vigilant and fair with
regard to etymologistic desire or metaphoric power, to undecidable and
nondialecticizable contradictions, when such an affinity inscribed in an-
other family of languages is at issue—for example, concerning thought, the
affinity between denken and danken and “thinking” and “thanking.” Even
in French, we often refer to it, at the precise moment when, in Heidegger’s
wake, we seek the specificity of a thinking that can be reduced neither to
poetry nor to philosophy nor to science. And some are often content with
an admiring, trusting, even incantatory reference to the miracle of lan-
guage: German or English, in which the same gift may be recognized in
“thought” and “thanks,” and here, in the first place, a gift of languages, the
good luck, as Hegel put it, of an idiom that is originally speculative.

If one gave in to the same wonder, one would point out that the verb
peser (“to weigh”) is conjugated in French simultaneously as both transitive
and intransitive, precisely like the verb penser (“to think”). This “simulta-
neously” at a stroke bestows its genius, its stroke of genius, upon this sen-
tence of Nancy’s: “La pensée pese exactement le poids du sens” (literally,
“Thinking [or thought] weighs exactly the weight of sense”). The event of
this sentence takes place once only. It signals an invention, signed but re-
assigned to the account of language, the language one speaks, appropriates,
yet never possesses. Thus, one can well see that his sentence, “Thought
weighs exactly the weight of sense” plays out, while respecting it exactly, an
unstable grammar, a syntax that is untranslatable in its duplicity:

1. Transitivity: thought weighs, and by weighing it examines and weighs
out what it is weighing, evaluating sense exactly; it indicates its exact weight.

2. Intransitivity: thought weighs: it is weighty as much as pondering or
thinking; it has the weight of sense; it weighs, itself, what sense weighs,
neither more nor less, exactly.

What, then, is the hypothesis worth that Nancy on his own does not jux-
tapose modalities of tactility? And the hypothesis that the theme, in his tac-
tile corpus, is corpus as much as it is tact? I believe it to be confirmed by an-
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other piece of evidence. In this open series, since it is a matter of thinking
the body sooner than tactility, we can also find—and I have underscored—
sensible perceptions not ordinarily associated with touch, for example look-
ing, listening, smelling, tasting. All the senses are included in this ractile cor-
pus, not only touching, but also seeing, hearing, smelling, and tasting.

—Weren't you asking, even bef ore the beginning, whether we could ca-
ress or stroke each other with our eyes? And touch the look that touches
you?

—We are slowly approaching the figure of touch. Earlier, I spoke of a
contamination or a contagion that would have the peculiarity of putting
in contact (without contact) contact #n4 noncontact. Contamination then
becomes what it is not; it disidentifies itself. It disidentifies everything
even before it disidentifies #self. It disappropriates, it disappropriates itself,
it attains what it should never signify, namely, an interruption of relations
and the ex-propriety of the proper.

The law in fact commands to touch without touching it. A vow of absti-
nence. Not to touch the friend (for example, by abstaining from giving him
a present or from presenting oneself to him, out of modesty [ par pudeur]),
to not touch him enough is to be lacking in tact; however, zo touch him, and
to touch him too much, to touch him to the quick, is also tactless.

Yes, one will have to talk about the caress, which cannot be reduced to
simple contact, be it contact with the other, nor to any of the other expe-
riences that have been evoked, before and after “stroking.” The caress gives
or takes. And/or it gives and takes. In giving it takes; it gives to take; it
takes up giving—what one calls pleasure a little hastily. In pleasure, the ca-
ress besieges us, it invests us with a nontheoretical and besetting question,
with aworry constitutive of pleasure itself: “What is this pleasure? What is
that? Where does it come from? From the other or from me? Am I taking
i Am I giving it? Is it the other who gives it to me? Or takes it from me?
The time of this pleasure—is it that [ am giving 7z myself ?” And so forth.
And if all these hypotheses were not contradictory or incompatible, how
would one need to think them? Declare them? Even confess them? Con-
fessing them and touching them as the stakes of touch itself, as if the
grammar of the response to acknowledged gratitude (“Thank you for what
you give me”) remained undecidable (“But no, I'm not giving you any-
thing, I'm giving myself. . . etc. “You're saying, I'm giving myself. Is that
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so? Do you mean to say, ‘I'm giving myself” or ‘I'm giving myself z0 my-
self?” etc.).

The caress finds itself no less affected by this and divided in truth by this
salvo of contradictory injunctions. The order, the command is no longer
altogether that of tact: to touch without touching; to press without press-
ing, always more, always too much, never enough; to give without hold-
ing back or retaining, but with restraint; to give to hold without holding
on; to give without imposition: “Tiens!” [There! Hold on to this! Take it!
Have it'—Trans.]. What is one saying, what is one giving to understand,
when one says “Tiens!”[?] Is what is wanting here the virtual shadow, at
least, of a hand gesture (“Tiens!”: “Take this!”), a touching hand or a hand-
ing one, a hand given to touch the other, an extended hand held out or ex-
tending something to the other? “Tiens!” Take this! But tact’s command is
neither to tender nor to grasp ourselves and each other without trembling,
without some relinquishment at the heart of the seizing. Tact enjoins not
to touch, not to take what one takes, or rather not to be taken in by what
one takes. Tact beyond contact. Which does not necessarily mean to say a
neutralization of touching,

One of our concerns incidentally bears on this enigmatic hypothesis of
neutrality. Could there be a touch or tactile experience that is neutral?
And this can be understood in multiple ways—three at least:

1. The way of a theoretical touch, that is to say objective, knowing, ex-
ploratory in the epistemic sense of this word: touching in order to know,
in view of the knowledge of an object: that which is before oneself but can
thus also present itself to sight (the theorem) or that which resists and seems
more appropriate for haptical objectivity; the privilege of the theoretical
touch has always been central in every philosophy of touch.

2. The way of a touch preceding any drive, invested or committed; be-
fore caresses or blows, and even before this prehensile and comprehensive
grasping that one can detect in the most “theoretical” of touches.

3. The way of a phenomenological neutralization, a “phenomenological
reduction,” which would leave intact—in order to analyze them or de-
scribe their constitution—all the intentional modalities that we have just
mentioned.

Contradictory injunctions, thus, at the heart of touch. Can they still
give rise to a phenomenology, or to what Emmanuel Levinas termed a
“phenomenology of voluptuousness” as early as in the years 1946—47, in
the first edition of Time and the Other?'* One day, together and separately,
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one will indeed have to reread these two thinking approaches to the ca-
ress, Levinas’s and Nancy’s, and from the outset follow this theme within
each of their trajectories, more particularly in order to pinpoint their re-
spective differences in relation to phenomenology, beyond the discrepan-
cies that keep them apart.

In Levinas’s work, long before Totality and Infinity (1961)" and its “Phe-
nomenology of Eros,” Time and the Other includes a chapter, “Eros,” which
tells of the caress as contact beyond contact: “The caress is a mode of the
subject’s being, where the subject who is in contact with another goes be-
yond this contact. Contact as sensation is part of the world of light” (7ime
and the Other, p. 89). Which is another way of saying that the caress carries
beyond phenomenality, indeed beyond any contact sensation, or any con-
tact as sensation, and does not share with sight this being enclosed within
a totality, this belonging to the immanence of the world. Voluptuousness is
not a “pleasure like others,” it is not “solitary.” Somewhat recklessly, Lev-
inas then states that eating and drinking, on the other hand, are solitary
pleasures, whereas the caress takes away erotic experience from any “fusion”
and recalls “the exceptional place of the feminine.”

Let us not linger here over this aspect, which I have touched on else-
where;!¢ let us just keep it company for a step beyond the stop, the one
carrying this analysis of caressing further than touching, though szill in ac-
cordance with the hand, the hand only: “Contact as sensation is part of the
world of light. But what is caressed is not touched, properly speaking. It
is not the softness or warmth of the hand given in contact that the caress
seeks. The seeking of the caress constitutes its essence by the fact that the
caress does not know what it seeks. This ‘not knowing,” this fundamental
disorder, is the essential” (Levinas, 7ime and the Other, p. 89).

The limit seems unequivocal, but it is subtle. Levinas, Levinas’s hand, is
proposing it. From the outset, we are clearly told that the caress does not
fall under the sense called touch, not even under contact or the sensation
one relates to contact: “what is caressed is not touched,” “not touched,
properly speaking.” Is this clear enough? One could be tempted to put
this proposition side by side with Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s when the lat-
ter, without however naming the caress, speaks of a certain untouchability
of the other, or rather of the other inasmuch as the other comprises some
untouchable and thus gives me access to this thinking of the untouchable
as such."”

But this same language immediately acknowledges that it is hostage to
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rhetoric. Levinas specifies that it is only with regard to touching “properly
speaking” that the caress remains alien or heterogeneous. It is only with re-
gard to sensation as world of light, with regard to “knowing” and knowing
what one “seeks” that the caress goes beyond. The caress transcends touch,
sensibility, and knowing “properly speaking.” But Levinas makes believe
that here we know what speaking means to say properly speaking, and what
touching, sensation, light, and knowledge signify “properly speaking.”

At the time of Time and the Other, and perhaps later still, Levinas main-
tains and keeps this discourse within an ontological code. He blames Freud
for not understanding this pleasure “in the general economy of being.”
But already he matches the experience of the caress and its “not knowing”
accordingly with the apprehension of time, with pure temporalization as
absolute anticipation. One is tempted to say of this (though this is obvi-
ously not Levinas’s language here)'® that it is quasi-messianic: “The caress
is the expectation of this pure future (to come), without content” (77me
and the Other, p. 89). More insistently: “My thesis, which consists in af-
firming voluptuousness as the very event of the future, the future purified
of all content, the very mystery of the future, seeks to account for its ex-
ceptional place” (ibid., p. 90).

It is this attention given to the future that is the keynote of the analyses
devoted to love and Eros in Totality and Infinity. But the word “future”
could still mislead us if we heard in it merely the modality of a time be-
yond the now present that will form the horizon of another possible, vir-
tual, and promised present. The chapter devoted to the “Phenomenology
of Eros” specifies in this respect and underscores again what Levinas had
just written on the score of “The Ambiguity of Love,” which is to say,
“through the face filters the obscure light coming from beyond the face,
from what 7s not yet, from a future never future enough, more remote than
the possible” (Levinas, Torality and Infinity, p. 254)."° There where “the ca-
ress aims at the tender,” it carries toward the future beyond the future,
which here simultaneously means beyond a future present and the very
possibility of a being-able, of every “I can.” That is why I am tempted to
say, in a language that is no longer Levinas’s but does not necessarily be-
tray him either, that there where I touch without touching, in caressing,
the order of the promise itself is what finds itself thereupon exceeded or
disqualified, and with it the order of what one quietly thinks and fits un-
der the category of performatives, of an “I can” that would have the power
to produce an event through a legitimatized speech act, in a sure context,
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and following agreed-upon conventions. The event as such, if there is any,
couldn’t care less about the performative or the constative. In caressing,
and even when the one doing the stroking is being stroked, without there
ever being the least symmetry or the common measure of some reciproc-
ity, this event affects us, before and despite any possibility and any power
of being-able, any legitimacy of an “I can,” and even an “I know.” Should
the caress be an event, that is what happens with it.
Levinas does not say it in this way, to be sure, and surely what I just
suggested is (perhaps—I can’t be sure; some terminological decision should
“still arbitrate here) valid for any event worthy of the name, beyond what
we might wish to circumscribe as a narrow, literal sense of the caress. But
if this defeat (which is not necessarily an unfortunate one) of the perfor-
mative facing the event remains the rightful consequence of what Levinas
tells us about the caress, about the “regime of tenderness” and the “future
never future enough, more remote than the possible,” in truth, the “ob-
scure light coming from beyond the face,” then what finds itself exceeded
is not only the order of power, of knowledge, of temporality ordered in
the present, the order of the theoretical constative or the praxic and pro-
ductive performative, it is the order of the face itself. Hence the extraor-
dinary “equivocal” or “equivocation” (which is the terminology Levinas
uses repeatedly) marking this whole approach of the voluptuous caress.
Equivocal—for what “filters” through the face exceeds the face. Like the
flesh (“The carnal, the tender par excellence correlative of the caress”; “In
the carnal given to tenderness, the body quits the status of an existent”
[Levinas, Totality and Infinity, p. 258]),% the caress, in Levinas’s analyses,
is unsettling for all that is ordered in keeping with the face, which is to say
almost everything. And doesnt what we suggest of the “equivocal” also
suit the “exorbitant,” Levinas’s other predicate, which he accords on a reg-
ular basis to this experience of the carnal caress? The exorbitant makes a
sign toward what we recognized in Nancy on the score of hyperbolic ex-
cess and what is exactly excessive and rigorously paroxysmal, while not pass-
ing over everything toward whatever thing in whichever way. As for Lev-
inas, he speaks of “extreme fragility” “at the limit of being,” of “exorbitant
ultramateriality,” concerning the “regime of tenderness” and the “epiph-
any of the Beloved” (and about the Beloved or Aimée, we shall be asking:
why only this feminine form?). “These superlatives, better than meta-
phors, denote a sort of paroxysm of materiality.” Further, it is “the exhibi-
tionist nudity of an exorbitant presence” or the “exorbitant exhibitionism,
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which is a production of being” (ibid., pp. 256-57).?! What becomes ex-
orbitant does not only exceed or disturb the onto-logic that Levinas calls
in question on a regular basis. It threatens the very ethics to which Levinas
appeals so powerfully.

Threat: the word is not too strong, for all this also describes the threat-
ening par excellence, as a good number of Levinas’s formulas let it come
across. We have to insist on this for three reasons at least, each being of quite
a different order.

On the one hand, it comes down to the limits of the ethics and axiomat-
ics of the face that are in command of Levinas’s discourse on this subject.

On the other hand, where promise carries beyond the possible or the fu-
ture while remaining a promise, an aim, an expectation of a “not yet more
remote than a future”; where promise comprises a threat, it is the concept
itself of the promise, in its classical definition, that finds itself automati-
cally deconstructed.

At last, where Levinas courageously takes it into account, sexual differ-
ence can be analyzed here within an expressly dissymmetric space. Its anal-
ysis is signed by a masculine signature. There is a resolutely virile point of
view there, or a point of contact (contact that touches without touching the
untouchable), and this discursive privilege in its turn seems untouchable.
As a discursive, philosophic, and phenomenological privilege, it is all the
more untouchable, unchangeable in that the feminine threatens even the
order of discourse and language: “The feminine is the Other refractory to
society, member of a dual society, an intimate society, a society without
language” (Levinas, Torality and Infinity, p. 265). Indeed, the touching
touch of the caress is touching (without touching) on the untouchable as
inviolable, and the one stroking is always masculine and the stroked one
(the untouchable) feminine.

Let us be quite specific about these three points and for clarity’s sake
proceed as if we could distinguish them, although they are truly indisso-
ciable, as the quotations will show.

1. First, that which seems to extend past the limits of ethics and the face,
therefore threatening them, from the side of the feminine. On this side,
the voluptuous caress indeed runs the risk of locking things up in secrecy,
clandestinity, the asocial, but also in animality. The question of the secret
and secrecy is at the center of these analyses, a secret at once, simultane-
ously, good and bad, untouchable and touched, inviolable and violated, sa-
cred and profane. As we will see, this ar once, simultaneously defines profa-
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nation itself and equivocation, “the simultaneity of the clandestine and the
exposed” [découvert]. This equivocation of negation without negativity,
which is marked in the analysis by the recurrence of “as if” and “without”
(x without x, “essence of this non-essence,” “appears without appearing,”
and so forth), will therefore have been the accepted ambiguity of this dis-
course with regard to what is called truth, phenomenon, appearing, ontol-
ogy, and phenomenology. Nothing less. That is what is touched upon, one
might say, without, on the face of it, any semblance of a touch.? Stroking
thought. “Exorbitant ultramateriality,” of which we spoke earlier

. . . designates the exhibitionist nudity of an exorbitant presence coming as
though from farther than the frankness of the face, already profaning and
wholly profaned, as if it had forced the interdiction of a secret. The essentially
hidden throws itself toward the light, without becoming signification. Not noth-
ingness—but what is not yet. Without this unreality at the threshold of the
real offering itself as a possible to be grasped, without the clandestinity de-
scribing a gnoseological accident that occurs to a being [slightly modified—
Trans.]. “Being not yet” is not a this or a that; clandestinity exhausts the
essence of this non-essence. In the effrontery of its production this clandes-
tinity avows a nocturnal life not equivalent to a diurnal life simply deprived of
light; it is not equivalent to the simple znwardness of a solitary and inward life
which would seek expression in order to overcome its repression. It refers to
the modesty it has profaned without overcoming. The secret appears without
appearing, not because it would appear half-way, or with reservations, or in
confusion. The simultaneity of the clandestine and the exposed precisely de-
fines profanation. It appears in equivocation. (Levinas, Totality and Infinity,
pp- 256-57)*

Equivocation of the caress: in the untouchable’s touching, the invio-
lable’s violation, the caress threatens the ethical, since it carries beyond the
face. But what goes “beyond the face,” always following the same “con-
tradiction” of “formal logic,” is still a face, a “face that goes beyond the
face.” “Eroshence goes beyond the face” (ibid., p. 264). Light that goes be-
yond light—not only beyond light and vision, but even beyond expres-
sion and signification. And this is decidedly seen making an inscription
on the side of the feminine, seemingly modifying, then verily defeating, in-
tentionality. It is as if the passage quoted next moved all but insensibly
from an “intentionality without vision” to what would be an altogether
different thing, namely, a “model of being irreducible to intentionality.”
One goes, therefore, from a strange kind of intentionality to what would
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no longer be intentional at all. Touching on the untouchable, a caress not
only brings about what comes about each time one says “touching the un-
touchable” (or touching without touching, with or without caresses), that
is, one no longer quite knows what one is saying or wanting to say, one no
longer quite knows what touching is, in its proper sense, in its essential
predicate. Once more, though in a sense differing from the one we inter-
preted with Kant as a starting point, we are dealing with insensible sensi-
bility, beyond all sensibles or on this side of them: “The caress, like con-
tact, is sensibility. But the caress transcends the sensible” (ibid., p. 257). By
the same stroke, the same stroking, rather, the caress is also enough to
send shivers throughout a whole idea of phenomenology, and precisely
there where the caress might be experience itself, pure experience, experi-
ence before any concept—as one can read it here:

Voluptuosity profanes; it does not see. An intentionality without vision, dis-
covery does not shed light: what it discovers does not present itself as signifi-
cation and illuminates no horizon. The feminine presents a face that goes be-
yond the face. The face of the [feminine (zimée)] beloved [l am emphasizing
the feminine aimée to underscore my perplexity: why not a masculine /zimé,
or Eros>—]. D.] does not express the secret that Eros profanes—it ceases to
express, or, if one prefers, it expresses only this refusal to express, this end of
discourse and of decency, this abrupt interruption of the order of presences.
In the feminine face the purity of expression is already troubled by the equiv-
ocation of the voluptuous. Expression is inverted into indecency, already
close on to the equivocal which says less than nothing, already laughter and
raillery.

In this sense voluptuosity is a pure experience, an experience which does
not pass into any concept, which remains blindly experience. Profanation, the
revelation of the hidden as hidden, constitutes a model of being irreducible to
intentionality, which is objectifying even in praxis, for not taking leave of
“numbers and beings.” Love is not reducible to a knowledge mixed with af-
fective elements which would open to it an unforeseen plane of being. It
grasps nothing, issues in no concept, does not issue, has neither the subject-
object structure nor the I-thou structure. Eros is not accomplished as a sub-
ject that fixes an object, nor as a pro-jection, toward a possible. Its movement
consists in going beyond the possible.

The non-signifyingness of erotic nudity does not precede the signifyingness
of the face as the obscurity of formless matter precedes the artist’s forms. It al-
ready has forms behind it; it comes from the future, from a future situated be-
yond the future wherein possibles scintillate. (ibid., pp. 260-61).
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2. What announces itself in this way, beyond the future and the possi-
ble, is also what introduces the threat into the promise. Equivocation,
profanation, indecency, indiscretion are not good. And if “To be for the
Other is to be good,” as Levinas says a little further on, it is indeed evil or
wickedness, as the face’s beyond, that winds itself into the face itself and
the promise of erotic movement, its good movement of love. This does
not forbid the promise but makes us call into question again, once more,
all the analyses of the promise and its performative virtue. According to
these classic analyses and common sense itself, the promise, the perfor-
mative of the promise, does make the assumption that one will promise
only what is good, the good things—and that a promise, in its essence, in
its pure signification as promise, be pure and free of any threat. One prom-
ises to save, or give, to give life first and foremost; one threatens to kill or
take away, to take away life first and foremost. According to the good
sense of common sense, one should never promise to give and deal out
death. I recall this here again,?* in its principle and sketchily, solely to show
that, insofar as they are convincing, these analyses comprise a logic that is
itself threatening: both for sense and onto-phenomenology, as well as the
theory of speech acts (which incidentally takes for granted a whole im-
plicit or explicit onto-phenomenological axiomatics, and often a philoso-
phy of intentionality).

3. An evident dissymmetry organizes this “phenomenology of eros.” It
is Eros’s phenomenology, the phenomenology of Eros—a subjective gen-
itive, which is to say produced and led from Eros’s point of view, the mas-
culine [/e] stroking one, and not from hers, the feminine loved one, fem-
ininity, the feminine tender one. He is stroking, she is stroked. He is
touching, caressing, but does not touch. As for her, she remains untouch-
able even when she is being stroked. One has the feeling that she never ca-
resses. In order to confirm this and justify our astonishment, and even
perplexity, let us choose, from among a great number of equivalent or
converging propositions, the ones likely to provide nourishment for a vir-
tual dialogue with Jean-Luc Nancy. In his tactile corpus, where he speaks
of stroking, the latter does not seem to grant a privilege to any one side of
sexual difference—and I should rather say sexual differences. From this,
some would hastily conclude that he neglects or neutralizes the said sex-
ual difference. But, in order to do justice to this difference, in order to
avoid neutralizing it in the name of the neutral (precisely what Levinas
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wants to avoid doing), should one favor a dissymmetry, as well as the pre-
sumed sexual identity of the signatory?

Levinas habitually names the more or less mythological Eros, or rather
“I'Eros” [the Eros] (Totality and Infinity, pp. 256ft.), a designation that hes-
itates between someone and something. But here it is always the figure of
an Eros with desires, desiring the femininity of the tender one. One is
tempted then to proceed “as if,” to pretend, in a brief tableaun vivant, to
couple th