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Introduction
“Once More, Once More:
Derrida, the Arab, the Jew

Gil Anidjar

If ... religion is etymologically that which binds, that which holds together, then what
of the non-bond which disjoins beyond unity—which escapes the synchrony of
“holding together,” yet does so without breaking all relations or without ceasing, in
this break or in this absence of relation, to open yet another relation? Must one be
nonreligious for that?

—Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Disaster

But take another Abraham, aber ein anderer Abraham.
—Franz Kafka, “Abraham™!

It has become a commonplace to assert that religion in Jacques Derrida’s works
depends upon the range of meanings promoted by terms such as God, theology,
and even Judaism. Under the guise of these terms, we may no longer be hearing
simply about the demise of religion, most famously proclaimed by Nietzsche, but
we keep hearing a great deal about what has been called its “return.” According

[ would like to thank Avital Ronell without whom none of this would have been possible; Judith Butler,
for having thought of me and for the continued support; Bill Germano, for having thought of Acts of
Religion, and for going through with it; Ulrich Baer, Peter Connor, Bill Darrow, Brent Edwards, Jill
Robbins, Lecia Rosenthal, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, and my colleagues in the Department of Middle
East and Asian Languages and Cultures at Columbia University, for seeing me through it.

For his immense generosity and kindness, and for more, I thank Jacques Derrida.

1. In her reading of Kafka’s parable “Abraham,” Avital Ronell shows the importance of attending to
“several Abrahams.” The task of reading the “deconstitution of the primal patriarch” left unread by the
Bible and its commentators engages the possible and impossible openings of a name that cannot be
reduced to the same or difference” (Avital Ronell, Stupidity [Champaign: University of Illinois Press,
2001]). Derrida recently drew on Ronell’s reading in a lecture he gave in Paris entitled “Abraham, 'autre.”



2 ACTS OF RELIGION

to this view religion acts, exercising its pressure by reflecting a dominantly theo-
logical lexicon that communicates values of spirituality, community, and faith.
And since religion inevitably brings up figures of aberrant returns and archaic
remnants, figures of familial or ethnic traditions preserved and fossilized, Derrida
has been seen as well as performing acts of religion, as enacting a return to his own
“religious” origins, though within the constraints of a necessarily complicated
reappropriation.

Among the developments enabled by these considerations, there is moreover
the undeniable fact that the study of religion has already benefited greatly from
Derrida’s extensive contributions and the growing recognition that, clearly, Derrida
has spoken and written on religion, on the following terms of “religion™ God, for
example, but also theology, negative theology, “a new atheistic discourse,” and the
touch of Jesus and of Jean-Luc Nancy (in “The Theater of Cruelty,” “Violence and
Metaphysics,” Of Grammatology, “On a Newly Arisen Apocalyptic Tone in Philos-
ophy,” “How to Avoid Speaking: Denials,” On the Name, Aporias, Le toucher, Jean-
Luc Nancy); Islamic alms, circumcision (Arab, Jewish, and other), angels and
archangels, Christianity, Judaism, and Islam and other religions (in “Edmond Jabes
and the Question of the Book,” “Ellipses,” Glas, Post Card, “Schibboleth: For Paul
Celan,” “In this Very Work, At this Very Moment,” Ulysse Gramophone, Given Time,
“Circumfession,” Archive Fever, On The Name, Politics of Friendship, Donner la
mort, “Typewriter Ribbon: Limited Ink [2]”); the Kabbalah, the Hebrew Bible and
the New Testament, Paul, Augustine, the Talmud, messianism and messianicity,
forgiveness, hospitality, prayer, and his prayer shawl (in Dissemination, “Des Tours
de Babel,” Force de loi, Donner la mort, Memoirs of the Blind, Specters of Marx,
Adieu, Of Hospitality, “A Silkworm of One’s Own”); the spirit and the letter, and
German Jews and Arab Jews (in Writing and Difference, “Interpretations at War,” Of
Spirit, Aporias, Monolingualism of the Other); and more. Derrida, the argument
continues, has amply and sufficiently testified to his growing up in an Algerian
Jewish, French-speaking family, to the complex impact of a certain Christianity on
his surroundings and on himself, and to his being deeply affected by religious per-
secution. With various degrees of seriousness, Derrida has also referred to himself
as “the last and the least of the Jews” and as “Marrano,” and he has said that he
watches, on television, “very regularly, on Sunday mornings, from 8:45am to
9:30am, . . . the religious, Jewish and Muslim, programs that interest me greatly—

and if we had time I would tell you why.”

2. Jacques Derrida (Avec Bernard Stiegler), Echographies de la television, (Paris: Galilée-INA, 1996)
155.
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Acts of Religion, then, in which what are put on stage, what are in fact restaged
and replayed, are a number of acts, a number of books and plays, deeds and
performances, pretenses and obligations. Jacques Derrida’s writing on religion
has indeed consisted of a manifold and powerful effort to situate and raise again
questions of tradition, faith, and sacredness and their relation to the premises of
philosophy and political culture.® These writings, therefore, do not merely consti-
tute an exploration of familiar theologemes, a bringing to light of hidden religious
dimensions of language and sociality, the producing and revisiting of exegetical
elaborations—be they “traditional” or “heretical’—and ritual body markings; nor
do they simply announce, indeed, prophesy, the renewal of faith. Rather, when
Derrida writes on religion, it is always on the Abrahamic.

The notion of the Abrahamic, like the notion of “The People of the Book,” is of
Islamic origin.? It is an ancient notion which, as Derrida notes, was on occasion
revived in Europe (Kierkegaard, of course), perhaps most recently by the impor-
tant Islamicist Louis Massignon.” As this ancient notion, the Abrahamic has been
considered either the original and gathering root of the three major monotheistic
faiths or, more pervasively, as the (three) branches of one single faith. It suggests
the reclaiming of territorialized roots, the reoccupation and gathering of a site of
welcoming togetherness, where old fallen branches can come back to life: as Paul
writes, “God is perfectly able to graft them back again” (Romans 11:23). This return
may promise, minimally, the resurrected togetherness and enabling of “religion,”
but it also institutes the possibility of comparison under the allegedly unified figure
of Abraham, whose name appears in the three scriptural traditions. The modern
discourse of comparative religion, which rendered the incommensurable compara-
ble, could hardly have emerged independently of Jewish, Christian, and Muslim

3. The most wide-reaching and rigorously compelling discussion of these issues can be found in Hent
de Vries, Philosophy and the Turn to Religion (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999); and see,
in a different perspective, John D. Caputo, The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida: Religion without
Religion (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997); but the debate was on from the beginning (since
Dufrenne and Taylor, and earlier still), and earlier still, surrounding the way in which “metaphysics, the-
ology, and deconstruction have always existed in a covert economy” (K. Hart, The Trespass of the Sign:
Deconstruction, Theology and Philosophy [New York: Fordham University Press, 2000 [1989] xxxiii).

4. To speak of “Abrahamic religions” is to adopt, as Jonathan Z. Smith explains, “a term from Muslim
discourse” (“Religion, Religions, Religious,” in Mark C. Taylor, Ed,, Critical Terms for Religious Studies
[Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1998] 276). Consider, however, Gershom Scholem’s
punctuation when he asserts that the phrase “people of the book” had “originated among none others
than the Arabs! It was Mohammed, the founder of Islam, who used this term in many passages in the
Koran specifically in reference to the Jews” (Gershom Scholem, “The People of the Book,” trans.
Jonathan Chipman, in Gershom Scholem, On the Possibility of Jewish Mysticism in Our Time & Other
Essays [Philadelphia and Jerusalem: Jewish Publication Society, 1997], 167). One should note however
that in the Qur’anic text it is not Mohammed but God who uses the term.

>«

5. On Massignon, see Derrida’s “Hostipitality,” in this volume.
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medieval disputations that stage the one/three faith(s) in different and complex
ways.® However, the Abrahamic is not simply a figure that can be subsumed as one
theme among many. The Abrahamic is the very condition of “religion.”’

Derrida unquestionably pursues this “ancient” notion of the Abrahamic, which
is why it is important to underscore (as well as to interrogate and problematize) the
Abrahamic’s welcoming gathering and its hospitable dimension. Hence also the
necessity of exploring the highly articulated images of the Abrahamic that have
thus suggested themselves in and to Europe along with the views that conceive of
the Abrahamic’s relatedness to religion as essential or as resting on matters of
essence. Yet if there is a particular urgency and timeliness to an anthology of
Derrida’s writings on religion, it is because to engage Derrida on religion is to fol-
low “the religious beyond of the concept, in the direction of a certain Abraham;”8 it
is to witness and experience—to read—the irreconcilable and, if not quite the
explosion of the Abrahamic, then undoubtedly, and more precisely, the Abrahamic
as explosive. And it is “an experience that leaves nothing intact.”

At a relative distance from that to which it is inevitably connected, namely the
threat of so-called Islamic fundamentalism and the strange promise of messianic-

6. On the “confrontational cultures” of medieval polemics, see Amos Funkenstein, Perceptions of
Jewish History (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993), esp. chapter 6. For a
compellingly close study of the complexity of relations “between” religions in the exemplary case of
Moses Nahmanides, see Nina Caputo, “‘And God Rested on the Seventh Day’: Creation, Time, and
History in Medieval Jewish Culture” (Ph.D. diss., University of California-Berkeley, 1999). On the great
interreligious controversies among Muslim, Jew, Christian, and Manichean, see Steven M. Wasserstrom,
Between Muslim and Jew: The Problem o f Symbiosis under Early Islam (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1995) 136—64. From Ibn Hazm to Peter the Venerable, Petrus Alfonsi, Nahmanides, Ramon Llull,
Ibn al-* Arabi and Thomas Aquinas, key figures of medieval culture have shaped the issue of “compara-
tivereligion” as a series of “Abrahamic” elaborations.

7. On “condition,” see Jacques Derrida, Given Time, 17—18; Marian Hobson, Jacques Derrida: O pening
Lines (London: Routledge, 1998) esp. chap. 1; see also Hent de Vries’s discussion of “condition and
uncondition” where “the conditioned conditions the condition” or where what is made possible in turn
makes possible what made it possible as well as, de Vries makes clear, impossible. (Philosophy, 141ff.).

8. Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1978) 111.

9. On “irreconcilable monotheisms (whatever people say)” see Jacques Derrida, Points, ed. Elizabeth
Weber, Trans. Peggy Kamuf et al. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995) 356/F367; trans. modified);
on the experience that leaves nothing intact see again Points, 120 and Monolingualism of the Other,trans.
Patrick Mensah (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998).

10. “For, furthermore, who has ever been sure that the expectation of the Messiah is not, from the
start, by destination and invincibly, a fear, an unbearable terror—hence the hatred of what is thus
awaited? And whose coming one would wish both to quicken and infinitely to retard, as the end of the
future? And if the thinkers of the ‘dangerous perhaps’ can be nothing other than dangerous, if they can
signify or bring nothing but threat and chance at one and the same time, how could I desire their com-
ing without simultaneously fearing it, without going to all ends to prevent it from ever taking place?
Without going to all ends to skip such a meeting? Like telepoiesis, the messianic sentence carries within
it an irresistible disavowal. In the sentence, a structural contradiction converts a priori the called into
the repressed, the desired into the undesired, the friend into the enemy, car, de surcroit, qui a jamais été
assuré que Pattente du Messie n’était pas, dés l'origine, par destination et invinciblement, une peur, la ter-
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ity,'° the Abrahamic oscillates between the haunting threat of a volcanic explosion,
the no less spectral “seismic turbulence” of aftershocks (“countless tremors, sec-
ousses”),'! and the promise of peaceful reconciliation, all of which may yet have to
be distinguished. Figuring an unwritten history that is neither that of “Europe and
the Jews” nor that of “Islam and the West” (at least not simply), the Abrahamic
inscribes the other hyphen, one that mourns and affirms, and uncertainly founds
on shaky grounds and abysses the distinction of theological from political, the
divisions of the theologico-political: Judaism—always already non-political—
would have been the theological other, Islam the political other. From the earliest
so-called “encounters” of the three “religions” via the discussions of Thomas

reur insoutenable, donc la haine de ce qu’on attend ainsi ? Et dont on voudrait a la fois accélérer et retarder
infiniment la venue, comme la fin de lavenir ? Et si les penseurs du « dangereux peut-étre » ne peuvent
qu'étre dangereux, s’ils ne peuvent signifier ou apporter que la menace en méme temps que la chance, com-
ment pourrais-je souhaiter leur venue sans du méme coup la redouter et tout faire pour qu'elle n’ait pas lieu,
jamais ? Tout pour que le rendez-vous soit @ jamais manqué dans le faux bond? Comme la télépoiése, la
phrase messianique porte en elle une irrésistible dénégation. Une contradiction structurelle y convertit a pri-
ori lappelé en refoulé, le désirable en indésirable, lami en ennemi.” (Jacques Derrida, Politics of
Friendship, trans. George Collins [London: Verso, 1997] 174/F198).

11. Jacques Derrida, Politics of Friendship, 263/F294; on the explosive and seismic dimension of
“deconstruction” Derrida elsewhere writes, “Here is the entire question of what some people call decon-
struction: a seism which happens to this truth” (“Interpretations,” this volume; see also “Signature,
Event, Context,” trans. Alan Bass in Margins of Philoso phy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982),
309; The Other Heading, Trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael B. Naas (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1992), 19; Archive Fever, 16/F34, “Faith and Knowledge,” in this volume, sec. 23.

12. While using similar rhetorical strategies about—or, rather, against—both Jews and Muslims,
medieval writers were careful to maintain a strict separation between them, either by thematizing such
separation or by treating the two in different treatises. Thomas Aquinas is, here too, exemplary insofar
as he separates the Jew from the Muslim in two distinct ways. He first asserts that there is a shared reli-
gious discourse between Christians and Jews, lamenting that this is not the case with Muslims and
establishing in the process the lack of a “common” polemical ground: “Thus, against the Jews we are able
to argue by means of the Old Testament, sicut contra Iudaeos disputare possumus per Vetus Testamentum,
while against heretics we are able to argue by means of the New Testament. But the Mohammedans . . .
accept neither the one nor the other, hi vero neutrum recipiunt’” (Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra
Gentiles, book 1, ch. 2, trans. Anton C. Pegis [Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1975)
62). Aquinas then goes on to assert the lack of any theological or religious basis for Islam’s power, thus
already construing it as a political and military enemy (“Mohammed said that he was sent by the power
of his arms, sed dixit se in armorum potentia missum. . .. [He] forced others to become his followers by
the violence of his arms, per quorum multitudinem alios armorum violentia in suam legem coegit;” ibid.,
ch. 6,73). Steven Kruger addressed the issue of the dividing line between Muslim and Jew and described
how Guibert of Nogent also separates the “private” and “theological” Jew, on the one hand, and the
“public” and “political” Muslim, on the other. Thus Guibert writes about the former in his Memoirs and
theological works and about the later in his history of the First Crusade (Steven E. Kruger, “Medieval
Christian (Dis)identifications: Muslims and Jews in Guibert of Nogent,” New Literary History 28, no. 2
[1997]: 185-203).

13. The explicit comparisons between the three monotheistic religions in Hegel are, of course, numer-
ous and complex. (Moreover, they obviously do not exhaust what Hegel has to say on religion and on
other religions.) To the extent that he opposes Islam and Judaism, Hegel does so around the question of
universality that Judaism would entirely lack. It is on the question of “world dominion” that Islam is dis-
tinguished from Judaism and thus closer to Christianity. Christianity’s purpose is “a universal condition
of the world, world dominion, universal monarchy”; so too in Islam—“world dominion is the pur-

»

pose”—even if this dominion is of an “abstract,” “spiritual nature.” Hegel does note that this abstraction,
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Aquinas,'?> G. W. E Hegel’s lectures on the philosophy of religion,'* and Carl
Schmitt’s postulation of enemy lines dividing the “political” and “psychological”
(and until today), the Abrahamic—split, doubled and divided along the lines of the
theologico-political—disrupt the temporality of the Judeo-Christian.!* The Abra-
hamic, as it occurs, if it occurs, in Derrida’s writings in its quasi-formulaic dimen-

sion—“Judaism, Christianity, Islam”—and otherwise, precedes and follows the

the ground of Islam’s “fanaticism,” is “at the present stage” not so abstract, and that “the purpose is still an
external, empirical purpose, an all-encompassing purpose but on the plane of empirical reality—i.e., the
purpose is a world dominion” (Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, Peter C. Hodgson [Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1987] vol. 2, 500). Having been shown to be too univer-
sal in its world dominion politics, Islam can then be faulted for lacking particularity, for having “no
defining characteristic like the Jewish sense of national value,” no “concrete historical content” (vol. 3,
242-43; see also how Islam is described as “being cleansed of nationalism,” vol. 2, 158).

14. As already pointed out, the scholarly tradition has not been entirely consistent in addressing the
links and ruptures that operate between Islam and Judaism. Moreover, this tradition has virtually
ignored—has been unable to read—these links and ruptures as constitutive of what is still called
“Christian Europe” (the lines and protocols for such a reading are laid out by Derrida in The Other
Heading and in Politics of Friendship [esp. chaps. 4 and 9], and they clearly bear upon his reflections on
the Abrahamic). In a recent work of historiography that may begin to broach the subject, David
Nirenberg writes in a footnote that “Muslims and Jews living in Christian lands are rarely treated in com-
parative perspective” (Communities of Violence: Persecution of Minorities in the Middle Ages [Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1996], 10, n. 23). Whereas there are a (limited) number of studies of Western
attitudes toward Islam (Norman Daniel, Richard Southern, Edward Said, Alain Grosrichard, Hichem
Djait, Albert Hourani, John Tolan, Benjamin Kedar, and others), and an enormous amount of work has
been done on “Europe and the Jews,” there is in fact no book-length study that would address, let alone
compare, both Jew and Muslim in the history of Europe. The explanation for this uncanny silence
becomes clearer when considering that it buttresses the dividing lines of the theologico-political.
Summarizing this tradition, Dwayne Carpenter reinscribes the Christian distinction and hermetic sepa-
ration between Jew and Muslim precisely along those lines: “In essence, Jewish-Christian relations were
defined and oftimes determined by historico-theological considerations, while Muslim-Christians con-
tacts in the Iberian peninsula were governed by pragmatic concerns resulting from religio-bellicose con-
frontations” (D. E. Carpenter, “Minorities in Medieval Spain: The Legal Status of Jews and Muslims in the
Siete Partidas,” Romance Quarterly 33 [1986]: 276); see also the few pages dedicated to this subject by
Jeremy Cohen, who writes of the conception that “Muslims and Jews shared ethnic, linguistic, and, pre-
sumably, religious characteristics” yet insists that Muslims were seen as operating “from without” and
Jews “from within”—the alleged geographical distance thus remaining constant. More than a religious,
theologically defined minority, “the devotees of Islam endangered the Christian world above all militar-
ily” (Jeremy Cohen, Living Lettersofthe Law: Ideasof the Jew in Medieval Christianity [Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1999], 158--60). Still, this is not to efface the way in which associ-
ations (phantasmatic or not) did at times produce a rapprochement between Muslim (Arab, Moor, Turk)
and Jew (most notably, perhaps, in eschatological, polemical and legal writings) only to alter the
cathected charges that associate and dissociate Islam and Judaism. The threat of such rapprochement
thus alternated with apotropaic pronouncements and the promise that the two would remain distant.
Hence, the distance never closes but the threat does increase—during the Crusades, for example: “At
Rouen one day, some men who had taken the cross with the intention of leaving for the crusade began
complaining among themselves. ‘Here we are, they said, ‘going off to attack God’s enemies in the East .. .
when there are Jews right here before our very eyes’” (A Monk’s Confession: The Memoirs of Guibert of
Nogent, trans. Paul J. Archambault [University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996], 111); see
also how some representations had Christ “struck by Mahomet, the prophet of the Muslims, who has
wounded and killed him” (Michael Camille, The Gothic Idol: Ideology and Image-making in Medieval Art
[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989], 138). Later, Jews were figured as a “fifth column” of the
Turkish empire. (Historians like Joshua Trachtenberg and Carlo Ginzburg have explored, if briefly, this
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Judeo-Christian and questions the pertinence of hyphenated gatherings and their
repetitive doublings, hierarchizations of and within alterity. The Abrahamic con-
fronts us as a divisive and repetitive machine, and an explosive ghost that interro-
gates hermetic histories and their dividing modes of operation. The
Abrahamic—that is to say, Derrida on religion—also articulates a multiplicity of
names (Abraham, Maimonides,'> Marx “the Moor,”!® Algeria, Levinas, Massignon,
Genet, Sultana Esther Georgette,!” Jerusalem, Shatila, etc.) that silence and voice,
erase and memorize, expose and explode religion—the encounter, if it is one, of
Judaism, Christianity, Islam. The Abrahamic will also have been Derrida’s name.
The Abrahamic (“la coupure abrahamique” as Glas has it) dissociates and breaks
the dividing movement around which “Europe”—and religion—constitutes itself.
The Abrahamic may very well be as unreadable as an explosion, yet the unreadable,
as Derrida has shown, is often the trace that summons us time and again to the
scene of something significant. In addition to its geotextual implications, the
Abrahamic provokes us to reconsider the inscription of the “autobiographical” in

association of Jew and Muslim. See Trachtenberg’s The Devil and the Jews (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society of America, 1943) and Ginzburg’s Ecstasies: Deciphering the Witches' Sabbath .(I\'Ie\fr
York: Pantheon, 1991). More recently, consider that Carl Schmitt’s distinction between hostis and inimi-
cus, which clearly and explicitly locates the Muslim as thepolitical enemy of “Christian EuroPe,”“also begs
the question as to where to locate the Jew or the “theological” enemy. (According to SChmltt, Never in
the thousand year struggle between Christians and Moslems did it occur to a Christian to surrender
rather than defend Europe out of love toward the Saracens or Turks. The enemy in the political sense
need not be hated personally, and in the private sphere only does it make sense to love one’s enemy, ie.,
one’s adversary” (Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political, trans. George Schwab [Chicago: Un.ivers?ty of
Chicago Press, 1996] 29; and see Derrida, The Gift of Death, trans. David Wills (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1945) 103-5, and Politics of Friendship). Regardless of where Schmitt would l.ocate the Jew
along those theologico-political lines (perhaps as a “weak people, ein schwaches Volk,” which no longetr
“maintains itself in the sphere of politics” [53]), there is no doubt that the status of the Jew as nonpoliti-
cal remains a well-entrenched topos, one that was productively and famously recast in Franz
Rosenzweig’s Star of Redemption. Consider, finally, that the becoming-political (in the narrow sense) of
the Jew in the State of Israel has reversed the equation and ‘forced’ the Muslim out of the political sphere
and into the theological and religious (“Islamic fundamentalism”), thus maintaining the split in and of
the Abrahamic, its “logic of opposition.”

15. “On this subject, have I ever talked to you of Le guide des égarés—the Perplexed—that I oper}ed
and touched as an eight year old in the glass library of my grandfather?” (Jacques Derrida and Catherine
Malabou, La contre-allée [Paris: La Quinzaine Litteraire/Louis Vuitton, 1999] 263).

16. Franz Mehring documents the well-known association of Karl Marx with Moors and Turks. Mgrx,
writes Mehring, was treated by his children as a “playmate.” The children “called him ‘Thc.e Moor, a nick-
name given to him on account of his jet-black hair and dark complexion” (Franz Mebrmg, Karl Marx:
The Story of His Life, trans. Edward Fitzgerald [Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan PTess, 1962]
246-47). But thiswas not the only time Marx was considered as fitting the “ethnic” bill. Mehring reports
that Marx met the English diplomat David Urquhart who, upon having read an article by Marx in the
New York Tribune, “received Marx with the compliment that a Turk might have written the article” (244).

17.“Did I tell you that the maiden name of my mother, Safar, accented in a particular way, means in
Arabic ‘travel’ or ‘departure’? Otherwise accented, as a friend poetess herself named Safaa (Fathy)
teaches me, the word designates the second month of the Muslim and ‘lunar’ year of the Hegira
(hejireth, ‘flight’ [ fuite] from Mecca by Muhammad): exile, emigration, exodus” (Derrida and Malabou,
La contre-allée, 42).
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Derrida’s texts. The question of the “I” in those texts, the question of autobiography
insofar as it has been reduced to the inscription of “life only” (the biographical as
philosophically irrelevant fait divers), this “I” in Derrida’s texts, has yet to be fully
comprehended. It is indeed surprising to consider how what is commonly referred
to as “life” in Derrida (Derrida’s so-called life) in spite of its being repeatedly
inscribed in his texts, is rarely more than a curiosity that appears to demand only a
cursory gloss at best.!® Derrida’s “autobiography” is more often viewed as an unin-
terrogated—and undivided—point of departure for identification purposes (e.g.,
“Derrida the Jew”), or as the occasion for a theory or theorization of the autobio-
graphical. Following the dissociative logic of the Abrahamic then, the “autobiograph-
ical” in Derrida seems to remain at a distance—to escape, and even to resist, reading.

With the Abrahamic, Derrida continues to interrogate the primacy of essence,
but he singularly does so by exhorting us to expose ourselves to a reading field that
is also mined. As the unacknowledged nonsite that breaks “Europe” and “religion”
at their heart, at their center, and at their headings, the Abrahamic (“two mono-
theisms still alien enough, encore assez étrangers, at the heart, au coeur, of Graeco-
Christian, Pagano-Christian Europe”)'® has therefore little—almost nothing—to
do with a mere latency, or with any kind of empiricity. The event of its explosive-
ness, if it is one, rather maintains its unreadability. It is an event that, in troubling
simultaneity, exposes and explodes—as in laughter, a matter of écla=—"religion,”

the Abrahamic, and Derrida, while at the same time constituting each.?’

But why again, “religion”? And why, “once more, once more,’?' a bomb, and a specter?

The specter, the bomb to which the Abrahamic exposes “like a disarming explo-
sion, comme une explosion désarmante,”** may have already disabled a reading—any
reading—of religion. But the Abrahamic, “older than Abraham,”?® does more. It
does more than conjure a distant Biblical past to which “Judaism” can be and has

18. For a notable exception to this general cursoriness and for an important corrective to persistent
r.eadings of Derrida’s “Jewishness,” see Jill Robbins’s compelling review of “Circumfession”: “Circum-
cising Confession: Derrida, Autobiography, Judaism,” Diacritics 25, no. 4 (winter 1995): 20-38; see also
Hent de Vries’s important comments on Derrida’s “quasi-autobiography” in Philosophy, esp. 344-48.

19. Jacques Derrida, “Faith and Knowledge,” section 15.

20. On the explosiveness, the “éclats,” “ca saute,” and other conflagrations found throughout
Derrida’s text, see David Farell Krell, The Purest o Bastards: Works of Mourning, Art, and Affirmation in
the Thought of Jacques Derrida (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000).

21. William Shakespeare, Othello, ed. E. A. J. Honigman, (Walton-on-Thames: The Arden
Shakespeare, 1997), 5.2.17.

22. Jacques Derrida, Post Card, trans. i : Universi i
1w 188312203. Alan Bass (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press,

23: Jacques Derrida, “Circonfession,” trans. G. Bennington, in Jacques Derrida and Geoffrey
Bennington, Jacques Derrida (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993) 309.
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often been referred (this is the anti- and philo-Semitic topos of the Jew as Biblical or
prophetic, prefigurative, and ante-Christian). The Abrahamic does more than
harangue us toward a prophetic and messianic future that, more often than not,
comforts because it presents, destroys, or steals no more than the images of the
other. The Abrahamicbreaks and tears as it utters words that break from their con-
text, finding again a speech that cuts and unbinds. The Abrahamicalso affirms a cer-
tain silence. It surrounds and articulates an insufficient hyphen that does not bridge
anything, the silence of which, moreover, “does not pacify or appease anything, not a
single torment, not a single torture. It will never silence their memory. It could even
worsen the terror, the lesions, and the wounds. A hyphen is never enough to conceal
protests, cries of anger or suffering, the noise of weapons, airplanes and bombs.”?*
The names of the Abrahamic are numerous—perhaps as numerous as legion
(French, foreign, or other). The explosiveness to which they expose us in Derrida’s
writings is compounded in the oscillation whose momentum may have started over
with the two sons of Abraham, the two Biblical brothers, Ishmael and Isaac (“Hear,
O Ishmael!” as Derrida often quotes Joyce). The figurations of Biblical fraternity
open the distance within and between the “Christian roots of the motif of frater-
nity,”?> within and between any notion of “fraternity.” Commenting on Derrida’s
work, Fethi Benslama writes that the “being-together” of these brothers, of Ishmael
and Isaac, may in fact constitute the unbearable itself.2¢ The two brothers, each pre-
figuring one of two nations that the Bible promises, thus provide the poles of an
oscillation that never quite gathers as the Arab Jew.?” The reading field to which we
are transported is therefore that of an impossibility, a non-figure that, in its invisi-
bility and unreadability, reproduces and exceeds the so-called “Jewish-Muslim sym-

24. Jacques Derrida, Monolingualism o f the Other, 11

25. Jacques Derrida, Politics of Friendship, 268n10.

26.“C’est donc I'étre ensemble de ces deuxfreres, de ces deux modalités de 'origine qui est intenable,
comme si leur réunion menacait la raison monothéiste dans ces concepts fondamentaux” (Fethi
Benslama, “La répudiation originaire,” Idiomes, Nationalités, Déconstructions: Rencontre de Rabat avec
Jacques Derrida, Cahiers Intersignes 13 [Paris & Casablanca: I’ Aube-Toubkal, 1998] 134).

27.“What could be more important,” Mark Taylor asks, commenting on Derrida, “than speaking of
the Jew and the Arab today, here and now?” (Mark C. Taylor, Nots [Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1993] 54). Taylor thus significantly raises the question and acknowledges its importance while suggest-
ing that Derrida responds to it.

28. For a recent and extensive discussion of Judeo-Arabic culture and some of the scholarly and polit-
ical problems associated with its history, see Ammiel Alcalay, After Jews and Arabs: Remaking Levantine
Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993). A more circumscribed reading of the issue
in the Israeli and Palestinian context appears in Ella Shohat, “Zionism From the Standpoint of its Jewish
Victims,” Social Text 19-20 (1988): 1-35 and more recently in Shohat’s “The Invention of the
Mizrahim,” Journal o f Palestine Studies 29, no. 1 (autumn 1999). For a discussion of the so-called Jewish-
Muslim symbiosis within the specialized scholarly discourse, and for an extensive bibliography, see
Wasserstrom, Between Muslim and Jew, esp. chapter 1; see also Mark R. Cohen, Under Crescent and
Cross: The Jews in the Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994).
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biosis,”?® at once ancient and new—more ancient and newer than could, strictly
speaking, ever appear or become manifest. The Abrahamic exposes us to the nonfig-
ure that was long ago inscribed and erased in “the fold of this Abrahamic or
Ibrahimic moment, folded over and again by the Gospels between the two other
‘religions of the Book, le pli de ce mouvement abrahamique ou ibrahimique replié par
PEvangile entre les deux autres « religions du Livre »”?° It was inscribed and erased by
“Christian typologists [who] also used Esau, Pharaoh, and Herod to couple the Jew
and the Muslim as carnal children of Abraham facing each other across the world-
historic break effected by the Incarnation.” Figured and failing to figure as the
promise and the threat of an alliance—the cut of circumcision—of the Arab and the
Jew, the Arab Jew (Muslim and Jew, Moor and Jew, Arab and Jew), the Abrahamic
articulates the non-figure of the first as already the last, of the last and of the end, an
explosive specter of uncertain and troubling existence (“Judaism and Islam would
thus be perhaps, seraient peut-étre alors, the last two monotheisms to revolt against
everything...”).3! The Arab Jew, whose silent hyphen will prove both more and less
than that of “Judeo-Christianity,” fails to fuse and violently opens the field of the
Abrahamic that Derrida gives us to read.3? This, then, is Derrida “on religion.”
Unsurprisingly, to read (for) the Abrahamic, as this anthology proposes, will

29. Jacques Derrida, Donner la mort (Paris: Galilée, 1999) 149. This passage, as well as other sections
of Donner la mort, were published in the final French version after David Wills’s translation ( The Gift of
Death). One significant difference between the English and the French versions has to do with the quite
consistent addition of the name of Ishmael, as well as, occasionally, that of the Arabic name of Abraham,
Ibrahim (cf., for example, page 100 of the French text, where Ishmael is now mentioned; he was not in
The Gift of Death, 70).

30.Julia Reinhard Lupton, “Othello Circumcised: Shakespeare and the Pauline Discourse of Nations,”
Representations 57 (winter 1997): 78-79.

31. Jacques Derrida, Religion, 12/F20.

32. As far as I am aware, Fethi Benslama s the only one to have identified the importance of the Arab
Jew in relation to Derrida’s work. Benslama writes, “We will be unable to leave in the unthought the col-
lective play of multiple distancings and couplings of these edges, ces bords a bords: Greek-Jew, Greek-
Arab, Jew-Arab, or Jew-Greek, Arab-Jew, and most particularly this last among them: Jew-Arab,
Arab-Jew, from which the Abrahamic origin would become accessible to Deconstruction, a partir
duquel Porigine abrahamique deviendrait accessible a la déconstruction” (Fethi Benslama, “Editorial,”
Idiomes, 9). In contrast, Jean-Frangois Lyotard considered the specific unbinding of the hyphen to be at
work solely in the term Judeo-Christian. Here only, Lyotard suggests, is religion (or religions, as opposed
to nations) at work: “The hyphen traced by Paul is the one that can be read in the expression ‘Judeo-
Christian. It is distinct from all the other hyphens that associate or dissociate the name of the Jew from
those of the nations where Jews are dispersed or exiled: Judeo-Arab, Judeo-Spanish, Judeo-Roman”
(Jean-Frangois Lyotard and Eberhard Gruber, The Hyphen: Between Judaism and Christianity, trans.
Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas [Amherst, NY: Humanity Books, 1999] 15). Lyotard seems not to
consider how the term Arab Jew could singularly disrupt the hyphen of Judeo-Christian—not, at least,
until Lyotard himself writes how Paul says that “the Israel of the flesh ... was born in the Sinai (in
Arabia, he specifies). . . . Are we to conclude that Jews, like Arabs, are slaves of the flesh, and so are disin-
herited?” (21). It is precisely the status of this “like” (“like Arabs”) that reflections on the Abrahamic
engage and that will have to be read in—and as a result of—Derrida’s work, as [ am trying to show.
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mean to listen to the recurrence of sounds and lexemes that have escaped attention,
have otherwise failed to gather or to coagulate—into words.?? They have therefore
retained the spectrality and explosiveness of a non-history, the spectrality and
explosiveness of the Abrahamic. “Recite,’ then, as the Qur'an exhorts; “recite,” this
anthology would say, re-cite and read, read Derrida on “religion,” read “once more,
once more,” along and around the bord, corps, dors, fors, fort, fort, hors, maure,
mord, mord, mores, mors, mort, sort, and more. Read Derrida, in other words, still
and once more, read Freud on “religion,” and read also Shakespeare. Read the
incomparable, Shylock and Othello. This will take time, and yes, yes, the clock (or

is it a bomb?) is ticking.

MOORINGS

Freud had his ghosts, he confesses it on occasion.
—TJacques Derrida®*

I was eight or nine, [at] a fair in El-Biar. [ could no longer find my parents and
blinded by tears I had been guided toward my father’s car, up behind the church, by
the creatures of the night, guardian spirits, des fantomes bienveillants. Spirits, why a.re
spirits always called upon in letter writing? ... something like speculating with spir-
its, denuding oneself before them; he wrote only (on) letters that one, one of the last

along with Freud finally. This is Europe, centrale, the center of Europe... ..
—Jacques Derrida®

At the center of Europe, Central Europe, Freud searches out Europe’s other, fixing
an alterity defined by a range of sightings and repressive forgettings—what we
might call “oversights.” At this time, Freud, concerned in his work with the effect of
the phantom, oversights, and mental deliberations, is on the verge of an exposure
to the Abrahamic, whose ghostly aura he marks out. “Driving away the phantoms
that were at that time supposedly haunting [Wilhelm)] Fliess,” Avital Ronell writes,
Freud “was ‘seriously’ working on specters.”® By way of a double gesture that con-
jures and excludes, and from the very opening of The Psychopathology of Everyday

33. Hobson writes, “something akin to points of accumulation of an argument,‘places where it was
possible to bring complexity together into a word and hence raise as a theme” (Marian Hobson, Jacques
Derrida, 3).

34. Derrida, Archive Fever, 89.

35. Derrida, Post Card, 34—35/F40. o

36. Avital Ronell, Dictations: On Haunted Writing (Lincoln: University of Nebraska P?ress, 1993) 4.

37. Sigmund Freud, The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, trans. James Strachey, in The Stanfiard
Edition of the Complete Psychological Works o fSigmund Freud (London: Hogarth Press and the Institute
of Psychoanalysis, 1960 [1901]),vol.6.
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Life,’” a peculiar shape “is made to remind the reader of something that cannot
be altogether forgotten, something that spooks or haunts (“Nun ist die Luft von
solchem Spuk so voll”) the text about to be broached. Freud is here calling upon
Goethe’s text, which names the ghostly stakeout. But, literary as this West-dstliche
gesture may be, it hardly amounts, as Ronell has shown, to a matter of figuration.
The haunting shape is not a figure; nor, in the not-quite-logic of spectrality, does it
ever achieve ontological stability. The shape is a thing, a “something,” that can
hardly be identified—and if at all, it could only be ascertained by way of its effects.
The stock of Freud’s ghostly conjuring engenders a whole field of geopolitical spec-
ulation whose borders he probes in the Psychopathology.

What takes shape under this heading and, subsequently, under the name
“Signorelli,” has been altogether overlooked to the extent that it articulates, in
Freud’s text, an early instance of a haunting of and by religion. By bringing to-
gether—suspending for now the status of such “togetherness”—uncertain shapes
of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, Freud’s example does not break down but it
breaks out by unexpectedly providing protocols of reading “religion” and its atten-
dant hyphens. Overlooked, and thus reproducing the (failed) forgetting that con-
stitutes it in Freud’s account in the “first” place, the no less spectral and unreadable
shape of the Psychopathology pivots on the Abrahamic.

Although it appears as a shape, then, the articulated “something” fails to gather
into a secured or unified figure. The story of its vanishing appearances—the inscrip-
tion of a no less failing forgetting—could be said to begin, after the Goethe citation
in Freud’s text, in the opening pages of his Psychopathology. Freud takes us on a car
trip in which talking ensues, but he does not describe this occurrence as a “talking-
cure.” He becomes involved in the story, rather, of a “conversation with a stranger,
ein Gesprich mit einem Fremden” and a “melancholy event, traurige Ereignis” (3). It
is a sad occasion, in part no doubt because here even Freud’s own “talking out”
failed to happen. Freud remains mostly silent, but this is a silence that provides the
occasion for a greater clarity in the order of figuration—the revelatory occasion, at
any rate, of a famous event, which came to be known as the “Signorelli example.”

Freud had notoriously forgotten the artist’s name “who painted the magnificent
frescoes of the ‘Four Last Things, letzten Dingen [Death, Judgement, Hell, and
Heaven] in the Orvieto cathedral” (2). This serves as more than an “example.”
Freud calls it an event or Ereignis. In connection to this event, Freud tells his read-
ers that he has a lot on his mind about which he cannot talk—Freud says this
much: he must remain silent. He was constrained to be silent, he says (“what is
there to be said?” [5]), at least on the topic (“I did not want to allude to the topic”
[3]) and therefore had to interrupt himself: “It was a motive which caused me to
interrupt myself while recounting what was in my mind” (4). Freud had names on
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his mind. In the Signorelli example, a number of names testify to the strange shape,
and to what Freud understands as “a sort of compromise.” By way of this compro-
mise, the names, remembered and forgotten, remind Freud “just as much of what I
wanted to forget as of what I wanted to remember.” The names, he continues, also
“show me that my intention to forget something was neither a complete success
nor a complete failure, und zeigen mir, daf8 meine Absicht, etwas zu vergessen, weder
ganz gelungen, noch ganz mifSgliickt ist” (4).

Freud furtively begins to assembie a Shakespearean cartography. In the twin
spaces of “not complete success” and “not complete failure,” what inscribes itself
are the impossibly shared destinies of the Arab and the Jew that have been etched
by Shakespeare. Freud’s unforgettably forgotten moment is occupied by Othello’s
near success and by Shylock’s incomplete failure. Enter the stranger(s). Freud tells
us that he was “driving in the company of a stranger, a foreigner, mit einem
Fremden, from Ragusa in Dalmatia to a place in Herzegovina.” Driving East, Freud
continues to map Europe’s violent “ethnic” conflicts, yet he also turns and veers
back, closing in on Italy. His mind is approaching Venice, which is why the “conver-
sation had turned to the subject of travel in Italy” (2). At some point, Freud had
turned to his “traveling companion, Reisegefihrte” and asked him about Orvieto,
inquiring about the magnificent frescoes of the cathedral on the “Four Last
Things.” Freud was changing the subject. He and this by no means extravagant and
wheeling “stranger” “had been talking about the customs of the Turks living in
Bosnia and Herzegovina” (3; emphasis in the original). “Those people, diese Leute”
Freud had reported, “are accustomed to show great confidence in their doctor and
great resignation to fate” (3). Freud had neglected, he realized, to pursue the lines
of thought that brought him to the Turks and their resignation toward death, and
he had therefore refrained from telling—though he wanted to do so—“a second
anecdote which lay close to the first in my memory.”

Although Freud had suppressed the anecdote when conversing with the
stranger, he proceeds to divulge it to his readers. In this anecdote the main charac-
ters are not “turning Turk,” so much as they could be said to be “turning ghost.”
“These Turks place a higher value on sexual enjoyment than on anything else, and
in the event of sexual disorders they are plunged in a despair which contrasts
strangely with their resignation towards the threat of death, welche seltsam gegen
ihre Resignation bein Todesgefahr absticht. (3)” Thus the “topic” to which Freud
did and did not allude, when he interrupted his conversation about the cathedral at

38. Although there are clear differences in his account (most notably in the pathological historiciza-
tion), Freud is already quoting a well-knownstereotype. Recall, for example, Hegel’s description of Islam’s
“tendency to let everything take its own course, indifference with respect to every purpose, absolute fatal-
ism, indifference to life; no practical purpose has any essential value” (Hegel, Lectures, vol. 3, 243).
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Orvieto—a strange contrast that he did and did not relate in his conversation with
a stranger. Freud did say that he was talking about the Turks, about their sexuality
and their “resignation towards the threat of death.” Yet, it is not entirely clear—
certainly not to Freud, not for another twenty years—whether, or how, the topic of
this anecdote is in fact distinct from “the topic of ‘death and sexuality,” which
Freud tells his readers in the next sentence he wishes to leave unspoken. The confu-
sion here may derive from the fact that thelater “topic” is figured as an addition, a
supplement: “I did more, ich tat aber noch mehr, [than suppress the account of the
Turks]: I also diverted my attention from pursuing thoughts which might have
arisen in my mind from the topic of ‘death and sexuality’” (3; emphasis added).
Freud allows that his views “have from the very first been dualistic,” and insists on a
certain unbridgeable doubling (of death and sexuality, of Italy and Bosnia, of for-
getting and remembering, of success and failure, of Christian and Muslim, etc.).*
He also begins to alert us to the phantomatic shape of a trait d’union, a shape
wherein the difference between terms is not simply one of either unity or opposi-
tion but of dualistic disjunction.

In Freud’s telling, the rumored phantomatic shape of “those people” (“I had told
him what I had heard from a colleague practicing among those people”) occurs as
the partial veiling of the (author of the) Christian figuration of “Death, Judgement,
Hell and Heaven.” This phantomatic shape, in turn, comes to constitute a larger
shape that may hardly be said to gather anything (note, again, that Freud writes
about a “strange contrast,” not about a gathering. Freud does so, even if being
plunged into despair over sexual enjoyment does not necessarily appear—later will
perhaps no longer appear—as particularly contrasting with a “resignation toward
death”). If this shape indeed gathers in the mode of contrast, it is therefore only
covertly, perhaps forgetfully, as “a sort of compromise” that never loses its strange-
ness. Moreover, what may have become noticeable is the way in which, in Freud’s
telling, this shape is further haunted by another strange contrast. I have said earlier
that the “Signorelli example” constitutes a haunting by religion—indeed, a religion
and shape in which the forgetting of unforgettable terms is as necessary as it is suc-
ceeding and failing: the spectral shape of the Abrahamic. The Jew (Freud interrupt-
ing his telling, [n]either telling [n]or forgetting) the Christian (Signorelli) (about)
the Muslim. “Signior,” Freud would have said, prayed, or conjured—had he remem-
bered the unpronounceable name of Il Signior—*“it is the Moor.”

In this shape, the haunting of forgetting (with and by remembering) affects yet

39. Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle,in The Standard Edition, trans. James Strachey, vol.
18,53.
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another strange contrast that Freud would revisit when, displacing Abraham and
the Abrahamic onto another “figure,” he associated “in one figure, the father, the
founding father and the stranger,”’ the Jew and the Egyptian, Moses, and inevi-
tably—following insistent fantasmatic projections and complex modes of denega-
tions that were not lost on Freud and on the basis of which Egypt is to this day
associated with and dissociated from the “East” and from the “Arab world”—the
Jew and the Arab.#! What associations, what semantic and emotional investments
could there be between and within these terms, between what links and dissociates
them? Freud, the Arab, the Christian, the Jew. What “mental geography” brings and
fails to bring these together in the mode of contrast?

Two of these scoundrels were Croats who called themselves Jews or Moors, Juifs et
[sic] Maures, and who spent their life, as they confessed to me, roaming Spain and
Italy, embracing Christianity and having themselves baptized. . ..

—Jean-Jacques Rousseau??

Why on the sudden is your colour changed?
—Christopher Marlowe, The Jew of Malta, 2.3.323

Freud’s mind follows turns and conversions that, at the center of Europe, also
remain fixed in an Italian vicinity, never too far from Venice. He brings together,
under the heading of a strange contrast, shapes of the Abrahamic. Discreetly sig-

40. Fethi Benslama, “La répudiation,” in Idiomes, 139.

41. Freud reinscribes, in Moses and Monotheism, the Abrahamic configuration, which, he says, “tor-
mented me like an unlaid ghost” (Freud, Moses and Monotheism, in The Standard Edition, vol. 23, 103)
and with which he opened his Psychopathology. Implying a complex process of memory and forgetting
concerning the church (Moses, 55-56), Freud also rewrites the Abrahamic, the Turk, and the Jew, by
exploring what Moses shared with the Turks. On the basis of Moses’” Egyptian identity, Freud compares
the Turks’ attitude toward circumcision, or rather noncircumcision, with that of Moses and other
Egyptians: “Even to this day a Turk will abuse a Christian as an ‘uncircumcised dog.’ It may be supposed
that Moses, who, being an Egyptian, was himself circumcised, shared this attitude” (30, and see also the
reference to borrowings from “Arabian tribes,” 34). Jan Assmann underscores the momentous division
Freud is struggling to undo here, arguing against “the map of memory,” on which “Israel and Egypt
appear as antagonistic worlds” (Assmann, Moses the Egyptian: The Memory of Egypt in Western
Monotheism [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997] 6).

42.Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Confessions, book 2, trans. J. M. Cohen (London: Penguin, 1953) 65. The
translation of et as or instead of and is not found in other translations and, although not strictly speak-
ing incorrect (it is not necessarily an exclusive or), has no philological basis, or at least none that I could
find. That Rousseau is using an inclusive and (“Juif et Maure”) is confirmed when he later writes that he
was not given the “white robe” at the conversion ceremony: “Unlike the Moor, I was not given one since
I had not the honour to be a Jew” (72). Marian Hobson’s comments in another context bear relevance
here to a reading of the Arab Jew, the Arab and/or the Jew: “In its passing from et to ou and back, the
phrase exhibits the very kind of instability in discrimination being presently analyzed, for the copula
passes over into a disjunction as the strands separate, and back as the focus has stabilized” (Hobson,

Jacques Derrida, 65).
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naling toward both Othello and Shylock, Freud does more. He does more than
merely confirm that a Turk could turn ghost, that a “blessed Jew” could turn Moor,
and that such “Blackmoor” could, in turn, turn “white.” The turns of Samuel
Marochitanus, the “blessed Jew of Morocco,” already tell the story of “a blackamoor
turned white,” of a Jew turned Muslim but also turned Christian.*® In this story, the
Jew turned Muslim translates into the Jew turned Christian so that the violent sub-
stitutions of the Abrahamic (the ram for Isaac) are maintained in their inequalities.
This story articulates the indispensable if ungathered premise upon which the
comparison, the nonbridging of a strange contrast, could be made (“Fair Jessica” is
the story of such turn—*I say my daughter is my flesh and blood” says her father
Shylock, to which Salarino replies, “There is more difference between thy flesh and
hers than between jet and ivory.”)* Freud’s story of a turn does more than merely
add to the comparison Shakespeare’s Lorenzo had already made,* namely, the
comparison between—that is, the impossible figure of another hyphen—Jew and
Moor.4® Minimally, however, Freud entame, he broaches and breaches, as Derrida
says, he provides an introductory reading of the phantomatic, if unreadable and
not entirely forgettable, shape of the Abrahamic at the center of Europe.

43. What Norman Daniel refers to as the “‘Rabbi Samuel’ literature” seems to have originated in an
anti-Jewish polemical treatise called, in the original Arabic, Ifham al-Yahud and written by Rabbi
Samuel the Moroccan (Samaw ’al al-Maghribi), who had converted to Islam (Norman Daniel, Islam and
the West: The Making of an Image [Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1960] 189). In the Latin
translation of his treatise (and, subsequently, in the numerous translations into Western European lan-
guages), Samuel turns, however, Christian. There is, as of yet, no study of “his” book, a heavily edited
translation of which appeared in English in the seventeenth century under the title The Blessed Jew of
Marocco: Or, A Blackmoor made White. Being a Demonstration of the true Messias out of the law and
prophets, by Rabbi Samuel, a Jew Turned Christian (York: T.Broad, 1648).

44. William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, ed. Jay L. Halio (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1993) 3.1.35-37.

45. At this point in The Merchant of Venice, Lorenzo is answering Lancelot’s criticisms regarding his
engagement to Jessica. Noting that thereare two distinct moments to Lancelot’s diatribe, “Fair Jessica”
reports to Lorenzo what Lancelot told her first: “He tells me flatly there’s no mercy for me in heaven
because I am a Jew’s daughter, and he says you are no good member of the commonwealth, for in con-
verting Jews to Christians, you raise the prize of pork” (Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, 3.5.29-33).
This second argumentative moment (“you raise the prize of pork”), more directly addressed to Lorenzo,
chastizes him for converting Jews. To this accusation, Lorenzo responds by telling Lancelot that he,
Lancelot, does, in fact, the “same.” Doing so, Lorenzo illustrates ever so fleetingly the comparability of
Jew with Moor, of Shylock with Othello: “I shall answer that better to the commonwezlth than you can
the getting up of the Negro’s belly. The Moor is with child by you, Lancelot!” (3.5.34-36).

46. Lorenzo’s linking of Jew and Moor appears to maintain the unreadability of the Abrahamic: it
remains largely unattended by most readers of Shakespeare, but it is “much that the Moor should be
more than reason.” Yet there are a few exceptions that broach, but can only begin to elaborate on thelink
between and the comparison of the two plays. Most notably, Leslie A. Fiedler, The Stranger in
Shakespeare (New York: Stein and Day, 1972) and Julia Reinhard Lupton, “Othello Circumcised.” As to
the difficulties associated with the term Moor in a different but relevant context, see Jack D. Forbes,
Black Africans and Native Americans: Color, Race and Caste in the Evolution of Red-Black Peoples (Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, 1988) and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Race before Racism: The Disappearance of the
American,” Boundary 2 25, no. 2 (summer 1998): 35-53.
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An explicit political meaning has also been attributed to the extreme threshold
between life and death, the human and the inhuman, that the Muselmann inhabits ...
At times a medical figure or an ethical category, at times a political limit or an anthro-
pological concept, the Muselmann is an indefinite being in whom not only humanity
and non-humanity, but also vegetative existence and relation, physiology and ethics,
medicine and politics, and life and death continuously pass through each other.
—Giorgio Agamben*’

Freud directs our reading of the Abrahamic toward a shape of forgetting occurring,
a movement of vanishing where that which “turns Turk” also continues to “turn
ghost” When it appears or reappears—though the term “appearance” has already
proven inadequate—in the texts of survivors of Nazi extermination camps, it
remains as unreadable as Kafka’s Abrahams,*® open only to the repeated and un-
interpreted inscription of its being-forgotten, the movement of its disappearance.
Doing so, the spectral shape of the Abrahamic maintains the complex movement of
memory’s successes and failures described by Freud. And it does so, as Primo Levi

3

remembers the forgotten and unforgotten forgettable, “without leaving a trace in

anyone’s memory.”#

“Those people” are vanishing ghosts and, much further from Venice, they still
bring together—but this togetherness is more than ever suspended—disparate
theatrical genres (comedy and tragedy, Shylock and Othello, the Merchant and the
Moor of Venice). They are named, as Hélene Cixous recently recalled, “Muslims.”
They are “the deported, for example, as what were called ‘Muslims.” They are
named, then, even if they do not quite figure, although Cixous subtly remarks that

47. Giorgio Agamben, Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive, trans. Daniel Heller-
Roazen (New York: Zone Books, 1999) 47—48.

48. To Kafka’s Abrahams one should perhaps add Kafka's “Savages” who actualize in more than one
way the promise made to Abraham that his descendants will be “as numerous as the stars of heaven and
the sands on the seashore” ( Genesis 22:17). Kafka’s propheticparableindeedgives pause as it reprod.uces
the rhythmic repetition carrying yet “another Abraham,” which punctuates the repetition, this time,
with the words “or rather, oder vielmehr.” Kafka describes the ghostly and disappearing figure of those
“of whom it is recounted that they have no other longing than to die, or rather, they no longer have even
that longing, but death has a longing for them, and they abandon themselves to it, or rather, they do not
even abandon themselves, but fall into the sand of the shore and never get up again. ... Anyone V:lh.o
might collapse without cause and remain lying on the ground is dreaded as though he were_the Devil, it
is because of the example, it is because of the stench of truth that would emanate from him. Granted
nothing would happen; one, ten, a whole nation might very well remain lying.on the g.ro.und.and noth-
ing would happen. . . . (Franz Kafka, “The Savages,” trans. Ernst Kaiser and Eithng Wilkins, in Parables
and Paradoxes [New York: Schocken, 1961] 121).

49. Primo Levi, Survival in Auschwitz [If ThisIsa Man], trans. Stuart Woolf (New York: Collier Books,
1961) 81.

50). Hélene Cixous, “We Who Are Free, Are We Free?” Critical Inquiry 19, no. 2 (winter 1993): 208.
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they did play a “sort of role.” “Everyone there has a sort of role, everyone is dressed

up, travestied.”®

In the context of recalling those “Muslims”—Jews “turning Moors” who,
though well known, have attracted little critical attention—Cixous reminds us that
we are also reading (and not reading) Shakespeare. Cixous thus reiterates and gives
to read the trait d’union whose haunting shape provides the “strange contrast” of a
non-gathering in Freud, reminding us that “one never dares think of Hell as a com-
edy.” “After” the theological and the political, hell and comedy take the haunting
shape of a strange contrast, that of “Jews” and “Muslims,” Jews and Muslims, Arabs
and Jews. The Abrahamic, if that is what this is, remains. It remains a haunting
shape that is “made to remind the reader of something that cannot be altogether
forgotten, something that spooks or haunts the text about to be opened, and in
ways from which no one knows how best he may escape.”!

“One knows that they are only here on a visit, that in a few weeks nothing will
remain of them but a handful of ashes in some near-by field and a crossed-out
number on a register.”? In another description, they are the prisoners “who had
been destroyed physically and spiritually, and who had neither the strength nor the
will to go on living.”> Lacking in that they provide no reason to invest in them,
those whom Levi described as having turned Muslims provide little hope of “later
... perhaps” deriving “some benefit.”>* Insistently marked for their failure to sub-
mit to a logic of value and capital, the Muslims are “the men in decay [with whom]
it is not even worth speaking.” They are the “weak, the inept, those doomed to
selection,” those who stopped fighting, living dead or walking corpses, and were no
longer able to fold their legs. Unlike Freud’s “Turks” who are “plunged in a despair
that contrasts strangely with their resignation towards the threat of death,” Levi’s
“Muslims” (Muselmann, or “Mussulmans” in some English translations) are also
mostly Jews, but not only (perhaps no longer) Jews, and they are turning ghosts.

51. Avital Ronell, Dictations, 3.

52. Primo Levi, Survival in Auschwitz, 80-81.

53. Tadeusz Borowski, quoted in Cixous, “We Who Are Free,” 208, n. 6. Borowski is among the few
writers who make explicit the unstability of the “Muslim” as more than a terminal stage. Indeed, the
“Muslim” can still and always turn or “convert.” The “Muslim” can turn ghost, Jew, but most impor-
tantly, the “Muslim” can turn back: “In Auschwitz one man knows all there is to know about another:
when he was a Muslim, how much he stole. . .. ” (Borowski, “Auschwitz, Our Home (A Letter)” in This
Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen, trans. Barbara Vedder [New York: Penguin, 1967] 102; emphasis
added). Muslim, the noun, can also turn verb, or at least participle: “The following day, when we were
again driven out to work, a ‘Muslimized’ Jew from Estonia who was helping me haul steel bars tried to
convince me all day that human brains are, in fact, so tender you can eat them absolutely raw” (“The
Supper,” in This Way, 156). Finally, “Muslim” (already an analogy?) is carried further by the force of
analogy and simile: “What a goddam nuisance for a healthy man to be rotting in bedlikea ‘Muslim’” (“A
TrueStory,”in This Way, 158).

54.Levi, Survival in Auschwitz, 81.
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Various testimonies about the “Muslims” were compellingly reproduced and
discussed in Giorgio Agamben’s Remnants of Auschwitz. These testimonies appear
to inscribe no more than the “Muslims’” disappearance. Yet, though forgotten and
forgettable (leaving no trace in anyone’s memory, as Levi puts it), on the thither
side of the human, they remain sites of memory. As problematic as their existence
as memory traces seems to have been, they were already memory effects, referential
extrapolations that recalled (and still recall) the look of “Arabs praying.”>> Having
lost all will to live, “they do not even abandon themselves,” and they hardly consti-
tute anything; but out of the issues of naming are multiplied: “one hesitates to call
them living: one hesitates to call death a death they do not fear.””® Their name,
though it is only one in a long, often forgotten and disseminated chain, is somehow
spared the uncertainty of naming even if it produces added layers of forgotten per-
plexities. They are “Muslims, that is to say people of absolute fatalism. Their sub-
mission was not an act of will, but to the contrary, evidence that their will was
broken.”>” Among the many unbearable difficulties that emerge here, one has to do
with the impossibility of following the absent web of memory-traces that would
philologically and otherwise link “Europe and the Jews,” “Islam and the West,” and
Freud’s Turks to the camps’ Muselmdinner.”® What is indisputable, however, is that
memory and its failure constitutes and unravels, exposes and explodes, such links.

This unbearable link can, even if with great difficulties, be named and recalled
as the Arab Jew. It is the unreadable link, between life and death, of life and death,
that has failed—that cannot but fail—to present itself to this day as the elusive
shapes of the Abrahamic. In the following pages, I will pursue this unreadability of
the Abrahamic, of “religion” in Derrida as the interplay of an autobiographeme
(the utterance of the impossible: no longer, not only “I am dead” but “I am a
Muselman,” “l am an Arab Jew”) and an impossible theological and political entity.
The Abrahamic, in Derrida, is a silent, forgotten hyphen that constitutes the secret
holding of links between the personal and the political, between the political and

55. Agamben, Remnants, 51.

56. Levi, quoted in Agamben, Remnants, 52.

57. Eugen Kogan, quoted in Agamben, Remnants, 53.

58. The philological problem raised by language, and more specifically by the idiom of the concen-
tration camps (drawn primarily from Yiddish and Polish, with some German, Russian, and other Slavic
languages), provide some of the context for Levi’s discussion of the term Muslim, which stands therefore
in ever complex relation to its more obvious semantic range. The term Muselmann has been erratically
transliterated, but only rarely translated. It appears in numerous survivors’ accounts, thoroughly
cleansed of its “other” semantic value. As such, it offers a complex example of a rhetorical mechanism
which, in a proximate context, Giorgio Agamben describes as follows: “Insofar as it implies the substitu-
tion of a literal expression with an attenuated or altered expression for something that one does not
actually want to hear mentioned, the formation of a euphemism always involves ambiguities. In this
case, however, the ambiguity is intolerable” (Remnants, 31).
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the theological, whose porous boundaries are constantly violated. It inserts itself
enigmatically and persistently in an unwritten and unreadable history. This trait of
the primal father (Abraham) that splits his offsprings, disseminates his sperm, into
already politicized entities, factionalized ethnicities, and “religions” grafted and cut
off from one another, testifies to the consistently split origin that in Derrida’s text
fails to gather while inscribing itself in world historical, political explosions.
“Religion,” as the Abrahamic, while we claim it as “our own,” can only disown us.
Following the narrative(s) of Abraham, it is the story of a dissemination that
exposes and explodes “religion” as it occurs in Derrida’s texts, under yet more—

once more, once more—names and shapes of the Abrahamic.

TICKINGS

I'tis much that the Moor should be more than reason. . . .
—William Shakespeare, Othello

This is what I want to show by deporting you as swiftly as possible to the limits of a
basin, a sea, where there arrive for an interminable war the Greek, the Jew, the Arab,
the Hispano-Moor. Which I am also (following), by the trace, c’est ce que je veux mon-
trer en vous déportant le plus vite possible aux limites d’un bassin, d’une mer, oit s'ar-
rivent pour une guerre interminable, le Grec, le Juif, I’ Arabe, I Hispano-Mauresque. Que
je suis aussi, a la trace.

—Jacques Derrida®®

“There was, perhaps, what I would have wanted to say . .. by going to Capri....” So
begins the concluding paragraph of “Faith and Knowledge: The Two Sources of
‘Religion’ at the Limits of Reason Alone,” a text published in French and English
and presented by Jacques Derrida at a 1994 seminar that took place on the Italian
island of Capri. As the title of the book that gathered the essays presented there
indicates, this seminar was devoted to, at Derrida’s initiative, the topic of “religion.”
This concluding paragraph (“There was, perhaps, what I would have wanted to
say”) also introduces the possibility that Derrida did not say what he would have
wanted to say; that it is therefore not at all certain that Derrida has spoken or not
on “religion”; and that what he said, if he did, he may have said on, or to, religion
and, differently and more precisely, on, or to, the Abrahamic. The difficulty and
uncertainty of the Abrahamic as religion could be alleviated by the argument with
which I began this introduction regarding Derrida’s contribution to the study of

59. Jacques Derrida, Glas, trans. John P. Leavey, Jr., and Richard Rand (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1986) 37/F51.
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religion in the current understanding of the term. There is indeed neither reason
nor justification to disagree with this line of argumentation. The readings that have
sustained it have moreover begun and flourished in compelling scholarly works of
varied persuasions.®® All this may be granted and the slightly contrary claim could
even be made that not only has there been no “return” of the religious—not in
Derrida—but also that a collection of the central texts among those just mentioned
would advance the debates that have already been generated by the individual
works.®! Such a collection would strengthen the merits of considering these works
under the heading of “religion.” Still, because of what Derrida said when he went to
speak “on religion” in, for example, Religion, it remains possible that Derrida did
not say what he would have wanted to say (“I am saying nothing, then, that can be
said or sayable”),%? on religion among other things. If there are conclusions to be
drawn from this possibility, they are anything but certain. They implicate and
engage any thinking of religion “in” and even “after” Derrida. It is from this uncer-
tainty that the present anthology takes its point of departure in order to turn
toward Derrida’s own conclusion—if it is one—the conclusion for what is, in con-
text, his most explicit statement (perhaps) on religion, in Religion, in “Faith and

», <«

Knowledge”: “There was, perhaps, what [ would have wanted to say....”

TICKINGS (1)

Hafiza ‘an zahri galb. — Arabic expression

The event cannot be as noisy as abomb, as garish or blazing as some metal held in the
fire. Even were it still an event, here it would be—strict-ure against strict-ure—inap-

parent and marginal.
—TJacques Derrida®?

“...etgrenades” (“...and pomegranates,” but also—“Each time what is involved is
a machine, il s’agit chaque fois de machine”—% “ ... and grenades”) is the title of

60. Without doingjustice to the specificity and diversity of directions pursued in each of them, I am
here referring to the works of such scholars and thinkers as Mohammed Arkoun, Christopher Bracken,
Pascale-Anne Brault, John Caputo, Thomas Carlson, Harold Coward, Jean-Jacques Forté, Toby Foshay,
Rodolphe Gasché, Susan Handelman, Kevin Hart, Abdelkebir Khatibi, Michael Naas, Elisa New, Jill
Robbins, Gayatri Spivak, Mark Taylor, Hent de Vries, Elisabeth Weber, Shira Wolosky, and others (see
bibliography).

61. Derrida’s own reflections on the theological were hard to miss (although, it appears, not hard to
misread) from the earliest publications, and could be witnessed as well in a certain reception of his work
such as Mikel Dufrenne and Henri Meschonnic.

62. Derrida, Politics o f Friendship, 70.

63. Derrida, Glas, 107.

64. Derrida, “Faith and Knowledge,” in this volume, section 37.
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the concluding section of Derrida’s “Foi et savoir” (“Faith and Knowledge”) his con-
tribution to the publication of the seminar’s proceedings in La religion (Religion).
Like the rest of “Faith and Knowledge,” “ ... et grenades” is fragmented, divided
into numbered subsections; but unlike the other subsections, it ends with a short
paragraph that was not included in the first published English translation of “ .. . et
grenades.” This missing paragraph (but its “being-missing” has now vanished) must
be read in order to address the question of religion, which Derrida may have spo-
ken about, or not, and most urgently the question of the Abrahamic and “the
Abrahamic religions” in his writings. What this introduction traces is a way of
marking a path of entry into the question of the Abrahamic, focusing on moments
where the three so-called Abrahamic religions or markers thereof are cross-
implicated (by now, it should be clear that they hardly cohabit peacefully) in and
around Derrida’s texts. Most important to consider in this context is that Derrida’s
name is also implicated, perhaps no less violently, in these moments—and how it is
so (this will turn out to be the case not only here but also, and perhaps most prom-
inently, in Glas, “Circumfession,” Monolingualism, and “A Silkworm of One’s Own”).
Second, but more importantly, by writing, if not binding, the Abrahamic, Derrida
engages in a radical re-thinking and re-reading of what could be called “religious dif-
ference,” something which exceeds any recognizable religion, and unrecognizable as
such, exceeds and haunts even a recognizable via negativa, while “locating” the
Abrahamic. The Abrahamic, Derrida tells us, exposes and explodes (as) “religion.”

(Here perhaps is what I would have wanted to say, ce que jaurais voulu dire, ofa certain
Mount Moriah—by going to Capri, last year, so close to Vesuvius and to Gradiva. Today
I recall (to) myself, je me rappelle, what I had read long ago in Genet a Chatila, of which
one would have to recall, dont il faudrait rappeler, so many premises in so many lan-
guages, agents and victims, and the wakes and consequences, all landscapes and all
specters: “One of the questions I will not avoid, que je n’éviterai pas, is that of religion,”
Laguna, April 26 1995.)65

This final and concluding paragraph of “ . .. et grenades” situates in place and time
the writing of the entire essay on religion (Derrida writes early on that the printed
text of “Foi et savoir” is “d’un caractere différent” from the one given at the semi-
nar). Unlike the other subsections, this paragraph is unnumbered, italicized, and in
parentheses (There are fifty-two numbered subsections in “Faith and Knowl-
edge”—“52 very unequal sequences, as many crypts dispersed in a non-identified
field . . .like a desert about which one isn’t sure if it is sterile or not, or like a field of
ruins and of mines and of wells and of caves and of cenotaphs and of scattered

65. Ibid., section 52, translation altered.
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seedings”®—the first section of which is entitled “Italiques” and written, all sub-
sections numbered, in Italic characters). The paragraph begins with the word
“Voila” and, appearing to refer to what precedes, it concludes “Faith and Knowl-
edge™ “There was perhaps what I would have wanted to say, voila peut-étre ce que
jaurais voulu dire. . ..” The uncertain status of this “missing” paragraph becomes
clearer here, for if he spoke this by going to Capri, Derrida did not do so in a sim-
ple present tense or past present tense. Hence, the text says neither “what I wanted
to say, ce que jai voulu dire,” nor “what I had wanted to say, ce que j’avais voulu
dire.” Along with the “perhaps,” “what I would have wanted to say” not only sus-
pends the ever having been present of the paragraph and of Derrida’s words on
religion. It also introduces uncertainty regarding whether, and what, Derrida spoke
or did not—on what and to (a) whom. The phrase and its uncertainty further sug-
gest that the word voila is not simply a conclusion to “Faith and Knowledge™—it
does not simply refer to what has, perhaps, been said in Capri. Rather, the sugges-
tion would be that voila refers to what follows, namely the italicized and parenthet-
ical paragraph itself. Voila, therefore, could equally be read as an introduction to a
no less non-present time, the time of a conditional: Voila, “There is,” perhaps even
“Here is,” “Here perhaps is . . . ”: “Here perhaps is what I would have wanted to say,
voila peut-étre ce que jaurais voulu dire. ... ” Derrida may have said or spoken,
then, what he wanted to say, and he may also not have or he may have done so only
in those concluding lines. In any case, this last paragraph could perhaps give the
readers some (other) sense of what Derrida perhaps said, would have said, or
would have wanted to say “by going to Capri.”

you'll have nephews neigh to you, you'll have coursers for cousins, and gennets

for germans. —William Shakespeare®’

With that possibility, the words that precede and follow this “introduction” would
thus be placed under the insistent mark of the conditional. Before and after voila,
everything would be distinctly inflected, differently punctuated, and, as it were, in
quotation marks. “Here is what I would have wanted to say: ‘Today, I recall....’”
Read this way, these words suggest that part of what Derrida would have wanted
to say (dire) was not to be spoken (parler), may have been not to be spoken,
not to be spoken in his name. Rather, what Derrida would have wanted would

have been to recall, to cite and to recite, “following a colon,”®® a quotation from

66.1bid., section 35.
67. Shakespeare, Othello, 1.1.112-13.
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himself or another, and, in this case, from Jean Genet. It is with such a quotation
(within invisible quotations marks as well, then) that Derrida ends this final
paragraph of “Faith and Knowledge.” Derrida quotes Genet: “‘One of the ques-
tions that I will not avoid, une des questions que je nwéviterai pas, is the question
of religion.””

Of course, in some respects Abraham does speak. He says a lot. But even if he
says everything, he need only keep silent on a single thing for one to conclude that he
hasn’t spoken.

—TJacques Derrida®

Part of what Derrida would have wanted to say, then, was perhaps not to speak but
to quote, to recall and quote an assertion of non-avoidance. This assertion, which
Derrida himself did not speak but did write and quote, recalls and implicates not
only Derrida’s own discussions of avoidance, butalso the distinct and related issues
of his re-deployment of the languages of other religious traditions, of the questions
of negative theology/ies, issues to which Derrida himself has often returned, and
upon which discussions of his work have tended to focus. Here also, interpretations
atwar, Derrida re-cites Genet (“For the first time I am afraid, while writing, as they
say, ‘on’ someone, of being read by him. Not to arrest him, not to draw him back,
not to bridle him. Yesterday he let me know that he was in Beirut, among the
Palestinians at war, encircled outcasts. I know that what interests me always takes
(its/his) place over there, but how to show that?”).”% Derrida introduces again his
text on religion, and does so in a text that he had previously introduced by citing
Hegel, with whom “Faith and Knowledge” began. Had he said what he would have
wanted to say, Derrida would have thus also recalled and recited—as he did in the
preceding sections—Glas, Glauben und Wissen, as well as, “Interpretations at War,”
Immanuel Kant, Henri Bergson, and Hermann Cohen, “the Jew, the German,” and
Jean Genet. Still, by going to Capri, Derrida certainly may have wanted to say, to
recite and repeat that he, or another, will have been bound by a promise, an affir-

68 “But what is literally retained, in a declaration which means to bear witness to a work rather than
to a person. ... But a time of remembrance which recalls, temps de remémoration qui se remémore, less
the friend than the saying. ... The incredible audacity . . ., following a colon, opens a solitary subordi-
nate clause; it suspends the entire declaration in an epokhé of this intemporal time which is suited to
mourning but also annuls in advance everything that could indeed be said in this saying, tout ce qui
pourrait bien étre dit en ce dire et déclaré en cette déclaration. A colon. .. .” (Derrida, Politics of Friendship,
301/F334).

69.Jacques Derrida, The Gift of Death, 59.

70. Jacques Derrida, Glas, 36/F50. On Derrida and Genet, see Abdelkebir Khatibi, “Ultime dissidence
de Genet,” Figures de Pétranger dans la littérature francaise (Paris: Denoé€l, 1987) 129-200; Ian H.
Magedera, “Seing Genet, Citation and Mourning; a propos Glas by Jacques Derrida,” Paragraph 21
(March 1998) 28-44; and Jane Marie Todd, “Autobiography and the Case of the Signature: Reading
Derrida’s Glas,” Comparative Literature 38:1 (winter 1986) 1-19.
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mation to the future, that one will not avoid the question of religion. Doing so,
Derrida would have spoken the future or perhaps the promise (“I will not”) of a
nonavoidance, therefore, that may or may not be his. In addition, had he said what
he would have wanted to say by going to Capri, Derrida would also have said,
“Today I recall to myself what I had once read in Genet a Chatila. . ..” Had he said
that, and perhaps he did, Derrida would have spoken, he would not have avoided
speaking—he would not have avoided speaking of religion. Here, Derrida would
have recalled that day (“today”) as a day that, in the manner of Nietzsche’s “On this
perfect day” in Ecce Homo, he may have wanted to mark “otobiographically.” Yet,
for Derrida speakinghere, “this day”—"“today”—is one that is not recalled as a per-
fect day.”! Unlike Nietzsche, then, had he said what he would have wanted to say on
that day, Derrida would not have told his life to himself (“On this perfect day,”
Nietzsche wrote, “I tell my life to myself ”). Rather, Derrida would have called him-
self, brought close and closer, “so close to Vesuvius and to Gradiva,” so close to
Europe and to Latin, Christian Rome—he would have recalled to himself (je me
rappelle), he would have recalled himself and again called himself (je m’appelle, je
me rappelle), by citing that which an other said and spoke, and that he had read
long ago.”? Had he said what he would have wanted to say, Derrida would also have
been put under the obligation to recall (il faudrait rappeler) that which was implied
and implicated by Genet a Chatila, by Genet at, but also to, Shatila (Genet a
Chatila): languages, agents, and victims, at Shatila and elsewhere, all of whom
and all of which would have had to be recalled.”> Had he said what he wanted to
say, and perhaps he did (recall that the paragraph may be read as a conclusion for
“...etgrenades” and of what has been said in it), Derrida would have recalled (to,
a) himself, he would have named himself and Shatila, and named himself as Shatila
(“«A I, bien siir», ... les voyelles”).”* He would have remembered himself and
Shatila, him/itself as a distant lieu, as a place in the distance which, like Mount

71. Robert Smith, Derrida and Autobiography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), esp.
63 & 75-96.

72.“How does one utter a worthwhile ‘I recall’ when it is necessary to invent both one’s language and
one’s ‘I, to invent them at the same time, beyond this surging wave of amnesia, comment dire un «je me
rappelle» qui vaille quand il faut inventer et sa langue et son je, les inventer en méme temps, par-dela ce
déferlement d’amnésie . .. 2 (Monolingualism of the Other, 31/F57; translation altered).

73. “On 14 September 1982, at about eleven o’clock in the morning, French, American and Italian
ships started to leave Beirut.. .. The ships were taking the deterrent force away from Lebanon, and the
very same day, 14 September 1982, at half-past four, their departure was eclipsed by Bechir Gemayel’s
assassination. . . . The next morning, Wednesday, and for the next three nights, the Palestinian camps of
Sabra, Chatila and Bourj Barajneh were bombed, and the civilian population tortured and massa-
cred. ... They must have been between two and three thousand, the Palestinian and Lebanese dead,
together with a few Syrians and some Jewish women married to Lebanese, all killed in the camps at
Sabra, Chatila and Bourj Barajneh” (Jean Genet, Prisoner of Love, trans. Barbara Bray [Hanover, N.H.:
Wesleyan University Press, 1992] 328).

74. Derrida, “Circonfession,” 42.
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Moriah—then and today’>—brutally implicates the already bound “Abrahamic
religions,” their agents and victims, all of whom and to (a) all of whom Derrida
perhaps spoke, or would have wanted to speak. “At the undiscoverable moment
when the proper name breaks into language, destroys itself in language with an
explosion—dynamite—and leaves it as a hole,”’ it is, once again, once more, to a
brutal “place” of explosions (“ ... and grenades”), of memory and forgetting (“very
quickly recovered: a parasitic vegetation without, sans, memory”),”” to this unread-
able non-site of implication (and of dislocation) of the Abrahamic as it emerges
from Derrida’s writings that we are brought and recalled.

Derrida did not avoid the question of religion. He did not avoid recalling (to)
himself, and (to) Shatila, addressing and recalling, therefore, also Islam as well as
the other Abrahamic religions. But if recalling is not yet speaking (“what I would
have wanted to say”), neither is (not) speaking, avoiding. It is important to note
this distinction: Derrida, who may only have wanted to speak of Shatila and thus
perhaps did (not) speak of it or to it, nonetheless may not have avoided speaking
(which is why it is pertinent that the citation speaks in the future tense: “I will not
avoid”). It is important to note this because the word avoiding evokes Derrida’s
own reading of it, his reading of Martin—(“la téte d’'un vieux Juif d’Alger,” says
Post Card)—Heidegger’s vermeiden (translated as: éviter, avoiding) in Of Spirit, and
may thus suggest a proximity, if not an identity, between (not) avoiding speaking
and (not) speaking. In this 1987 book on Heidegger’s avoidance, Derrida himself
suggests that, here, another chapter of another book could be written, a chapter
that, Derrida imagines, would be entitled Comment ne pas parler: “Here one could
get into writing a chapter destined for a different book. I imagine its title: ‘How
to Avoid Speaking’, On pourrait sengager ici dans l'écriture d’un chapitre destiné a
un autre livre. ]’en imagine le titre: Comment ne pas parler.”’® At this point, in a
footnote, Derrida mentions that in this same year (1987) he is publishing another
text entitled “Comment ne pas parler,” suggesting that though it bears the same
imagined title (“Subtitle: To be or not to be Christian or, more savagely, The
Importance of (not) Being Christian, as if it were possible”),”® it may be that this
other text is not the said chapter destined for a different book in which the question
of avoiding and of Heidegger will have been addressed. Did Derrida then speak of
it, did he write it, or did he avoid it? Did he speak “how not to speak” on this day?

75. See Derrida, The Gift of Death, 69-70.

76. Derrida, Glas, 236/F330.

77.1bid. .

78. Jacques Derrida, Of Spirit, trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Rachel Bowley (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1989) 2/F12. '

79. “Sous-titre: Etre ou ne pas étre chrétien ou, plus sauvagement, The Importance of (not) Being
Christian, comme si C’était possible” (Jacques Derrida, Le toucher, Jean-Luc Nancy, 274, n. 3).
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Had he done so, were it what he would have wanted to say, would it have translated
as “How to Avoid Speaking”? Would avoidance here recall or not the via negativa?
Which? Clearly, the answer is neither a simple yes, nor, perhaps, a simple no(t).

Derrida’s interrogation of Heidegger’s avoidance in Of Spirit should not be read
as accusation, nor is it one that could be launched as it is at Derrida. Derrida per-
haps quoted the word “avoiding” but, as far as I could find, he neither affirmed
avoidance nor asserted that he avoided, that he or anyone else should have avoided
speaking, nor did he avoid speaking—on the question of religion among others. On
the other hand, this does not necessarily mean that Derrida spoke, and it is possible,
indeed, that Derrida did (not) speak—of Islam or of the other Abrahamic religions.

Earlier, in “Faith and Knowledge,” one of the ways Derrida will have, perhaps,
spoken of that which should not be avoided, or should at least be recalled were it
spoken about—that which was named by his naming and recalling himself and
Shatila (that is, Judaism, Christianity, Islam)—is by asserting another obligation
toward Islam (recall that Derrida said: “il faudraitrappeler”). To be precise, Derrida
writes that, at this moment, it is perhaps toward Islam that one should, that one
would have to turn first: “at the moment when it is towards Islam, perhaps, that we
ought to begin by turning our attention, au moment oi c’est vers Uislam que nous
devrions peut-étre commencer par tourner notre regard.”®® Derrida regrets the
absence of Muslims at the meeting at Capri, and asserts that, along with the
absence of women, this is something that should be taken into account. Here too it
is a matter of obligation, a matter of duty: “We ought to take this into account, nous
devrons en tenir compte.”8!

The question of Islam—Islam as a question—is brought up again in the very
next paragraph of “Faith and Knowledge.” This is a matter of memory, of recalling
again, or at least of not forgetting which, as in Freud, implicates the name: “Islam is

80. Derrida, “Faith and Knowledge,” sec. 5; and compare how one would also have to begin again with
Islam, how Islam would have to come again, first, to be named and recalled again—in order to be not
looked at but, this time, heard—again, first, d’abord: “It will one day be necessary, first of all so as to
recall and understand Islam, Il faudra bien un jour, d’abord pour y rappeler et entendre l'lIslam . .., Adieu,
145,n. 71/F128, n. 1.

81. Derrida, “Faith and Knowledge,” sec. 5; but the question of counting and of taking account, the
question of the first and “the question of numbers,” and the futural possibility of new and other man-
ners of counting for the future, which is “perhaps the most grave and most urgent for the state and the
nations of Israel” is a question that “also concerns all the Jews” and “all the Christians in the world.” It is
however, also a question that marks “a fundamental difference,” a religious diff erence, between the three
Abrahamic religions, since it does not concern the Muslims of the world, not today, “not at all Muslims
today” (section 44). Today, Islam would have to be taken into an account—would have to be counted—
even though counting is not the question of Islam. What counts as an account when counting and
accounting are out of the question? Can such an account be settled? Settling accounts, givingaccounts of
that which cannot be counted would then become the question of Islam, the question from and to
Islam, what is called Islam today. Needless to say, the question of number, la question du nombre, is “at
the center” of a thinking of politics and of the theologico-political in Politics of Friendship (x/F14).
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not Islamism, never forget this, but the latter operates in the name of the former,
and this is the grave question of the name” (14). What is said and done “in the
name of religion, here in the name of Islam” (sec. 6) is said and done, and there is
no other remnant, no recalling or remembrance of avoidance, no question of
avoiding speaking the name of Islam, which may then also be the Christian name
of “religion.”® Inscribing onto a future memory (“Never”) that the force of a call
and of a recall, the force of a name, is not to be considered an accident, Derrida
writes, “Never to consider as an accident the force of the name in what happens,
what is said and done in the name of religion, here in the name of Islam, ne jamais
traiter comme un accident la force du nom dans ce qui arrive, se fait ou se dit au nom
de la religion, ici au nom de 'islam” (7). Derrida, who does not recall (his) names by
accident, recalls the name of Islam, recalls what is said and done, in the name of
Islam—one of the names the recalling of which, the force of which, is no accident.
Once again, it becomes difficult to determine whether what is spoken here, on or to
religion, is or would have been spoken, here, in and under the Latin, Christian
name of religion—that is to say also in and under the name of Islam. Is Derrida
speaking here? And, whether or not he does, is it in the name of Islam? Is what
Derrida says and does (“here”) done in the name of religion (“ce qui se fait ou se dit
... 1ict au nom de l'islam”), in or under the name of Islam as another name for reli-
gion? Elsewhere Derrida will name the Muslim as the heir of a divine contradic-
tion, as “the hyperbolic heir of this endless contradiction [of Judaism and
Christianity]: contradiction of the Infinite itself. God, as usual, contradicts himself,
Dieu, comme d’habitude, se contredit.”3? But by naming Islam here does Derrida
speak in the name of Islam? “What of Islam?” This is the (other) question of Islam,
and of religion (“one of the questions I will not avoid”) that Derrida asked just ear-
lier: what of Islam and of its name? What of its name and of Derrida’s name? What
of it if, in the name of Islam, there is at work a “hypercritical rationality,” one that
does not “turn away from what may at least resemble a deconstructive radicalisa-
tion of the critical gesture,” one that does not avoid the development of “a radical
critique of what binds the contemporary democracy, in its limits, in its operative con-
cept and power, to the market and to the tele-techno-scientific reason that domi-
nates in it” (sec. 37)? What of it if its name is also “Islamism”? And what of it if this

82. Derrida explains, “The history of the word ‘religion’ should in principle forbid every non-
Christian from using the name ‘religion, in order to recognize in it what ‘we’ would designate, identify
and isolate there, L'histoire du mot <<religion>> devrait en principe interdire a tout non-chrétien de nom-
mer <<religion>>, pour s’y reconnaitre, ce que <<nous>> désignerions, identifierions et isolerions ainsi”
(“Faith and Knowledge,” section 34), and: “globalatinization, religion that does not speak its name,
mondialatinisation, religion qui ne dit pas son nom” (section 42).

83. Jacques Derrida, Le toucher, 302, n. 1, re-citing “Edmond Jabes and the Question of the Book”
where Derrida had famously written “Dieu déja se contredit, God already contradicts himself.”
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is also Derrida’s name, the name Shatila, the name of a place that like Moriah, then
and today, is a brutal and explosive encounter between the three Abrahamic reli-
gions? What if this is indeed the name of the Abrahamic?

“Comment ne pas parler”—a text that is at once “terribly autobiographical” and
concerned with exploring and deploying language (at) the sources and resources of
negative theology, and with reading its languages—raises the question of “how not
to speak.” In it, Derrida speaks also of avoidance (évitement). The two questions
raised in this title, and rendered more acute in the English translations (“how not
to speak” and “how to avoid speaking”) are distinct questions, and perhaps they are
not questions at all, but there is a difference—one that is perhaps hardly tenable,
but a difference nonetheless—between them. Recalling some of J. L. Austin’s most
difficult but also richest titles, “how not to speak” speaks of something other than
avoidance, otherwise than avoidance. If it is the case that there is avoidance in “how
not to speak,” there is also, as Derrida explains, a speaking, an affirmation of the
impossibility not to speak, indeed, an obligation to speak (“Comment ne pas parler,
how could one not speak?”). How not to speak would then be neither a question
nor an order, or both at the same time, as well as a prayer, a plea and a response to
an obligation, an obligation to speak—which may be impossible to fulfill—but
without avoidance, perhaps beyond or otherwise than avoidance.

In “How to Avoid Speaking,” Derrida takes great care to distinguish between
avoidance, specifically Heidegger’s avoidance, and his own (not) speaking. Derrida
translates his French title with the English “how to avoid speaking” but takes their
difference one step further when he asks about Heidegger’s relation to avoidance:
“with regard to the traditions and texts [of apophatic theologies] that I have just
evoked . .. does Heidegger stand in a relation of avoidance? What abyss would this
simple word, avoidance, then designate?”® Thus showing the difficulty of reading
the word or the notion of “avoidance,” in Heidegger as well as in the Greek and
Christian traditions of negative theology, Derrida proceeds to open parentheses
again: “(To say nothing, once again, of the mysticisms or theologies in the Jewish,
Islamic, or other traditions)” (55). Can this italicized and parenthetical saying noth-
ing, this—perhaps—nonspeaking (which was not spoken when asking the ques-
tion of Heidegger’s avoidance), this naming of Islam and of an other Abrahamic
religion in the language of a third (“chrétien latin francais” says “Circonfession”),
be equated with the “abyss” designated by the word “avoidance™? Can it be said to

84. Jacques Derrida, “How to Avoid Speaking: Denials,” trans. Ken Frieden in Derrida and Negative
Theology, ed. Harold Coward and Toby Foshay (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992); hereafter page numbers will
be cited parenthetically in the text.
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have been spoken, not spoken, or avoided, in any of the manners or senses pursued
by the texts Derrida reads? Could this saying nothing, once again, this calling again,
be equated with (not) speaking?

Earlier in “Comment ne pas parler” Derrida elaborates on his decision not to speak:

“I thus decided not to speak of negativity or of apophatic movements in, for example,

the Jewish or Islamic traditions. To leave this immense place empty, and above all that
which can connect such a name of God with the name of the Place, ce qui peut y lier tel
nom de Dieu au nom du Lieu, to remain thus on the threshold—was this not the most
consistent possible apophasis? Concerning that about which one cannot speak, isn’t it
best to remain silent? I let you answer this question. It is always entrusted to the other”
(53). The answer to the question, the decision, is the other’s. The threshold, where
Derrida may remain by speaking and not speaking, names a place, but it does not
have one proper name (least of all “Arab Jew”). This nameless threshold would be
where Derrida stays, where he would have wanted to remain, when he stood and
delivered the lecture entitled “Comment ne pas parler” in Jerusalem (where Derrida
however also asks: “Am I in Jerusalem or elsewhere, very far from the Holy City?”"—
the question is entrusted to the other) at the place where the connections and coim-
plications—if there are any, and they may be brutal, and brutally or harmlessly
explosive—between the Abrahamic religions are yet to be unraveled. The place,
which we have seen may be Moriah or Shatila, so close to the volcano Vesuvius, and
to Gradiva, where connections are made between the name of God and the name of
that place—there would be perhaps the “truth” that Derrida, like Augustine, “makes”
by calling himself again (je me rappelle) a place and a name he says one should recall,
to which one should recall oneself. Of that space, of that “resonant space,” Derrida
here says that “nothing, almost nothing will be said, un espace de résonance dont il ne
serajamaisrien dit, presque rien” (31/F563). This is not, or at least not simply, almost
not, an avoidance, nor is it simply (not) saying, (not) speaking, and only with great
difficulties a speaking of nothing (Nichts). Indeed, this recalls Islam and the other
Abrahamic religions, which are not necessarily something, but a place, which must be
recalled and cannot be spoken of. But is to recall (not) to speak (of, to, at)? To whom
and where? More precisely, one could ask, How is to recall (oneself) (not) to speak to
and of? And is it possible? Will it always be impossible? Here, 14, voila, where he cites
the speech of another, Derrida also calls himself again, he names himself and his dis-

course as “autobiographical,” perhaps as the site of his confession sans vérité, writing,

“But if one day I had to tell my story, nothing in this narrative would start to speak of the
thing itself if I did not come up against this fact, si je ne butais sur ce fait: for lack of
capacity, competence, or self-authorization, I have never yet been able to speak of what
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my birth, as one says, should have made closest to me: the Jew, the Arab” (66, n.13).
Here, then, if he could, Derrida would tell his story—something he may have done,
or not, later on, on that day in which he remembered the name of Il Signior
(“Monsignior Mourning” as David Farell Krell recasts Cinders’s “His Highness
Mourning”),® the day he recalled God and what he had read long ago in “mon com-
patriote” Augustine’s Confessions (“Tiens, je me rappelle Dieu ce matin, le nom, une
citation . ..”). Derrida would tell his story, then, if not his life, to himself perhaps. On
this day, which has not yet, or perhaps already, come, Derrida would perhaps speak,
and speak his non-avoidance, of the question (but what does it mean, not to avoid a
question?). Derrida would say something, and yet, this does not mean that his story
would speak—nor of what—for by the same token, “nothing in this narrative would
start to speak of the thing itself” This story, Derrida’s story, would not speak, not at
least for as long as Derrida did not—not address, but, rather, fall, stop, or rest upon,
as if by chance (“Mes chances”) stumble upon and knock, “si je ne butais sur” (not
contre, not simply “come up against”) the fact that he cannot, that he has not been
able to speak.86 And speak of what? Of that which should have been given to him. By
what or whom? By what is called his birth. If Derrida was able to tell his story, then,
and in order for that story to be able to speak, at least to start speaking of the thing
itself (and it may never), it would have been necessary for “his birth>—what is said to
be his birth—to give him something. What is called, was heifit, “his birth”? And what
gives birth? What does birth give? What is called his birth would have had to, it would
have been obligated to give him something, to give him that which should have been
the closest. What one calls, speaks of or names “my birth” (“my birth, as one says”)
would have been under the obligation of giving Derrida the ability to write, perhaps
in “chrétien latin francais,” his Confessions, and that which was, or rather should have
been, and therefore is (not) the closest to him, of giving him therefore what it/he does
not have but comes or remains in the proximity, that also goes by the name of “reli-
gion,” the Abrahamic, the Christian, Derrida, the Jew, the Arab.#” And, “l am not even

speaking of a Jewish-Arab psyche.”88

85. David Farell Krell, The Purest of Bastards, 142.

86.0ntheword buter see Derrida’s extended comments in “Lettres sur un aveugle: Punctum caecum”
in Jacques Derrida and Safaa Fathy, Tourner les mots: Au bord d’un film 91, n. 1.

87. The Arabic expression, quoted earlier in the epigraph, also means “to learn (or, to remember) by
heart.” It is quoted in Jacques Derrida’s “Che cos’¢ la poesia?” (Reprinted in Points, 290/F304). It can also
be found in handwriting on a loose napkin in Box C.66 of the Derrida archive at the Critical Theory
Library, University of California-Irvine. I cannot tell whether the Arabic handwriting is Derrida’s. About
Arabic, which is not quite reducible to—not entirely identical with—the language of Islam but is also
that language, Derrida once spoke of how he came not to speak, not to speak it while remaining, one
could say, proche, not too far: “Thus I was raised in a monolingual milieu—absolutely monolingual.
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MOORINGS (I1): POURSUITES DE DERR!DA

Did Derrida’s story begin to speak, and did it say, could it say what it—what he—
would have wanted to say? In “Encre blanche et Afrique originelle: Derrida et la
postcolonialité,” Chantal Zabus takes on and passes over the question of autobiog-
raphy. Zabus quotes a sentence by Jacques Derrida in which the figure of an
“Africain deraciné” seems to allow for straightforward biographical identification.
Commenting upon this sentence, Zabus asserts that “I'identité premiere” for
Derrida, namely, the “Judeo-Algerian,” would have been delivered over to us by
Derrida himself. Derrida, then, did tell. He would not only have inscribed his “I” in
identity, but he would have done so in postcoloniality and a reconciled Arab
Jewishness as well. Derrida, then, would have “described himself as an uprooted
African ... born in Algiers, se décrit comme ‘Africain deraciné . .. né a Algers.”%°

Is such an “identity,” however, so available to determination?*® Can one hence-
forth simply consider that Derrida has finally spoken, said what he would have
wanted to say, finally told the story and given the last word, regarding his “iden-
tity”? Alternatively, should we reinscribe Freud’s Moses and the place of Egypt and
affirm, with Geoffrey Bennington, that “Derrida is neither Jew nor Greek, but

‘Egyptian, "—i.e., “North-African, analogically ‘Egyptian’” as Bennington writes

Around me, although not in my family, I naturally heard Arabic spoken, j entendais parler I'arabe, but
except for a few words, I do not speak Arabic, mais je ne parle pas, I do not speak—a part quelques
mots—ie ne parle pas l'arabe. I tried to learn it later but I didn’t get very far. Moreover, one could say, on
peut dire, in a general way, without exaggerating, that learning Arabic was something that was virtually
forbidden at school. Not prohibited by law, but practically impossible.” (“‘There is No One Narcissism’
[Autobiophotographies]” [1986], in Points, 204/F217; emphases added).

The expression hafiza ‘an zahri qalb, which Derrida leaves untranslated in “Che cos’¢ la poesia,” is a
complex one and could be translated “literally” in a variety of ways. I will only suggest some of them by
noting that the word zahr means “back” (French, dos: “il n’y a que les dos qui comptent,” as Post Card has
it). In the phrase zahru l-qur’a n, it refers to “the letter of the Qur'an” in distinction from batnu I-
qur’an, “the inner meaning or interpretation [also: ta’'wil] of the Qur’an.” The expression quoted by
Derrida could therefore mean “to keep the heart to the letter” or “defending the letter of the heart.”
When one says “she reads min zahri I-qalbi” it can mean “she reads without a book” or “from memory.”
or, alternatively, “she knows this so well that she knows it ’ala zahri lisaniha, like the back of her tongue,”
which is not quite the same as, though not far from, the French: “je I'ai au bout de la langue,” or the
English “it’s on the tip of my tongue”. Whether and how the phrase relates to what Derrida can or can-
not say, what he has or has not spoken, or would have wanted to say or read from, on, or to Islam among
other things, is what I am trying to explore, by also recalling the (same?) question of (not) speaking (or
is it [not] hearing?) raised by Abdelkebir Khatibi in “Le point de non-retour” “La question est la suiv-
ante: le silence de la pensée sur la colonisation européenne . . . serait-il de I'ordre d’une aphasie et d’'une
surdité, elles aussi miraculeuses?” (Khatibi, “Le point de non-retour,” in Le passage des frontiéres: Autour
du travail de Jacques Derrida,ed. Marie-Louise Mallet [Paris: Galilée, 1994], 448, n. 4).

88. Jacques Derrida, “Interpretations at War,” in this volume p. 135.

89. Chantal Zabus, “Encre blanche et Afrique originelle: Derrida et la postcolonialité,” in Passions de
la littérature: Avec Jacques Derrida (Paris: Galilée, 1996) 262.

90. The suspension of the word “identity” in quotation marks is, as we will see, Derrida’s; see his
Monolingualism of the Other, 13.
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earlier—“in a non-biographical sense to be explored”?°! It was to Bennington,
among others, that Derrida had addressed a description of himself as “a little black
and very Arab Jew, un petit Juif noir et trés arabe,” having, in the same text, asserted
his readiness to think like certain Muslims (“I am ready even to think like certain
Muslims, je suis prét méme a penser comme certains musulmans”).®? To the extent
that the biographical sets as its goal—but also fails—to situate the subject chez lui,
“at home,” what of biography, what of life, what one calls “life” chez Derrida?

These are the questions that are raised once again, once more, by the Abra-
hamic, and though they do not, could not, substitute for a reading of the unread-
able, they may attend to the reading field to which Derrida exposes (and explodes)
us “with,” one could say, the Abrahamic. Following these questions “chez Derrida”
implies however that we note that “chez” here means the impossibity of inhabiting
and remaining at home, the impossibility of demeure, and therefore the impossibil-
ity of an appropriate use of the word chez®® Like a secret that “doesn’t belong,
[that] can never be said to be at home or in its place [chez soi],” the question of
“life” here extends “beyond an axiomatic of the self or the chez soi as ego cogito. . ..
the question of the self: ‘who am I?’ not in the sense of ‘who am I’ but ‘who is this
“I” that can say “who”? What is the “I,” and what becomes of responsibility once the
identity of the “I” trembles in secret?” ”** Here, as in many North African homes, the
chez in the expression “Viens mon petit, viens chez ta mere” will mean “near” (pres
de) and not “at” (dans la demeure de).>

Let us continue by considering the passage of Du droit a la philoso phie quoted by
Zabus, one that could be thought of as a rare explicit autobiographical moment,
prior at least to “Circumfession.” What Derrida writes is that he speaks, this time,
that he says what he says and writes (“and I say it in a word, et je le dis d’'un mot”)
“comme une sorte d’Africain, like a kind of African.”®® Yet, the double precaution
(“comme” and “une sorte”) is important. When Derrida invokes a phrase such as
“in a word, d’un mot” it hides metonymically an elaborate web of meanings. The
irony of Derrida saying anything “in a word” requires therefore no further com-
ment. Derrida’s word, if it is one, will therefore be complicated, as it is here,

9.1'. Geoffrey Bennington, “Mosaic Fragment: If Derrida were an Egyptian ... ” in Legislations: The
Politics of Deconstruction (London: Verso, 1994), 209.

92.Jacques Derrida, “Circumfession,” 58/F57 and 142/F135.

93. See the discussion (?f chez in, for example, The Other Heading and Politics of Friendship, and see
also Samuel Weber, “Reading and Writing chez Derrida,” in Institution and Inter pretation (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1987).

94. Jacques Derrida, The Gift of Death, 92.

95. Thif. is Samuel Weber’s example drawing from Belgian usage (“Reading and Writing,” 88). The
North African version, of course, would more likely be “Va chez ta mere.”

96. Jacques Derrida, “La crise de I'enseignement philosophique,” in Du droit a la philosophie (Paris:
Galilée, 1990) 160.
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complicated by figuration (comme) and lacking, precisely, a precise identity (une
sorte). Derrida will not assert, he will not assert (himself), nor identify (himself),
not simply, (as) “I” nor (as) “African.” Derrida—if the “I” in these texts can simply
or ever be read as “Derrida”—and the “I” in the text will perhaps speak comme
(like, as) an “African,” but because of the undecidability of the word comme, we will
be unable to say of which kind, by way of which figuration, this “African” will be, of
what kind and what uprooting will he be (sera), or what he will follow (suivra).”’

It should therefore be concluded that when Derrida says “comme un Africain,”
the operative gesture is one that speaks the African as other rather than as a meas-
ure of identity. One ought not to lose sight of the rhetoricity of the comme, which
also separates at the moment it appears to join.

But why “will be, sera” or “follow, suivra”? Because when Derrida says that he
writes “like an African” he writes “comme cette sorte d’Africain déraciné que je suis.”
This is an almost untranslatable phrase written in a language, French, that one could
call “suspended” regarding its meaning. Since “je suis” can be translated as both “I
am” and “I follow,” the phrase complicates the possibility of deciding conclusively
whether or not Derrida is (je suis) this “African” or whether he follows him (je suis)
and yet others, following (by) the trace of a number of so-called identities (African,
Algerian, Arab Jew, Hispano-Moor, and more recently, Franco-maghrebian, and
later “animal” in “l'animal que je suis”). In the final analysis, Derrida’s “je suis” is
more destabilizing than his use of the word like—comme. In other words, to say “I
am African” or “I’Africain que je suis,” for Derrida, is ever more distant from the
assertion of identity that would appear to take place in “like an African.”*®

During a discussion that circled around the question of the “so-called life of
the author, la soi-disant vie de lauteur,” that is to say, around the tendency to con-
fuse this life with “the corpus of empirical accidents making up the life of an
empirically real person,” Derrida said, “If one pursues carefully the questions that
have been opened up here, then the very value of empiricalness, the very contours

97. Derrida has invoked this duality often, of course, and it has been noted by critics as well; see for
example, Krell, The Purest of Bastards, 193.

98. Another way of pursuing what Derrida wants to say in what could be called his autobiographical
thought has been suggested by Robert Smith, who leaves aside what Zabus considers “autobiographical”
and produces instead an elaborate and impressive Derridean “contribution” to a theor y of autobiography.
Smith does so while spending surprisingly little time reading the manner in which Derrida inserts the “I”
in his texts, the manner in which the appearance of empiricity takes place in the texts (Smith, Derrida and
Autobiography [ Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995]). But to express wariness over the forget-
ting of the “I” in the reading of the Derridean text by Smith and others is not to criticize them as if from
the opposed vantage point. It does not warrant the restitution of a naively empirical “I” in the so-called
autobiographical text; in Smith’s wording, “appeals to biological knowledge” should indeed not be
“reduced immediately to empirical data concerning the biological” (91); not “immediately,” but then
whatis stillrequired is to address what could be called, after Derrida, “empirical effects.”

99. Rodolphe Gasché, in Jacques Derrida, The Ear of the Other, trans. Peggy Kamuf (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1985), 41.
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of an empirical text or any empirical entity, can perhaps no longer be determined.
I can no longer say what an empirical text is, or the empirical given of a text, je
ne sais plus ce que C’est qu'un texte empirique ou que la donnée empirique d’un
texte” (ibid., 44/62-63). The “I” here can no longer say, the “I” no longer knows, it
knows itself no longer as an empirical moment. It is not that the “I” abandons
speech or knowledge; it does not even abandon itself. Rather, the “I” fails and falls
to empiricity itself, to “accidents” that are said to be empirical and that abandon the
“I,” abandon it outside of all determinations and all foundations, determinations
and foundations that can no longer be maintained. In this abandonment, the auto-
biographical genre—if such exists—is unsettled and revealed as a problem. More-
over, if the “I” no longer knows what this empiricity might be, what remains of the
so-called life is precisely that which, no longer determinable, cannot be read.

It is therefore by way of a different step, an other “step not beyond,” non-
mimetic or other than mimetic, that Derrida has been following and pursuing
paths, roads, and sites that cannot be arrested or frozen into any kind of essence,
any simple, recognizable, resemblance or “identity.” It is therefore permissible to
doubt the possibility of localizing him, of claiming or reclaiming him for a post-
coloniality, be it Arab, Jewish, African, or other. Thus, to speak of “Derrida the Jew,
Derrida ha-yehudi” as Gideon Ofrat has, for example, while following an already
well established tradition, or of “Derrida the Algerian,” “the French philosopher,”
or even “the Arab Jew” would perhaps not be wrong. It would, however, indicate, an
all too hasty reading, the persistence of a referential moment—the “autobiograph-
ical”—that as such testifies to its unreadability.

Derrida closely follows the ends (and perhaps there is only one), the end of the
book, of man, and of the Jew. If I am (je suis) a Jew, Derrida seems to be saying, it
cannot be other than the last, to the extent that I, a Jew, come always too late. But if
I follow (je suis) him, the Jew is perhaps not only the last, or another last. Let us
practice our declensions, then: je suis, nous suivons, I am, we follow—together?—a
thin line that binds and separates, the end of which is to follow, a suivre, to be con-
tinued. This end is not, therefore, and the last (and least) of the Jews, and with him
the “I” if it is the only one, cannot be confused with a figure nor with a figure of
apocalypse. Like the Abrahamic, I remain, if anything remains at all, to follow, to be
followed and (to be) read—there where it is unreadable, impossible.

Derrida clearly insists on the rhetoricity of the word (“ce je dont je parle en un
mot”) and on the rhetoricity of the “I,” the rhetoricity of the word “I” “What I am
saying, the one I am speaking, in a word, this I of whom I speak is someone, as
I more or less recall. ... Ce que je dis, celui que je dis, ce je dont je parle en un mot,
Cest quelqu’un, je m’en souviens a peu pres. ... % One needs therefore to consider

100. Derrida, Monolingualism of the Other, 30/F56.
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how, in Monolingualism for example, the one who speaks—but is this, in fact,
someone?—remains singularly distant from, a vague memory of , the “I”’ who is said
(I do not say “that saysitself ). We are invited, received, and hosted, into a mise-en-
scéne and a figuration of memory and forgetting (“je m’en souviens a peu pres”),
which take the form, familiar to readers of Derrida, of a dialogue, but moreover,
that makes a particular use of citation. It is not that Derrida does not say “I” but
rather that any identificatory affirmation of this “I” is only offered as a citation,
suspended within quotation marks. This citational dimension already appears in
“Circumfession” where the sayings of the “I” are, for the most part, citations of car-
nets contemporary with the years of Post Card. One encounters a similar dimen-
sion in the opening lines of Monolingualism:

—Picture this, imagine someone who would cultivate the French language, Imagine
le, figure toi quelqu’un qui cultiverait le frangais . . .

[and who] were to tell you, for example, in good French:

“I only have one language; it is not mine.”

Or rather, and better still: I am monolingual,

[et qui] viendrait te dire, par exemple, en bon frangais,

«Je wai qu’'une langue, ce west pas la mienne».

Et encore, ou encore:

«Je suis monolingue.

(Monolingualism, 1/F13)

At the risk of confusion, I am here reproducing the punctuation exactly as it
appears in both the English and the French texts. The reader will immediately note
that the quotation marks, the guillemets, are not inscribed in the same way in the
two versions. In French, the last quotation marks, opened just before “I am mono-
lingual” are in fact never closed. The English version, on the other hand, has
resolved the difficulty thus produced by the open-ended citation by not opening
the quotation marks at all. Still, because of the colon introducing it, the sentence
thus begun ostensibly functions as a citation. We are only at the beginning of the
book and this particular citation will not end, and although quotation marks will
be multiplied, strictly speaking, they will never close. This is all the more striking
since, as pointed out earlier, this suspension of citation proved unbearable to the
English translation, which opted instead for a suspension of the quotation marks.
However, what is important to consider here is the very fact of the quoted “I.” At
the moment he makes the “I,” one could say, recognizable, Derrida is already quot-
ing. Such can always be the case, as Derrida demonstrated long ago. What is added
here, however, is this: That which (indeed, he who) is “recognized” in these affir-

mations of an “I” cannot simply be read as “Derrida,” cannot simply be read as the
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truth of Derrida’s place. It is therefore not simply—not only—Derrida who speaks
and says that he is “the only Franco-Maghrebian” but also the language who speaks
and declares, the language of an “I” who says, under cover of a hypothesis, “So let us
form a hypothesis. ... Let us suppose that without wishing to hurt Abdelkebir
Khatibi’s feelings . . . I make him a declaration. ... What would this public declara-
tion declare to him? Que lui déclarerait cette déclaration publique? Approximately
the following: ‘You see, dear Abdelkebir, between the two of us, I consider myself to
be the most Franco-Maghrebian, and perhaps even the only Franco-Maghrebian
here,” «Cher Abdelkebir, vois-tu, je me considere ici comme le plus franco-maghrébin
de nous deux, et peut-étre le seul franco-maghrébin»” (12/F29).

It would require much more space and time to read here this citation, thrown
like an enigmatic challenge, that enacts the movement of the Abrahamic as it
addressesitself to the author of Love in Two Languages (Amour bilingue) and organ-
izes itself around the rhetoric of the comme (je me considére comme, 1 consider
myself as). What is of interest here, is the status of the déclaration itself, a declara-
tion that, strictly speaking, speaks—and it is indeed the sole speaker—that speaks
the “I” who is spoken here.

Nonetheless, is it truly impossible to identify the “I” spoken here, the “I” that
speaks and asserts that it is as, comme, the “most” or the “only” (among a group of
two)? Isn’t Derrida after all inscribing a new identity, and, with the Abrahamic, a
new hyphen, to be added to the already long list of hyphenated identities? Derrida
seems to insist and lean in this direction: as we have seen earlier, he speaks, and says
that he speaks of a hyphen, the silence of which “does not pacify or appease any-
thing, not a single torment, not a single torture, ne pacifie ou rapaise rien, aucun
tourment, aucune torture. . .. A hyphen is never enough to conceal protests, cries of
anger or suffering, the noise of weapons, airplanes, and bombs, un trait d’union ne
suffit jamais a couvrir les protestations, les cris de colére ou de souffrance, le bruit des
armes, des avions et des bombes” (11/F27). But why then, why again, bombs?

This question brings us toward a conclusion, but prior to it, it seems necessary to
return to the issue of following and pursuing (je suis/je suis) as an alternative, as an
otherwise than identity. Indeed, the “I” which I am trying to follow is, I have said, not
méconnaissable—it is never a matter of saying that “I” is not—but remainsrather dif-
ficult to arrest and contain to the extent that “I” follows and pursues an identity and
prior to it an ipseity: “What is identity” asks Derrida, “this concept of which the
transparent identity to itself is always dogmatically presupposed by so many debates,
quest-ce que lidentité, ce concept dont la transparente identité a elle-méme est toujours
dogmatiquement présupposée par tant de débats . . . and bef ore the identity of the sub-
ject,what is ipseity? The latter is not reducible to an abstract capacity to say ‘I, which
it will always have preceded, et avant l'identité du sujet, qu’est-ce que I'ipséité? Celle-ci
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ne se réduit pas a une capacité abstraite de dire ‘j¢’ qu’elle aura toujours précedée”
(14/F31-32). Identity is therefore not denied but indeed affirmed insofar as it
remains a question (“Our question is still identity”), and to the extent that it is sec-
ondary, because preceded by—that it follows, therefore—an ability to say “I” to
which it is not reducible. Derrida will therefore speak of the manner in which “it is
always imagined that the one who writes should know how to say I, on se figure tou-
jours que celui ou celle qui écrit doit savoir déja dire je” (28/F53). This ability and this
knowledge follow in their turn a power, the —pse of ipse, and it is a power, Derrida
continues, that “troubles identity, trouble Iidentité”: “To be a Franco-Maghrebian,
one “like myself” I'étre ‘comme mor’, is not, not particularly, and particularly not, a
surfeit of richness of identity . .. in the first place, it would rather betray a disorder of
identity, cela trahirait plutét, d’abord, un trouble de lidentité” (14/F32). It is this “trou-
bie” that I follow and that the “je suis” of Derrida operates.

With this trouble, or rather with these troubles (in French, one will often hear of
troubles rather than of révoltes), the question of the Abrahamic returns. For why
again, surrounding the hyphen, bombs?

I hesitate to answer and to conclude—if there is here a conclusion—with a text,
with the effects, of what can only with great difficulty be called “autobiographical.”
With the Abrahamic, we are confronted, on the one hand, with a Derrida preoccu-
pied with ethical concerns and with what one could call an ‘ethics of memory’ On
the other hand, there is here a Derrida who has painfully inscribed incineration,
suffering, and who exhorts us to an exp(l)osure, to a reading field that is also a
minefield. In this field, around the Abrahamic, the outline of an answer can be
found, following (suivant) a logic that does not appear, but that nonetheless con-
stitutes an apparition, a shadow or a specter, which Derrida “on religion” conjures
and invokes when inscribing an “I” that one could still call, though differently,
“autobiographical.” This phantomization stages the Abrahamic, a certain outre-
tombe, even an outre-bombe that Derrida calls and recalls, calls himself again, and
indicates something that Derrida is not, not simply, even if he follows it, even if the
“I” of his text follows. The apparition therefore does not as such appear, but inter-
venes in “Circumfession” and elsewhere, at the moment where there emerges “a lit-
tle black and very Arab Jew, un petit Juif noir et trés arabe,” enigmatic site of his
“life,” of “religion,” and of the Abrahamic.!®! It concerns what Derrida calls the
closest, the “chez,” the most proximate that also remains infinitely distant, sepa-
rated by no more but also no less than punctuation, there a hyphen, here a comma:
“what my birth, as one says, should have made closest to me: the Jew, the Arab, ce
que ma naissance, comme on dit, aurait dit me donner de plus proche: le Juif, I Arabe.”

101. Derrida, “Circumfession,” 58/F57.
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If the Abrahamic is the condition of religion, the texts included in this anthology
can be said to dwell within and read the self-divided and dividing limits of this con-
dition in its differential dimensions. In these texts religion—the Abrahamic—carries
Derrida’s reflections from negative theology to the theologico-political (and here one
cannot reduce the “theology” of either term to one signifier of the “same” religion or
religiosity) and to a hospitality in which “each concept opens itself to its opposite,
reproducing or producing in advance, in the rapport of one concept to the other, the
contradictory and deconstructive law of hospitality. Each concept becomes hos-
pitable to its other, to an other than itself that is no longer its other” (see

»
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“Hostipitality,” in this volume). The course of this complex development from a
more recognizable concept and configuration of “religion” to the unsettling prob-
lematic of the theologico-political also follows the course of seminars that have
been partly elaborated upon in publications or alluded to in the form of articles
(“Interpretation at War”), interviews (“Eating Well”), and books (Politics of Friend-
ship). These texts and seminars not only show some of the underlying rhythm of a
teaching career that marks Derrida’s writing in general, but also provide a distinct
perspective on his writings on religion in particular. In this development, religion—
the Abrahamic—will carry the call for an “effective dissociation of the political and
the theological” (“Taking a Stand for Algeria”), a dissociation that remains wanting in
Algeria and elsewhere. It is at this site of association and dissociation that the
Abrahamic appeals to the proximity—and thus to the distance—of Abraham and
Abrahamic hospitality in Levinas and Massignon (“Hostipitality”), and to the explo-
sive and welcoming features of an encounter—if there is one—between Jews and
their others. Thus, the famous “dialogue” between Jews and Germans signals, in a
way that is distinct from what historical studies have unearthed so far, toward the
troubled encounter (“Oh, if Maimonides had only known . . . ”) between “the Jew, the
Arab” and “the German, the Jew” (“Interpretation at War”). Pursuing the reflections
on war that he elaborates in Politics of Friendship, Derrida on religion pursues other
dissociations such as the set of complex relations between the Jew and the Greek
(“Force of Law”), the human and the divine (“Des tours de Babel”), the living and
the dead, destruction and preservation (“The Eyes of Language”), and more. As con-
dition, the Abrahamic cannot quite be said to structure, certainly not in any exclusive
way, the distinct operations that are at work between all of these terms, and yet,

“could I explain anything without it, ever?”!?2

102. Derrida, Monolingualism of the Other, 71.



A Note on “Faith and Knowledge”

“Faith and Knowledge,” Derrida’s most explicit treatment of “religion,” addresses
the sites of religion—that most Latin and Christian of names—as it circulates in
the world. Religion, in its “globalatinization,” associates and dissociates itself from
salvation, the social, sacrifice, radical evil, translation, the West, spectrality, so-
called fundamentalisms, messianicity, sexual difference, the living and the surviv-
ing, and the machine. None of these terms, Derrida shows, can be thought of
without the other, or without the “Other.” Such impossibility—the impossibility of
the unaccountable and of the incalculable—is the testimony of religion, the testi-
monial space that exceeds religion and within which it inscribes itself, and to which
it responds.

As Derrida shows, religion counts. Religion (Is there one? Is it one and of the
one? Perhaps religions, but then, still, religion) counts. Religion is a matter of num-
ber, of calculability and incalculability. One (and already, one has begun the count)
can only count—that is to say also count on, trust, have faith and confidence in—
where there is the incalculable, where one can no longer count on one’s own, where
one is no longer alone, nor all one. Plus d’un (more than one, no more than one, no
longer one), the one that counts makes itself. And in making itself, it makes vio-
lence of itself: the one (religion) “makes violence of itself, does violence to itself and
keeps itself from the other, se fait violence et se garde de Iautre” (section 52).
Religion and counting. Counting on and counting the incalculable and the unac-
countable, “Faith and Knowledge” attends in its fifty-two (weekly?) sections, to the
name and the number, the names and numbers of religion counting the “Two
Sources of ‘Religion’ at the Limits of Reason Alone.” Religion counts, again; it accu-
mulates returns and thus returns. Religion and its others, religion as its others
(itself and that from which it could not be dissociated: “the concepts of ethics, of
the juridical, of the political or of the economic” [section 28]), indemnifies and
immunizes itself from its others, gathers itself in its dissociations from itself, mak-
ing itself in a process where “the same unique source divides itself mechanically,
automatically, and sets itself reactively in opposition to itself: whence the two
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sources in one” (section 29). This process, which begins with a response (“Religion,
in the singular? Response: ‘Religion is the response, ” [section 29]), in which reli-
gion begins by counting and counting on itself, by trusting and distrusting itself
and giving itself indemnity, immunity and immunization, is what Derrida calls
here a “general logic of auto-immunization” (section 37, n. 27). “But the auto-
immunitary haunts the community and its system of immunitary survival like the
hyperbole of its own possibility. Nothing in common, nothing immune, safe and
sound, heilig and holy, nothing unscathed in the most autonomous living present
without a risk of auto-immunity. As always, the risk charges itself twice, the same
finite risk. Two times rather than one: with a menace and with a chance. In two
words, it must take charge of—one could also say: take in trust—the possibility of
that radical evil withoutwhich good would be for nothing” (section 37).

“Faith and Knowledge” can be read as Derrida’s own introduction to the ques-
tion of religion in his work. His footnotes alone can guide the reader through
Derrida’s major texts on issues such as negative theology, the holy and the sacred,
spirit, messianicity, and other major themes of religion that Derrida has addressed
since the earliest of his writings. But “Faith and Knowledge,” in which Derrida
draws on Immanuel Kant, G. W. F. Hegel, Henri Bergson, and Martin Heidegger
while dissociating himself from these sources, is hardly a simple continuation of
Derrida’s previous arguments. Rather, it recasts Derrida’s earlier texts, refiguring
the politics of religion, technology (the text is also one of Derrida’s most extensive
discussions of technology in its contemporaneity), and our understanding of “life.”

G. A




FAITH AND KNOWLEDGE

The Two Sources of “Religion”
at the Limits of Reason Alone

ITALICS

(1) How ‘to talk religion’? Of religion? Singularly of religion, today? How dare we
speak of it in the singular without fear and trembling, this very day? And so briefly and
so quickly? Who would be so imprudent as to claim that the issue here is both identifi-
able and new? Who would be so presumptuous as to rely on a few aphorisms? To give
oneself the necessary courage, arrogance or serenity, therefore, perhaps one must pre-
tend for an instant to abstract, to abstract from everything or almost everything, in a
certain way. Perhaps one must take one’s chance in resorting to the most concrete and
most accessible, but also the most barren and desert-like, of all abstractions.

Should one save oneself by abstraction or save oneself from abstraction? Where
is salvation, safety? (In 1807, Hegel writes: “Who thinks abstractly?”: “Thinking?
Abstract*—Sauve qui peut!” he begins by saying, and precisely in French, in order to
translate the cry— Rette sich, wer kann!’—of that traitor who would flee, in a single
movement, thought and abstraction and metaphysics: like the “plague.”)

(2) Save, be saved, save oneself. Pretext for a first question: can a discourse on religion
be dissociated from a discourse on salvation: which is to say, on the holy, the sacred, the
safe and sound, the unscathed <indemne>,! the immune (sacer, sanctus, heilig, holy,
and their alleged equivalents in so many languages)? And salvation, is it necessarily

1. Translator’s note: the use of angle brackets < > indicates interpolations of the translator. Such
brackets contain either a few words from the original or short emendations. Parentheses and square
brackets reproduce those in the French text. All footnotes stem from the author except where otherwise
indicated (as here).
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redemption, before or after evil, fault or sin? Now, where is evil <le mal>? Where is
evil today, at present? Suppose that there was an exemplary and unprecedented figure
of evil, even of that radical evil which seems to mark our time as no other. Is it by iden-
tifying this evil that one will accede to what might be the figure or promise of salvation
for our time, and thus the singularity of the religious whose return is proclaimed in
every newspaper?

Eventually, we would therefore like to link the question of religion to that of the evil
of abstraction. To radical abstraction. Not to the abstract figure of death, of evil or of
the sickness of death, but to the forms of evil that are traditionally tied to radical extir-
pation and therefore to the deracination of abstraction, passing by way—but only
much later—of those sites of abstraction that are the machine, technics, technoscience
and above all the transcendence of tele-technology. “Religion and mechane,” “religion

» <« » <« » «

and cyberspace,” “religion and the numeric,” “religion and digitality,” “religion and
virtual space-time”: in order to take the measure of these themes in a short treatise,
within the limits assigned us, to conceive a small discursive machine which, however
finite and perfectible, would not be too powerless.

In order to think religion today abstractly, we will take these powers of abstraction
as our point of departure, in order to risk, eventually, the following hypothesis: with
respect to all these forces of abstraction and of dissociation (deracination, delocaliza-
tion, disincarnation, formalization, universalizing schematization, objectification,
telecommunication etc.), “religion” is at the same time involved in reacting antagonis-
tically and reaffirmatively outbidding itself. In this very place, knowledge and faith,
technoscience (“capitalist” and fiduciary) and belief, credit, trustworthiness, the act of
faith will always have made common cause, bound to one another by the band of their
opposition. Whence the aporia—a certain absence of way, path, issue, salvation—and

the two sources.

(3) To play the card of abstraction, and the aporia of the no-way-out, perhaps one
must first withdraw to a desert, or even isolate oneself on an island. And tell a short
story that would not be a myth. Genre: “Once upon a time,” just once, one day, on an
island or in the desert, imagine, in order to “talk religion,” several men, philosophers,
professors, hermeneuticians, hermits or anchorites, took the time to mimic a small,
esoteric and egalitarian, friendly and fraternal community. Perhaps it would be neces-
sary in addition to situate such arguments, limit them in time and space, speak of the
place and the setting, the moment past, one day, date the fugitive and the ephemeral,
singularize, act as though one were keeping a diary out of which one were going to tear
a few pages. Law of the genre: the ephemeris (and already you are speaking inex-
haustibly of the day). Date: 28 February 1994. Place: an island, the isle of Capri.
A hotel, a table around which we speak among friends, almost without any order,
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without agenda, without order of the day, no watchword <mot d’ordre> save for a
single word, the clearest and most obscure: religion. We believe we can pretend to
believe—fiduciary act—that we share in some pre-understanding. We act as though
we had some common sense of what “religion” means through the languages that we
believe (how much belief already, to this moment, to this very day!) we know how to
speak. We believe in the minimal trustworthiness of this word. Like Heidegger, con-
cerning what he calls the Faktum of the vocabulary of being (at the beginning of Sein
und Zeit ), we believe (or believe it is obligatory that) we pre-understand the meaning
of this word, if only to be able to question and in order to interrogate ourselves on this
subject. Well—we will have to return to this much later—nothing is less pre-assured
than such a Faktum (in both of these cases, precisely) and the entire question of reli-
gion comes down, perhaps, to this lack o f assurance.

(4) At the beginning o fa preliminary exchange, around the table, Gianni Vattimo pro-
poses that I improvise a few suggestions. If I may be permitted, I would like to recall
them here, in italics, in a sort of schematic and telegraphic preface. Other propositions,
doubtless, emerged in a text of different character that I wrote afterwards, cramped by
the merciless limits of time and space. An utterly different story, perhaps, but, from
near or afar, the memory of words risked in the beginning, that day, will continue to
dictate what I write.

I had at first proposed to bring to the light of day of reflection, misconstruing or
denying it as little as possible, an effective and unique situation—that in which we then
found ourselves: facts, a common commitment, a date, a place. We had in truth agreed
to respond to a double proposition, at once philosophical and editorial, which in turn
immediately raised a double question: of language and of nation. Now if, today, the
“question of religion” actually appears in a new and different light, if there is an
unprecedented resurgence, both global and planetary, of this ageless thing, then what is
at stake is language, certainly—and more precisely the idiom, literality, writing, that
forms the element of all revelation and of all belief, an element that ultimately is irre-
ducible and untranslatable—but an idiom that above all is inseparable from the social
nexus, from the political, familial, ethnic, communitarian nexus, from the nation and
from the people: from autochthony, blood and soil, and from the ever more problematic
relation to citizenship and to the state. In these times, language and nation form the his-
torical body of all religious passion. Like this meeting of philoso phers, the international
publication that was proposed to us turns out to be first of all “Western,” and then con-
fided, which is also to say confined, to several European languages, those that “we”
speak here in Capri, on this Italian island: German, Spanish, French, Italian.

(5) We are not far from Rome, but are no longer in Rome. Here we are literally isolated
for two days, insulated on the heights of Capri, in the difference between the Roman
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and the Italic, the latter potentially symbolizing everything that can incline—at a cer-
tain remove from the Roman in general. To think “religion” is to think the “Roman.”
This can be done neither in Rome nor too far from Rome. A chance or necessity for
recalling the history of something like “religion”: everything done or said in its name
ought to keep the critical memory of this appellation. European, it was first of all Latin.
Here, then, is a given whose figure at least, as limit, remains contingent and significant
at the same time. It demands to be taken into account, reflected, thematized, dated.
Difficult to say “Europe” without connoting: Athens—Jerusalen— Rome—Byzantium,
wars of Religion, open war over the appropriation of Jerusalem and of Mount Moriah,
over the “here I am” of Abraham or of Ibrahim before the extreme “sacrifice” demanded
of him, the absolute offering of the beloved son, the demanded putting-to-death or
death given to the unique descendant, repetition suspended on the eve of all Passion.
Yesterday (yes, yesterday, truly, just a few days ago), there was the massacre of Hebron
at the Tomb of the Patriarchs, a place held in common and symbolic trench of the reli-
gions called “Abrahamic.” We represent and speak four different languages, but our
common “culture,” let’s be frank, is more manifestly Christian, barely even Judaeo-
Christian. No Muslim is among us, alas, even for this preliminary discussion, just at the
moment when it is towards Islam, perhaps, that we ought to begin by turning our atten-
tion. No representative of other cults either. Not a single woman! We ought to take this
into account: speaking on behalf of these mute witnesses without speaking for them, in
placeofthem, and drawing from this all sorts of consequences.

(6) Why is this phenomenon, so hastily called the “return of religions,” so difficult to
think? Why is it so surprising? Why does it particularly astonish those who believed
naively that an alternative opposed Religion, on the one side, and on the other, Reason,
Enlightenment, Science, Criticism (Marxist Criticism, Nietzschean Genealogy, Freudian
Psychoanalysis and their heritage), as though the one could not but put an end to the
other? On the contrary, it is an entirely different schema that would have to be taken as
one’s point of departure in order to try to think the “return of the religious.” Can the
latter be reduced to what the doxa confusedly calls “fundamentalism,” “fanaticism” or,
in French, “integrism”? Here perhaps we have one o f our preliminary questions, able to
measure up to the historical urgency. And among the Abrahamic religions, among the
“fundamentalisms” or the “integrisms” that are developing universally, for they are at
work today in all religions, what, precisely, of Islam? But let us not make use of this
name too quickly. Everything that is hastily grouped under the reference to “Islam”
seems today to retain some sort of geopolitical or global prerogative, as a result of the
nature of its physical violences, of certain of its declared violations of the democratic
model and of international law (the “Rushdie case” and many others—and the “right
to literature”), as a result of both the archaic and modern form of its crimes “in the
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name of religion,” as a result of its demographic dimensions, of its phallocentric and
theologico-political figures. Why? Discernment is required: Islam is not Islamism and
we should never forget it, but the latter operates in the name of the former, and thus
emerges the grave question ofthe name.

(7) Never treat as an accident the force of the name in what happens, occurs or is said
in the name of religion, here in the name of Islam. For, directly or not, the theologico-
political, like all the concepts plastered over these questions, beginning with that of
democracy or of secularization, even of the right to literature, s not merely European,
but Graeco-Christian, Graeco-Roman. Here we are confronted by the overwhelming
questions of the name and of everything “done in the name of”: questions o f the name
or noun “religion,” of the names of God, of whether the proper name belongs to the sys-
tem of language or not, hence, of its untranslatability but also of its iterability (which
is to say, of that which makes it a site of repeatability, of idealization and therefore,
already, of techné, of technoscience, of tele-technoscience in calling at a distance), of its
link to the performativity of calling in prayer (which, as Aristotle says, is neither true
nor false), of its bond to that which, in all performativity, as in all address and attesta-
tion, appeals to the faith of the other and deploys itself therefore in a pledge of faith.

(8) Light takes place. And the day. The coincidence of the rays of the sun and topo-
graphical inscription will never be separated: phenomenology of religion, religion as
phenomenology, enigma of the Orient, of the Levant and of the Mediterranean in the
geography of appearing <paraitre>. Light (phos), wherever this arché commands or
begins discourse and takes the initiative in general (phos, phainesthai, phantasma,
hence spectre, etc.), as much in the discourse of philosophy as in the discourses of a rev-
elation (Offenbarung) or of a revealability (Offenbarkeit), of a possibility more orig-
inary than manifestation. More originary, which is to say, closer to the source, to the
sole and same source. Everywhere light dictates that which even yesterday was naively
construed to be pure of all religion or even opposed to it and whose future must today
be rethought (Aufklarung, Lumieres, Enlightenment, llluminismo). Let us not forget:
even when it did not dispose of any common term to “designate,” as Benveniste notes,
“religion itself, the cult, or the priest, or even any of the personal gods,” the Indo-
European language already concurred in “the very notion of ‘god’ (deiwos), of which
the ‘proper meaning’ is ‘luminous’ and ‘celestial.”?

2. Emile Benveniste, Indo-European Language and Society, trans. Elizabeth Palmer Faber and Faber,
(London, Faber and Faber, 1973), pp. 445-46. We shall often cite Benveniste in order to leave him a
responsibility—that of speaking for example with assurance of “proper meaning,” precisely in the case
of the sun or of light, but also with regard to everything else. This assurance seems greatly exaggerated
and more than problematic. Translator’s note: the published English translation has been modified
throughout in the interest of greater literalness.
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(9) In this same light, and under the same sky, let us this day name three places: the
island, the Promised Land, the desert. Three aporetical places: with no way out or any
assured path, without itinerary or point of arrival, without an exterior with a pre-
dictable map and a calculable programme. These three places shape our horizon, here
and now. (But since thinking and speaking are called for here, they will be difficult
within the assigned limits, and a certain absence of horizon. Paradoxically, the absence
of horizon conditions the future itself. The emergence of the event ought to puncture
every horizon of expectation. Whence the apprehension of an abyss in these places, for
example a desert in the desert, there where one neither can nor should see coming what
ought or could—perhaps—be yet to come. What is still left to come.)

(10) Is it a coincidence if we—almost all of us Mediterranean by origin and each of us
Mediterranean by a sort of magnetism—have, despite many differences, all been ori-
ented by a certain phenomenology (again light 2 We who today have come together to
meet on this island, and who ourselves must have made or accepted this choice, more
or less secretly, is it a coincidence if all of us, one day, have been tempted both by a cer-
tain dissidence with respect to Husserlian phenomenology and by a hermeneutics
whose discipline owes so much to the exegesis of religious texts? Hence the even more
pressing obligation: not to forget those <of either gender> whom this implicit contract
or this “being-together” is obliged to exclude. We should have, we ought to have, begun
by allowing them to speak.

(11) Let us also remember what, rightly or wrongly, I hold provisionally to be evident:
that, whatever our relation to religion may be, and to this or that religion, we are not
priests bound by a ministry, nor theologians, nor qualified, competent representatives
of religion, nor enemies of religion as such, in the sense that certain so-called En-
lightenment philosophers are thought to have been. But we also share, it seems to me,
something else—let us designate it cautiously—an unreserved taste, if not an uncon-
ditional preference, for what, in politics, is called republican democracy as a univer-
salizable model, binding philosophy to the public “cause,” to the res publica, fo
“public-ness,” once again to the light of day, once again to the “lights” of the Enlight-
enment <aux Lumiéres>, once again to the enlightened virtue of public space, eman-
cipating it from all external power (non-lay, non-secular), for example from religious
dogmatism, orthodoxy or authority (that is, from a certain rule of the doxa or of
belief, which, however, does not mean from all faith). In a less analogical manner
(but I shall return to this later) and at least as long and in so far as we continue speak-
ing here together, we shall doubtless attempt to transpose, here and now, the circum-
spect and suspensive attitude, a certain epoché that consists—rightly or wrongly, for
the issue is serious—in thinking religion or making it appear “within the limits of

reason alone.”
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(12) Related question: what of this ‘Kantian’ gesture today? What would a book be like
today which, like Kant’s, is entitled, Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone? This
epoché also gives its chance to a political event, as I have tried to suggest elsewhere.’ It
even belongs to the history of democracy, notably when theological discourse was obliged
to assume the forms of the via negativa and even there, where it seems to have prescribed
reclusive communities, initiatic teachings, hierarchy, esoteric insularity or the desert.*

(13) Before the island—and Capri will never be Patmos—there will have been the
Promised Land. How to improvise and allow oneself to be surprised in speaking of it?
How not to fear and how not to tremble before the unfathomable immensity of this
theme? The figure of the Promised Land—is it not also the essential bond between the
promise of place and historicity? By historicity, we could understand today more than
one thing. First of all, a sharpened specificity of the concept of religion, the history of its
history, and of the genealogies intermingled in its languages and in its name. Distinc-
tions are required: faith has not always been and will not always be identifiable with
religion, nor, another point, with theology. All sacredness and all holiness are not nec-
essarily, in the strict sense of the term, if there is one, religious. We will have to return
to the emergence and the semantics of this noun ‘religion, passing by way both of its
Roman Occidentality and of the bond it has contracted with the Abrahamic revela-
tions. The latter are not solely events. Such events only happen by taking on the mean-
ing of engaging t he historicity of history—and the eventfulness <événementialité > of
the event as such. As distinct from other experiences of “faith,” of the “holy,” of the
“unscathed” and of the “safe and sound,” of the “sacred,” of the “divine”; as distinct
from other structures that one would be tempted to call by a dubious analogy “reli-
gions,” the Testamentary and Koranic revelations are inseparable from a historicity of
revelation itself. The messianic or eschatological horizon delimits this historicity, to be
sure, but only by virtue o f having previously inaugurated it.

(14) With this emerges another historical dimension, a historicity different from what
we evoked a moment ago, unless the two overlap in an infinite mirroring <en
abyme>. How can this history of historicity be taken into account so as to permit the
treatment today of religion within the limits of reason alone? How can a history of
political and technoscientific reason be inscribed there and thus brought up to date,
but also a history of radical evil, of its figures that are never simply figures and that—

3. Cf. “Sauf le nom,” in Jacques Derrida, On the Name, ed. Tom Dutoit, trans. David Wood, John P.
Leavey Jr, and Ian McLeod (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), notably p. 80 ff.

'4. In “How to avoid speaking: denials,” in Languages of the Unsayable: the Play of Negativity in

Literature and Literary Theory, ed. by Sanford Budick and Wolfgang Iser (New York: Columbia

UniYersity Press, 1989), pp. 3—70, I treat in a more precise manner, in an analogous context, the themes
of hierarchy and of “topolitology.”
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this is the whole evil—are always inventing a new evil? The radical “perversion of the
human heart” of which Kant speaks,®> we now know is not one, nor given once and for
all, as though it were capable only o f inaugurating figures or tropesofitself. Perhaps we
could ask ourselves whether this agrees or not with Kant’s intention when he recalls
that Scripture does indeed “represent” the historical and temporal character of radical
evil even if it is only a “mode of representation” (Vorstellungsart) used by Scripture in
function of human “frailty”® and this, notwithstanding that Kant struggles to account
for the rational origin of an evil that remains inconceivable to reason, by affirming
simultaneously that the interpretation of Scripture exceeds the competence of reason
and that of all the “public religions” that ever were, only the Christian religion will
have been a “moral” religion (end of the first General Remark). Strange proposition,
but which must be taken as seriously as possible in each of its premises.

(15) There are in effect for Kant, and he says so explicitly, only two families of religion,
and in all two sources or two strata of religion—and hence two genealogies of which
it still must be asked why they share the same name whether proper or common
<noun>: the religion of cult alone (des blossen Cultus) seeks “favours of God,” but at
bottom, and in essence, it does not act, teaching only prayer and desire. Man is not
obliged to become better, be it through the remission of sins. Moral (moralische) reli-
gion, by contrast, is interested in the good conduct of life (die Religion des guten
Lebenswandels); it enjoins him to action, it subordinates knowledge to it and disso-
ciates it from itself, prescribing that man become better by acting to this end, in accor-

«wc

dance with the following principle: “‘It is not essential and hence not necessary for
everyone to know what God does or has done for his salvation,’ but it is essential to
know what man himself must do in order to become worthy of this assistance.” Kant
thus defines a “reflecting (reflektierende) faith,” which isto say, a concept whose pos-
sibility might well open the space of our discussion. Because it does not depend essen-
tially upon any historical revelation and thus agrees with the rationality of purely
practical reason, reflecting faith favours good will beyond all knowledge. It is thus
opposed to “dogmatic (dogmatische) faith.” If it breaks with this “dogmatic faith,” it is
insofar as the latter claims to know and thereby ignores the difference between faith
and knowledge.

Now the principle of such an opposition—and this is why I emphasize it—could
not be simply definitional, taxonomic or theoretical; it serves not simply to classify het-
erogeneous religions under the same name; it could also define, even for us today, a
place of conflict, if not o f war, in the Kantian sense. Even today, albeit provisionally, it
could help us structure a problematic.

5.1. Kant, Religion Within the Limits o f Reason Alone, Book I, section 3.
6. Ibid., Book], section 4.
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Are we ready to measure without flinching the implications and consequences of the

Kantian thesis? The latter seems strong, simple and dizzying: the Christian religion

would be the only truly “moral” religion; a mission would thus be reserved exclusively

for it and for it alone: that of liberating a “reflecting faith.” It necessarily follows there-
fore that pure morality and Christianity are indissociable in their essence and in their
concept. If there is no Christianity without pure morality, it is because Christian reve-

lation teaches us something essential about the very idea of morality. From this it fol-

lows that the idea of a morality that is pure but non-Christian would be absurd; it
would exceed both understanding and reason, it would be a contradiction in terms.
The unconditional universality of the categorical imperative is evangelical. The moral
law inscribes itself at the bottom of our hearts like a memory of the Passion. When it
addresses us, it either speaks theidiom of the Christian—or is silent.

This thesis o f Kant (which we would like later to relate to what we will call “glo-

balatinization” <mondialatinisation>)"—is it not also, at the core of its content,

Nietzsche’s thesis at the same time that he is conducting an inexpiable war against
Kant? Perhaps Nietzsche would have said “Judaeo-Christian,” but the place occupied
by Saint Paul among his privileged targets clearly demonstrates that it was Chris-
tianity, a certain internalizing movement within Christianity, that was his primary
enemy and that bore for him the gravest responsibility. The Jews and European
Judaism even constituted in his eyes a desperate attempt to resist, in so far as there was

any resistance, a last-ditch protest from within, directed against a certain Christianity.

This thesis doubtless tells us something about the history of the world—nothing

less. Let us indicate, rather schematically, at least two of its possible consequences, and
two paradoxes among many others:

1.

In the definition of “reflecting faith” and of what binds the idea of pure morality
indissolubly to Christian revelation, Kant recurs to the logic of a simple principle,
that which we cited a moment ago verbatim: in order to conduct oneself in a moral
manner, one must act as though God did not exist or no longer concerned himself
with our salvation. This shows who is moral and who is therefore Christian, assum-

ing that a Christian owes it to himself to be moral: no longer turn towards God at

7. Translator’s note: It should be noted that the French neologism created by Derrida— “mondialatin-

isation”—emphasizes the notion of “world,” whereas the English word used in this translation: “global-
atinization”—stresses that of “globality.” Since “globe” suggests “earth” rather than “world,” the use of
“globalatinization” here tends to efface an important distinction made throughout this chapter. This
interest of this problem, however, is that it may not “simply” be one of translation. For if, as Derrida
argues in this chapter, the major idiom and vehicle of the process of mondialatinisation today is precisely
Anglo-American, then the very fact that the notion of “globality” comes to supplant that of “world” in
the most common usage of this language must itself be highlysignificant. This difficulty of translation,
in short, adds a new question to those raised in this chapter: what happens to the notion of “world,”and
to its distinction from “earth”and “globe,” if the predominant language of “mondialatinization” tends to
speak not of “world” but of “globality”?
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the moment of acting in good faith; act as though God had abandoned us. In
enabling us to think (but also to suspend in theory) the existence of God, the free-
dom or the immortality of the soul, the union of virtue and of happiness, the con-
cept of “postulate” of practical reason guarantees this radical dissociation and
assumes ultimately rational and philoso phical responsibility, the consequence here
in this world, in experience, of this abandonment. Is this not another way of say-
ing that Christianity can only answer to its moral calling and morality, to its
Christian calling if it endures in this world, in phenomenal history, the death of
God, well beyond the figures of the Passion? That Christianity is the death of God
thus announced and recalled by Kant to the modernity of the Enlightenment?
Judaism and Islam would thus be perhaps the last two monotheisms to revolt
against everything that, in the Christianizing of our world, signifies the death of
God, death in God, two non-pagan monotheisms that do not accept death any
more than multiplicity in God (the Passion, the Trinity etc.), two monotheisms still
alien enough at the heart of Graeco-Christian, Pagano-Christian Europe, alienat-
ing themselves from a Europe that signifies the death of God, by recalling at all costs
that “monotheism” signifies no less faith in the One, and in the living One, than
belief in a single God.

2. With regard to this logic, to its formal rigour and to its possibilities, does not

Heidegger move in a different direction? He insists, indeed, in Sein und Zeit upon
the character of originary conscience (Gewissen), being-responsible-guilty-
indebted (Schuldigsein) or attestation (Bezeugung) as both pre-moral (or pre-
ethical, if “ethical” still refers to that meaning of ethos considered by Heidegger to
be derivative, inadequate and of recent origin) and pre-religious. He would thus
appear to go back before and beyond that which joins morality to religion, meaning
here, to Christianity. This would in principle allow for the repetition of the
Nietzschean genealogy of morals, but dechristianizing it where necessary and extir-
pating whatever Christian vestiges it still might contain. A strategy all the more
involuted and necessary for a Heidegger who seems unable to stop either settling
accounts with Christianity or distancing himself from it—with all the more vio-
lence in so far as it is already too late, perhaps, for him to deny certain proto-
Christian motifs in the ontological repetition and existential analytics.

What are we calling here a “logic,” its “formal rigour” and its “possibilities”? The
law itself, a necessity that, it is clear, undoubtedly programmes an infinite spiral of out-
bidding, a maddening instability among these “positions.” The latter can be occupied
successively or simultaneously by the same “subjects.” From one religion to the other,
the “fundamentalisms” and the “integrisms” hyperbolize today this outbidding. They
exacerbate it at a moment when—we shall return to this later— globalatinization
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(this strange alliance of Christianity, as the experience of the death of God, and tele-
technoscientific capitalism) is at the same time hegemonic and finite, ultra-powerful
and in the process of exhausting itself. Simply, those who are involved in this outbid-
ding can pursue it from all angles, adopting all “positions,” either simultaneously or
successively, to the uttermost limit.

Is this not the madness, the absolute anachrony of our time, the disjunction of all
self-contemporaneity, the veiled and cloudy day of every today?

(16) This definition of reflecting faith appears in the first of the four Parerga added at
the end of each section o fReligion within the Limits of Reason Alone. These Parerga

» «

are not integral parts of the book; they “do not belong within” “religion in the limits
of pure reason,” they “border upon” it. I stress this for reasons that are in part theo-
topological, even theo-architectonic: these Parerga situate perhaps the fringe where we
might be able, today, to inscribe our reflections. All the more since the first Parergon,
added in the second edition, thereby defines the secondary task (parergon) which, con-
cerning what is morally indis putable, would consist in surmounting all the difficulties
connected to transcendent questions. When translated into the element of religion,
moral ideas pervert the purity of their transcendence. They can do this in two times
two ways, and the resulting square could today frame, providing that the appropriate
transpositions are respected, a programme of analysis of the forms of evil perpetrated
at the four corners of the world “in the name of religion.” We will have to limit our-
selves to an indication of the titles of this programme and, first, of the criteria
(nature/supernatural, internal/external, theoretical elucidation/practical action, con-
stative/performative): (a)the allegedly internal experience (of the effects of grace): the
fanaticism or enthusiasm of the illuminated (Schwirmerei); (b) the allegedly exter-
nal experience (of the miraculous): superstition (Aberglaube); (c) the alleged elucida-
tions of the understanding in the consideration of the supernatural (secrets,
Geheimnisse): illuminatism, the frenzy of the initiates; (d) the risky attempt of acting
upon the supernatural (means of obtaining grace): thaumaturgy.

When Marx holds the critique of religion to be the premise of all ideology-critique,
when he holds religion to be the ideology par excellence, even for the matrix of all ide-
ology and of the very movement of fetishization, does his position not fall, whether he
would have wanted it or not, within the parergonal framework o f this kind o f rational
criticism? Or rather, more plausible but also more difficult to demonstrate, does he not
already deconstruct the fundamentally Christian axiomatics of Kant? This could be
one of our questions, the most obscure one no doubt, because it is not at all certain
that the very principles of the Marxist critique do not still appeal to a heterogeneity
between faith and knowledge, between practical justice and cognition. This hetero-
geneity, by the way, may ultimately not be irreducible to the inspiration or to the spirit
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of Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone. All the more since these figures of evil
discredit, as much as they accredit, the “credit” which is the act of faith. They exclude
as much as they explain, they demand perhaps more than ever this recourse to religion,
to the principle of faith, even if it is only that of a radically fiduciary form of the
“reflecting faith” already mentioned. And it is this mechanics, this machine-like return

of religion, that I would here like to question.

(17) How then to think—within the limits of reason alone—a religion which, without
again becoming “natural religion,” would today be effectively universal? And which,
for that matter, would no longer be restricted to a paradigm that was Christian or even
Abrahamic? What would be the project of such a ‘book’? For with Religion within the
Limits of Reason Alone, there is a World involved that is also an Old~New Book or
Testament. Does this project retain a meaning or a chance? A geopolitical chance or
meaning? Or does the idea itself remain, in its origin and in its end, Christian? And
would this necessarily be a limit, a limit like any other? A Christian—but also a Jew or
a Muslim—would be someone who would harbour doubts about this limit, about the
existence of this limit or about its reducibility to any other limit, to the current figure

of limitation.

(18) Keeping these questions in mind, we might be able to gauge two temptations. In

their schematic principle, one would be “Hegelian”: ontotheology which determines

absolute knowledge as the truth of religion, in the course of the final movement

described in the conclusions of The Phenomenology of Spirit or of Faith and Knowl-

edge, which announces in effect a “religion of modern times” (Religion der neuen

Zeit) founded on the sentiment that “God himself is dead.” “Infinite pain” is still only
a “moment” (rein als Moment), and the moral sacrifice of empirical existence only
dates the absolute Passion or the speculative Good Friday (spekulativer Karfreitag).

Dogmatic philosophies and natural religions should disappear and, out of the greatest
“asperity,” the harshest impiety, out of kenosis and the void of the most serious priva-
tion of God (Gottlosigkeit), ought to resuscitate the most serene liberty in its highest
totality. Distinct from faith, from prayer or from sacrifice, ontotheology destroys
religion, but, yet another paradox, it is also perhaps what informs, on the contrary,
the theological and ecclesiastical, even religious, development of faith. The other
temptation (perhaps there are still good reasons for keeping this word) would be
“Heideggerian”: beyond such ontotheology, where the latter ignores both prayer and
sacrifice. It would accordingly be necessary that a “revealability” (Offenbarkeit) be
allowed to reveal itself, with a light that would manifest (itself) more originarity than
all revelation (Offenbarung). Moreover, the distinction would have to be made
between theo-logy (the discourse on God, faith or revelation) and theio-logy (discourse
on being-divine, on the essence and the divinity of the divine). The experience of the
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sacred, the holy or the saved (heilig) would have to be reawakened unscathed. We
would have to devote all our attention to this chain, taking as our point of departure
this last word (heilig), this German word whose semantic history seems to resist the
rigorous dissociation that Levinas wishes to maintain between a natural sacredness
that would be “pagan,” even Graeco-Christian, and the holiness <sainteté>® of
(Jewish) law, before or under the Roman religion. As for the “Roman,”® does not
Heidegger proceed, from Sein und Zeit on, with an ontologico-existential repetition
and rehearsal o f Christian motifs that at the same time are hollowed out and reduced
to their originary possibility? A pre-Roman possibility, precisely? Did he not confide to
Lowith, several years earlier, in 1921, that i order to assume the spiritual heritage
that constitutes the facticity of his “I am,” he ought to have said: “I am a ‘Christian
theologian’”? Which does not mean “Roman.” To this we shall return.

(19) In its most abstract form, then, the aporia within which we are struggling would
perhaps be the following: is revealability (Offenbarkeit) more originary than revela-
tion (Offenbarung), and hence independent of all religion? Independent in the struc-

8. The Latin (even Roman) word used by Levinas, for example in Du sacré au saint [ From the Sacred
to the Holy] (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1977) is, to be sure, only the translation of a Hebrew word
(kidouch).

9. Cf,, for example, M. Heidegger, Andenken (1943): “Poets, when they are in their being, are
prophetic. But they are not ‘prophets’ in the Judaeo-Christian sense of the word. The ‘prophets’ of these
religions do not restrict themselves to the anticipatory-founding word of the Sacred (das voraufgriin-
dende Wort des Heiligen). They immediately announce the god upon whom one can subsequently count
as upon the certain guarantee of salvation in superterrestrial beatitude. The poetry of Holderlin should
not be disfigured with the ‘religious’ element of ‘religion, which remains the business of the Roman way
of interpreting (eine Sache der romischen Deutung) the relations between humans and gods.” The poet is
not a “Seer” (Seher) nor a Diviner (Wahrsager). “The Sacred (das Heilige) that is uttered in poetic pre-
diction only opens the time of an apparition of the gods and indicates the region where it resides (die
Ortschaft des Wohnens) on this earth of man required by the destiny of history .... His dream [the
poet’s] is divine, but it does not dream a god.” (Gesamtausgabe, vol. IV, p. 114.)

More than twenty years later, in 1962, this protest is renewed against Rome, against the essentially
Roman figure of religion. It brings together into a single configuration modern humanism, technics,
politics and law. In the course of his trip to Greece, after visiting the orthodox monastery of Kaisariani,
above Athens, Heidegger notes: “What the little church possesses that is Christian remains in harmony
with ancient Greece, a pervasive spirit that does not bow before the theocratic thought seeped in canon
law (dem kirchenstaatlich-juristischen Denken) of the Roman Church and its theology. On the site where
today there is the convent, there was formerly a ‘pagan’ sanctuary (ein “heidnisches” Heiligtum) dedi-
cated to Artemis” (Au fenthalte, Séjours, [Paris, Editions du Rocher, 1989], French translation by E. Vezin
slightly modified, p. 71).

Prior to this, when his journey brings him close to the island of Corfu—yet another island—
Heidegger recalls that another island, Sicily, appeared to Goethe to be closer to Greece; and the same rec-
ollection associates in two phrases the “traits of a romanized, Italian (romisch-italienischen) Greece,”
seen in the “light of modern humanism,” and the coming of the “machine age” (ibid., p. 19). And since
the island also figures our gathering-place <lieu d’insistance>, let us not forget that for Heidegger, this
Greek voyage remains above all a “sojourn” (Aufenthalt), a modest (Scheu) stopover <halte> in the
vicinity of Delos, the visible or manifest, a meditation of unveiling via its name. Delos is also the
“saintly” or “sacred” island (die heilige Insel); ibid., p. 50).
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tures of its experience and in the analytics relating to ther.n? Is this not the' place in
which “reflecting faith” at least originates, if not this faith itself? O.r .rat.her, inversely,
would the event of revelation have consisted in revealing revefllle.nhty lt‘selﬁ and the
origin of light, the originary light, the very invisibility o f visibility? T]’fls‘ls perha.ps
what the believer or the theologian might say here, in particular the C}frllstzan of orz. g-
inary Christendom, of that Urchristentum in the Lutheran tradition to which

Heidegger acknowledges owing so much.

(20) Nocturnal light, therefore, more and more obscure. Let us step up the pc?ce i.n .order
to finish: in view of a third place that could well have been mo.re than archz—ongm?ry,
the most anarchic and anarchivable place possible, not the island nor the P'rf)rmsed
Land, but a certain desert, that which makes possible, opens, hollows or inﬁmtzzes‘the
other. Ecstasy or existence of the most extreme abstraction. That which would or.zef1t
here “in” this desert, without pathway and without interior, would still be the possibil-
ity of a religio and of a relegere, to be sure, but before the? “link” o freligare, problem-
atic etymology and doubtless reconstructed, before the link hetween‘ r.nen as stﬁ:h o’r,
between man and the divinity ofthe god it would also be like the condition of the “link
reduced to its minimal semantic determination: the holding-back <halt.e> of .Tcruple
(religio), the restraint of shame, a certain Verhaltenheit as wel{, of which He?clleggfzr
speaks in the Beitrage zur Philosophie, the respect, the responslzbtlzlty of repet.ztzoln 1;1
the wager <gage> of decision or of affirmation (re-legere) which lzr.zks up with ztse. If
in order to link up with the other. Even if it is called the social nexus, lmk. to the othe'r.m
general, this fiduciary “link” would precede all determinate co.mmumty, .all post.tz.ve
religion, every onto-anthropo-theological horizon. It ulzould ln'1k Pu.re szrfgularltles
prior to any social or political determination, prior to all intersub ]ecth%‘y, prior evento
the opposition between the sacred (or the holy) and the pr?fane. ThlS. can therefore
resemble a desertification, the risk of which remains undeniable, but it can—on t.he
contrary—also render possible precisely what it appears to t.hre.aten.. The abstraction
of the desert can thereby open the way to everything from which .1t wzthdram./s. When.ce
the ambiguity or the duplicity of the religious trait or retreat, of its abstraction t?r of I?S
subtraction. This deserted re-treat thus makes way for the repetition of tftat vf/hzch 1fwll
have given way precisely for that in whose name one would protest agams.t it, against
that which only resembles the void and the indeterminacy o f mere abstraction. N
Since ever ything has to be said intwo words, let us give two names to the duplicity
of these origins. For here origin is duplicity itself, the one and the ot‘he.r. L.et‘ us Tmme
these two sources, these two fountains or these two tracks that are still mvzszble. in the
desert. Let us lend them two names that are still “historical,” there where a c€r.ta1n con-
cept of history itself becomes inappropriate. To do this, let us refer—;prow.sm?lzllly, ;
emphasize this, and for pedagogical or rhetorical reasons—first to the “messianic,” an
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second to the chora, as I have tried to do more minutely, more patiently and, I hope,
more rigorously elsewhere.!?

(21) First name: the messianic, or messianicity without messianism. This would be
the opening to the future or to the coming of the other as the advent of justice, but
without horizon of expectation and without prophetic prefiguration. The coming of
the other can only emerge as a singular event when no anticipation sees it coming,
when the other and death—and radical evil—can come as a surprise at any moment.
Possibilities that both open and can always interrupt history, or at least the ordinary
course of history. But this ordinary course is that of which philosophers, historians and
often also the classical theoreticians of the revolution speak. Interrupting or tearing
history itself apart, doing it by deciding, in a decision that can consist in letting the
other come and that can take the apparently passive form of the other’s decision: even
there where it appears in itself, in me, the decision is moreover always that of the other,
which does not exonerate me of responsibility. The messianic exposes itself to absolute
surprise and, even if it always takes the phenomenal form of peace or of justice, it
ought, exposing itself so abstractly, be prepared (waiting without awaiting itself) for
the best as for the worst, the one never coming without opening the possibility of the
other. At issue there is a “general structure of experience.” This messianic dimension
does not depend upon any messianism, it follows no determinate revelation, it belongs
properly to no Abrahamic religion (even if I am obliged here, “among ourselves,” for
essential reasons of language and of place, of culture, of a provisional rhetoric and a

historical strategy of which I will speak later, to continue giving it names marked by
the Abrahamic religions).

(22) Aninvincible desire for justice is linked to this expectation. By definition, the latter
1s not and ought not to be certain of anything, either through knowledge, consciousness,
conscience, foreseeability or any kind of programme as such. This abstract messianicity
belongs from the very beginning to the experience of faith, of believing, of a credit that is
irreducible to knowledge and of a trust that “founds” all relation to the other in testi-
mony. This justice, which I distinguish from right, alone allows the hope, beyond all
“messianisms,” of a universalizable culture of singularities, a culture in which the
abstract possibility of the impossible translation could nevertheless be announced. This
justice inscribes itself in advance in the promise, in the act of faith or in the appeal to
faith that inhabits every act of language and every address to the other. The universal-
izable culture of this faith, and not of another or before all others, alone permits a

“rational” and universal discourse on the subject of “religion.” This messianicity,

10. See “Khora,” in Derrida, On the Name, and Specters o f Marx, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York and
London: Routledge, 1994) and “Force of law,” in this volume.
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stripped of everything, as it should, this faith without dogma which makes its way
through the risks of absolute night, cannot be contained in any traditional opposition,
for example that between reason and mysticism. It is announced wherever, reflecting
without flinching, a purely rational analysis brings the following paradox to light: that
the foundation o f law—law of the law, institution of the institution, origin of the con-
stitution—is a “performative” event that cannot belong to the set that it founds, inau-
gurates or justifies. Such an event is unjustifiable within the logic of what it will have
opened. It is the decision of the other in the undecidable. Henceforth reason ought to
recognize there what Montaigne and Pascal call an undeniable “mystical foundation of
authority.” The mystical thus understood allies belief or credit, the fiduciary or the
trustworthy, the secret (which here signifies “mystical”) to foundation, to knowledge, we
will later say also, to science as “doing,” as theory, practice and theoretical practice—
which is to say, to a faith, to performativity and to technoscientific or tele-technological
performance. Wherever this foundation founds in foundering, wherever it steals away
under the ground of what it founds, at the very instant when, losing itself thus in the
desert, it loses the very trace of itself and the memory of a secret, “religion” can only
begin and begin again: quasi-automatically, mechanically, machine-like, sponta-
neously. Spontaneously, which is to say, as the word indicates, both as the origin of
what flows from the source, sponte sua, and with the automaticity of the machine. For
the best and for the worst, without the slightest assurance or anthropo-theological hori-
zon. Without this desert in the desert, there would be neither act of faith, nor promise,
nor future, nor expectancy without expectation of death and of the other, nor relation to
the singularity of the other. The chance of this desert in the desert (as of that which
resembles to a fault, but without reducing itself to, that via negativa which makes its
way from a Graeco-Judaeo-Christian tradition) is that in uprooting the tradition that
bears it, in atheologizing it, this abstraction, without denying faith, liberates a universal
rationality and the political democracy that cannot be dissociated from it.

(23) The second name (or first name prior to all naming), would be chora, such as
Plato designates it in the Timaeus,'! without being able to reappropriate it in a con-
sistent self-inter pretation. From the open interior of a corpus, of a system, of a lan-
guage or a culture, chora would situate the abstract spacing, place itself, the place of
absolute exteriority, but also the place of a bifurcation between two approaches to the
desert. Bifurcation between a tradition of the “via negativa” which, in spite of or
within its Christian act of birth, accords its possibility to a Greek—Platonic or
Plotinian—tradition that persists until Heidegger and beyond: the thought of that
which is beyond being (epekeina tes ousias). This Graeco-Abrahamic hybridization

11. I must refer here to the reading of this text, in particular to the ‘political’ reading of it, that I pro-
pose in “How to avoid speaking: denials,” “Khora,” and “Sauf le nom.”
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remains anthropo-theological. In the figures of it known to us, in its culture and in its
history, its “idiom” is not universalizable. It speaks solely at the borders or in view of the
Middle-Eastern desert, at the source of monotheistic revelations and of Greece. It is
there that we can try to determine the place where, on this island today, “we” persist and
insist. If we insist, and we must for some time still, upon the names that are given us as
our heritage, it is because, in respect of this borderline place, a new war of religions is
redeploying as never before to this day, in an event that is at the same time both inte-
rior and exterior. It inscribes its seismic turbulence directly upon the fiduciary globality
of the technoscientific, o fthe economic, of the political and ofthe juridical. It brings into
play the latter’s concepts of the political and o f international right, o f nationality, of the
subjectivity of citizenry, of the sovereignty of states. These hegemonical concepts tend to
reign over a world, but only from their finitude: the growing tension of their power is
not incompatible, far from it, with their precariousness any more than with their per-
fectibility. The one can never do anything without recalling itself to the other.

(24) The surge <déferlement> of “Islam” will be neither understood nor answered as
long as the exterior and interior of this borderline place have not been called into ques-
tion; as long as one settles for an internal explanation (interior to the history of faith,
of religion, of languages or cultures as such), as long as one does not define the pas-
sageway between this interior and all the apparently exterior dimensions (technoscien-
tific, tele-biotechnological, which is to say also political and socioeconomic, etc.).

For, in addition to investigating the ontotheologico-political tradition that links
Greek philosophy to the Abrahamic revelations, perhaps we must also submit to the
ordeal of that which resists such interrogation, which will have always resisted, from
within or as though from an exteriority that works and resists inside. Chora, the “ordeal
of chora”'? would be, at least according to the interpretation I believed justified in
attempting, the name for place, a place name, and a rather singular one at that, for that
spacing which, not allowing itself to be dominated by any theological, ontological or
anthropological instance, without age, without history and more “ancient” than all
oppositions (for example, that of sensible/intelligible), does not even announce itself as
“beyond being” in accordance with a path of negation, a via negativa. As a result, chora
remains absolutely impassible and heterogeneous to all the processes of historical revela-
tion or of anthropo-theological experience, which at the very least suppose its abstrac-
tion. It will never have entered religion and will never permit itself to be sacralized,
sanctified, humanized, theologized, cultivated, historicized. Radically heterogeneous to
the safe and sound, to the holy and the sacred, it never admits of any indemnification.

This cannot even be formulated in the present, for chora never presents itself as such. It

12. See “Sauf le nom,” p. 76. Translator’s note: In the published English version, “I'épreuve de Khora”is
translated more idiomatically as “the test of Chora.”
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is neither Being, nor the Good, nor God, nor Man, nor History. It will always resist
them, will have always been (and no future anterior, even, will have been able to reap-
propriate, inflect or reflect a chora without faith or law) the very place of an infinite
resistance, of an infinitely impassible persistence <restance>: an utterly faceless other.

(25) Chora is nothing (no being, nothing present), but not the Nothing which in the
anxiety of Dasein would still open the question of being. This Greek noun says in our
memory that which is not reappropriable, even by our memory, even by our “Greek”
memory; it says the immemoriality of a desert in the desert of which it is neither a
threshold nor a mourning. The question remains open, and with it that of knowing
whether this desert can be thought and left to announce itself “before” the desert that
we know (that of the revelations and the retreats, of the lives and deaths of God, of all
the figures of kenosis or of transcendence, of religio or of historical “religions”); or
whether, “on the contrary,” it is “from” this last desert that we can glimpse that which
precedes the first <I’avant-premier>, what I call the desert in the desert. The indecisive
oscillation, that reticence (epoché or Verhaltenheit) already alluded to above
(between revelation and revealability, Offenbarung and Offenbarkeit, between event
and possibility or virtuality of the event ), must it not be respected for itself? Respect for
this singular indecision or for this hyperbolic outbidding between two originarities, the
order of the “revealed” and the order of the “revealable,” is this not at once the chance

of every responsible decision and of another “reflecting faith,” of a new “tolerance”?

(26) Let us suppose it agreed upon, among ourselves, that all of us here are for “toler-
ance,” even if we have not been assigned the mission of promoting it, practising it or
founding it. We would be here to try to think what “tolerance” could henceforth be. I
immediately place quotation marks around this word in order to abstract and extract
it from its origins. And thereby to announce, through it, through the density of its his-
tory, a possibility that would not be solely Christian. For the concept of tolerance,
stricto sensu, belongs first of all to a sort of Christian domesticity. It is literally, I mean
behind this name, a secret of the Christian community. It was printed, emitted, trans-
mitted and circulated in the name of the Christian faith and would hardly be without
relation to the rise, it too Christian, of what Kant calls “reflecting faith’—and of pure
morality as that which is distinctively Christian. The lesson of tolerance was first of all
an exemplary lesson that the Christian deemed himself alone capable of giving to the
world, even if he often had to learn it himself. In this respect, the French Enlighten-
ment, les Lumiéres, was no less essentially Christian than the Aufklirung. When it
treats of tolerance, Voltaire’s Philosophical Dictionary reserves a dual privilege for the
Christian religion. On the one hand it is exemplarily tolerant; to be sure, it teaches
tolerance better than any other religion, before every other religion. In short, a little in
the manner of Kant, believe it or not, Voltaire seems to think that Christianity is the
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sole “moral” religion, since it is the first to feel itself obliged and capable of setting an
example. Whence the ingenuity, and at times the inanity of those who sloganize
Voltaire and rally behind his flag in the combat for critical modernity—and, far more
seriously, for its future. For, on the other hand, the Voltairian lesson was addressed
above dll to Christians, “the most intolerant of all men.”!> When Voltaire accuses the
Christian religion and the Church, he invokes the lesson of originary Christianity, “the
times of the first Christians,” Jesus and the Apostles, betrayed by “the Catholic,
Apostolic and Roman religion.” The latter is “in all its ceremonies and in all its dog-
mas, the opposite of the religion of Jesus.”"

Another “tolerance” would be in accord with the experience of the “desert in the
desert”; it would respect the distance of infinite alterity as singularity. And this respect
would still be religio, religio as scruple or reticence, distance, dissociation, disjunction,
coming from the threshold of all religion in the link of repetition to itself, the thresh-
old of every social or communitarian link.!>

Before and after the logos which was in the beginning, before and after the Holy
Sacrament, before and after the Holy Scriptures.

POST-SCRIPTUM
Crypts ...

(27) [ ...] Religion? Here and now, this very day, if one were still supposed to speak of
it, of religion, perhaps one could attempt to think it in itself or to devote oneself to this
task. No doubt, but to try above all to say it and to utter a verdict concerning it, with
the necessary rigour, which is to say, with the reticence, modesty, respect or fervour,
in a word the scruple (religio) demanded at the very least by that which is or claims

13. Even if Voltaire responds to the question “What is tolerance?” by stating that “It is the prerogative
of humanity,” the example of excellence here, the most elevated inspiration of this “humanity” remains
Christian: “Of all the religions, Christianity is without doubt that which ought to inspire the greatest
tolerance, even if until now Christians have been the most intolerant of men” (Philosophical Dictionary,
article “Tolerance”). ’

The word “tolerance” thus conceals a story: it tells above all an intra-Christian history and experi-
ence. It delivers the message that Christians address to other Christians. Christians (“the most intoler-
ant”) are reminded, by a co-religionist and in a mode that is essentially co-religionist, of the word of
Jesus and of the authentic Christianity at its origins. If one were not fearful of shocking too many peo-
ple all at once, one could say that by their vehement anti-Christianity, by their opposition above all to
the Roman Church, as much as by their declared preference, sometimes nostalgic, for primitive
Christianity, Voltaire and Heidegger belong to the same tradition: proto-Catholic.

14. Voltaire, “Tolerance,” Philosophical Dictionary.

. 1.5‘ As I have tried to do elsewhere (Specters of Marx, p. 23 ff.), I propose to think the condition of jus-
ticein relation to a certain sundering <déliaisor>, in relation to the always-safe, always-to-be-saved pos-
sibility of this secret of disassociation, rather than through the bringing-together (Versammlung)
towards which Heidegger retraces it, in his concern, doubtless legitimate in part, to extract Dike from
the authority of Jus, which is to say, from its more recent ethico-juridical representations.

FAITH AND KNOWLEDGE 61

tobe, in its essence, a religion. As its name indicates, it would be necessary, therefore,
one would be tempted to conclude, to speak of this essence with a sort of religio-sity.
In order not to introduce anything alien, leaving it thus intact, safe, unscathed.
Unscathed in the experience of the unscathed that it will have wanted to be. Is not
the unscathed <I'indemne>'¢ the very matter—the thing itself—of religion?

But no, on the contrary, someone will say. One would not be speaking of it if one
were to speak in its name, if one were to settle for reflecting religion as in a mirror
specularly, religiously. Moreover, someone else might say, or is it the same one, to
break with it, even to suspend for an instant one’s religious affiliation, has this not
been the very resource, since time immemorial, of the most authentic faith or of the
most originary sacredness? One must in any case take into account, if possible in an
areligious, or even irreligious manner, what religion at present might be, as well as
what is said and done, what is happening at this very moment, in the world, in his-
tory, in its name. Wherever religion can no longer reflect or at times assume or bear
itsname. And one should not say lightly, as though in passing, ‘this very day’, “at this
very moment” and “in the world,” “in history,” while forgetting what happens there,
returning to or surprising us, still under the name of religion, even in the name of
religion. What happens to us there concerns precisely the experience and radical
interpretation of everything that these words are felt to mean: the unity of a “world”
and of a “being-in-the-world,” the concept of world or of history in its Western
tradition (Christian or Graeco-Christian, extending to Kant, Hegel, Husserl,
Heidegger), and no less that of day as well as that of the present. (Much later we
will have to get around to scrutinizing these two motifs, each as enigmatic as the
other: presence unscathed by the present, on the one hand, and believing unscathed
by belief, on the other; or yet again: the sacrosanct, the safe and sound on the one
side, and faith, trustworthiness or credit on the other.) Like others before, the
new “wars of religion” are unleashed over the human earth (which is not the world)
and struggle even today to control the sky with finger and eye: digital systems
and virtually immediate panoptical visualization, “air space,” telecommunications

16. Indemnis: that which has not suffered damage or prejudice, damnum; this latter word will have
given in French “dam” (“au grand dam”: to the detriment or displeasure of) and comes from dap-no-m,
tied to daps, dapis, that s, to the sacrifice offered the Gods as ritual compensation. In this latter case, one
could speak of indemni-fication and we will use this word here or there to designate both the process of
compensation and the restitution, sometimes sacrificial, that reconstitutes purity intact, renders
integrity safe and sound, restores cleanliness <propreté> and property unimpaired. This is indeed what
the word “unscathed” <indemne> says: the pure, non-contaminated, untouched, the sacred and holy
before all profanation, all wound, all offence, all lesion. It has often been chosen to translate heilig
(“sacred, safe and sound, intact”) in Heidegger. Since the word heiligwill be at the centre of these reflec-
tions, we therefore had to elucidate here and now the use that we shall be making of the words

“unscathed,” “indemnity,” “indemnification,” In what follows, we shall associate them regularly with the
words “immune,” “immunity,” “immunization,” and above all, “auto-immunity.”
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satellites, information highways, concentration of capitalistic-mediatic-power—in
three words <en trois mots>, digital culture, jet and TV without which there could be
no religious manifestation today, for example no voyage or discourse of the Pope, no
organized emanation <rayonnement> of Jewish, Christian or Muslim cults, whether
‘fundamentalist’” or not. Given this, the cyberspatialized or cyberspaced wars of
religion have no stakes other than this determination of the “world,” of “history,” of
the “day” and of the “present.” The stakes certainly can remain implicit, insuffi-
ciently thematized, poorly articulated. By repressing them, on the other hand, many
others can also be dissimulated or displaced. Which is to say, as is always the case
with the topics of repression, inscribed in other places or other systems; this never
occurs without symptoms and fantasies, without spectres (phantasmata) to be
investigated. In both cases and according to both logics, we ought to take into
account every declared stake in its greatest radicality as well as asking ourselves what
the depths of such radicality might virtually encrypt, down to its very roots. The
declared stakes already appear to be without limit: what is the “world,” the “day,” the
“present” (hence, all of history, the earth, the humanity of man, the rights of man,
the rights of man and of woman, the political and cultural organization of society,
the difference between man, god and animal, the phenomenality of the day, the
value or ‘indemnity’ of life, the right to life, the treatment of death, etc.)? What is the
present, which is to say: what is history? time? being? being in its purity <dans sa

17. There is insufficient space to multiply in this regard the images or the indications, one could say
the icons, of our time: the organization, conception (generative forces, structures and capital) as well as
the audiovisual representation of cultic or socio-religious phenomena. In a digitalized ‘cyberspace’, pros-
thesis upon prosthesis, a heavenly glance, monstrous, bestial or divine, something like an eye of CNN,
watches permanently: over Jerusalem and its three monotheisms, over the multiplicity, the unprece-
dented speed and scope of the moves of a Pope versed in televisual rhetoric (of which the last encyclical,
Evangelium vitae, against abortion and euthanasia, for the sacredness or holiness of a life that is safe and
sound—unscathed, heilig, holy—for its reproduction in conjugal love—sole immunity admitted, with
priestly celibacy, against human immuno-deficiency virus (HIV)—is immediately transmitted, mas-
sively “marketed” and available on CD-ROM,; everything down to the signs of presence in the mystery of
the Eucharist is “cederomized”; over airborne pilgrim-ages to Mecca; over so many miracles transmitted
live (most frequently, healings, which is to say, returns to the unscathed, heilig, holy, indemnifications)
followed by commercials, before thousands in an American television studio; over the international and
televisual diplomacy of the Dalai Lama, etc.

So remarkably adapted to the scale and the evolutions of global demography, so well adjusted to the
technoscientific, economic and mediatic powers of our time, the power of all these phenomena to bear
witness finds itself formidably intensified, at the same time as it is collected in a digitalized space by
supersonic airplanes or by audiovisual antennae. The ether of religion will always have been hospitable
to a certain spectral virtuality. Today, like the sublimity of the starry heavens at the bottom of our hearts,
the “cederomized” “cyberspaced” religion also entails the accelerated and hypercapitalized relaunching
of founding spectres. On CD-ROM, heavenly trajectories of satellites, jet, TV, e-mail or Internet net-
works. Actually or virtually universalizable, ultra-internationalizable, incarnated by new ‘corporations’
that are increasingly independent of the powers of states (democratic or not, it makes little difference at
bottom, all of that has to be reconsidered, like the “globalatinity” of international law in its current state,
which is to say, on the threshold of a process of accelerated and unpredictable transformation).
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propriété> (that is, unscathed, safe, sacred, holy, heilig)? What of holiness or of
sacredness? Are theythesame thing? What of the divinity of God? How many mean-
ings can one give to theion? Is this a good way to pose the question?

(28) Religion? In the singular? Perhaps, may-be (this should always remain possible)
there is something else, of course, and other interests (economic, politico-military,
etc.) behind the new “wars of religion,” behind what presents itself under the name
of religion, beyond what defends or attacks in its name, kills, kills itself or kills one
another and for that invokes declared stakes, or in other words, names indemnity in
the light of day. But inversely, if what is thus happening to us, as we said, often (but
not always) assumes the figures of evil and of the worst in the unprecedented forms
of an atrocious “war of religions,” the latter in turn does not always speak its name.
Because it is not certain that in addition to or in face of the most spectacular and
most barbarous crimes of certain “fundamentalisms” (of the present or of the past),
other over-armed forces are not also leading “wars of religion,” albeit unavowed.
Wars or military “interventions,” led by the Judaeo-Christian West in the name of
the best causes (of international law, democracy, the sovereignty of peoples, of
nations or of states, even of humanitarian imperatives), are they not also, from a
certain side, wars of religion? The hypothesis would not necessarily be defamatory,
nor even very original, except in the eyes of those who hasten to believe that all
these just causes are not only secular but pure of all religiosity. To determine a war
of religion as such, one would have to be certain that one can delimit the religious.
One would have to be certain that one can distinguish all the predicates of the reli-
gious (and, as we shall see, this is not easy; there are at least two families, two strata
or sources that overlap, mingle, contaminate each another without ever merging;
and just in case things are still too simple, one of the two is precisely the drive to
remain unscathed, on the part of that which is allergic to contamination, save by
itself, auto-immunely). One would have to dissociate the essential traits of the reli-
gious as such from those that establish, for example, the concepts of ethics, of the
juridical, of the political or of the economic. And yet, nothing is more problematic
than such a dissociation. The fundamental concepts that often permit us to isolate
or to pretend to isolate the political—restricting ourselves to this particular circum-
scription—remain religious or in any case theologico-political. A single example.
In one of the most rigorous attempts to isolate in its purity the sphere of the politi-
cal (notably by separating it from the economic and the religious), in order to iden-
tify the political and the political enemy in wars of religion, such as the Crusades,
Carl Schmitt was obliged to acknowledge that the ostensibly purely political cate-
gories to which he resorted were the product of a secularization or of a theologico-
political heritage. And when he denounced the process of “depoliticization” or of
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neutralization of the political that was underway, it was explicitly with respect to a
European legal tradition that in his eyes doubtless remained indissociable from
“our” thought of the political.'® Even supposing that one accepts such premises, the
unprecedented forms of today’s wars of religion could also imply radical challenges
to our project of delimiting the political. They would then constitute a response to
everything that our idea of democracy, for example, with all its associated juridical,
ethical and political concepts, including those of the sovereign state, of the citizen-
subject, of public and private space, etc., still entails that is religious, inherited in
truth from a determinate religious stratum.

Henceforth, despite the ethical and political urgencies that do not permit the
response to be put off, reflection upon the Latin noun “religion” will no longer be
held for an academic exercise, a philological embellishment or an etymological lux-
ury: in short, for an alibi destined to suspend judgement or decision, at best for

another epoché.

(29) Religion, in the singular? Response: ‘Religion is the response.’ Is it not there,
perhaps, that we must seek the beginning of a response? Assuming, that is, that one
knows what responding means, and also responsibility. Assuming, that is, that one
knows it—and believes in it. No response, indeed, without a principle of responsi-
bility: one must respond to the other, before the other and for oneself. And no
responsibility without a given word, a sworn faith <foi jurée>, without a pledge,
without an oath, without some sacrament or ius iurandum. Before even envisaging
the semantic history of testimony, of oaths, of the given word (a genealogy and
interpretation that are indispensable to whomever hopes to think religion under its
proper or secularized forms), before even recalling that some sort of “I promise the
truth” is always at work, and some sort of “I make this commitment before the
other from the moment that I address him, even and perhaps above all to commit
perjury,” we must formally take note of the fact that we are already speaking Latin.
We make a point of this in order to recall that the world today speaks Latin (most
often via Anglo-American) when it authorizes itself in the name of religion.
Presupposed at the origin of all address, coming from the other to whom it is also
addressed, the wager <gageure> of a sworn promise, taking immediately God as its
witness, cannot not but have already, if one can put it this way, engendered God
quasi-mechanically. A priori ineluctable, a descent of God ex machina would stage
a transcendental addressing machine. One would thus have begun by posing,
retrospectively, the absolute right of anteriority, the absolute “birthright” <le droit

18. Without even speaking of other difficulties and of other possible objections to the Schmittian
theory of the political, and thus also of the religious. I take the liberty of referring here to Politiques de
Pamitié, (Paris: Galilée, 1994; English trans. Politics of Friendship, London: Verso Books, 1997).
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d’ainesse absolu> of a One who is not born. For in taking God as witness, even when
he is not named in the most ‘secular’ <laique> pledge of commitment, the oath can-
not not produce, invoke or convoke him as already there, and therefore as unengen-
dered and unengenderable, prior to being itself: unproducible. And absent in place.
Production and reproduction of the unproducible absent in place. Everything
begins with the presence of that absence. The “deaths of God,” before Christianity,
in it and beyond it, are only figures and episodes. The unengenderable thus re-
engendered is the empty place. Without God, no absolute witness. No absolute wit-
ness to be taken as witness in testifying. But with God, a God that is present, the
existence of a third (terstis, testis) that is absolute, all attestation becomes superflu-
ous, insignificant or secondary. Testimony, which is to say, testament as well. In the
irrepressible invoking of a witness, God would remain then one name of the witness,
he would be called as witness, thus named, even if sometimes the named of this
name remains unpronounceable, indeterminable, in short: unnameable in his very
name; and even if he ought to remain absent, non-existent, and above all, in every
sense of the word, unproducible. God: the witness as “nameable-unnameable,”
present-absent witness of every oath or of every possible pledge. As long as one sup-
poses, concesso non dato, that religion has the slightest relation to what we thus call
God, it would pertain not only to the general history of nomination, but, more
strictly here, under its name of religio, to a history of the sacramentum and of the
testimonium. It would be this history, it would merge with it. On the boat that
brought us from Naples to Capri, I told myself that I would begin by recalling this
sort of too luminous evidence, but I did not dare. I also told myself, silently, that
one would blind oneself to the phenomenon called “of religion” or of the “return of
the religious” today if one continued to oppose so naively Reason and Religion,
Critique or Science and Religion, technoscientific Modernity and Religion. Sup-
posing that what was at stake was to understand, would one understand anything
about “what’s-going-on-today-in-the-world-with-religion” (and why “in the world™?
What is the “world”? What does such a presupposition involve?, etc.) if one contin-
ues to believe in this opposition, even in this incompatibility, which is to say, if one
remains within a certain tradition of the Enlightenment, one of the many Enlight-
enments of the past three centuries (not of an Aufklirung, whose critical force
is profoundly rooted in the Reformation), but yes, this light of Lights, of the
Lumieéres, which traverses like a single ray a certain critical and anti-religious vigi-
lance, anti-Judaeo-Christiano-Islamic, a certain filiation “Voltaire—Feuerbach—
Marx—Nietzsche—Freud—(and even)-Heidegger”? Beyond this opposition and its
determinate heritage (no less represented on the other side, that of religious au-
thority), perhaps we might be able to try to “understand” how the imperturbable
and interminable development of critical and technoscientific reason, far from
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opposing religion, bears, supports and supposes it. It would be necessary to demon-
strate, which would not be simple, that religion and reason have the same source.
(We associate here reason with philosophy and with science as technoscience, as
critical history of the production of knowledge, of knowledge asproduction, know-
how and intervention at a distance, teletechnoscience that is always high-perform-
ance and performative by essence, etc.) Religion and reason develop in tandem,
drawing from this common resource: the testimonial pledge of every performative,
committing it to respond as much before the other as for the high-performance per-
formativity of technoscience. The same unique source divides itself mechanically,
automatically, and sets itself reactively in opposition to itself: whence the two
sources in one. This reactivity is a process of sacrificial indemnification, it strives to
restore the unscathed (heilig) that it itself threatens. And it is also the possibility of
the two, of n+ 1, the same possibility as that of the testimonial deus ex machina. As
for the response, it is either or. Either it addresses the absolute other as such, with an
address that is understood, heard, respected faithfully and responsibly; or it retorts,
retaliates, compensates and indemnifies itselfin the war of resentment and of reac-
tivity. One of the two responses ought always to be able to contaminate the other. It
will never be proven whether it is the one or the other, never in an act of determin-
ing, theoretical or cognitive judgement. This might be the place and the responsi-
bility of what is called belief, trustworthiness or fidelity, the fiduciary, “trust” <Ia
“fiance”> in general, the tribunal <instance> of faith.

(30) But we are already speaking Latin. For the Capri meeting, the “theme” I
believed myself constrained to propose, religion, was named in Latin, let us never
forget it. Does not “the question of religio,” however, quite simply merge, one could
say, with the question of Latin? By which should be understood, beyond a “ques-
tion of language and of culture,” the strange phenomenon of Latinity and of its
globalization. We are not speaking here of universality; even of an idea of univer-
sality, only of a process of universalization that is finite but enigmatic. It is rarely
investigated in its geopolitical and ethico-juridical scope, precisely where such a
power finds itself overtaken, deployed, its paradoxical heritage revived by the global
and still irresistible hegemony of a “language,” which is to say, also of a culture that
in part is not Latin but Anglo-American. For everything that touches religion in
particular, for everything that speaks “religion,” for whoever speaks religiously or
about religion, Anglo-American remains Latin. Religion circulates in the world,
one might say, like an English word <comme un mot anglais> that has been to Rome
and taken a detour to the United States. Well beyond its strictly capitalist or
politico-military figures, a hyper-imperialist appropriation has been underway
now for centuries. It imposes itself in a particularly palpable manner within the
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conceptual apparatus of international law and of global political rhetoric. Wher-
ever this apparatus dominates, it articulates itself through a discourse on religion.
From here on, the word “religion” is calmly (and violently) applied to things which
have always been and remain foreign to what this word names and arrests in its his-
tory. The same remark could apply to many other words, for the entire “religious
vocabulary” beginning with “cult,” “faith,” “belief,” “sacred,” “holy,” “saved,” “un-
scathed” (heilig). But by ineluctable contagion, no semantic cell can remain alien, I
dare not say “safe and sound,” “unscathed,” in this apparently borderless process.
Globalatinization (essentially Christian, to be sure), this word names a unique
event to which a meta-language seems incapable of acceding, although such a
language remains, all the same, of the greatest necessity here. For at the same time
that we no longer perceive its limits, we know that such globalization is finite and
only projected. What is involved here is a Latinization and, rather than globality, a
globalization that is running out of breath <essoufflée>, however irresistible and
imperial it still may be. What are we to think of this running out of breath?
Whether it holds a future or is held in store for it, we do not know and by definition
cannot know. But at the bottom of such non-knowing, this expiring breath is blast-
ing the ether of the world. Some breathe there better than others, some are stifled.
The war of religions deploys itself there in its element, but also under a protective
stratum that threatens to burst. The co-extensiveness of the two questions (religion
and worldwide Latinization) marks the dimensions of what henceforth cannot be
reduced to a question of language, culture, semantics, nor even, without doubt, to
one of anthropology or of history. And what if religio remained untranslatable?
No religio without sacramentum, without alliance and promise of testifying truth-
fully to the truth, which is to say, to speak the truth: that is to say, to begin with, no
religion without the promise of keeping one’s promise to tell the truth—and to
have already told it!'—in the very act of promising. To have already told it, veritas, in
Latin, and thus to consider it told. The event to come has already taken place. The
promise promises itself, it is already promised, that is the sworn faith, the given
word, and hence the response. Religio would begin there.

(31) And if religio remained untranslatable? And if this question, and a fortiori
the response to which it appeals, were to inscribe us already in an idiom whose
translation remains problematic? What does it mean to respond? It is to swear—
the faith: respondere, antworten, answer, swear (swaran): “to be compared with the

» «

got. swaran [from which come schwdren, beschwdiren, “swear,” “conjure,

» «

adjure,”

etc.], ‘to swear, to pronounce solemn formulas™ this is almost literally respondere’!®

19. Benveniste, Indo-European Language, p. 475, article “Libation, 1: sponsio.”
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“Almost literally ... ” he says. As always, recourse to knowledge is temptation
itself. Knowing is temptation, albeit in a somewhat more singular sense than
believed when referring habitually (habitually, at least) to the Evil Genius or to
some original sin. The temptation of knowing, the temptation of knowledge, is to
believe not only that one knows what one knows (which wouldn’t be too serious),
but also that one knows what knowledge is, that is, free, structurally, of belief or
of faith—of the fiduciary or of trustworthiness. The temptation to believe in
knowledge, here for example in the precious authority of Benveniste, can hardly be
separated from a certain fear and trembling. Before what? Before a scholarship that
is recognized, no doubt, and legitimate and respectable, but also before the confi-
dence with which, authorizing himself without trembling through this authority,
Benveniste (for example) proceeds with the cutting edge of assured distinction.
For example, between the proper meaning and its other, the literal sense and its
other, as though precisely that itself which is here in question (for example the
response, responsibility or religion, etc.) did not arise, in a quasi-automatic,
machine-like or mechanical manner, out of the hesitation, indecision and margins
between the two ostensibly assured terms. Scruple, hesitation, indecision, reticence
(hence modesty <pudeur>, respect, restraint before that which should remain
sacred, holy or safe: unscathed, immune)—this too is what is meant by religio. It is
even the meaning that Benveniste believes obliged to retain with reference to the
“proper and constant usages” of the word during the classical period.?’ Let us nev-
ertheless cite this page of Benveniste while emphasizing the words “proper,” “liter-
ally,” an “almost literally” that is almost mind-boggling, and finally what is said to
have “disappeared” and the “essential” that “remains.” The places to which we call
attention situate in our eyes chasms over which a great scholar walks with tranquil
step, as though he knew what he was talking about, while at the same time
acknowledging that at bottom he really doesn’t know very much. And all this goes
on, as we can see, in the enigmatic Latin derivation, in the “prehistory of Greek and
Latin.” All that goes on in what can no longer be isolated as a religious vocabulary,
which is to say, in a relationship of right to religion, in the experience of the prom-
ise or of the indemnificatory offering, of a word committing a future to the present
but concerning an event that is past: T promise you that it happened.” What hap-
pened? Who, to be precise? A son, yours. How beautiful to have an example.
Religion, nothing less:

20. Ibid., p. 521. For example, “This is where the expression religio est, ‘to have scruples.” comes
from.. .. This usage is constant during the classical period. ... In sum, religio is a hesitation that holds
back, a scruple that prevents, and not a sentiment that guides an action or that incites one to practice a
cult. It seems to us that this meaning, demonstrated by ancient usage beyond the slightest ambiguity,
imposes a single interpretation far religio: that which Cicero gives in attaching religio to legere.”
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Together with spondeo, we must consider re-spondeo. The proper meaning of respon-
deoand the relation with spondeo emerge literally from a dialogue of Plautus (Captiu,
899). The parasite Ergasilus brings Hegion good news: his son, long disappeared, is
about to return. Hegion promises Ergasilus to feed him all his days, if what he says is
true. And the latter commits himself in turn:

898 [ ... ] sponden tu istud?—Spondeo.

899 At ego tuum tibi aduenisse filium respondeo.

“Is this a promise?—It’s a promise—And I, for my part, promise you that
your son has arrived.”

This dialogue is constructed according to a legal formula: a sponsio by the
one, a re-sponsio by the other, forms of a security that are henceforth recipro-
cal: “I guarantee you, in return, that your son hasreally arrived.”

This exchange of guarantees (cf. our expression answer for. .. ) gives rise to
the meaning, already well established in Latin, “respond.” Respondeo, respon-
sum, is said of the interpreters of the gods, of priests, notably of the haruspices,
giving a promise in return for the offering, depositing a security in return for a
gift; it is the “response” of an oracle, of a priest. This explains a legal usage of
the verb: respondere de iure, “to give a legal consultation.” The jurist, with his
competence, guarantees the value of the opinion he gives.

Let us note a symmetrical Germanic expression: old engl. and-swaru
‘response’ (engl. answer), compared to the got. swaran ‘to swear, pronounce
solemn words’ it is almost literally respondere.

Thus we can determine precisely, in the prehistory of Greek and of Latin,
the meaning of a term that is of the greatest importance in religious vocabulary,
and the value that is derived from the root *spend with respect to other verbs
that indicate offering in general.

In Latin, an important part of the initial distinction has disappeared, but the
essential remains and this is what determines the juridical notion of sponsio on

the one hand, and on the other, the link with the Greek concept of spondé.21

(32) But religion does not follow the movement of faith any more necessarily than
the latter rushes towards faith in God. For if the concept of “religion” implies
an institution that is separable, identifiable, circumscribable, tied through its letter
to the Roman ius, its essential relation both to faith and to God is anything but
self-evident. When we speak, we Europeans, so ordinarily and so confusedly today
about a “return of the religious,” what do we thereby name? To what do we refer?

21. Ibid, pp. 475-76. Only the foreign words and the expression ‘answer for’ are emphasized by
Benveniste.
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The “religious,” the religiosity that is vaguely associated with the experience of the
sacredness of the divine, of the holy, of the saved or of the unscathed (heilig)—is it
religion? In what and to what extent does a “sworn faith,” a belief have to be com-
mitted or engaged? Inversely, not every sworn faith, given word, trustworthiness,
trust or confidence in general is necessarily inscribed in a “religion,” even if the lat-
ter does mark the convergence of two experiences that are generally held to be

equally religious:

1. the experience of belief, on the one hand (believing or credit, the fiduciary or
the trustworthy in the act of faith, fidelity, the appeal to blind confidence, the
testimonial that is always beyond proof, demonstrative reason, intuition); and

2. the experience of the unscathed, of sacredness or of holiness, on the other?

These two veins (or two strata or two sources) of the religious should be dis-
tinguished from one another. They can doubtless be associated with each other and
certain of their possible co-implications analysed, but they should never be
confused or reduced to one another as is almost always done. In principle, it is
possible to sanctify, to sacralize the unscathed or to maintain oneself in the presence
of the sacrosanct in various ways without bringing into play an act of belief, if
at least belief, faith or fidelity signifies here acquiescing to the testimony of the
other—of the utterly other who is inaccessible in its absolute source. And there
where every other is utterly other <ou tout autre est tout autre>. Conversely, if
it carries beyond the presence of what would offer itself to be seen, touched,
proven, the acquiescence of trust still does not in itself necessarily involve the
sacred. (In this context two points deserve consideration: first, the distinction
proposed by Levinas between the sacred and the holy; we shall do that elsewhere;
secondly, the necessity for these two heterogeneous sources of religion to mingle
their waters, if one can put it that way, without ever, it seems to us, amounting sim-

ply to the same.)

(33) We met, thus, at Capri, we Europeans, assigned to languages (Italian, Spanish,
German, French) in which the same word, religion, should mean, or so we thought,
the same thing. As for the trustworthiness of this word, we shared our presupposi-
tion with Benveniste. The latter seems in effect to believe himself capable of recog-
nizing and isolating, in the article on sponsio that we evoked a moment ago, what
he refers to as “religious vocabulary.” But everything remains problematic in this
respect. How can discourses, or rather, as was just suggested, “discursive practices,”
be articulated and made to cooperate in attempting to take the measure of the

question, “What is religion?”
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“What is . . . ?” which is to say, on the one hand, what is it in its essence? And on
the other, what isit (present indicative) at present? What is it doing, what is being
done with it at present, today, today in the world? So many ways of insinuating, in
each of these words—being, essence, present, world—a response into the question.
So many ways of imposing the answer. Of pre-imposing it or of prescribing it as
religion. There we might have, perhaps, a pre-definition: however little may be
known of religion in the singular, we do know that it is always a response and
responsibility that it is always a response and responsibility that is prescribed, not
chosen freely in an act of pure and abstractly autonomous will. There is no doubt
that it implies freedom, will and responsibility, but let us try to think this; will and
freedom without autonomy. Whether it is a question of sacredness, sacrificiality or
of faith, the other makes the law, the law is other: to give ourselves back, and up, to
the other. Toevery other and to the utterly other.

The said “discursive practices” would respond to several types of programme:

1. Assuring oneself of a provenance by etymologies. The best illustration would
be given by the divergence concerning the two possible etymological sources of
the word religio: (a) relegere, from legere (“harvest, gather”): Ciceronian tradi-
tion continued by W. Otto, J.-B. Hof mann, Benveniste; (b) religare, from ligare
(“to tie, bind”). This tradition would go from Lactantius and Tertullian to
Kobbert, Ernout-Meillet, Pauly-Wissowa. In addition to the fact that etymology
never provides a law and only provides material for thinking on the condition
that it allows itself to be thought as well, we shall attempt later to define the
implication or tendency <charge> common to the two sources of meaning thus
distinguished. Beyond a case of simple synonyms, the two semantic sources per-
haps overlap. They would even repeat one another not far from what in truth
would be the origin of repetition, which is to say, the division of the same.

2. The search for historico-semantical filiations or genealogies would determine

an immense field, with which the meaning of the word is put to the test of his-

torical transformations and of institutional structures: history and anthropol-
ogy of religions, in the style of Nietzsche, for example, as well as in that of

Benveniste when he holds “Indo-European institutions” as “witnesses” to the

history of meaning or of an etymology—which in itself, however, proves noth-

ing about the effective use of a word.

An analysis above all concerned with pragmatic and functional effects, more

structural and also more political, would not hesitate to investigate the usages or

applications of the lexical resources, where, in the face of new regularities, of
unusual recurrences, of unprecedented contexts, discourse liberates words and

w

meaning from all archaic memory and from all supposed origins.
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These three biases seem, from different points of view, legitimate. But even if they
respond, as I believe they do, to irrefutable imperatives, my provisional hypothesis
(which I advance all the more prudently and timidly for not being able to justify it
sufficiently in the limited space and time available) is that here, in Capri, the last type
ought to dominate. It should not exclude the others—that would lead to too many
absurdities—but it should privilege the signs of what in the world, today, singular-
izes the use of the word “religion” as well as experience of “religion” associated with
the word, there where no memory and no history could suffice to announce or
gather it, at least not at first sight. I would have had therefore to invent an operation,
a discursive machine, if one prefers, whose economy not only does justice, in the
space and time available, to these three demands, to each of the imperatives that we
feel, at least, to be irrefutable, but which would also organize the hierarchy and the
urgencies. At a certain speed, at a rhythm given within the narrow limits <available>.

(34) Etymologies, filiations, genealogies, pragmatics. We will not be able to
undertake here all the analyses required by distinctions that are indispensable but
rarely respected or practised. There are many of them (religion/faith, belief; reli-
gion/piety; religion/cult; religion/theology; religion/theiology; religion/ontotheol-
ogy; or yet again, religious/divine—mortal or immortal; religious/sacred—saved-
holy—unscathed—immune—heilig). But among them, before or after them, we will
put to the test the quasi-transcendental privilege we believe ourselves obliged to
grant the distinction between, on the one hand, the experience of belief (trust, trust-
worthiness, confidence, faith, the credit accorded the good faith of the utterly other
in the experience of witnessing) and, on the other, the experience of sacredness,
even of holiness, of the unscathed that is safe and sound (heilig, holy). These com-
prise two distinct sources or foci. “Religion” figures their ellipse because it both
comprehends the two foci but also sometimes shrouds their irreducible duality in
silence, in a manner precisely that is secret and reticent.

In any case, the history of the word ‘religion’ should in principle forbid every
non-Christian from using the name “religion,” in order to recognize in it what “we”
would designate, identify and isolate there. Why add here this qualification of
“non-Christian™? In other words, why should the concept of religion be solely
Christian? Why, in any case, does the question deserve to be posed and the hypoth-
esis taken seriously? Benveniste also recalls that there is no “common” Indo-
European term for what we call “religion.” The Indo-Europeans did not conceive
“as a separate institution” what Benveniste, for his part, calls “the omnipresent real-
ity that is religion.” Even today, wherever such a “separate institution” is not recog-
nized, the word “religion” is inadequate. There has not always been, therefore, nor
is there always and everywhere, nor will there always and everywhere (“with
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humans” or elsewhere) be something, a thing that is one and identifiable, identical
with itself, which, whether religious or irreligious, all agree to call “religion.” And
yet, one tells oneself, one still must respond. Within the Latin sphere, the origin of
religio was the theme of challenges that in truth were interminable. Between two
readings or two lessons, therefore, two provenances: on the one hand, supported by
texts of Cicero, relegere, what would seem to be the avowed formal and semantic fil-
iation: bringing together in order to return and begin again; whence religio,
scrupulous attention, respect, patience, even modesty, shame or piety—and, on the
other hand (Lactantius and Tertullian) religare, etymology “invented by Chris-
tians,” as Benveniste says,?? and linking religion to the link, precisely, to obligation,

22.Ibid,, p. 516 ff. The Indo-European vocabulary does not dispose of any “common term” for “reli-
gion” and it is in “the nature itself of this notion not to lend itself to a single and constant appellation.”
Correlatively, we would have considerable difficulty in discovering, as such, what one would retrospec-
tively be tempted to identify under this name, which is to say, an institutional reality resembling what we
call “religion.” We would in any case have difficulty in finding anything of that order in the form of a
socially separable entity. Moreover, when Benveniste proposes to study solely two terms, Greek and
Latin, which, he says, “can pass for equivalents of ‘religion,”” we ought for our part to underscore two sig-
nificant traits, two paradoxes as well, even two logical scandals:

1. Benveniste presupposes thus an assured meaning of the word “religion,” since he authorizes himself to
identify its “equivalents.” However, it seems to me that he at no point thematizes or problematizes
this pre-comprehension or this presupposition. Nothing permits one to authorize the hypothesis
that in his eyes the “Christian” meaning provides here the guiding reference, since, as he himself
says, “the interpretation by religare (‘bond, obligation’) ... invented by Christians [is] historically
false.”

2. On the other hand, when, after the Greek world threskeia (“cult and piety, ritual observance,” and
much later “religion”), Benveniste retains—and this is the other term of the pair—the word religio,
it is only as an “equivalent” (which could hardly mean identical) to “religion.” We find ourselves
confronted by a paradoxical situation that describes very well, at an interval of one page, the dou-
ble and disconcerting use that Benveniste makes, deliberately or not, of the word “equivalent”—
which we emphasize thus:

(a) “We shall retain solely two terms [threskeia and religio] which, one in Greek and the other in
Latin, can pass for equivalents of ‘religion’” (p. 517). Here, then, are two words that can pass, in
short,for equivalents of one of them, which itself, on the following page, is said not to have any
equivalent in the world, not at least in “Western languages,” which would render it “infinitely
more important in all respects”

(b) “We now come to the second term, infinitely more important in all respects: it is the Latin reli-
gio, which remains, in all Western languages, the sole and constant word, for which no equiva-
lent or substitute has ever been able to impose itself” (p. 518; emphasis added). It is a “proper
meaning” (attested to by Cicero), and it is the “proper and constant usages” (pp. 519, 521) that
Benveniste intends to identify for this word which is in short an equivalent (among others, but
without equivalent!) for that which cannot be designed in short by anything but itself, which is
to say, by an equivalent without equivalent.

At bottom, is this not the least deficient definition of religion? In any case, what Benveniste’s formal
or logical inconsistency designates is perhaps the most faithful reflection, even the most theatrical
symptom of what actually occurred in the “history of humanity,” and what we here call the “globala-
tinization” of “religion.”
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ligament, and hence to obligation, to debt, etc., between men or between man and
God. At issue would still be, in an entirely different place, on an entirely different
theme, a division of the source and of the meaning (and we are not yet done with
this dualization). This debate on the two sources, etymological but also “religious,” of
the word religio is without doubt fascinating and passionate (it is related to the
Passion itself, in so far as one of the two disputed sources has been claimed to be
Christian). But whatever its interest or necessity might be, such a divergence is for us
limited in scope. In the first place, because nothing gets decided at the source, as we
have just suggested.?> Secondly, because the two competing etymologies can be
retraced to the same, and in a certain manner to the possibility of repetition, which
produces the same as much as it confirms it. In both cases (re-legere or re-ligare),
what is at issue is indeed a persistent bond that bonds itself first and foremost to
itself. What is at issue is indeed a reunion <rassemblement>, a re-assembling, a re-
collecting. A resistance or a reaction to dis-junction. To ab-solute alterity. “Recollect-
ing,” recollecter, is moreover the translation proposed by Benveniste,2* who glosses it
thus: “return for a new choice, return to revise a previous operation,” whence the
sense of “scruple,” but also of choice, of reading and of election, of intelligence, since
there can be no selectivity without the bonds of collectivity and recollection. Finally,
it is in the bond to the self, marked by the enigmatic “re-,” that one should perhaps
try to reconstrue the passage between these different meanings (re-legere, re-ligare,
re-spondeo, in which Benveniste analyses what he also calls, elsewhere, the “relation”
to spondeo). All the categories of which we could make use to translate the common
meaning of the “re-” would be inadequate, and first of all because they can only
re-introduce into the definition what has to be defined, as though it already had
been defined. For example, in pretending to know what is the “proper meaning,’
as Benveniste says, of words such as repetition, resumption, renewal, reflection, re-
election, recollection—in short, religion, “scruple,” response and responsibility.
Whatever side one takes in this debate, it is to the ellipse of these double Latin
foci that the entire modern (geo-theologico-political) problematic of the “return of
the religious” refers. Whoever would not acknowledge either the legitimacy of this
double foci or the Christian prevalence that has imposed itself globally within the
said Latinity would have to refuse the very premises of such a debate.”> And with
them, any attempt to think a situation in which, as in times past, there will perhaps

23. See Section 33, points 1 and 2.

24. Benveniste, Indo-European Language, p. 521.

25. Something that Heidegger doubtless would have done, given that in his eyes the claimed “return
of the religious” would signify nothing but the persistence of a Roman determination of “religion.” The
latter would go together with a dominant juridical system and concept of the state that themselves
would be inseparable from the “machine age” (see Section 18, and note 9).
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no longer exist, just as once it did not yet exist, any “common Indo-European term
’126

for ‘religion.
(35) But, one still must respond. And without waiting. Without waiting too long.
In the beginning, Maurizio Ferraris at the Hotel Lutétia. “I need,” he tells me, “we
need a theme for this meeting in Capri.” In a whisper, yet without whispering,
almost without hesitating, machine-like, I respond, “Religion.” Why? From where
did this come to me, and yes, mechanically? Once the theme was agreed upon, dis-
cussions were improvised—between two walks at night towards Faraglione, which
can be seen in the distance, between Vesuvius and Capri. (Jensen refers to it,
Faraglione, and Gradiva returns perhaps, the ghost of light, the shadowless shadow
of noon, das Mittagsgespenst, more beautiful than all the great ghosts of the island,
better “habituated” than they, as she puts it, “to being dead,” and for a long time.) I
had thus subsequently to justify an answer to the question, why I had named, all of a
sudden, machine-like, “religion”? And this justification would have become, today,
my response to the question of religion. Of religion today. For, of course, it would
have been madness itself to have proposed to treat religion itself, in general or in its
essence; rather the troubled question, the common concern is: “What is going on
today with it, with what is designated thus? What is going on there? What is hap-
pening and so badly? What is happening under this old name? What in the world is
suddenly emerging or re-emerging under this appellation?” Of course, this form of
question cannot be separated from the more fundamental one (on the essence, the
concept and the history of religion itself, and of what is called “religion”). But its
approach, first of all, should have been, according to me, more direct, global, mas-
sive and immediate, spontaneous, without defence, almost in the style of a philoso-
pher obliged to issue a brief press release. The response that I gave almost without
hesitation to Ferraris must have come back to me from afar, resonating from an
alchemist’s cavern, in whose depths the word was a precipitate. “Religion,” a word
dictated by who knows what or whom: by everyone perhaps, by the reading of the
nightly news televised on an international network, by the everyman we believe we
see, by the state of the world, by the whole of what is as it goes (God, its synonym in
short, or History as such, and so on). Today once again, today finally, today other-
wise, the great question would still be religion and what some hastily call its
“return.” To say things in this way and to believe that one knows of what one speaks,
would be to begin by no longer understanding anything at all: as though religion,
the question of religion was what succeeds in returning, that which all of a sudden
would come as a surprise to what one believes one knows: man, the earth, the world,

26. Benveniste, Indo-European Language, p. 516.
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history falling thus under the rubric of anthropology, of history or of every other
form of human science or of philosophy, even of the “philosophy of religion.” First
error to avoid. It is typical and examples of it could be multiplied. If there is a ques-
tion of religion, it ought no longer to be a “question-of-religion” Nor simply a
response to this question. We shall see why and wherein the question of religion is
first of all the question of the question. Of the origins and the borders of the ques-
tion—as of the response. “The thing” tends thus to drop out of sight as soon as one
believes onself able to master it under the title of a discipline, a knowledge or a
philosophy. And yet, despite the impossibility of the task, a demand is addressed to
us: it should be delivered <tenir>, done, or left to “deliver itself” <se tenir>—this
discourse, in a few traits, in a limited number of words. Economy dictated by pub-
lishing exigencies. But why, always the question of number, where there ten com-
mandments, subsequently multiplied by so and so many? Where here would be the
just ellipsis we are enjoined to say in keeping it silent. Where the reticence? And what
if the ellipsis, the silent figure and the “keeping quiet” of reticence were precisely, we
will come to that later, religion? We are asked, in the collective name of several
European publishers, to state a position in a few pages on religion, and that does not
appear monstrous today, when a serious treatise on religion would demand the con-
struction of new Libraries of France and of the universe, even if, not believing that
one is thinking anything new, one would content oneself with remembering, archiv-
ing, classifying, taking note in a memoir, of what one believes one already knows.

Faith and knowledge: between believing one knows and knowing one believes,
the alternative is not a game. Let us choose, then, I told myself, a quasi-aphoristic
form as one chooses a machine, the least pernicious machine to treat of religion in
a certain number of pages: 25 or a few more, we were given; and, let us say, arbi-
trarily, to de-cipher or anagrammatize the 25, 52 very unequal sequences, as many
crypts dispersed in a non-identified field, a field that is nonetheless already
approaching, like a desert about which one isn’t sure if it is sterile or not, or like a
field of ruins and of mines and of wells and of caves and of cenotaphs and of scat-
tered seedings; but a non-identified field, not even like a world (the Christian his-
tory of this word, “world,” already puts us on guard; the world is not the universe,
nor the cosmos, nor the earth).

(36) Inthe beginning, the title will have been my first aphorism. It condenses two
traditional titles, entering into a contract with them. We are committed to deform-
ing them, dragging them elsewhere while developing if not their negative or their
unconscious, at least the logic of what they might have let speak about religion
independently of the meanings they wanted to say. In Capri, at the beginning of the
session, improvising, I spoke of light and in the name of the island (of the necessity
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of dating, that is, of signing a finite meeting in its time and in its space, from the
singularity of a place, of a Latin place: Capri, which is not Delos, nor Patmos-nor
Athens, nor Jerusalem, nor Rome). I had insisted on the light, the relation of all
religion to fire and to light. There is the light of revelation and the light of the
Enlightenment. Light, phos, revelation, orient and origin of our religions, photo-
graphic instantaneity. Question, demand: in view of the Enlightenment of today
and of tomorrow, in the light of other Enlightenments (Aufkldrung, Lumierés, illu-
minismo ) how to think religion in the daylight of today without breakingwith the
philosophical tradition? In our “modernity,” the said tradition demarcates itself in
an exemplary manner—it will have to be shown why—in basically Latin titles that
name religion. First of all in a book by Kant, in the epoch and in the spirit of the
Aufklirung, if not of the Lumiéres: Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793)
was also a book on radical evil. (What of reason and of radical evil today? And if
the “return of the religious” was not without relation to the return—modern or
postmodern, for once—of certain phenomena, at least, of radical evil? Does radical
evil destroy or institute the possibility of religion?) Then, the book of Bergson, that
great Judaeo-Christian, The Two Sources of Morality and of Religion (1932), between
thetwo world wars and on the eve of events of which one knows that one does not
yet know how to think them, and to which no religion, no religious institution in
the world remained foreign or survived unscathed, immune, safe and sound. In both
cases, was the issue not, as today, that of thinking religion, the possibility of reli-
gion, and hence of its interminable and ineluctable return?

(37) “To think religion?” you say. As though such a project would not dissolve the
very question in advance. To hold that religion is properly thinkable, and even if
thinking is neither seeing, nor knowing, nor conceiving, is still to hold it in advance
inrespect; thus, over short or long, the affair is decided. Already in speaking of these
notes as of a machine, I have once again been overcome by a desire for economy, for
concision: by the desire to draw, in order to be quick, the famous conclusion of the
Two Sources ... towards another place, another discourse, other argumentative
stakes. The latter could always be—I do not exclude it—a hijacked translation, or a
rather free formalization. The book’s concluding words are memorable: “the effort
required to accomplish, down to our refractory planet, the essential function of
the universe, which is a machine for the making of gods.” What would happen if
Bergson were made to say something entirely different from what he believed he
wanted to say but what perhaps was surreptitiously dictated to him? What would
happen if he had, as though despite himself, left a place or a passage for a sort of
symptomatic retraction, following the very movement of hesitation, indecision and
of scruple, of that turning back (retractare, says Cicero to define the religious act or
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being) in which perhaps the double source—the double stratum or the double
root—of religio consists? Were such the case, then that hypothesis would receive
perhaps a doubly mechanical form. “Mechanical” would have to be understood here
in a meaning that is rather “mystical.” Mystical or secret because contradictory and
distracting, both inaccessible, disconcerting and familiar, unheimlich, uncanny to
the very extent that this machinality, this ineluctable automatization produces and
re-produces what at the same time detaches from and reattaches to the family
(heimisch,homely), to the familiar, to the domestic, to the proper, to the oikos of the
ecological and of the economic, to the ethos, to the place of dwelling. This quasi-
spontaneous automaticity, as irreflective as a reflex, repeats again and again the
double movement of abstraction and attraction that at the same time detaches and
reattaches to the country, the idiom, the literal or to everything confusedly collected
today under the terms “identity” or “identitarian”; in two words, that which at the
same time ex-propriates and re-appropriates, de-racinates and re-enracinates, ex-
appropriates according to a logic that we will later have to formalize, that of auto-
immune auto-indemnification.

Before speaking so calmly of the “return of the religious” today, two things have
to be explained in one. Each time what is involved is a machine, a tele-machine:

1. The said “return of the religious,” which is to say the spread of a complex and
overdetermined phenomenon, is not a simple return, for its globality and its fig-
ures (tele-techno-media-scientific, capitalistic and politico-economic) remain
original and unprecedented. And it is not a simple return of the religious, for it
comports, as one of its two tendencies, a radical destruction of the religious
(stricto sensu, the Roman and the statist, like everything that incarnates the
European political or juridical order against which all non-Christian “funda-
mentalisms” or “integrisms” are waging war, to be sure, but also certain forms of
Protestant or even Catholic orthodoxy). It must be said as well that in face of
them, another self-destructive affirmation of religion, I would dare to call it
auto-immune, could well be at work in all the projects known as “pacifist” and
economic, “catholic” or not, which appeal to universal fraternization, to the rec-
onciliation of “men, sons of the same God,” and above all when these brothers
belong to the monotheistic tradition of the Abrahamic religions. It will always
be difficult extricating this pacifying movement from a double horizon (the one
hiding or dividing the other):

(a) The kenotic horizon of the death of God and the anthropological re-
immanentization (the rights of man and of human life above all obligation
towards absolute and transcendent truth of commitment before the divine
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order: an Abraham who would henceforth refuse to sacrifice his son and
would no longer envisage what was always madness). When one hears the
official representatives of the religious hierarchy, beginning with the most
mediatic and most Latinoglobal and cederomized of all, the Pope, speak of
this sort of ecumenical reconciliation, one also hears (not only, to be sure,
but also) the announcement or reminder of a certain “death of God.”
Sometimes one even has the impression that he speaks only of that—which
speaks through his mouth. And that another death of God comes to haunt
the Passion that animates him. But what’s the difference, one will say. Indeed.
(b) This declaration of peace can also, pursuing war by other means, dissimulate
a pacifying gesture, in the most European-colonial sense possible. Inasmuch
as it comes from Rome, as is often the case, it would try first, and first in
Europe, upon Europe, to impose surreptitiously a discourse, a culture, a pol-
itics and a right, to impose them on all the other monotheist religions,
including the non-Catholic Christian religions. Beyond Europe, through the
same schemes and the same juridico-theologico-political culture, the aim
would be to impose, in the name of peace, a globalatinization. The latter
become henceforth European-Anglo-American in its idiom, as we said above.
The task seems all the more urgent and problematic (incalculable calculation
of religion for our times) as the demographic disproportion will not cease
henceforth to threaten external hegemony, leaving the latter no strategems
other than internalization. The field of this war or of this pacification is
henceforth without limit: all the religions, their centres of authority, the reli-
gious cultures, states, nations or ethnic groups that they represent have
unequal access, to be sure, but often one that is immediate and potentially
without limit, to the same world market. They are at the same time produc-
ers, actors and sought-after consumers, at times exploiters, at times victims.
<At stake in the struggle> is thus the access to world (transnational or trans-
state) networks of telecommunication and of tele-technoscience. Henceforth
religion “in the singular” accompanies and even precedes the critical and tele-
technoscientific reason, it watches over it as its shadow. It is its wake, the
shadow of light itself, the pledge of faith, the guarantee of trustworthiness,
the fiduciary experience presupposed by all production of shared knowledge,
the testimonial performativity engaged in all technoscientific performance as

in the entire capitalistic economy indissociable from it.
2. The same movement that renders indissociable religion and tele-technoscientific
reason in its most critical aspect reacts inevitably to itself. It secretes its own anti-
dote but also its own power of auto-immunity. We are here in a space where all
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self-protection of the unscathed, of the safe and sound, of the sacred (heilig,
holy) must protect itself against its own protection, its own police, its own
power of rejection, in short against its own, which is to say, against its own
immunity. It is this terrifying but fatal logic of the auto-immunity of the
unscathed that will always associate Science and Religion.?’

On the one hand, the ‘lights’ and Enlightenment of tele-technoscientific critique
and reason can only suppose trustworthiness. They are obliged to put into play an
irreducible “faith,” that of a “social bond” or of a “sworn faith,” of a testimony (“I
promise to tell you the truth beyond all proof and all theoretical demonstration,
believe me, etc.”), that is, of a performative of promising at work even in lying or
perjury and without which no address to the other would be possible. Without the
performative experience of this elementary act of faith, there would neither be
‘social bond’ nor address of the other, nor any performativity in general: neither
convention, nor institution, nor constitution, nor sovereign state, nor law, nor
above all, here, that structural performativity of the productive performance that
binds from its very inception the knowledge of the scientific community to doing,
and science to technics. If we regularly speak here of technoscience, it is not in order
to cede to a contemporary stereotype, but in order to recall that, more clearly than
ever before, we now know that the scientific act is, through and through, a practical
intervention and a technical performativity in the very energy of its essence. And
for this very reason it plays with place, putting distances and speeds to work. It delo-
calizes, removes or brings close, actualizes or virtualizes, accelerates or decelerates.
But wherever this tele-technoscientific critique develops, it brings into play and
confirms the fiduciary credit of an elementary faith which is, at least in its essence

27. The “immune” (immunis) is freed or exempted from the charges, the service, the taxes, the obli-
gations (munus, root of the common of community). This freedom or this exemption was subsequently
transported into the domains of constitutional or international law (parliamentary or diplomatic
immunity), but it also belongs to the history of the Christian Church and to canon law; the immunity
of temples also involved the inviolability of the asylum that could be found there (Voltaire indignantly
attacked this “immunity of temples” as a “revolting example” of “contempt for the laws” and of “ecclesi-
astical ambition”); Urban VIII created a congregation of ecclesiastical immunity: against taxes and mil-
itary service, against common justice (privilege designated as that of the for) and against police searches,
etc. It is especially in the domain of biology that the lexical resources of immunity have developed their
authority. The immunitary reaction protects the “indemnity” of the body proper in producing anti-
bodies against foreign antigens. As for the process of auto-immunization, which interests us particu-
larly here, it consists for a living organism, as is well known and in short, of protecting itself against its
self-protection by destroying its own immune system. As the phenomenon of these antibodies is
extended to a broader zone of pathology and as one resorts increasingly to the positive virtues of
immuno-depressants destined to limit the mechanisms of rejection and to facilitate the tolerance of
certain organ transplants, we feel ourselves authorized to speak of a sort of general logic of auto-
immunization. It seems indispensable to us today for thinking the relations between faith and knowl-
edge, religion and science, as well as the duplicity of sources in general.
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or calling, religious (the elementary condition, the milieu of the religious if not reli-
gionitself). We speak of trust and of credit or of trustworthiness in order to under-
score that this elementary act of faith also underlies the essentially economic and
capitalistic rationality of the tele-technoscientific. No calculation, no assurance will
ever be able to reduce its ultimate necessity, that of the testimonial signature (whose
theory is not necessarily a theory of the subject, of the person or of the ego, con-
scious or unconscious). To take note of this is to give oneself the means of under-
standing why, in principle, today, there is no incompatibility, in the said “return of
the religious,” between the “fundamentalisms,” the “integrisms” or their “politics”
and, on the other hand, rationality, which is to say, the tele-techno-capitalistico-
scientific fiduciarity, in all of its mediatic and globalizing dimensions. This ration-
ality of the said “fundamentalisms” can also be hypercritical® and not recoil before
what can sometimes resemble a deconstructive radicalization of the critical gesture.
Asfor the phenomena of ignorance, of irrationality or of “obscurantism” that are so
often emphasized and denounced, so easily and with good reason, they are often
residues, surface effects, the reactive slag of immunitary, indemnificatory or auto-
immunitary reactivity. They mask a deep structure or rather (but also at the
same time) a fear of self, a reaction against that with which it is partially linked: the
dislocation, expropriation, delocalization, deracination, disidiomatization and dis-
possession (in all their dimensions, particularly sexual—phallic) that the tele-
techno-scientific machine does not fail to produce. The reactivity of resentment
opposes this movement to itself by dividing it. It indemnifies itself thus in a move-
ment that is at once immunitary and auto-immune. The reaction to the machine is
as automatic (and thus machinal) as life itself. Such an internal splitting, which
opens distance, is also peculiar or “proper” to religion, appropriating religion for
the “proper” (inasmuch as it is also the unscathed: heilig, holy, sacred, saved, im-
mune and so on), appropriating religious indemnification to all forms of prop-
erty, from the linguistic idiom in its “letter,” to blood and soil, to the family and
to the nation. This internal and immediate reactivity, at once immunitary and
auto-immune, can alone account for what will be called the religious resurgence
in its double and contradictory phenomenon. The word resurgence <déferlement>

28. This is testified to by certain phenomena, at least, of “fundamentalism” or of “integrism,” in partic-
ular in “Islamism,” which represents today the most powerful example of such fundamentalisms as meas-
ured by the scale of global demography. The most evident characteristics are too well known to dwell on
(fanaticism, obscurantism, lethal violence, terrorism, oppression of women, etc.). But it is often forgotten
that, notably in its ties to the Arab world, and through all the forms of brutal immunitary and indemni-
ficatory reactivity against a techno-economical modernity to which a long history prevents it from adapt-
ing, this “Islamism” also develops a radical critique of what ties democracy today, in itslimits, inits concept
and its effective power, to the market and to the tele-technoscientific reason that dominates it.
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imposes itself upon us to suggest the redoubling of a wave that appropriates even
that to which, enfolding itself, it seems to be opposed—and simultaneously gets
carried away itself, sometimes in terror and terrorism, taking with it precisely that
which protects it, its own “antibodies.” Allying itself with the enemy, hospitable to
the antigens, bearing away the other with itself, this resurgence grows and swells
with the power of the adversary. From the shores of whatever island, one doesn't
know, here is the resurgence we believe we see coming, without doubt, in its spon-
taneous swelling, irresistibly automatic. But we believe we see it coming without
any horizon. We are no longer certain that we see and that there is a future where we
see it coming. The future tolerates neither foresight nor providence. It is therefore
in it, rather, caught and surprised by this resurgence, that “we” in truth are carried
away—and it is this that we would like to think, if this word can still be used here.

Religion today allies itself with tele-technoscience, to which it reacts with all its
forces. It is, on the one hand, globalization; it produces, weds, exploits the capital
and knowledge of tele-mediatization; neither the trips and global spectacularizing
of the Pope, nor the interstate dimensions of the “Rushdie affair,” nor planetary ter-
rorism would otherwise be possible, at this rhythm—and we could multiply such
indications ad infinitum. But, on the other hand, it reacts immediately, simultane-
ously, declaring war against that which gives it this new power only at the cost of
dislodging it from all its proper places, in truth from place itself, from the taking-
place of its truth. It conducts a terrible war against that which protects it only by
threatening it, according to this double and contradictory structure: immunitary
and auto-immunitary. The relation between these two motions or these two sources
is ineluctable, and therefore automatic and mechanical, between one which has the
form of the machine (mechanization, automatization, machination or mechane),
and the other, that of living spontaneity, of the unscathed property of life, that is to
say, of another (claimed) self-determination. But the auto-immunitary haunts the
community and its system of immunitary survival like the hyperbole of its own
possibility. Nothing in common, nothing immune, safe and sound, heilig and holy,
nothing unscathed in the most autonomous living present without a risk of auto-
immunity. As always, the risk charges itself twice, the same finite risk. Two times
rather than one: with a menace and with a chance. In two words, it must take
charge of—one could also say: take in trust—the possibility of that radical evil
without which good would be for nothing.?®

29. Translator’s note, “sans lequel on ne saurait bien faire”: in addition to the ambiguity of the morelit-
eral meaning of this phrase, (a) “without which nothing good could be done,” and (b) “without which
nothing could be done well,” the French expression here recalls the colloquial idiom “¢a commence &
bien faire: y en a marre,” which adds the ironic connotation of “that’s enough!” to the dialectic of good
and evil.
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. and pomegranates

(Having posed these premises or general definitions, and given the diminishing space
available, we shall cast the fifteen final propositions in a form that is even more gran-
ulated, grainy, disseminated, aphoristic, discontinuous, juxtapositional, dogmatic,
indicative or virtual, economic; in a word, more than ever telegraphic.)

(38) Of a discourse to come—on the to-come and repetition. Axiom: no to-come
without heritage and the possibility of repeating. No to-come without some sort of
iterability, at least in the form of a covenant with oneself and confirmation of the
originary yes. No to-come without some sort of messianic memory and promise, of
a messianicity older than all religion, more originary than all messianism. No dis-
course or address of the other without the possibility of an elementary promise.
Perjury and broken promises require the same possibility. No promise, therefore,
without the promise of a confirmation of the yes. This yes will have implied and
will always imply the trustworthiness and fidelity of a faith. No faith, therefore, nor
future without everything technical, automatic, machine-like supposed by iterabil-
ity. In this sense, the technical is the possibility of faith, indeed its very chance. A
chance that entails the greatest risk, even the menace of radical evil. Otherwise,
that of which it is the chance would not be faith but rather programme or proof,
predictability or providence, pure knowledge and pure know-how, which is to say
annulment of the future. Instead of opposing them, as is almost always done, they
ought to be thought together, as one and the same possibility: the machine-like and
faith, and the same holds for the machinal and all the values entailed in the sacro-
sanct (heilig, holy, safe and sound, unscathed, intact, immune, free, vital, fecund,
fertile, strong, and above all, as we will soon see, “swollen”) —more precisely in the
sacrosanctity of the phallic effect.

(39) This double value, is it not, for example, that signified by a phallus in its dif-
ferentiality, or rather by the phallic, the effect of the phallus, which is not necessar-
ily the property of man? Is it not the phenomenon, the phainesthai, the day of the
phallus—but also, by virtue of the law of iterability or of duplication that can
detach it from its pure and proper presence, it is not also its phantasma, in Greek, its
ghost, its spectre, its double or its fetish? Is it not the colossal automaticity of the
erection (the maximum of life to be kept unscathed, indemnified, immune and
safe, sacrosanct), but also and precisely by virtue of its reflex character, that which
is most mechanical, most separable from the life it represents? The phallic—is it
not also, as distinct from the penis and once detached from the body, the mari-
onette that is erected, exhibited, festishized and paraded in processions? Is this not
where one grasps, virtuality of virtuality, the power or potency of a logic powerful
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enough to account for (logon didonai)—counting on and calculating the incalcula-
ble—everything that binds the tele-technoscientific machine, this enemy of life in
the service of life, to the very source and resource of the religious: to faith in the
most living as dead and automatically sur-viving, resuscitated in its spectral phan-
tasma, the holy, safe and sound, unscathed, immune, sacred—in a word, everything
that translates heilig? Matrix, once again, of a cult or of a culture of the generalized
fetish, of an unlimited fetishism, of a fetishizing adoration of the Thing itself. One
could, without being arbitrary, read, select, connect everything in the semantic
genealogy of the unscathed—*“saintly, sacred, safe and sound, heilig, holy”—that
speaks of force, life-force, fertility, growth, augmentation, and above all swelling, in
the spontaneity of erection or of pregnancy.® To be brief, it does not suffice to

30. Let us worry <Egrenons> the premises here of a work to come. Let them be drawn first, and once
again, from that rich chapter of Benveniste’s Indo-European Language and Society, addressing the Sacred
and the Holy after having opportunely recalled several “methodological difficulties.” It is true that to us
these “difficulties” seem even more serious and more fundamental than to Benveniste—even if he is
willing to acknowledge the risk of “seeing the object of study dissolve bit by bit” (p. 445). Maintaining
the cult of “original meaning” (religion itself, and the “sacred”), Benveniste identifies, through the enor-
mously complex network of idioms, filiations and etymologies studied, the recurrent and insistent
theme of the “fertility” of the “strong,” of the “powerful,” in particular in the figure or the imaginal
scheme of swelling.

We may be permitted the following long citation, while referring the reader to the article itself for the
rest: “The adjective sura does not signify merely ‘strong’; it is also a qualification of a number of gods, of
several heroes including Zarathustra, and of certain notions such as ‘dawn. Here, comparison with
related forms of the same root can lead us to the original meaning. The Vedic verb su-sva signifies ‘to
swell, grow,” implying ‘force’ and ‘prosperity’; whence sura-, ‘strong, valiant. The same conceptional rela-
tion joins in Greek the present kuein, ‘to be pregnant, carry in the womb, the noun kiima, ‘swelling (of
waves), flood,” on the one hand, and kiiros, force, sovereignty, kiirios, ‘sovereign, on the other. This juxta-
position brings out the initial identity of the meaning of ‘swell’ and, in each of the three languages, a spe-
cific evolution . .. In Indo-Iranian no less than in Greek the meaning evolves from ‘swelling’ to ‘strength’
or ‘prosperity’. .. Between gr. kuéo, ‘to be pregnant, and kiirios, ‘sovereign, between Av. sura, ‘strong, and
spénta, relations are thus restored which, little by little, make more precise the singular origin of the
notion of ‘sacred’ ... The holy and sacred character is thus defined through a notion of exuberant and
fecund force, capable of bringing to life, of causing the productions of nature to burst forth” (pp. 448—49).

One could also inscribe under the title of the “two sources” the remarkable fact, often emphasized by
Benveniste, that “almost every-where” there corresponds to the “notion of the ‘sacred” not one but two
distinct terms.” Benveniste analyses them, notably in German (the Gothic weihs, “consecrated,” and the
Runic hailag, ger. heilig) in Latin sacer and sanctus, in Greek hdgios and hierds. At the origin of the
German heilig, the Gothic adjective hails translates the idea of “soundness, health, physical integrity,’
translation of the Greek hygies, hygiainon, “in good health.” The corresponding verbal forms signify
“render or become healthy, heal.” (One might situate here—although Benveniste does not—the neces-
sity for every religion or all sacralization also to involve healing—heilen—health, hail or promise of a
cure—cura, Sorge—horizon of redemption, of the restoration of the unscathed, of indemnification).
The same for the English, “holy,” neighbour of “whole” (“entire, intact,” therefore “safe, saved, unscathed
in its integrity, immune”). The Gothic hails, “in good health, in possession of physical integrity,” carries
with it a wish, as does the Greek khaire, “hail!”. Benveniste underscores its “religious value”: “Whoever
possesses ‘hail’ <le ‘salut’>, that is, whose physical integrity is intact, is also capable of conferring ‘hail’
‘To be intact’ is the luck that one wishes, predicts or expects. It is natural to have seen in such perfect
‘integrity’ a divine grace, a sacred meaning. By its very nature, divinity possesses the gift of integrity, of
being hail, of luck, and can impart it to human beings . . .. In the course of history the primitive Gothic
term weihs was replaced by hails, hailigs” (pp. 451-52).
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recall here all the phallic cults and their well-known phenomena at the core of so
many religions. The three “great monotheisms” have inscribed covenants or found-
ing promises in an ordeal of the unscathed that is always a circumcision, be it “exte-
rior or interior,” literal or, as was said before Saint Paul, in Judaism itself,
“circumcision of the heart.” And this would perhaps be the place to enquire why, in
the most lethal explosions of a violence that is inevitably ethnico-religious —why,
on all sides, women in particular are singled out as victims (not “only” of murders,
butalso of the rapes and mutilations that precede and accompany them).

(40) The religion of the living—is this not a tautology? Absolute imperative, holy
law, law of salvation: saving the living intact, the unscathed, the safe and sound
(heilig) that has the right to absolute respect, restraint, modesty. Whence the nec-
essity of an enormous task: reconstituting the chain of analogous motifs in the
sacrosanctifying attitude or intentionality, in relation to that which is, should
remain or should be allowed to be what it is (heilig, living, strong and fertile, erect
and fecund: safe, whole, unscathed, immune, sacred, holy and so on). Salvation
and health. Such an intentional attitude bears several names of the same fam-
ily: respect, modesty, restraint, inhibition, Achtung (Kant), Scheu, Verhaltenheit,
Gelassenheit (Heidegger), restraint or holding-back <halte> in general.*! The poles,
themes, causes are not the same (the law, sacredness, holiness, the good to come
and so on), but the movements appear quite analogous in the way they relate to
them, suspending themselves, and in truth interrrupting themselves. All of them

31. Elsewhere, in a seminar, [ attempt to reflect in a more sustained manner on this value of the hold
and on its lexical ramifications, in particular surrounding the use of halten by Heidegger. In addition to
Aufenthalt (stopover, ethos, often involving the heilig), Verhaltenheit (modesty or respect, scruple,
reserve or silent discretion that suspends itself in and as reticence) would be only one example, albeit a
major one for what concerns us here and taking into account the role played by this concept in the
Beitriige zur Philoso phie with respect to the “last god,” or the “other god,” the god who comes or the god
who passes. [ refer here, in particular regarding this last theme, to the recent study by Jean-Frangois
Courtine, “Les traces et le passage de Dieu dans les Beitrige zur Philosophie de Martin Heidegger” (“The
traces and passing of God in Heidegger’s Contributions to Philosophy”),in Archivio di filoso fia, 1994, nos.
1-3. When he refers to Heidegger’s insistence on modern nihilism as “uprooting” (Entwiirzelung),
Courtine rightly associates it with what is said of—and always implicitly against—the Gestell and all
“technical-instrumental manipulation of beings” (Machenschaft), with which he even associates “a cri-
tique of the idea of creation directed primarily against Christianity” (p. 528). This seems to go in the
direction of the hypothesis developed above: Heidegger directs suspicion at the same time against “reli-
gion” (especially Christian-Roman), against belief, and against that in technics which menaces the safe
and sound, the unscathed or the immune, the sacrosanct (heilig). The interest of his “position” consists,
simplifying considerably, in the way it tends to take its distance <se déprendre> from both religion and
technics, or rather from what is called Gestell and Machenschaft, as though they were the same. The
same, yes, as what we are trying to say here as well, modestly and in our fashion. And the same neither
excludes not effaces any of the differential folds. But once this same possibility is recognized or thought,
itis not certain that it calls only for a Heideggerian “response,” nor that the latter is alien or exterior to
this same possibility, be it the logic of the unscathed, or the auto-immune indemnification that we are
trying to approach here. We shall return to this later in this text and elsewhere.
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involve or mark a restraint <halte>. Perhaps they constitute a sort of universal, not
“religion” as such, but a universal structure of religiosity. For if they are not in
themselves properly religious, they always open the possibility of the religious
without ever being able to limit or restrain it. This possibility remains divided. On
the one hand, to be sure, it is respectful or inhibited abstention before what
remains sacred mystery, and what ought to remain intact or inaccessible, like the
mystical immunity of a secret. But in thus holding back, the same halting also
opens an access without mediation or representation, hence not without an intu-
itive violence, to that which remains unscathed. That is another dimension of the
mystical. Such a universal allows or promises perhaps the global translation of rel:-
gio, that is: scruple, respect, restraint, Verhaltenheit, reserve, Scheu, shame, discre-
tion, Gelassenheit, etc.—all stop short of that which must or should remain safe
and sound, intact, unscathed, before what must be allowed to be what it ought to
be, sometimes even at the cost of sacrificing itself and in prayer: the other. Such a
universal, such an “existential” universality, could have provided at least the media-
tion of a scheme to the globalatinization of religio. Or in any case, to its possibility.

What would then be required is, in the same movement, to account for a double
postulation: on the one hand, the absolute respect of life, the “Thou shalt not kill” (at
least thy neighbour, if not the living in general), the “fundamentalist” prohibition of
abortion, of artificial insemination, of performative intervention in the genetic
potential, even to the ends of gene therapy, etc.; and on the other (without even
speaking of wars of religion, of their terrorism and their killings) the no less univer-
sal sacrificial vocation. It was not so long ago that this still involved, here and there,
human sacrifice, even in the “great monotheisms.” It always involves sacrifice of the
living, more than ever in large-scale breeding and slaughtering, in the fishing or
hunting industries, in animal experimentation. Be it said in passing that certain
ecologists and certain vegetarians—at least to the extent that they believe themselves
to have remained pure of (unscathed by) all carnivorousness, even symbolic2—
would be the only “religious” persons of the time to respect one of these two pure
sources of religion and indeed to bear responsibility for what could well be the
future of a religion. What are the mechanics of this double postulation (respect of
life and sacrificiality)? I refer to it as mechanics because it reproduces, with the regu-
larity of a technique, the instance of the non-living or, if you prefer, of the dead in
the living. It was also the automation according to the phallic effect of which we
spoke above. It was the marionette, the dead machine yet more than living, the spec-

32. That is, of what in Western cultures remains sacrificial, up to and including its industrial, sacrifi-
cial and “carno-phallogo-centric” implementation. On this latter concept, I take the liberty of referring
to “‘Eating Well,’ or the calculation of the subject,” in Jacques Derrida, Points . . . Interviews, 1974-94, ed.
Elisabeth Weber, trans. Peggy Kamuf et al. (Stanford, Stanford University Press, 1995), pp. 255-87.
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tral fantasy of the dead as the principle of life and of sur-vival <sur-vie>. This
mechanical principle is apparently very simple: life has absolute value only if it is
worth more than life. And hence only in so far as it mourns, becoming itself in the
labour of infinite mourning, in the indemnification of a spectrality without limit. It
is sacred, holy, infinitely respectable only in the name of what is worth more than it
and what is not restricted to the naturalness of the bio-zoological (sacrificeable)—
although true sacrifice ought to sacrifice not only “natural” life, called “animal” or
“biological,” but also that which is worth more than so-called natural life. Thus,
respect of life in the discourses of religion as such concerns “human life” only in so
far as it bears witness, in some manner, to the infinite transcendence of that which is
worth more than it (divinity, the sacrosanctness of the law).>* The price of human
life, which is to say, of anthropo-theological life, the price of what ought to remain
safe (heilig, sacred, safe and sound, unscathed, immune), as the absolute price, the
price of what ought to inspire respect, modesty, reticence, this price is priceless. It
corresponds to what Kant calls the dignity (Wiirdigkeit) of the end in itself, of the
rational finite being, of absolute value beyond all comparative market price
(Marke preis). This dignity of life can only subsist beyond the present living being.
Whence, transcendence, fetishism and spectrality; whence, the religiosity of religion.
This excess above and beyond the living, whose life only has absolute value by being
worth more than life, more than itself-this, in short, is what opens the space of death
that is linked to the automaton (exemplarily “phallic”), to technics, the machine, the
prosthesis: in a word, to the dimensions of auto-immune and self-sacrificial sup-
plementarity, to this death-drive that is silently at work in every community, every
auto-co-immunity, constituting it as such in its iterability, its heritage, its spectral tra-
dition. Community as com-mon auto-immunity: no community <is possible> that
would not cultivate its own auto-immunity, a principle of sacrificial self-destruction
nining the principle of self-protection (that of maintaining its self-integrity intact),
and this in view of some sort of invisible and spectral sur-vival. This self-contesting
attestation keeps the auto-immune community alive, which is to say, open to some-
thing other and more than itself: the other, the future, death, freedom, the coming or
the love of the other, the space and time of a spectralizing messianicity beyond all
messianism. It is there that the possibility of religion persists: the religious bond
(scrupulous, respectful, modest, reticent, inhibited) between the value of life, its
absolute “dignity,” and the theological machine, the “machine for making gods.”**

33. Concerning the association and disassociation of these two values (sacer and sanctus), we refer
below to Benveniste and to Levinas.

34. Translator’s note: Henri Bergson, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, trans. R. Ashley Audra
and Cloudesley Brereton, with the assistance of W. Horsfall Carter (Notre Dame: University of Notre
Dame Press, 1986), p. 317.
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(41) Religion, as a response that is both ambiguous and ambi-valent <a double
détente et a double entente> is thus an ellipsis: the ellipsis of sacrifice. Is a religion
imaginable without sacrifice and without prayer? The sign through which
Heidegger believes ontotheology can be recognized is when the relation to the
absolute Being or to the supreme Cause has freed itself of both, thereby losing
access to sacrificial offering no less than to prayer. But there as well, two sources:
the dividual law, the double bind, also the dual foci, the ellipsis or originary duplic-
ity of religion, consists therein, that the law of the unscathed, the salvation of the
safe, the humble respect of that which is sacrosanct (heilig, holy) both requires and
excludes sacrifice, which is to say, the indemnification of the unscathed, the price of
immunity. Hence: auto-immunization and the sacrifice of sacrifice. The latter
always represents the same movement, the price to pay for not injuring or wrong-
ing the absolute other. Violence of sacrifice in the name of non-violence. Absolute
respect enjoins first and foremost sacrifice of self, of one’s most precious interest. If
Kant speaks of the “holiness” of the moral law, it is while explicitly holding a dis-
course on “sacrifice,” which is to say, on another instantiation of religion “within
the limits of reason alone”: the Christian religion as the only “moral” religion. Self-
sacrifice thus sacrifices the most proper in the service of the most proper. As
though pure reason, in a process of auto-immune indemnification, could only
oppose religion as such to a religion or pure faith to this or that belief.

(42) In our “wars of religion,” violence has two ages. The one, already discussed
above, appears “contemporary,” in sync or in step with the hypersophistication of
military tele-technology—of “digital” and cyberspaced culture. The other is a “new
archaic violence,” if one can put it that way. It counters the first and everything it
represents. Revenge. Resorting, in fact, to the same resources of mediatic power, it
reverts (according to the return, the resource, the repristination and the law of
internal and autoimmune reactivity we are trying to formalize here) as closely as
possible to the body proper and to the premachinal living being. In any case, to its
desire and to its phantasm. Revenge is taken against the decorporalizing and expro-
riating machine by resorting—reverting—to bare hands, to the sexual organs or to
primitive tools, often to weapons other than firearms <l’arme blanche>. What is
referred to as “killings” and “atrocities” —words never used in “clean” or “proper”
wars, where, precisely, the dead are no longer counted (guided or “intelligent” mis-
siles directed at entire cities, for instance)—is here supplanted by tortures, behead-
ings and mutilations of all sorts. What is involved is always avowed vengeance,
often declared as sexual revenge: rapes, mutilated genitals or severed hands,
corpses exhibited, heads paraded, as not to long ago in France, impaled on the end
of stakes (phallic processions of “natural religions”). This is the case, for example,
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but it is only an example, in Algeria today, in the name of Islam, invoked by both
belligerent parties, each in its own way. These are also symptoms of a reactive and
negative recourse, the vengeance of the body proper against an expropriatory and
delocalizing tele-technoscience, identified with the globality of the market, with
military-capitalistic hegemony, with the globalatinization of the European democ-
ractic model, in its double form: secular and religious. Whence—another figure of
double origin—the foreseeable alliance of the worst effects of fanaticism, dogma-
tism or irrationalist obscurantism with hypercritical acumen and incisive analysis
of the hegemonies and the models of the adversary (globalatinization, religion that
does not speak its name, ethnocentrism putting on, as always, a show of “univer-
salism,” market-driven science and technology, democratic rhetoric, “humanitar-
ian” strategy or “keeping the peace” by means of peace-keeping forces, while never
counting the dead of Rwanda, for instance, in the same manner as those of the
United States of America or of Europe). This archaic and ostensibly more savage
radicalization of ‘religious’ violence claims, in the name of “religion,” to allow the
living community to rediscover its roots, its place, its body and its idiom intact
(unscathed, safe, pure, proper). It spreads death and unleashes self-destruction in a
desperate (auto-immune) gesture that attacks the blood of its own body: as though
thereby to eradicate uprootedness and reappropriate the sacredness of life safe and
sound. Double root, double uprootedness, double eradication.

(43) Double rape. A new cruelty would thus ally, in wars that are also wars of reli-
gion, the most advanced technoscientific calculability with a reactive savagery that
would like to attack the body proper directly, the sexual thing that can be raped,
mutilated or simply denied, desexualized—yet another form of the same violence.
Is it possible to speak today of this double rape, to speak ot it in a way that wouldn’t
be too foolish, uninformed or inane, while “ignoring” “psychoanalysis™? To ignore
psychoanalysis can be done in a thousand ways, sometimes through extensive psy-
choanalytic knowledge that remains culturally disassociated. Psychoanalysis is
ignored when it is not integrated into the most powerful discourses today on right,
morality, politics, but also on science, philosophy, theology, etc. There are a thou-
sand ways of avoiding such consistent integration, even in the institutional milieu
of psychoanalysis. No doubt, “psychoanalysis” (we have to proceed more and more
quickly) is receding in the West; it never broke out, never really crossed the borders
of a part of “old Europe.” This “fact” is a legitimate part of the configuration of phe-
nomena, signs, symptoms that we are questioning here under the title of “religion.”
How can one invoke a new Enlightenment in order to account for this “return of
the religious” without bringing into play at least some sort of logic of the uncon-
scious? Without bringing it to bear on the question of radical evil and working out
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the reaction to radical evil that is at the centre of Freudian thought? This question
can no longer be separated from many others: the repetition-compulsion, the
“death-drive,” the difference between “material truth” and “historical truth” that
imposes itself upon Freud with respect to “religion,” precisely, and that works itself
out above all in closet proximity to an interminable Jewish question. It is true that
psychoanalytic knowledge can in turn uproot and reawaken faith by opening itself
to a new space of testimoniality, to a new instance of attestation, to a new experi-
ence of the symptom and of truth. This new space would have to be also, although
not exclusively, legal and political. We shall have to return to this.

(44) We are constantly trying to think the interconnectedness, albeit otherwise, of
knowledge and faith, technoscience and religous belief, calculation and the sacro-
sanct. In the process we have not ceased to encounter the alliance, holy or not, of
the calculable and the incalculable. As well as that of the immunerable and of
number, of the binary and of the digital. Demographic calculation, for instance,
today concerns one of the aspects, as least, of the “religious question” in its geopo-
litical dimension. As to the future of a religion, the question of number concerns as
much the quantity of “populations” as the living indemnity of “peoples.” This does
not merely signify that the religious factor has to be taken into account, but that the
manner in which the faithful are counted must be changed in an age of globaliza-
tion. Whether it is “exemplary” or not, the Jewish question continues to be a rather
good example (sample, particular case) for future elaboration of this demo-
graphic-religious problematic. In truth, this question of numbers obsesses, as is well
known, the Holy Scriptures and the monotheisms. When they feel themselves
threatened by an expropriative and delocalizing tele-technoscience, “peoples” also
fear new forms of invasion. They are terrified by alien “populations,” whose growth
as well as presence, indirect or virtual—but as such, all the more oppressive—
becomes incalculable. New ways of counting, therefore. There is more than one
way of interpreting the unheard-of survival of the small “Jewish people” and the
global extension of its religion, single source of the two monotheisms which share
in a certain domination of the world and of which, in dignity at least, it is the equal.
There are a thousand ways of interpreting its resistance to attempts at extermina-
tion as well as to a demographic disproportion, the like of which is not known. But
what will come of this survival the day (already arrived, perhaps) when globaliza-
tion will be saturated? Then, “globalization,” a term so frequently encountered in
American discourse,* will perhaps no longer allow the surface of the human earth

35. Translator’s note: Although Derrida uses the English word “globalisation,” here, elsewhere he con-
sistently uses the French term “mondialisation” and the neologism “mondialatinisation,” which have
been translated throughout as “globalization” and “globalatinization.”
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to be segmented into micro-climates, those historical, cultural, political micro-
zones,little Europe and the Middle East, in which the Jewish people had such great
difficulty surviving and bearing witness to its faith. “I understand Judaism as the
possibility of giving the Bible a context, of keeping this book readable,” says
Levinas. Does not the globalization of demographic reality and calculation render
the probability of such a “context” weaker than ever and as threatening for survival
as the worst, the radical evil of the “final solution™ “God is the future,” says Levinas
also—while Heidegger sees the “last god” announcing himself in the every absence
of future: “The last god: his occurring (Wesung) is found in the hint (im Wink), in
the onset of an arrival still outstanding (dem Anfall und Ausbleib der Ankunft), as
well as in the flight of the gods that are past and of their hidden metamorphosis.”*¢

This question is perhaps the most grave and most urgent for the state and the
nations of Israel, but it concerns also all the Jews, and doubtless also, if less obvi-
ously, all the Christians in the world. Not at all Muslims today. And to this day, this
is a fundamental difference between the three original “great monotheisms.”

(45) Is there not always another place of dispersion? Where the source today divides
itself again, like the same dissociating itself between faith and knowledge? The orig-
inal reactivity to an expropriative and delocalizing tele-technoscience must
respond to at least two figures. The latter are superimposed upon one another, they
relay or replace each other, producing in truth at the very place of the emplacement
nothing but indemnifying and auto-immune supplementarity:

1. Violent sundering <arrachement>, to be sure, from the radicality of roots
(Entwiirzelung, Heidegger would say; we cited him above) and from all forms of
originary physis, from all the supposed resources of a force held to be authenti-
cally generative, sacred, unscathed, “safe and sound” (heilig): ethnic identity,
descent, family, nation, blood and soil, proper name, proper idiom, proper cul-
ture and memory.

2 But also, more than ever, the counter-fetishism of the same desire inverted, the
animist relation to the tele-technoscientific machine, which then becomes a
machine of evil, and of radical evil, but a machine to be manipulated as much as
to be exorcised. Because this evil is to be domesticated and because one increas-
ingly uses artifacts and prostheses of which one is totally ignorant, in a growing
disproportion between knowledge and know-how, the space of such technical
experience tends to become more animistic, magical, mystical. The spectral

36. Beitrige zur Philosophie, p. 256, French translation and cited by J.-F. Courtine, “Les traces et le
passage de Dieu,” p. 533. On a certain question of the future, Judaism and Jewishness, I permit myself to
refer to Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, trans. Eric Prenowitz, (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1995), pp. 9-63.
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aspect of this experience persists and then tends to become—in proportion to
this disproportion, one might say—increasingly primitive and archaic. So
much so that its rejection, no less than its apparent appropriation, can assume
the form of a religiosity that is both structural and invasive. A certain ecologist
spirit can participate in this. (But a distinction must be drawn here between a
vague ecologist ideology and ecological discourses and politics that are often
both competent and rigorous.) Never in the history of humanity, it would seem,
has the disproportion between scientific incompetence and manipulatory com-
petence been as serious. It is not even measurable any longer with respect to
machines that are used everyday, with a mastery that is taken for granted and
whose proximity is ever closer, more interior, more domestic. To be sure, in the
recent past every soldier did not know how his firearm functioned although he
knew very well how to use it. Yesterday, all the drivers of automobiles or trav-
ellers in a train did not always know very well how “it works.” But their relative
incompetence stands in no common (quantitative) measure nor in any (qualita-
tive) analogy with that which today characterizes the relationship of the major
part of humanity to the machines by which they live or with which they strive to
live in daily familiarity. Who is capable of explaining scientifically to children
how telephones function today (by undersea cables or by satellite), and the same
is true of television, fax, computer, electronic mail, CD-ROMS, magnetic cards,

jet planes, the distribution of nuclear energy, scanners, echography, etc.?

(46) The same religiosity is obliged to ally the reactivity of the primitive and
archaic return, as we have already said, both to obscurantist dogmatism and to
hypercritical vigilance. The machines it combats by striving to appropriate them
are also machines for destroying historical tradition. They can displace the tradi-
tional structures of national citizenship, they tend to efface both the borders of the
state and the distinctive properties of languages. As a result, the religious reaction
(rejection and assimilation, introjection and incorporation, impossible indemnifi-
cation and mourning) normally follows two avenues that compete with each other
and are apparently antithetical. Both of them, however, can as easily oppose or sup-
port a “democratic” tradition: either the fervent return to national citizenship
(patriotism of the home in all its forms, affection for the nation-state, awakening of
nationalism or of ethnocentrism, most often allied with Churches or religious
authorities), or, on the contrary, a protest that is universal, cosmopolitan or ecu-
menical: “Ecologists, humanists, believers of all countries, unite in an International

»

of anti-tele-technologism!” What is involved here, moreover, is an International
that—and it is the singularity of our time—can only develop through the networks

it combats, using the means of the adversary. At the same speed against an adver-
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sary that in truth is the same. The same <but> double, which is to say, what is
called the contemporary in the blatant anachrony of its dislocation. Auto-immune
indemnification. This is why these “contemporary” movements are obliged to
search for their salvation (the safe and sound as the sacrosanct), as well as their
health in the paradox of a new alliance between the tele-technoscientific and the
two sources of religion (the unscathed, heilig, holy, on the one hand, and faith or
belief, the fiduciary on the other). The humanitarian’would provide a good exam-
ple of this. “Peacekeeping forces” as well.

(47) Of what should one take particular note in trying to formalize, in a concise
manner, the axiom of the two sources around each of the two “logics” if you like, or
each of the two distinct “resources” of what in the West goes by the Latinate name,
“religion”? Let us remember the hypothesis of these two sources: on the one hand,
the fiduciar-ity of confidence, trustworthiness <fiabilité> or of trust <fiance>
(belief, faith, credit and so on), and on the other, the unscathed-ness of the
unscathed (the safe and sound, the immune, the holy, the sacred, heilig). Perhaps
what in the first place ought be stressed is this: each of these axioms, as such,
already reflects and presupposes the other. An axiom always affirms, as its name
indicates, a value, a price; it confirms or promises an evaluation that should remain
intact and entail, like every value, an act of faith. Secondly, both of these two
axioms renders possible, but not necessary, something like a religion, which is to
say, an instituted apparatus consisting of dogmas or of articles of faith that are both
determinate and inseparable from a given historical socius (Church, clergy, socially
legitimated authority, people, shared idiom, community of the faithful committed
to the same faith and sanctioning the same history). But the gap between the open-
ing of this possibility (as a universal structure) and the determinate necessity of this
or that religion will always remain irreducible; and sometimes <it operates> within
each religion, between on the one hand that which keeps it closest to its “pure” and
proper possibility, and on the other, its own historically determined necessities or
authorities. Thus, one can always criticize, reject or combat this or that form of
sacredness or of belief, even of religious authority, in the name of the most origi-
nary possibility. The latter can be universal (faith or trustworthiness, “good faith” as
the condition of testimony, of the social bond and even of the most radical ques-
tioning) or already particular, for example belief in a specific originary event of
revelation, of promise or of injunction, as in the reference to the Tables of the Law,
to early Christianity, to some fundamental word or scripture, more archaic and
more pure than all clerical or theological discourse. But it seems impossible to
deny the possibility in whose name—thanks to which—the derived necessity (the
authority or determinate belief) would be put in question, suspended, rejected or
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criticized, even deconstructed. One can not deny it, which means that the most one
can do is to deny it. Any discourse that would be opposed to it would, in effect,
always succumb to the figure or the logic of denial <dénégation>. Such would be
the place where, before and after all the Enlightenments in the world, reason, cri-

tique, science, tele-technoscience, philosophy, thought in general, retain the same
resource as religion in general.

(48) This last proposition, in particular in so far as it concerns thought, calls for sev-
eral essential qualifications. It is impossible here to devote to it the necessary elabo-
rations or to multiply, which would be easy, references to all those who, before and
after all the Enlightenments in the world, believed in the independence of critical
reason, of knowledge, technics, philosophy and thought with respect to religion and
even to all faith. Why then privilege the example of Heidegger? Because of its
extreme character and of what it tells us, in these times, about a certain “extremity.”
Without doubt, as we recalled it above, Heidegger wrote in a letter to Lowith in
1921: “1 am a ‘Christian theologian.’”*” This declaration would merit extended
interpretation and certainly does not amount to a simple declaration of faith. But it
neither contradicts, annuls nor excludes this other certainty: Heidegger not only
declared, very early and on several occasions, that philosophy was in its very princi-
ple “atheistic,” that the idea of philosophy is “madness” for faith (which at the least
supposes the converse), and the idea of a Christian philosophy as absurd as a
“squared circle.” He not only excluded the very possibility of a philosophy of reli-
gion. He not only proposed a radical separation between philosophy and theology,
the positive study of faith, if not between thought and theiology,?® the discourse on
the divinity of the divine. He not only attempted a “destruction” of all forms of the
ontotheological, etc. He also wrote, in 1953: “Belief [or faith] has no place in thought
(Der Glaube hat im Denken keinen Platz)”*° The context of this firm declaration is,

37. This letter to Lowith, dated 19 August 1921, was recently cited in French by J. Barash, Heidegger et
son siecle (Paris: PUF, 1995), p. 80, n. 3, and by Frangoise Dastur, in “Heidegger et la théologie,” Revue
philosophique de Louvain, May—~August 1994, nos. 2-3, p. 229. Together with that of Jean-Frangois
Courtine cited above, the latter study is one of the most illuminating and richest, it seems to me, that
have been published on this subject in recent years.

38. 1 take the liberty, in regard to these questions, of referring once again to “How to avoid speaking.”
As to the divinity of the divine, the theion, which would thus be the theme of a theiology, distinct both
from theology and from religion, the multiplicity of its meanings should not be overlooked. Already in
Plato, and more specifically in the Timaeus, where there are no less than four concepts of the divine (see
on this point the remarkable work of Serge Margel, Le Tombeau du dieu artisan, Paris, Editions de
Minuit, 1995). It is true that this multiplicity does not prevent but on the contrary commands one to
return to the unitary pre-comprehension, to the horizon of meaning as it is called, of the same word.
Even if, in the final accounting, this horizon itself must be abandoned.

39. “The Anaximander fragment,” in Martin Heidegger, Early Greek Thinking, trans. David Farrell

Krell and Frank A. Capuzzi (San Francisco: Harper, 1984), p. 57; “Der Spruch des Anaximander,”
Holzwege, Klostermann, 1950, p. 343.

FAITH AND KNOWLEDGE 95

to be sure, rather particular. The word Glaube seems to concern firstof all a form.of
belief: credulity or the blind acceptance of authority. Heidegger was concerned with
translating a Spruch (a saying, a sentence, decree, decision, poem, in.any. case a say-
ing that cannot be reduced to its statement, whether theoretical, scientific or even
philosophical, and that is tied in a singular and performative way 'to language). In a
passage that concerns presence (Anwesen, Priisenz) and presence in the rePreseTta-
tion of representing (in der Reprisentation des Vorstellens), Heidegger wrltes:' We
can not scientifically prove (beweisen) the translation nor ought we simply by virtue
of any authority put our trust in it [accredit it, believe it] ( glaube.n). Tlhe 'reach of
proof [inferred as “scientific”] is too short. Belief has no place in thinking (Per
Glaube hat im Denken keinen Platz).” Heidegger thus dismisses, back to back,. scn’tn-
tific proof (which might suggest that to the same extent he accredits no?]-sc.lentlﬁc
testimony) and belief, here credulous and orthodox confidence that, c.losmg its eyes,
acquiesces and dogmatically sanctions authority (Autoritit). Certalnly,. an.d who
would contradict this? But Heidegger still extends with force and radicality the
assertion that belief in general has no place in the experience or the act of thinking in
general. And there we would have difficulty following him. First along his .own path.
Even if one succeeds in averting, in as rigorous a manneras possible, the risk of con-
fusing modalities, levels, contexts, it still seems difficult to dissociate faith in generz.il
(Glaube) from what Heidegger himself, under the name of Zusage (“acc.ord, .vaUI-
escing, trust or confidence”), designates as that which is most 1rre.duc1ble, 1nc.1eed
most originary in thought, prior even to that questioning said by him t9 cons‘tltute
the piety (Frommigkeit) of thinking. It is well known that without calling this last
affirmation into question, he subsequently explained that it is the Zusage that con-
stitutes the most proper movement of thinking, and that without it (althoug.h
Heidegger does not state it in this form) the question itself would not emerge."“’ Th1s
recall to a sort of faith, this recall to the trust of the Zusage, “before” all questioning,
thus “before” all knowledge, all philosophy, etc., finds a particularly striking formu-
lation relatively late (1957). It is formulated in the form—rare for Heidegger,
whence the interest often attached to it—not of self-criticism or remorse but of a
return to a formulation that demands to be nuanced, refined, let us say, to be re-
engaged differently. But this gesture is less novel and singular. than it might seerrll.
Perhaps we will try to show elsewhere (it would require more time and spe.lce) that it
accords with everything which, beginning with the existential analytics o.f the
thought of being and of the truth of being, reaffirms continuously wh.at we v.vﬂl ce.111
(in Latin, alas, and in a manner too Roman for Heidegger) a certaln testimonial

40. On these issues—and since [ am unable to develop them here—I take the libert}_r of referring to O].’
Spirit.: Heidegger and the Question, trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Rachel Bowlby (C}.uiago and London:
University of Chicago Press, 1989), p. 129 £.Cf. also Dastur, “Heidegger et la théologie’ p. 233, n. 21.
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sacredness or, we would even go so far as to say, a sworn word <foi jurée>. This reaf-
firmation continues throughout Heidegger’s entire work. It resides in the decisive
and largely underestimated motif of attestation ( Bezeugung) in Sein und Zeit as well
as in all the other motifs that are inseparable from and dependent upon it, which i
to say, all the existentials and, specifically, that of conscience (Gewissen), originary
responsibility or guilt (Schuldigsein) and Entschlossenheit (resolute determination).
We cannot address here the immense question of the ontological repetition, in all
these concepts, of a so markedly Christian tradition. Let us therefore limit ourselves
to situating a principle of reading. Like the experience of authentic attestation
(Bezeugung) and like everything that depends upon it, the point of departure of Sein
und Zeit resides in a situation that cannot be radically alien to what is called faith
Not religion, to be sure, nor theology, but that which in faith acquiesces before or
beyond all questioning, in the already common experience of a language and of a
“we.” The reader of Sein und Zeit and the signatory who takes him as witness are
already situated in this element of faith from the moment that Heidegger says “we”
to justify the choice of the “exemplary” being that is Dasein, the questioning being
that must be interrogated as an exemplary witness. And what renders possible, for
this “we,” the positing and elaboration of the question of being, the unfolding and
determining of its “formal structure” (das Gefragte, das Erfragte, das Befragte), prior
to all questioning—is it not what Heidegger then calls a Faktum, that is, the vague
and ordinary pre-comprehension of the meaning of being, and first of all of the
words “is” or “be” in language or in a language (§ 2)? This Faktum is not an empiri-
cal fact. Each time Heidegger employs this word, we are necessarily led back to a
zone where acquiescence is de rigueur. Whether this is formulated or not, it remains
a requirement prior to and in view of every possible question, and hence prior to all
philosophy, all theology, all science, all critique, all reason, etc. This zone is that of a
faith incessantly reaffirmed throughout an open chain of concepts, beginning with
those that we have already cited (Bezeugung, Zusage, etc.), but it also communicates
with everything in Heidegger’s way of thinking that marks the reserved holding-
back of restraint ( Verhaltenheit) or the sojourn (Aufenthalt) in modesty (Scheu) in
the vicinity of the unscathed, the sacred, the safe and sound (das Heilige), the pas-
sage or the coming of the last god that man is doubtless not yet ready to receive.*!
That the movement proper to this faith does not constitute a religion is all too evi-

_

41. On all these themes, the corpus that would have to be invoked is immense and we are incapable of
doing justice to it here. It is above all determined by the discourse of a conversation between the Poet (to
whom is assigned the task of saying, and hence of saving the unscathed, das Heilige) and the Thinker,
who searches for the signs of the god. On the Beitriige, particularly rich in this respect, [ refer once again
to the study of Jean-Fran¢ois Courtine and to all the texts that it evokes and interprets.
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dent. Is it, however, untouched <indemne> by all religiosity? Perhaps. But by all

“belief,” by that “belief” that would have “no place in thinking™? This seems less cer-

tain. Since the major question remains, in our eyes, albeit in a form that is still quite

new: “What does it mean to believe?” we will ask (elsewhere) how and why
Heidegger can at the same time affirm one of the possibilities of the “religious,” of
which we have just schematically recalled the signs (Faktum, Bezeugung, Zusage,

Verhaltenheit, Heilige, etc.) and reject so energetically “belief” or “faith” (Glaube).*?

Our hypothesis again refers back to the two sources or two strata of religion which
we distinguished above: the experience of sacredness and the experience of belief.
More receptive to the first (in its Graeco-Hoélderlinian or even archeo-Christian tra-
dition), Heidegger was probably more resistant to the second, which he constantly
reduced to figures he never ceased to put into question, not to say “destroy” or
denounce: dogmatic or credulous belief in authority, to be sure, but also belief
according to the religions of the Book and ontotheology, and above all, that which in
the belief in the other could appear to him (wrongly, we would say) to appeal neces-
sarily to the egological subjectivity of an alter ego. We are speaking here of the belief
that is demanded, required, of the faithful belief in what, having come from the
utterly other <de P'autre tout autre>, there where its originary presentation in person

42. Samuel Weber has reminded me, and I thank him for doing so, of the verydense and difficult pages
devoted by Heidegger to “The Thought of the Eternal Return as Belief (als ein Glaube)” in his Nietzsche
(Neske, 1961, vol. [, p. 382; English trans. David Farrell Krell [San Francisco: Harper, 1991], pp. 121-32).
In re-reading these passages it strikes me as impossible in a footnote to do justice to their richness, com-
plexity and strategy. I will try to return to this elsewhere. While waiting, however, just these two points:
(1) Such a reading would suppose a patient and thoughtful sojourn with the holding (Halt, Haltung,
Sichhalten) discussed above (n. 31), throughout Heidegger’s way of thinking. (2) This “holding” is an
essential determination of belief, at least as Heidegger interprets it in his reading of Nietzsche and notably
of the question posed in The Will to Power.“What is a belief¢ How is it born? All belief is a holding-for-true
(Jeder Glaube ist ein Fiir-Wahr-halten).” No doubt that Heidegger remains very careful and suspensive in
his interpretation of this “concept of belief” (Glaubensbegriff) in Nietzsche, which is to say of the latter’s
“concept of truth and of ‘holding-himself (Sichhalten) in truth and for truth.” He even declares that he
abandons the task, as well as that of representing the Nietzschean grasp of the difference between religion
and philosophy. Nevertheless, he multiplies preliminary indications in referring to sentences dating from
the period of Zarathustra. These indications reveal that in his eyes, if belief is constituted by “holding-for-
true” and by “holding-oneself in truth,” and if truth signifies for Nietzsche the “relation to the entity in its
totality,” then belief, which consists in “taking for true something represented (ein Vorgestelltes als Wahres
nehmen),” remains therefore metaphysical in some way, and therefore unequal to what in thought should
exceed both the order of representation and the totality of the entity. This would be consistent with the
affirmation cited above: “Der Glaube hat im Denken keinen Platz.” Of the Nietzschean definition of belief
(Fiir-Wahr-halten), Heidegger declares first that he retains only one thing, but “the most important,”
which is to say, “holding to what is true and maintaining oneself in it” (das Sichhalten an das Wahre und
im Wahren). And a little further on he adds: “If maintaining-oneself in the true constitutes a modality of
human life, then no decision concerning the essence of belief and Nietzsche’s concept of belief in partic-
ular can be made before his conception of truth as such and its relation to ‘life’ has been elucidated, which
is to say, for Nietzsche: its relation to the entity in its totality (zum Seienden im Ganzen). Without having
acquired a sufficient notion of the Nietzschean conception of belief, we would not attempt to say what
theword ‘religion’ signifies for him . ...” (p. 386; trans. p. 124).
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would forever be impossible (witnessing or given word in the most elementary and
irreducible sense, promise of truth up to and including perjury), would constitute
the condition of Mitsein, of the relation to or address of the other in general.

(49) Beyond the culture, semantics or history of law—moreover intertwined—
which determine this word or this concept, the experience of witnessing situates a
convergence of these two sources: the unscathed (the safe, the sacred or the saintly)
and the fiduciary (trustworthiness, fidelity, credit, belief or faith, “good faith”
implied in the worst “bad faith”). We speak of these two sources there, in one place
of their convergence, for the figure of the two sources, as we have verified, prolifer-
ates, can no longer be counted, and therein lies perhaps another reason of our
questioning. In testimony, truth is promised beyond all proof, all perception, all
intuitive demonstration. Even if I lie or perjure myself (and always and especially
when I do), I promise truth and ask the other to believe the other that I am, there
where I am the only one able to bear witness and where the order of proof or of
intuition will never be reducible to or homogeneous with the elementary trust
<fiduciarité>, the “good faith” that is promised or demanded. The latter, to be sure,
is never pure of all iterability nor of all technics, and hence of all calculability. For
it also promises its repetition from the very first instant. It is involved <engagé>in
every address of the other. From the first instant it is co-extensive with this other
and thus conditions every “social bond,” every questioning, all knowledge, perfor-
mativity and every tele-technoscientific performance, including those of its forms
that are the most synthetic, artificial, prosthetic, calculable. The act of faith
demanded in bearing witness exceeds, through its structure, all intuition and
all proof, all knowledge (“I swear that I am telling the truth, not necessarily the
‘objective truth,’ but the truth of what I believe to be the truth, I am telling you this
truth, believe me, believe what I believe, there, where you will never be able to see
nor know the irreplaceable yet universalizable, exemplary place from which I speak
to you; perhaps my testimony is false, but I am sincere and in good faith, it is not
false <as> testimony”). What therefore does the promise of this axiomatic (quasi-
transcendental) performative do that conditions and foreshadows “sincere” decla-
rations no less than lies and perjuries, and thus all address of the other? It amounts
to saying: “Believe what I say as one believes in a miracle.” Even the slightest testi-
mony concerning the most plausible, ordinary or everyday thing cannot do other-
wise: it must still appeal to faith as would a miracle. It offers itself like the miracle
itself in a space that leaves no room for disenchantment. The experience of disen-
chantment, however indubitable it is, is only one modality of this “miraculous”
experience, the reactive and passing effect, in each of its historical determinations,
of the testimonially miraculous. That one should be called upon to believe in testi-
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mony as in a miracle or an “extraordinary story”’—this is what inscribes itself with-
out hesitation in the very concept of bearing witness. And one should not be
amazed to see examples of “miracles” invading all the problematics of testimony,
whether they are classical or not, critical or not. Pure attestation, if there is such a
thing, pertains to the experience of faith and of the miracle. Implied in every “social
bond,” however ordinary, it also renders itself indispensable to Science no less than
to Philosophy and to Religion. This source can collect or scatter itself, rejoin or dis-
join itself. Either at the same time or successively. It can appear contemporaneous
with itself where testimonial trust in the pledge <gage> of the other unites belief in
the other with the sacralization of a presence-absence or with a sanctification of the
law, as law of the other. It can divide itself in various ways. First of all, in the alter-
native between sacredness without belief (index of this algebra: “Heidegger”) and
faith in a holiness without sacredness, in a desacralizing truth, even making of a
certain disenchantment the condition of authentic holiness (index: “Levinas”—
notably the author of From the Sacred to the Holy). As a follow-up, it can dissociate
itself when what constitutes the said “social bond” in belief is also an interruption.
There is no opposition, fundamentally, between “social bond” and “social unravel-
ing.” A certain interruptive unraveling is the condition of the “social bond,” the very
respiration of all “community.” This is not even the knot of a reciprocal condition,
but rather the possibility that every knot can come undone, be cut or interrupted.
This is where the socius or the relation to the other would disclose itself to be the
secret of testimonial experience—and hence, of a certain faith. If belief is the ether
of the address and relation to the utterly other, it is <to be found> in the experi-
ence itself of non-relationship or of absolute interruption (indices: “Blanchot,”
“Levinas” ... ). Here as well, the hypersanctification of this non-relation or of this
transcendence would come about by way of desacralization rather than through
secularization or laicization, concepts that are too Christian; perhaps even by way
of a certain “atheism,” in any case by way of a radical experience of the resources of
“negative theology”’—and goingbeyond even this tradition. Here we would have to
separate—thanks to another vocabulary, for example Hebraic (the holiness of
kidouch)—the sacred and the holy, and no longer settle for the Latinate distinc-
tion, recalled by Benveniste, between the natural sacredness in things and the holi-
ness of institutions or of the law.** This interruptive dis-junction enjoins a sort of
incommensurable equality within absolute dissymmetry. The law of this untimeli-
ness interrupts and makes history, it undoes all contemporaneity and opens the
very space of faith. It designates disenchantment as the very resource of the religious.

43. Benveniste, Indo-European Language, particularly pp. 449, 45356, 468.
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The first and the last. Nothing seems therefore more uncertain, more difficult to
sustain, nothing seems here or there more imprudent than a self-assured discourse
on the age of disenchantment, the era of secularization, the time of laicization, etc.

(50) Calculability: question, apparently arithmetic, of two, or rather of n + One,
through and beyond the demography of which we spoke above. Why should there
always have to be more than one source? There would not have to be two sources of
religion. There would be faith and religion, faith or religion, because there are at
least two. Because there are, for the best and for the worst, division and iterability of
the source. This supplement introduces the incalculable at the heart of the calcula-
ble. (Levinas: “It is this being-two <étre a deux> that is human, that is spiritual.”)
But the more than One <plus d’Un>** is at once more than two. There is no alliance
of two, unless it is to signify in effect the pure madness of pure faith. The worst vio-
lence. The more than One is this # + One which introduces the order of faith or of
trust in the address of the other, but also the mechanical, machine-like division
(testimonial affirmation and reactivity, “yes, yes,” etc., answering machine and the
possibility of radical evil: perjury, lies, remote-control murder, ordered at a dis-
tance even when it rapes and kills with bare hands).

(51) The possibility of radical evil both destroys and institutes the religious.
Ontotheology does the same when it suspends sacrifice and prayer, the truth of this
prayer that maintains itself, recalling Aristotle one more time, beyond the true and
the false, beyond their opposition, in any case, according to a certain concept of
truth or of judgement. Like benediction, prayer pertains to the originary regime of
testimonial faith or of martyrdom that we are trying to think here in its most “crit-
ical” force. Ontotheology encrypts faith and destines it to the condition of a sort of
Spanish Marrano who would have lost—in truth, dispersed, multiplied—every-
thing up to and including the memory of his unique secret. Emblem of a still life:
an opened pomegranate, one Passover evening, on a tray.

(52) At the bottom without bottom of this crypt, the One + n incalculably engen-
ders all these supplements. It makes violence of itself, does violence to itself and keeps
itself from the other. The auto-immunity of religion can only indemnify itself with-
out assignable end. On the bottom without bottom of an always virgin impassibil-
ity, chora of tomorrow in languages we no longer know or do not yet speak. This
place is unique, it is the One without name. It makes way, perhaps, but without the
slightest generosity, neither divine nor human. The dispersion of ashes is not even
promised there, nor death given.

44. Translator’s note: ‘Plus d’un’ can also mean “one no more.” See: Specters of Marx, passim.
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¢ I would have liked to say of a certain Mount Moriah—while
going to Capri, last year, close by the Vesuvius of Qradiva. Today 1 remem'besr ;::r:, i
had just finished reading in Genet at Chatila, of which so many o f tfle Prem:s; desere
to be remembered here, in so many languages, the actors and the victims, an .

all the landscapes and all the spectres: “One of the questions
26 April 1995.)

(This, perhaps, is wha

and the consequence,
will not avoid is that of religion. 45 Laguna,

Translated by Samuel Weber

-

45.]. Genet, Genet a Chatila (Paris: Solin, 1992), p- 103.
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A Note on “Des Tours de Babel”

“Des Tours de Babel” is Derrida’s first, and perhaps most explicit, extended discus-
sion of the name of God. Along with “Of an Apocalyptic Tone,” Memoirs of the
Blind, “Circumfession,” and Donner la Mort, “Des Tours de Babel” is also one of
Derrida’s most significant contributions to a reading and re-reading of the Bible.
Babel—the site, the story, the text, but also “the name of God as name of the
father”—is in that regard “exemplary.” It is exemplary of religion as law (Heb. dat,
Ar. din), of divine law as it institutes and forbids translation. Carrying religion,
with which it bears no necessary relation, translation “as holy growth of languages”
(a phrase Derrida borrows from Walter Benjamin) is the law in which a name that
remains untranslatable nonetheless circulates across languages and cultures: “At
the very moment when pronouncing ‘Babel’ we sense the impossibility of deciding
whether this name belongs, properly and simply, to one tongue” This is the
predicament of the name and of the name “religion” that Derrida explores in “Faith
and Knowledge,” for example. Here it is the predicament of translation, as Derrida
reads it in Benjamin’s “Task of the Translator.” (Interestingly, in “Force of Law,”
Derrida will continue to pursue the name of the Hebrew God while also reading
the name of Walter Benjamin, and Benjamin’s discussion of divine violence.) “The
religious code is essential here.” Translation enacts this predicament insofar as it
encounters in the sacred text its very limit. An insistent preoccupation with the
name, the proper name and, most importantly, the proper name of God, has
remained at the center of Derrida’s work at least since—“once again, it is not theo-
logical’—différance put into question “the name of the name,” even that of “an
ineffable Being which no name could approach: God, for example.”

With Babel, with the name of God, the God who “would have marked with his
patronym a communal space,” translation promises, it “promises a kingdom to the
reconciliation of languages.” As “holy growth of languages,” translation “announces
the messianic end.” But, like the law that simultaneously grants and forbids, this
promise grants and forbids from you (“this gate was made only for you,” said the
gatekeeper of Kafka’s “Before the Law”) the shared and the common of commu-

102

A NOTE ON “DES TOURS DE BABEL’ 103
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itself to the sacred.” -
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DES TOURS DE BABEL

« B abel”: first a proper name, granted. But when we say “Babel” today, do we k
what we are naming? Do we know whom? If we consider the . 2o
that .is a legacy, the narrative or the myth of the tower of Babel,
tute just one figure among others. Telling at least of the inadequ;t
to another, of one place in the encyclopedia to another
meaning, and so forth, it also tells of the ne ’
for twists and turns,

sur-vival of a text
t does not consti-
ion of one tongue
of language to itself and to
ed for figuration, for myth, for tropes,

o : for ?ranslation inadequate to compensate for that which mul-
Iplicity denies us. In this sense it would be the myth of the

IIletaphOI Of IIletaphOI, tlle narrative Of narIathe, the tIanSlathn ()f translatl()n,
ln[l SO on ItW: 'll:i not ti ths CIll) str Ll:tl'ua h:ll: lng ltSEIf out lll:e thilt t“t 1t

woul in i i
wo d do so in its own way (itself almost untranslatable, like a proper name), and
its idiom would have to be saved. -

The “tower of Babe]” does not merel

origin of myth, the

figure the i i iplici
tongues; it exhibits an incompletion, the irr);pog;sibility olfrfriendi?;il:le oy o
satura.ting, of completing something on the order of edification .
.structlon, System and architectonics. What the multi ,
1ts is not only a “true” translation,

of totalizing, of
architectural con-
plicity of idioms actually lim-
o s o T . a transparent and adeq}late interexpression, it is
ot 1 ttar, a 1cc; erence of construct. There is then (let us translate)
Internal limit to formalization, an incom
structure. It would be easy and up to a certain point justified tpol Zteillte}fs e
lation of a system in deconstruction. Frehe s
One should never pass over in silenc
the question of the tongue is raised and
translated.

e the question of the tongue in which
into which a discourse on translation is

First: i
N m.what tongue was the tower of Babe] constructed and deconstructed? In
O . . '
ngue within which the proper name of Babel could also, by confusion

) vhic be trans-
lated by “confusion.” The proper name Babel, as a proper name

should remain
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untranslatable, but, by a kind of associative confusion that a unique tongue ren-
dered possible, one thought it translated in that very tongue, by a common noun
signifying what we translate as confusion. Voltaire showed his astonishment in his
Dictionnaire philosophique, at the Babel article:

I do not know why it is said in Genesis that Babel signifies confusion, for Ba signifies
father in the Oriental tongues, and Bel signifies God; Babel signifies the city of God,
the holy city. The Ancients gave this name to all their capitals. But it is incontestable
that Babel means confusion, either because the architects were confounded after hav-
ing raised their work up to eighty-one thousand Jewish feet, or because the tongues
were then confounded; and it is obviously from that time on that the Germans no
longer understand the Chinese; for it is clear, according to the scholar Bochart, that

Chinese is originally the same tongue as High German.

The calm irony of Voltaire means that Babel means: it is not only a proper name,
the reference of a pure signifier to a single being—and for this reason untranslat-
able—but a common noun related to the generality of a meaning. This common
noun means, and means not only confusion, even though “confusion” has at least
two meanings, as Voltaire is aware, the confusion of tongues, but also the state of
confusion in which the architects find themselves with the structure interrupted, so
thata certain confusion has already begun to affect the two meanings of the word
“confusion.” The signification of “confusion” is confused, at least double. But
Voltaire suggests something else again: Babel means not only confusion in the
double sense of the word, but also the name of the father, more precisely and
more commonly, the name of God as name of father. The city would bear the name
of God the father and of the father of the city that is called confusion. God, the
God, would have marked with his patronym a communal space, that city where
understanding is no longer possible. And understanding is no longer possible when
there are only proper names, and understanding is no longer possible when there
are no longer proper names. In giving his name, a name of his choice, in giving
all names, the father would be at the origin of language, and that power would
belong by right to God the father. And the name of God the father would be the
name of that origin of tongues. But it is also that God who, in the action of his
anger (like the God of Bshme or of Hegel, he who leaves himself, determines him-
self in his finitude and thus produces history), annuls the gift of tongues, or at least
embroils it, sows confusion among his sons, and poisons the present (Gift-gift).
This is also the origin of tongues, of the multiplicity of idioms, of what in other

words are usually called mother tongues. For this entire history deploys filiations,
generations and genealogies: all Semitic. Before the deconstruction of Babel, the
great Semitic family was establishing its empire, which it wanted universal, and its
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Let us fire them in the fire.”

The brick becomes for them stone, the tar, mortar.
They say:

“Corme, let us build ourselves a city and a tower.
Its head: in the heavens.

Let us make ourselves a name,
that we not be scattered over the face of all the earth.”

What happens to them? In other words, for what does God punish them in giv-
ing his name, or rather, since he gives it to nothing and to no one, in proclaiming
his name, the proper name of “confusion” which will be his mark and his seal?
Does he punish them for having wanted to build as high as the heavens? For having
wanted to accede to the highest, up to the Most High? Perhaps for that too, no
doubt, but incontestably for having wanted thus to make a name for themselves, to
give themselves the name, to construct for and by themselves their own name, to
gather themselves there (“that we no longer be scattered”), as in the unity of a place
which is at once a tongue and a tower, the one as well as the other, the one as the
other. He punishes them for having thus wanted to assure themselves, by them-
selves, a unique and universal genealogy. For the text of Genesis proceeds immedi-
ately, as if it were all a matter of the same design: raising a tower, constructing a city,
making a name for oneself in a universal tongue which would also be an idiom, and

gathering a filiation:

They say:
“Come, let us build ourselves a city and a tower.
Its head: in the heavens.
Let us make ourselves a name,
that we not be scattered over the face of all the earth.”
YHWH descends to see the city and the tower
that the sons of man have built.
YHWH says:
“Yes! A single people, a single lip for all:
that is what they begin to do! ...
Come! Let us descend! Let us confound their lips,

man will no longer understand the lip of his neighbor.”
Then he disseminates the Sem, and dissemination is here deconstruction:

YHWH disperses them from here over the face of all the earth.

They cease to build the city.



108
ACTS OF RELIGION

Over which he proclaims his name: Bavel, Confusion
for there, yhwh confounds the lip of all the earth

a .
nd from there yHwi disperses them over the face of all the earth

Can we n s j
e ot,dtl}}en, speak of God’s Jealousy? Out of resentment against that
fiame and lip of men, he imposes hj i
: . , 1S name, his name of father: a ith thi
ar ) ; and with
violent imposition he opens the deconstruction of the tower, -
g'uage; he scatters the genealogical filiation,
fime imposes and forbids translation He im
as if to failure, the children who henceforth

as of the universal lan-

poses it and forbids it, constrains, but

l/Vill bea1 hlS name tlle name that he
]
gl ves to the cit y. It 1S fIOIn a pI Opel name Of GOd) come fI om GOd) descended fIOIIl

God or from the father (and it is indeed said that YHWH, an unpronounceabl
, able

and by him that tongues are scattered, cop-

that wil . L

: im\gl 1 ha\;e triumphed. Now, this idiom bears within itself the mark of confusion
roperly means the improper, to wit: Bav, i )

' , : Bavel, confusion. Translatj
comes necessary and impossible, like the effect of a stru I
th . )
e nam:, necessary and forbidden in the interval between two absolutely pro

names, i ,

s. And the proper name of God (given by God) is divided enough in lt)he

tongue, already, to signify also, co “
) » confusedly, “confusion.” And
has first raged within his name: divided, bj T oy ha h decres

structing. “And he war.” one reads in Fin
whole story from the side of Shem and Sh

place7 tle to etheI an lncalculable nunleI Of Phonlc a“d Senlalltlc thI eads) n the
g
Wnnnl(edlate COIlt)ext and thIOllgllOlll’ thlS Babehan bOOk, 1t SayS the dec]aratlon ()f
ar (In Ellghsh ()f the One Who SayS I am the one Wh() am, a]l(l h() tllus as
( ) S bl i n
> y p
wat 1t IendEIS 1t elf untr anSlatable 1n 1ts Ver CIfOIIIlanCC at l€aSt 24} the act that
f
g g
1t1s enunclated 1n more thall one lall uage at a tlllle, at least Ellghsh aIld GeI man. If
€ven an IIlflnlte translatlon exhausted 1ts S€mantic StOCk, 1t Wou]d Stl“ tIanSIate Into
g g p y he war, Let us lea\/e f()r ar he
one la]l uage a]ld W()uld l()Se the Illultl lIClt Of 10t T

tlllle a less haStl y nt Irupted Iead“l ()t tllls he wa a d € note one ()1 the
g
l nte I, n l t us
lllllltS Of theOIles Of tIaIlSlatl()Il. a]l t()() Of[

fid, ambivalent, polysemic: God decon-
negans Wake, and we could follow this
aun. The “he war” does not only, in this

translati 1 i
ing with several languages at a time, will that be called translating?

Babel: tod i
s o a;tl we? take it as a proper name. Indeed, but the proper name of
o . )
whom? At times that of a narrative text recounting a story (mythical

DES TOURS DE BABEL 109

symbolic, allegorical; it matters little for the moment), a story in which the proper
name, which is then no longer the title of the narrative, names a tower or a city but
a tower or a city that receives its name from an event during which YHWH “pro-
claims his name.” Now, this proper name, which already names at least three times
and three different things, also has, this is the whole point, as proper name the func-
tion of a common noun. This story recounts, among other things, the origin of the
confusion of tongues, the irreducible multiplicity of idioms, the necessary and
impossible task of translation, its necessity asimpossibility. Now, in general one pays
little attention to this fact: it is in translation that we most often read this narrative.
And in this translation, the proper name retains a singular destiny, since it is not
translated in its appearance as proper name. Now, a proper name as such remains
forever untranslatable, a fact that may lead one to conclude that it does not strictly
belong, for the same reason as the other words, to the language, to the system of the
language, be it translated or translating. And yet “Babel,” an event in a single tongue,
the one in which it appears so as to form a “text,” also has a common meaning, a
conceptual generality. That it be by way of a pun or a confused association matters
little: “Babel” could be understood in one language as meaning “confusion.” And
from then on, just as Babel is at once proper name and common noun, confusion
also becomes proper name and common noun, the one as the homonym of the
other, the synonym as well, but not the equivalent, because there could be no ques-
tion of confusing them in their value. It has for the translator no satisfactory solu-
tion. Recourse to apposition and capitalization (“Over which he proclaims his
name: Bavel, Confusion”) is not translating from one tongue into another. It com-
ments, explains, paraphrases, but does not translate. At best it reproduces approxi-
mately and by dividing the equivocation into two words there where confusion
gathered in potential, in all its potential, in the internal translation, if one can say
that, which works the word in the so-called original tongue. For in the very tongue
of the original narrative there is a translation, a sort of transfer, that gives immedi-
ately (by some confusion) the semantic equivalent of the proper name which, by
itself, as a pure proper name, it would not have. As a matter of fact, this intralinguis-
tic translation operates immediately; it is not even an operation in the strict sense.
Nevertheless, someone who speaks the language of Genesis could be attentive to the
effect of the proper name in effacing the conceptual equivalent (like pierre [rock] in
Pierre [Peter], and these are two absolutely heterogeneous values or functions); one
would then be tempted to say first that a proper name, in the proper sense, does not
properly belong to the language; it does not belong there, although and because its
call makes the language possible (what would a language be without the possibility
of calling by a proper name?); consequently it can properly inscribe itself in a lan-
guage only by allowing itself to be translated therein, in other words, interpreted by
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its semantic equivalent: from this moment it can no longer be taken as proper name.
The noun pierre belongs to the French language, and its translation into a foreign
language should in principle transport its meaning. This is not the case with Pierre,
whose inclusion in the French language is not assured and is in any case not of the
same type. “Peter” in this sense is not a translation of Pierre, any more than Londres
is a translation of “London,” and so forth. And second, anyone whose so-called
mother tongue was the tongue of Genesis could indeed understand Babel as “confu-
sion”; that person then effects a confused translation of the proper name by its com-
mon equivalent without having need for another word. It is as if there were two
words there, two homonyms, one of which has the value of proper name and the
other that of common noun: between the two, a translation which one can evaluate
quite diversely. Does it belong to the kind that Jakobson calls intralingual transla-
tion or rewording? I do not think so: “rewording” concerns the relations of transfor-
mation between common nouns and ordinary phrases. The essay On Translation
(1959) distinguishes three forms of translation. Intralingual translation interprets
linguistic signs by means of other signs of the same language. This obviously pre-
supposes that one can know in the final analysis how to determine rigorously the
unity and identity of a language, the decidable form of its limits. There would then
be what Jakobson neatly calls translation “proper,” interlingual translation, which
interprets linguistic signs by means of some other language—this appeals to the
same presupposition as intralingual translation. Finally there would be intersemi-
otic translation or transmutation, which interprets linguistic signs by means of sys-
tems of nonlinguistic signs. For the two forms of translation which would not be
translations “proper,” Jakobson proposes a definitional equivalent and another
word. The first he translates, so to speak, by another word: intralingual translation
or rewording. The third likewise: intersemiotic translation or transmutation. In these
two cases, the translation of “translation” is a definitional interpretation. But in the
case of translation “proper,” translation in the ordinary sense, interlinguistic and
post-Babelian, Jakobson does not translate; he repeats the same word: “interlingual
translation or translation proper.” He supposes that it is not necessary to translate;
everyone understands what that means because everyone has experienced it, every-
one is expected to know what is a language, the relation of one language to another
and especially identity or difference in fact of language. If there is a transparency
that Babel would not have impaired, this is surely it, the experience of the multiplic-
ity of tongues and the “proper” sense of the word “translation.” In relation to this
word, when it is a question of translation “proper,” the other uses of the word “trans-
lation” would be in a position of intralingual and inadequate translation, like
metaphors, in short, like twists or turns of translation in the proper sense. There
would thus be a translation in the proper sense and a translation in the figurative
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sense. And in order to translate the one into the other, within the same tongue
or from one tongue to another, in the figurative or in the proper sense, one would
engage upon a course that would quickly reveal how this reassuring tripartition can
be problematic. Very quickly: at the very moment when pronouncing “Babel” we
sense the impossibility of deciding whether this name belongs, properly and simply,
to one tongue. And it matters that this undecidability is at work in a struggle for
the proper name within a scene of genealogical indebtedness. In seeking to “make
aname for themselves,” to found at the same time a universal tongue and a unique
genealogy, the Semites want to bring the world to reason, and this reason can sig-
nify simultaneously a colonial violence (since they would thus universalize their
idiom) and a peaceful transparency of the human community. Inversely, when
God imposes and opposes his name, he ruptures the rational transparency but
interrupts also the colonial violence or the linguistic imperalism. He destines them
to translation, he subjects them to the law of a translation both necessary and
impossible; in a stroke with his translatable-untranslatable name he delivers a uni-
versal reason (it will no longer be subject to the rule of a particular nation), but he
simultaneously limits its very universality: forbidden transparency, impossible uni-
vocity. Translation becomes law, duty and debt, but the debt one can no longer dis-
charge. Such insolvency is found marked in the very name of Babel: which at once
translates and does not translate itself, belongs without belonging to a language and
indebts itself to itself for an insolvent debt, to itself as if other. Such would be the
Babelian performance.
This singular example, at once archetypical and allegorical, could serve as an
introduction to all the so-called theoretical problems of translation. But no theo-
rization, inasmuch as it is produced in a language, will be able to dominate the
Babelian performance. This is one of the reasons why I prefer here, instead of treat-
ing it in the theoretical mode, to attempt to translate in my own way the translation
of another text on translation. The preceding ought to have led me instead to an
early text by Walter Benjamin, “On Language as Such and on the Language of Man”
(1916), translated by Maurice de Gandillac (Mythe et Violence, Paris: Denoél, 1971).
Reference to Babel is explicit there and is accompanied by a discourse on the proper
name and on translation. But given the, in my view, overly enigmatic character of
that essay, its wealth and its overdeterminations, [ have had to postpone that reading
and limit myself to “The Task of the Translator” (also translated by Maurice de
Gandillac in the same volume). Its difficulty is no doubt no less, but its unity
remains more apparent, better centered around its theme. And this text on transla-
tion is also the preface to a translation of the Tableaux parisiens by Baudelaire, and I
refer first to the French translation that Maurice de Gandillac gives us. And vyet,
translation—is it only a theme for this text, and especially its primary theme?
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The title also says, from its first word, the task (Aufgabe), the mission to which
one is destined (always by the other), the commitment, the duty, the debt, the
responsibility. Already at stake is a law, an injunction for which the translator has to
be responsible. He must also acquit himself, and of something that implies perhaps
afault, a fall, an error and perhaps a crime. The essay has as horizon, it will be seen,
a “reconciliation.” And all that in a discourse multiplying genealogical motifs and
allusions—more or less than metaphorical—to the transmission of a family seed.
The translator is indebted, he appears to himself as translator in a situation of debt;
and his task is to render, to render that which must have been given. Among the
words that correspond to Benjamin’s title (Aufgabe, duty, mission, task, problem,
that which is assigned, given to be done, given to render), there are, from the
beginning, Wiedergabe, Sinnwiedergabe, restitution, restitution of meaning. How is
such a restitution, or even such an acquittance, to be understood? Is it only to be
restitution of meaning, and what of meaning in this domain?

For the moment let us retain this vocabulary of gift and debt, and a debt which
could well declare itself insolvent, whence a sort of “transference,” love and hate,
on the part of whoever is in a position to translate, is summoned to translate,
with regard to the text to be translated (I do not say with regard to the signatory or
the author of the original), to the language and the writing, to the bond and
the love which seal the marriage between the author of the “original” and his
own language. At the center of the essay, Benjamin says of the restitution that it
could very well be impossible: insolvent debt within a genealogical scene. One of
the essential themes of the text is the “kinship” of languages in a sense that is no
longer tributary of nineteenth-century historical linguistics without being totally
foreign to it. Perhaps it is here proposed that we think the very possibility of a his-
torical linguistics.

Benjamin has just quoted Mallarmé, he quotes him in French, after having left
in his own sentence a Latin word, which Maurice de Gandillac has reproduced at
the bottom of the Page to indicate that by “genius” he was not translating from
German but from the Latin (ingenium). But of course he could not do the same
with the third language of this essay, the French of Mallarmg, whose untranslata-
bility Benjamin had measured. Once again: how is a text written in several lan-
guages at a time to be translated? Here is the passage on the insolvent (I quote as

always the French translation, being content to include here or there the German
word that supports my point):

Philosophy and translation are not futile, however, as sentimental artists allege. For
there exists a philosophical genius, whose most proper characteristic is the nostalgia
for that language which manifests itself in translation,
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notion of a language and its “sur-vival” in translation that we could have access to
the notion of what life and family mean. This reversal is operated expressly by
Benjamin. His preface (for let us not forget: this essay is a preface) circulates with-
out cease among the values of seed, life, and especially “sur-vival.” (Uberleben has
an essential relation with Ubersetzen). Now, very near the beginning, Benjamin
seems to propose a simile or a metaphor—it opens with “just as ... ”—and right
away everything moves in and about Ubersetzen, Ubertragen, Uberleben:

Just as the manifestations of life are intimately connected with the living, without sig-
nifying anything for it, a translation proceeds from the original. Indeed not so much
from its life as from its survival [ Uberleben]. For a translation comes after the original
and, for the important works that never find their predestined translator at the time
of their birth, it characterizes the stage of their survival [ Fortleben, this time, sur-vival
as continuation of life rather than as life post mortem]. Now, it is in this simple reality,
without any metaphor [“in v6llig unmetaphorischer Sachlichkeit”], that it is neces-

sary to conceive the ideas of life and survival [ Fortleben] for works of art.

And according to a scheme that appears Hegelian, in a very circumscribed pas-
sage, Benjamin calls us to think life, starting from spirit or history and not from
“organic corporeality” alone. There is life at the moment when “sur-vival” (spirit,
history, works) exceeds biological life and death: “It is rather in recognizing for
everything of which there is history and which is not merely the setting for history
that one does justice to this concept of life. For it is starting from history, not from
nature .. ., that the domain of life must finally be circumscribed. So is born for the
philosopher the task [Aufgabe] of comprehending all natural life starting from this
life, of much vaster extension, that is the life of history.”

From the very title—and for the moment I stay with it—Benjamin situates the
problem, in the sense of that which is precisely before oneself as a task, as the prob-
lem of the translator and not that of translation (nor, be it said in passing, and the
question is not negligible, that of the translatoress). Benjamin does not say the task
or the problem of translation. He names the subject of translation, as an indebted
subject, obligated by a duty, already in the position of heir, entered as survivor in a
genealogy, as survivor or agent of sur-vival. The sur-vival of works, not authors.
Perhaps the sur-vival of authors’ names and of signatures, but not of authors.

Such sur-vival gives more of life, more than a surviving. The work does not sim-
ply live longer, it lives more and better, beyond the means of its author. Would the
translator then be an indebted receiver, subject to the gift and to the given of an
original? By no means. For several reasons, including the following: the bond or
obligation of the debt does not pass between a donor and a donee but between two
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texts (two “productions” or two “creations”). This is understood from the opening
of the preface, and if one wanted to isolate theses, here are a few, as brutally as in
any sampling:

1. The task of the translator does not announce itself or follow from a reception.
The theory of translation does not depend for the essential on any theory of recep-
tion, even though it can inversely contribute to the elaboration and explanation of
such a theory.

2. Translation does not have as essential mission any communication. No more
than the original, and Benjamin maintains, secure from all danger of dispute, the
strict duality between the original and the version, the translated and the translat-
ing, even though he shifts their relation. And he is interested in the translation of
poetic or sacred texts,which would here yield the essence of translation. The entire
essay extends between the poetic and the sacred, returning from the first to the sec-
ond, the one that indicates the ideal of all translation, the purely transferable: the
intralinear version of the sacred text, the model or ideal (Urbild ) of any translation
atall possible. Now, this is the second thesis: for a poetic text or a sacred text, com-
munication is not the essential. This putting into question does not directly con-
cern the communicative structure of language but rather the hypothesis of a
communicable content that could be strictly distinguished from the linguistic act
of communication. In 1916, the critique of semiotism and of the “bourgeois con-
ception” of language was already directed against that distribution: means, object,
addressee. “There is no content of language” What language first communicates is
its “communicability” (“On Language as Such,” trans. M. de Gandillac, 85). Will it
be said that an opening is thus made toward the performative dimension of utter-
ances? In any case this warns us against precipitation: isolating the contents and
theses in “The Task of the Translator” and translating it otherwise than as the sig-
nature of a kind of proper name destined to ensure its sur-vival as a work.

3.If there is indeed between the translated text and the translating text a relation
of “original” to version, it could not be representative or reproductive. Translation is
neither an image nor a copy.

These three precautions now taken (neither reception, nor communication, nor
representation ), how are constituted the debt and the genealogy of the translator?
Or first, how those of that which is to-be-translated, of the to-be-translated?

Let us follow the thread of life or sur-vival wherever it communicates with the
movement of kinship. When Benjamin challenges the viewpoint of reception, it is
not to deny it all pertinence, and he will undoubtedly have done much to prepare
for a theory of reception in literature. But he wants first to return to the authority
of what he still calls “the original,” not insofar as it produces its receiver or its trans-
lators, but insofar as it requires, mandates, demands or commands them in estab-
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lishing the law. And it is the structure of this demand that here appears most
unusual. Through what does it pass? In a literary—more strictly speaking in this
case, “poetic’—text it does not pass through the said, the uttered, the communi-
cated, the content or the theme. And when, in this context, Benjamin still says
“communication” or “enunciation” (Mitteilung, Aussage), it is not about the act but
about the content that he visibly speaks: “But what does a literary work [ Dichtung]
‘say’? What does it communicate? Very little to those who understand it. What it
has that is essential is not communication, not enunciation.”

The demand seems thus to pass, indeed to be formulated, through the form.
“Translation is a form,” and the law of this form has its first place in the original.
This law first establishes itself, let us repeat, as a demand in the strong sense, a
requirement that delegates, mandates, prescribes, assigns. And as for this law as
demand, two questions can arise; they are different in essence. First question: in the
sum total of its readers, can the work always find the translator who is, as it were,
capable? Second question and, says Benjamin, “more properly” (as if this question
made the preceding more appropriate, whereas, we shall see, it does something
quite different): “by its essence does it [the work] bear translation and if so—in line
with the signification of this form—does it require translation?”

The answers to these two questions could not be of the same nature or the same
mode. Problematic in the first case, not necessary (the translator capable of the
work may appear or not appear, but even if he does not appear, that changes noth-
ing in the demand or in the structure of the injunction that comes from the work),
the answer is properly apodictic in the second case; necessary, a priori, demonstra-
ble, absolute because it comes from the internal law of the original. The original
requires translation even if no translator is there, fit to respond to this injunction,
which is at the same time demand and desire in the very structure of the original
This structure is the relation of life to sur-vival. This requirement of the other as
translator, Benjamin compares it to some unforgettable instant of life: it is lived as
unforgettable, it is unforgettable even if in fact forgetting finally wins out. It will
have been unforgettable—there is its essential significance, its apodictic essence;
forgetting happens to this unforgettableness only by accident. The requirement of

the unforgettable—which is here constitutive—is not in the least impaired by the
finitude of memory. Likewise the requirement of translation in no way suffers from
not being satisfied, at least it does not suffer in so far as it is the very structure of the
work. In this sense the surviving dimension is an a priori—and death would not
change it at all. No more than it would change the requirement (Forderung) that
runs through the original work and to which only “a thought of God” can respond
or correspond (entsprechen). Translation, the desire for translation, is not thinkable
without this correspondence with a thought of God. In the text of 1916, which
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already accorded the task of the translator, his Aufgabe, with the response made to
the gift of tongues and the gift of names (“Gabe der Sprache,” “Gebung des
Namens”), Benjamin named God at this point, that of a correspondence authoriz-
ing, making possible or guaranteeing the correspondence between the languages
engaged in translation. In this narrow context, there was also the matter of the rela-
tions between language of things and language of men, between the silent and the
speaking, the anonymous and the nameable, but the axiom held, no doubt, for all
translation: “the objectivity of this translation is guaranteed in God” (trans. M. de
Gandillac, 91). The debt, in the beginning, is fashioned in the hollow of this
“thought of God.”

Strange debt, which does not bind anyone to anyone. If the structure of the work
is “sur-vival,” the debt does not engage in relation to a hypothetical subject-author
of the original text—dead or mortal, the dead man, or “dummy,” of the text—but to
something else that represents the formal law in the immanence of the original text.
Then the debt does not involve restitution of a copy or a good image, a faithful rep-
resentation of the original: the latter, the survivor, is itself in the process of transfor-
mation. The original gives itself in modifying itself; this gift is not an object given; it
lives and lives on in mutation: “For in its survival, which would not merit the name
if it were not mutation and renewal of something living, the original is modified.
Even for words that are solidified there is still a postmaturation.”

Postmaturation (Nachreife) of a living organism or a seed: this is not simply a
metaphor, either, for the reasons already indicated. In its very essence, the history of
this language is determined as “growth,” “holy growth of languages.”

4. If the debt of the translator commits him neither with regard to the author
(dead insofar as his text has a structure of survival even if he is living) nor with
regard to a model which must be reproduced or represented, to what or to whom is
he committed? How is this to be named, this what or who? What is the proper
name if not that of the author finite, dead or mortal of the text? And who is the
translator who is thus committed, who perhaps finds himself committed by the
other before having committed himself? Since the translator finds himself, as to
the survival of the text, in the same situation as its finite and mortal producer (its
“author”), it is not he, not he himself as a finite and mortal being, who is commit-
ted. Then who? It is he, of course, but in the name of whom or what? The question
of proper names is essential here. Where the act of the living mortal seems to count
less than the sur-vival of the text in the translation—translated and translating—it
isquite necessary that the signature of the proper noun be distinguished and not be
so easily effaced from the contract or from the debt. Let us not forget that Babel
names a struggle for the sur-vival of the name, the tongue or the lips.

From its height Babel at every instant supervises and surprises my reading: I
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translate, I translate the translation by Maurice de Gandillac of a text by Benjamin
who, prefacing a translation, takes it as a pretext to say to what and in what way
every translator is committed—and notes in passing, an essential part of his
demonstration, that there could be no translation of translation. This will have to
be remembered.

Recalling this strange situation, I do not wish only or essentially to reduce my

role to that of a passer or passerby. Nothing is more serious than a translation. I
rather wished to mark the fact that every translator is in a position to speak about
translation, in a place which is more than any not second or secondary. For if the
structure of the original is marked by the requirement to be translated, it is thatin
laying down the law the original begins by indebting itself as well with regard to the
translator. The original is the first debtor, the first petitioner; it begins by lacking
and by pleading for translation. This demand is not only on the side of the con-
structors of the tower who want to make a name for themselves and to found a uni-
versal tongue translating itself by itself; it also constrains the deconstructor of the
tower: in giving his name, God also appealed to translation, not only between the
tongues that had suddenly become multiple and confused, but first of his name, of
the name he had proclaimed, given, and which should be translated as confusion to
be understood, hence to let it be understood that it is difficult to translate and so to
understand. At the moment when he imposes and opposes his law to that of the
tribe, he is also a petitioner for translation. He is also indebted. He has not finished
pleading for the translation of his name even though he forbids it. For Babel is
untranslatable. God weeps over his name. His text is the most sacred, the most
poetic, the most originary, since he creates a name and gives it to himself, but he is
left no less destitute in his force and even in his wealth; he pleads for a translator.
As in La Folie du jour by Maurice Blanchot, the law does not command without
demanding to be read, deciphered, translated. It demands transference (Ubertra-
gung and Ubersetzung and Uberleben). The double bind is in the law. Even in God,
and it is necessary to follow rigorously the consequence: in his name.

Insolvent on both sides, the double indebtedness passes between names. It sur-
passes a priori the bearers of the name, if by that is understood the mortal bodies
which disappear behind the sur-vival of the name. Now, a proper noun does and
does not belong, we said, to the language, not even, let us make it precise now, to
the corpus of the text to be translated, of the to-be-translated.

The debt does not involve living subjects but names at the edge of the language
or, more rigorously, the trait which contracts the relation of the aforementioned
living subject to his name, insofar as the latter keeps to the edge of the language.
And this trait would be that of the to-be-translated from one language to the other,
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from this edge to the other of the proper name. This language contract among sev-
eral languages is absolutely singular. First of all, it is not what is generally called a
language contract: that which guarantees the institution of one language, the unity
of its system, and the social contract which binds a community in this regard. On
the other hand, it is generally supposed that in order to be valid or to institute any-
thing at all, a contract must take place in a single language or appeal (for example,
in the case of diplomatic or commercial treaties) to a transferability already given
and without remainder: there the multiplicity of tongues must be absolutely
dominated. Here, on the contrary, a contract between two foreign languages as
such engages to render possible a translation which subsequently will authorize
every sort of contract in the originary sense. The signature of this singular contract
needs no written document or record: it nevertheless takes place as trace or as trait,
and this place takes place even if its space comes under no empirical or mathemat-
ical objectivity.

The topos of this contract is exceptional, unique, and practically impossible to
think under the ordinary category of contract: in a classical code it would have
been called transcendental, since in truth it renders possible every contract in gen-
eral, starting with what is called the language contract within the limits of a single
idiom. Another name, perhaps, for the origin of tongues. Not the origin of lan-
guage but of languages—before language, languages.

The translation contract, in this transcendental sense, would be the contract
itself, the absolute contract, the contract form of the contract, that which allows a
contract to be what it is.

Will one say that the kinship among languages presupposes this contract or that
the kinship provides a first occasion for the contract? One recognizes here a classic
circle. It has always begun to turn whenever one asks oneself about the origin of
languages or society. Benjamin, who often talks about the kinship among lan-
guages, never does so as a comparatist or as a historian of languages. He is inter-
ested less in families of languages than in a more essential and more enigmatic
connection, an affinity which is not sure to precede the trait or the contract of the
to-be-translated. Perhaps even this kinship, this affinity ( Verwandschaft), is like an
alliance, by the contract of translation, to the extent that the sur-vivals which it
associates are not natural lives, blood ties, or empirical symbioses.

This development, like that of a life original and elevated, is determined by a finality
original and elevated. Life and finality—their correlation apparently evident, yet
almost beyond the grasp of knowledge, only reveals itself when the goal, in view of

which all singular finalities of life act, is not sought in the proper domain of that life
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but rather at a level more elevated. All finalized vital phenomena, like their very final-
ity, are, after all, finalized not toward life but toward the expression of its essence,
toward the representation [Darstellung] of its signification. Thus translation has

finally as goal to express the most intimate relation among languages.

A translation would not seek to say this or that, to transport this or that content,
to communicate such a charge of meaning, but to re-mark the affinity among the
languages, to exhibit its own possibility. And that, which holds for the literary text
or the sacred text, perhaps defines the very essence of the literary and the sacred, at
their common root. I said “re-mark” the affinity among the language to name the

»

strangeness of an “expression” (“to express the most intimate relation among the
languages”), which is neither a simple “presentation” nor simply anything else. Ina
mode that is solely anticipatory, annunciatory, almost prophetic, translation ren-
ders present an affinity that is never present in this presentation. One thinks of the
way in which Kant at times defines the relation to the sublime: a presentation inad-
equate to that which is nevertheless presented. Here Benjamin’s discourse proceeds

in twists and turns:

It is impossible that it [the translation] be able to reveal this hidden relation itself,
that it be able to restitute [herstellen] it; but translation can represent [ darstellen] that
relation in actualizing it in its seed or in its intensity. And this representation of a sig-
nified (“Darstellung eines Bedeuteten”] by the endeavor, by the seed of its restitution,
is an entirely original mode of representation, which has hardly any equivalent in the
domain of nonlinguistic life. For the latter has, in analogies and signs, types of refer-
ence [ Hindeutung] other than the intensive, that is to say anticipatory, annunciatory
[vorgreifende, andeutende] actualization. But the relation we are thinking of, this very
intimate relation among the languages, is that of an original convergence. It consists
in this: the languages are not foreign to one another, but, a priori and abstracted from

all historical relations, are related to one another in what they mean.

The entire enigma of thatkinship is concentrated here. What is meant by “what
they mean”? And what about this presentation in which nothing is presented in the
ordinary mode of presence?

At stake here are the name, the symbol, the truth, the letter.

One of the basic foundations of the essay, as well as of the 1916 text, is a theory
of the name. Language is determined starting from the word and the privilege of
naming. This is, in passing, a very strong if not very conclusive assertion: “the orig-
inary element of the translator” is the word and not the sentence, the syntactic
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articulation. As food for thought, Benjamin offers a curious “image”: the sentence
(Satz) would be “the wall in front of the language of the original,” whereas the
word, the word for word, literality (Wortlichkeit), would be its “arcade.” Whereas
the wall braces while concealing (it is in front of the original), the arcade supports
while letting light pass and the original show (we are not far from the Parisian pas-
sages). This privilege of the word obviously supports that of the name and with it
what is proper to the proper name, the stakes and the very possibility of the trans-
lation contract. It opens onto the economic problem of translation, whether it be a
matter of economy as the law of the proper or of economy as a quantitative relation
(is it translating to transpose a proper name into several words, into a phrase or
into a description, and so forth?).

There is some to-be-translated. From both sides it assigns and makes contracts.
It commits not so much authors as proper names at the edge of the language, it
essentially commits neither to communicate nor to represent, nor to keep an
already signed commitment, but rather to draw up the contract and to give birth to
the pact, in other words to the symbolon, in a sense that Benjamin does not desig-
nate by this term but suggests, no doubt with the metaphor of the amphora, let
us say, since from the start we have suspected the ordinary sense of metaphor with
the ammetaphor.

If the translator neither restitutes nor copies an original, it is because the original
lives on and transforms itself. The translation will truly be a moment in the growth
of the original, which will complete itself in enlarging itself. Now, it has indeed to
be, and it is in this that the “seminal” logic must have imposed itself on Benjamin,
that growth not give rise to just any form in justany direction. Growth must accom-
plish, fill, complete (Ergdnzung is here the most frequent term). And if the original
calls for a complement, it is because at the origin it was not there without fault, full,
complete, total, identical to itself. From the origin of the original to be translated
there is fall and exile. The translator must redeem (erldsen), absolve, resolve, in try-
ing to absolve himself of his own debt, which is at bottom the same—and bottom-
less. “To redeem in his own tongue that pure language exiled in the foreign tongue,
to liberate by transposing this pure language captive in the work, such is the task of
the translator.” Translation is a poetic transposition (Umdichtung). We will have to
examine the essence of the “pure language” that it liberates. But let us note for the
moment that this liberation itself presupposes a freedom of the translator, which is
itself none other than relation to that “pure language”; and the liberation that it
operates, eventually in transgressing the limits of the translating language, in trans-
forming it in turn, must extend, enlarge, and make language grow. As this growth
comes also to complete, as it is symbolon, it does not reproduce: it adjoins in adding.
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Hence this double simile (Vergleich), all these turns and metaphoric supplements:
(1) “Just as the tangent touches the circle only in a fleeting manner and at a single

point, and just as it is this contact, not the point, that assigns to the tangent the law

according to which it pursues to infinity its course in a straight line, so the transla-
tion touches the original in a fleeting manner and only at an infinitely small point
of meaning, to follow henceforth its proper course, according to the law of fidelity
in the liberty of language movement.” Each time that he talks about the contact
(Berithrung) between the bodies of the two texts in the process of translation,
Benjamin calls it “fleeting” (fliichtig). On at least three occasions, this “fleeting”
character is emphasized, and always in order to situate the contact with meaning,
the infinitely small point of meaning which the languages barely brush (“The har-
mony between the languages is so profound here [in the translations of Sophocles
by Holderlin] that the meaningis only touched by the wind of language in the man-
ner of an Eolian lyre”). What can an infinitely small point of meaning be? What is
the measure to evaluate it? The metaphor itself is at once the question and the
answer. And here is the other metaphor, the metamphora, which no longer con-
cerns extension in a straight and infinite line but enlargement by adjoining along
the broken lines of a fragment. (2) “For, just as the fragments of the amphora, if one
is to be able to reconstitute the whole, must be contiguous in the smallest details,
but not identical to each other, so instead of rendering itself similar to the meaning
of the original, the translation should rather, in a movement of love and in full
detail, pass into its own language the mode of intention of the original: thus, just as
the debris become recognizable as fragments of the same amphora, original and
translations become recognizable as fragments of a larger language.”

Let us accompany this movement of love, the gesture of this loving one (liebend)
that is at work in the translation. It does not reproduce, does not restitute, does not
represent; as to the essential, it does not render the meaning of the original except
at that point of contact or caress, the infinitely small of meaning. It extends the
body of languages, it puts languages into symbolic expansion, and symbolic here
means that, however little restitution there be to accomplish, the larger, the new
vaster aggregate, has still to reconstitute something. It is perhaps not a whole, but it
is an aggregate in which openness should not contradict unity. Like the urn which
lends its poetic topos to so many meditations on word and thing, from Holderlin
to Rilke and Heidegger, the amphora is one with itself though opening itself to the
outside—and this openness opens the unity, renders it possible, and forbids it
totality. Its openness allows receiving and giving. If the growth of language must
also reconstitute without representing, if that is the symbol, can translation lay
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claim to the truth? Truth—will that still be the name of that which still lays down
the law for a translation?

Here we touch—at a point no doubt infinitely small—the limit of translation.
The pure untranslatable and the pure transferable here pass one into the other—
and it is the truth, “itself materially.”

The word “truth” appears more than once in “The Task of the Translator” We
must not rush to lay hold of it. It is not a matter of truth for a translation in so far
as it might conform or be faithful to its model, the original. Nor any more a matter,
either for the original or even for the translation, of some adequation of the lan-
guage to meaning or to reality, nor indeed of the representation to something.
Then what is it that goes under the name of truth? And will it be that new?

Let us start again from the “symbolic” Let us remember the metaphor, or the
ammetaphor: a translation espouses the original when the two adjoined fragments,
as different as they can be, complete each other so as to form a larger tongue in the
course of a sur-vival that changes them both. For the native tongue of the transla-
tor, as we have noted, is altered as well. Such at least is my interpretation—
my translation, my “task of the translator.” It is what I have called the translation
contract: hymen or marriage contract with the promise to produce a child whose
seed will give rise to history and growth. A marriage contract in the form of a
seminar. Benjamin says as much, in the translation the original becomes larger;
it grows rather than reproduces itself—and I will add: like a child, its own, no
doubt, but with the power to speak on its own which makes of a child something
other than a product subjected to the law of reproduction. This promise signals a
kingdom which is at once “promised and forbidden where the languages will be
reconciled and fulfilled.” This is the most Babelian note in an analysis of sacred
writing as the model and the limit of all writing, in any case of all Dichtung in its
being-to-be-translated. The sacred and the being-to-be-translated do not lend
themselves to thought one without the other. They produce each other at the edge
of the same limit.

This kingdom is never reached, touched, trodden by translation. There is some-
thing untouchable, and in this sense the reconciliation is only promised. But a
promise is not nothing, it is not simply marked by what it lacks to be fulfilled. As a
promise, translation is already an event, and the decisive signature of a contract.
Whether or not it be honored does not prevent the commitment from taking place
and from bequeathing its record. A translation that manages, that manages to
promise reconciliation, to talk about it, to desire it or make it desirable—such a

translation is a rare and notable event.
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Here two questions before going closer to the truth. Of what does the untouch-
able consist, if there is such a thing? And why does such a metaphor or ammetaphor
of Benjamin make me think of the hymen, more visibly of the wedding gown?

1. The always intact, the intangible, the untouchable (unberiihrbar) is what fasci-
nates and orients the work of the translator. He wants to touch the untouchable, that
which remains of the text when one has extracted from it the communicable mean-
ing (point of contact which is, remember, infinitely small), when one has transmit-
ted that which can be transmitted, indeed taught: what I do here, after and thanks to
Maurice de Gandillac, knowing that an untouchable remnant of the Benjaminian
text will also remain intact at the end of the operation. Intact and virgin in spite of
the labor of translation, however efficient or pertinent that may be. Pertinency has
no bearing here. If one can risk a proposition in appearance so absurd, the text will
be even more virgin after the passage of the translator, and the hymen, sign of vir-
ginity, more jealous of itself after the other hymen, the contract signed and the mar-
riage consummated. Symbolic completeness will not have taken place to its very end
and yet the promise of marriage will have come about—and this is the task of the

translator, in what makes it very pointed as well as irreplaceable.

But again? Of what does the untouchable consist? Let us study again the
metaphors or the ammetaphors, the Ubertragungen which are translations and
metaphors of translation, translations (Ubersetzungen) of translation or meta-
phors of metaphor. Let us study all of these Benjaminian passages. The first figure
which comes in here is that of the core and the shell, the fruit and the skin (Kern,
Frucht/Schale). It describes in the final analysis the distinction that Benjamin
would never want to renounce or even bother to question. One recognizes a core
(the original as such) by the fact that it can bear further translating and restranslat-
ing. A translation, as such, cannot. Only a core, because it resists the translation it
attracts, can offer itself to further translating operations without letting itself be
exhausted. For the relation of the content to the language, one would also say of the
substance to the form, of the signified to the signifier—it hardly matters here (in
this context Benjamin opposes tenor, Gehalt, and tongue or language, Sprache)—
differs from the original text to the translation. In the first, the unity is just as
dense, tight, adherent as between the fruit and its skin, its shell or its peel. Not that
they are inseparable—one should be able to distinguish them by rights—but they
belong to an organic whole, and it is not insignificant that the metaphor here be

vegetal and natural, naturalistic:

This kingdom it [the original in translation] never fully attains, but it is there that is
found what makes translating more than communicating. More precisely one can

define this essential core as that which, in the translation, is not translatable again.
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For, as much as one may extract of the communicable in order to translate it, there
always remains this untouchable towards which is oriented the work of the true
translator. It is not transmissible, as is the creative word of the original [“iibertragbar
wie das Dichterwort des Originals”], for the relation of this tenor to the language is
entirely different in the original and in the translation. In the original, tenor and

language form a determinate unity, like that of the fruit and the skin.

Let us dissect a bit more the rhetoric of this sequence. It is not certain that the

essential “core” and the “fruit” designate the same thing. The essential core, that

which in the translation is not translatable again, is not the tenor, but this adher-

ence between the tenor and the language, between the fruit and the skin. This may
seem strange or incoherent (how can a core be situated between the fruit and the

skin?). It is necessary no doubt to think that the core is first the hard and central
unity that holds the fruit to the skin, the fruit to itself as well; and above all that, at

the heart of the fruit, the core is “untouchable,” beyond reach and invisible. The

core would be the first metaphor of what makes for the unity of the two terms in
the second metaphor. But there is a third, and this time one without a natural
provenance. It concerns the relation of the tenor to the language in the translation
and no longer in the original. This relation is different, and I do not think I give in
toartifice by insisting on this difference in saying that it is precisely that of artifice
to nature. What in fact is it that Benjamin notes, as if in passing, for rhetorical or
pedagogical convenience? That “the language of the translation envelops its tenor
like a royal cape with large folds. For it is the signifier of a language superior to itself
and so remains, in relation to its own tenor, inadequate, forced, foreign.” That is
quite beautiful, a beautiful translation: white ermine, crowning, scepter, and majes-
tic bearing. The king has indeed a body (and it is not here the original text but that
which constitutes the tenor of the translated text), but this body is only promised,
announced and dissimulated by the translation. The clothes fit but do not cling
strictly enough to the royal person. This is not a weakness; the best translation
resembles this royal cape. It remains separate from the body to which it is neverthe-
less conjoined, wedding it, not wedded to it. One can of course embroider on this
cape, on the necessity of this Ubertragung, of this metaphoric translation of transla-
tion. For example, one can oppose this metaphor to that of the shell and the core
just as one would oppose technology to nature. An article of clothing is not natural;
itis a fabric and even—another metaphor of metaphor—a text, and this text of arti-
fice appears precisely on the side of the symbolic contract. Now, if the original text is
demand for translation, then the fruit, unless it be the core, insists upon becoming
the king or the emperor who will wear new clothes: under its large folds, in weiten
Falten, one will imagine him naked. No doubt the cape and the folds protect the
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king against the cold or natural aggressions; but first, above all, it is, like his scepter,
the eminent visibility of the law. It is the index of power and of the power to lay
down the law. But one infers that what counts is what comes to pass under the cape,
to wit, the body of the king, do not immediately say the phallus, around which a
translation busies its tongue, makes pleats, molds forms, sews hems, quilts, and
embroiders. But always amply floating at some distance from the tenor.

2. More or less strictly, the cape weds the body of the king, but as for what comes
to pass under the cape, it is difficult to separate the king from the royal couple. This
is the one, this couple of spouses (the body of the king and his gown, the tenor and
the tongue, the king and the queen) that lays down the law and guarantees every
contract from this first contract. That is why I thought of a wedding gown.
Benjamin, we know, does not push matters in the direction that I give to my trans-
lation, reading him always already in translation. More or less faithfully I have
taken some liberty with the tenor of the original, as much as with its tongue, and
again with the original that is also for me, now, the translation by Maurice de
Gandillac. I have added another cape, floating even more, but is that not the final
destination of all translation? At least if a translation is destined to arrive.

Despite the distinction between the two metaphors, the shell and the cape (the
royal cape, for he said “royal” where others could have thought a cape sufficed),
despite the opposition of nature and art, there is in both cases a unity of tenor and
tongue, natural unity in the one case, symbolic unity in the other. Simply in the
translation the unity signals a (metaphorically) more “natural” unity; it promises a
tongue or language more originary and almost sublime, sublime to the distended
extent that the promise itself—to wit, the translation—there remains inadequate
(unangemessen), violent and forced (gewaltig), and foreign (fremd). This “fracture”
renders useless, even “forbids,” every Ubertragung, every “transmission,” exactly as
the French translation says: the word also plays, like a transmission, with transferen-
tial or metaphorical displacement. And the word Ubertragung imposes itself again a
few lines down: if the translation “transplants” the original onto another terrain of
language “ironically” more definitive, it is to the extent that it could no longer be
displaced by any other “transfer” (Ubertragung) but only “raised” (erheben) anew
on the spot “in other parts.” There is no translation of translation; that is the axiom
without which there would not be “The Task of the Translator.” If one were to vio-
late it, and one must not, one would touch the untouchable of the untouchable, to
wit, that which guarantees to the original that it remains indeed the original.

This is not unrelated to truth. Truth is apparently beyond every Ubertragung
and every possible Ubersetzung. It is not the representational correspondence
between the original and the translation, nor even the primary adequation between
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the original and some object or signification exterior to it. Truth would be rather
the pure language in which the meaning and the letter no longer dissociate. If such
a place, the taking place of such an event, remained undiscoverable, one could no
longer, even by right, distinguish between an original and a translation. In main-
taining this distinction at all cost, as the original given of every translation contract
(in the quasi-transcendental sense we discussed above), Benjamin repeats the
foundation of the law. In so doing he exhibits the possibility of copyright for works
and author, the very possibility by which actual law claims to be supported. This
law collapses at the slightest challenge to a strict boundary between the original
and the version, indeed to the identity or to the integrity of the original. What
Benjamin says about this relation between original and translation is also found
translated in a language rather wooden but faithfully reproduced as to its meaning
at the opening of all legal treatises concerning the actual law of translations. And
then whether it be a matter of the general principles of the difference original/
translation (the latter being “derived” from the former) or a matter of the transla-
tions of translation. The translation of translation is said to be “derived” from the
original and not from the first translation. Here are some excerpts from the French
law; but there does not seem to be from this point of view any opposition between
itand the rest of Western law (nevertheless, a study of comparative law should also
concern the translation of legal texts). As we shall see, these propositions appeal to
the polarity expression/expressed, signifier/signified, form/substance. Benjamin
also began by saying: translation is a form, and the symbolizer/symbolized split
organizes his whole essay. Now, in what way is this system of oppositions indispen-
sable to this law? Because only it allows, starting from the distinction between orig-
inal and translation, acknowledgment of some originality in the translation. This
originality is determined, and this is one of the many classic philosophemes at the
foundation of this law, as originality of expression. Expression is opposed to con-
tent, of course, and the translation, which is not supposed to touch the content,
must be original only in its language as expression; but expression is also opposed to
what French jurists call the composition of the original. In general one places com-
position on the side of form, but here the form of expression in which one can
acknowledge some originality to the translator, and for this reason the rights of
author-translator, is only the form of linguistic expression, the choice of words in
the language, and so forth, but nothing else of the form. I quote Claude Colombet,
Propriété littéraire et artistique (Paris: Dalloz, 1976), from which I excerpt only a
few lines, in accordance with the law of March 11, 1957, recalled at the opening of
the book and “authorizing ... only analyses and short quotations for the purpose
of example or illustration,” because “every representation or reproduction, integral
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or partial, made without the consent of the author or of his beneficiaries or execu-
tors, is illegal,” constituting “therefore an infraction punishable under articles 425
and following of the Penal Code.”

54. —Translations are works which are original only by expression; [very paradoxical
restriction: the cornerstone of copyright, it is indeed that only the form can become
property, and not the ideas, the themes, the contents, which are common and univer-
sal property. (Compare all of chapter 1 in this book, L’absence de protection des idées
par le droit dauteur.) If a first consequence is good, since it is this form that defines
the originality of the translation, another consequence could be ruinous, for it would
lead to abandoning that which distinguishes the original from the translation if,
excluding expression, it amounts to a distinction of substance. Unless the value of
composition, however lax it may be, were still to indicate the fact that between the
original and the translation the relation is neither of expression nor of content but of
something else beyond these oppositions. In following the difficulty of the jurists—
sometimes comic in its casuistic subtlety—so as to draw the consequences from
axioms of the type “Copyright does not protect ideas; but these can be, sometimes
indirectly, protected by means other than the law of March 11, 1957” (ibid., 21), one
measures better the historicity and conceptual fragility of this set of axioms] article 4
of the law cites them among the protected works; in fact it has always been admitted
that a translator demonstrates originality in the choice of expressions to render best
in one language the meaning of the text in another language. As M. Savatier says, “The
genius of each language gives the translated work its own physiognomy; and the
translator is not a simple workman. He himself participates in a derived creation for
which he bears his own responsibility”; it is that in fact translation is not the result of
an automatic process; by the choices he makes among several words, several expres-
sions, the translator fashions a work of the mind; but, of course, he could never mod-

ify the composition of the work translated, for he is bound to respect that work.
In his language, Desbois says the same thing, with some additional details:

Derived works which are original in expression. 29. The work under consideration, to
be relatively original [emphasized by Desbois], need not bear the imprint of a person-
ality at once in composition and expression, like adaptations. It is enough that the
author, while following step by step the development of a preexistent work, have per-
formed a personal act in the expression: article 4 attests to this, since, in a nonexhaus-
tive enumeration of derived works, it puts translations in the place of honor.
“Traduttore, traditore,” the Italians are wont to say, in a bit of wit, which, like every

coin, has two sides: if there are bad translators, who multiply misreadings, others are
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cited for the perfection of their task. The risk of a mistake or an imperfection has as
counterpart the perspective of an authentic version, which implies a perfect knowl-
edge of the two languages, an abundance of judicious choices, and thus a creative
effort. Consulting a dictionary suffices only for mediocre candidates to the baccalau-
reate: the conscientious and competent translator “gives of himself” and creates just
like the painter who makes a copy of a model. —The verification of this conclusion is
furnished by the comparison of several translations of one and the same text: each
may differ from the others without any one containing a misreading; the variety in
modes of expression for a single thought demonstrates, with the possibility of choice,
that the task of the translator gives room for manifestations of personality. [ Le droit

d’auteur en France (Paris: Dalloz, 1978)]

One will note in passing that the task of the translator, confined to the duel of lan-
guages (never more than two languages), gives rise only to a “creative effort” (effort
and tendency rather than achievement, artisan labor rather than artistic perform-
ance), and when the translator “creates,” it is like a painter who copies his model (a
ludicrous comparison for many reasons; is there any use in explaining?). The recur-
rence of the word “task” is remarkable enough in any case, for all the significations
that it weaves into a network, and there is always the same evaluative interpreta-
tion: duty, debt, tax, levy, toll, inheritance and estate tax, nobiliary obligation, but
labor midway to creation, infinite task, essential incompletion, as if the presumed
creator of the original were not—he too—indebted, taxed, obligated by another
text, and a priori translating.

Between the transcendental law (as Benjamin repeats it) and the actual law as it
is formulated so laboriously and at times so crudely in treatises on copyright for
author or for works, the analogy can be followed quite far, for example in that
which concerns the notion of derivation and the translations of translations: these
are always derived from the original and not from previous translations. Here is a
note by Desbois:

The translator will not even cease to fashion personal work when he goes to draw
advice and inspiration from a preceding translation. We will not refuse the status of
author for a work that is derived, in relation to anterior translations, to someone who
would have been content to choose, among several versions already published, the one
that seemed to him the most adequate to the original: going from one to the other, tak-
ing a passage from this one, another from that one, he would create a new work, by the
very fact of the combination, which renders his work different from antecedent pro-
ductions. He has exercised creativity, since his translation reflects a new form and

results from comparisons, from choices. The translator would still deserve a hearing in
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our opinion, even if his reflection had led him to the same result as a predecessor, whose
work, by supposition, he would not have known: his unintentional replica, far from
amounting to plagiarism, would bear the mark of his personality, would present a “sub-
jective novelty,” which would call for protection. The two versions, accomplished sepa-
rately and each withoutknowledge of the other, gave rise, separately and individually, to
manifestations of personality. The second will be a work derived vis-a-vis the work that

has been translated, not vis-a-vis the first. [ibid., 41; my emphasis in the last sentence]

Of this right to the truth, what is the relation?

Translation promises a kingdom to the reconciliation of languages. This prom-
ise, a properly symbolic event adjoining, coupling, marrying two languages like
two parts of a greater whole, appeals to a language of the truth (“Sprache der
Wahrheit”). Not to a language that is true, adequate to some exterior content, but to
a true tongue, to a language whose truth would be referred only to itself. It would be
a matter of truth as authenticity, truth of act or event which would belong to the
original rather than to the translation, even if the original is already in a position of
demand or debt. And if there were such authenticity and such force of event in what
is ordinarily called a translation, it is that it would produce itself in some fashion
like an original work. There would thus be an original and inaugural way of indebt-
ing oneself; that would be the place and date of what is called an original, a work.

To translate well the intentional meaning of what Benjamin means to say when
he speaks of the “language of the truth,” perhaps it is necessary to understand what
he regularly says about the “intentional meaning” or the “intentional aim” (“In-
tention der Meinung,” “Art des Meinens”). As Maurice de Gandillac reminds us,
these are categories borrowed from the scholastics by Brentano and Husserl. They
play a role that is important if not always very clear in “The Task of the Translator.

What is it that seems intended by the concept of intention (Meinen)? Let us
return to the point where in the translation there seems to be announced a kinship
among languages, beyond all resemblence between an original and its reproduc-
tion and independently of any historical filiation. Moreover, kinship does not nec-
essarily imply resemblence. With that said, in dismissing the historical or natural
origin, Benjamin does not exclude, in a wholly different sense, consideration of the
origin in general, any more than a Rousseau or a Husserl did in analogous contexts
and with analogous movements. Benjamin specifies quite literally: for the most rig-
orous access to this kinship or to this affinity of languages, “the concept of origin
[Abstammungsbegriff] remains indispensable” Where, then, is this original affinity
to be sought? We see it announced in the plying, replying, co-deploying of inten-
tions. Through each language something is intended which is the same and yet
which none of the languages can attain separately. They can claim, and promise
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themselves to attain it, only by coemploying or codeploying their intentional
modes, “the whole of their complementary intentional modes.” This codeployment
toward the whole is a replying because what it intends to attain is “the pure lan-
guage” (“die reine Sprache”), or the pure tongue. What is intended, then, by this co-
operation of languages and intentional modes is not transcendent to the language;
it is not a reality which they would besiege from all sides, like a tower that they
would try to surround. No, what they are aiming at intentionally, individually and
jointly, in translation is the language itself as a Babelian event, a language that is not
the universal language in the Leibnizian sense, a language which is not the natural
language that each remains on its own either; it is the being-language of the lan-
guage, tongue or language as such, that unity without any self-identity, which
makes for the fact that there are languages and that they are languages.

These languages relate to one another in translation according to an unheard-of
mode. They complete each other, says Benjamin; but no other completeness in the
world can represent this one, or that symbolic complementarity. This singularity
(not representably by anything in the world) comes no doubt from the intentional
mode or from what Benjamin tries to translate in a scholastico-phenomenological
language. Within the same intentional aim it is necessary to distinguish rigorously
between the thing intended, the intended (Gemeinten), and the mode of intention
(“die Art des Meinens”). As soon as he sights the original contract of languages and
the hope for the “pure tongue,” the task of the translator excludes the intended or
leaves it between brackets.

The mode of intention alone assigns the task of translation. Every “thing,” in its
presumed self-identity (for example, bread itself) is intended by way of different
modes in each language and in each text of each language. It is among these modes
that the translation should seek, produce or reproduce, a complementarity or a
“harmony.” And since to complete or complement does not amount to the summa-
tion of any worldly totality, the value of harmony suits this adjustment, and what
can here be called the accord of tongues. This accord lets the pure language, and the
being-language of the language, resonate, announcing it rather than presenting it.
Aslong as this accord does not take place, the pure language remains hidden, con-
cealed (verborgen),immured in the nocturnal intimacy of the “core.” Only a trans-
lation can make it emerge.

Emerge, and above all develop, make grow. Always according to the same motif
(in appearance organicist or vitalist), one could then say that each language is as if
atrophied in its isolation, meager, arrested in its growth, sickly. Owing to transla-
tion, in other words to this linguistic supplementarity by which one language gives
to another what it lacks, and gives it harmoniously, this crossing of languages

» <

assures the growth of languages, even that “holy growth of language” “unto the
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messianic end of history” All of that is announced in the translation process,
through “the eternal sur-vival of languages” (“am ewigen Fortleben der Sprachen”)
or “the infinite rebirth [Aufleben] of languages.” This perpetual reviviscence, this
constant regeneration (Fort- and Auf-leben) by translation is less a revelation, rev-
elation itself, than an annunciation, an alliance and a promise.

This religious code is essential here. The sacred text marks the limit, the pure
even if inaccessible model, of pure transferability, the ideal starting from which one
could think, evaluate, measure the essential, that is to say poetic, translation.
Translation, as holy growth of languages, announces the messianic end, surely, but
the sign of that end and of that growth is “present” (gegenwirtig) only in the
“knowledge of that distance,” in the Entfernung, the remoteness that relates us to it.
One can know this remoteness, have knowledge or a presentiment of it, but we can-
not overcome it. Yet it puts us in contact with that “language of the truth” which is
the “true language” (“so ist diese Sprache der Wahrheit—die wahre Sprache”). This
contact takes place in the mode of “presentiment,” in the “intensive” mode that ren-
ders present what is absent, that allows remoteness to approach as remoteness,
fort:da. Let us say that the translation is the experience, that which is translated or
experienced as well: experience is translation.

The to-be-translated of the sacred text, its pure transferability, that is what
would give at the limit the ideal measure for all translation. The sacred text assigns
the task to the translator, and it is sacred inasmuch as it announces itself as transfer-
able, simply transferable, to-be-translated, which does not always mean immedi-
ately translatable, in the common sense that was dismissed from the start. Perhaps it
is necessary to distinguish here between the transferable and the translatable.
Transferability pure and simple is that of the sacred text in which meaning and lit-
erality are no longer discernible as they form the body of a unique, irreplaceable,
and untransferable event, “materially the truth.” Never are the call for translation,
the debt, the task, the assignation, more imperious. Never is there anything more
transferable, yet by reason of this indistinction of meaning and literality (Wort-
lichkeit ), the pure transferable can announce itself, give itself, present itself, let itself
be translated as untranslatable. From this limit, at once interior and exterior, the
translator comes to receive all the signs of remoteness (Entfernung) which guide
him on his infinite course, at the edge of the abyss, of madness and of silence: the

last works of Holderlin as translations of Sophocles, the collapse of meaning “from
abyss to abyss,” and this danger is not that of accident, it is transferability, it is the
law of translation, the to-be-translated as law, the order given, the order received—
and madness waits on both sides. And as the task is impossible at the approaches to
the sacred text which assigns it to you, the infinite guilt absolves you immediately.

That is what is named from here on Babel: the law imposed by the name of God
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who in one stroke commands and forbids you to translate by showing and hiding
from you the limit. But it is not only the Babelien situation, not only a scene or a
sructure. It is also the status and the event of the Babelian text, of the text of
Genesis (a unique text in this regard) as sacred text. It comes under the law that it
recounts and translates in an exemplary way. It lays down the law it speaks about,
and from abyss to abyss it deconstructs the tower, and every turn, twists and turns
of every sort, in a rhythm.

What comes to pass in a sacred text is the occurrence of a pas de sens. And this
event is also the one starting from which it is possible to think the poetic or literary
text which tries to redeem the lost sacred and there translates itself as in its model.
Pas de sens—that does not signify poverty of meaning but no meaning that would
be itself, meaning, beyond any “literality.” And right there is the sacred. The sacred
surrenders itself to translation, which devotes itself to the sacred. The sacred would
be nothing without translation, and translation would not take place without the
sacred; the one and the other are inseparable. In the sacred text “the meaning has
ceased to be the divide for the flow of language and for the flow of revelation.” It is
the absolute text because in its event it communicates nothing, it says nothing that
would make sense beyond the event itself. That event melds completely with the act
of language, for example with prophecy. It is literally the literality of its tongue,
“pure language” And since no meaning bears detaching, transferring, transporting,
or translating into another tongue as such (as meaning), it commands right away
the translation that it seems to refuse. It is transferable and untranslatable. There is
only letter, and it is the truth of pure language, the truth as pure language.

This law would not be an exterior constraint; it grants a liberty to literality. In the
same event, the letter ceases to oppress insofar as it is no longer the exterior body or
the corset of meaning. The letter also translates itself of itself, and it is in this self-
relation of the sacred body that the task of the translator finds itself engaged. This
situation, though being one of pure limit, does not exclude—quite the contrary—
gradations, virtuality, interval and in-between, the infinite labor to rejoin that which
is nevertheless past, already given, even here, between the lines, already signed.

How would you translate a signature? And how would you refrain, whether it be
Yahweh, Babel, Benjamin when he signs right next to his last word? But literally,
and between the lines, it is also the signature of Maurice de Gandillac that to end I
quote in posing my question: can one quote a signature? “For, to some degree, all
the great writings, but to the highest point sacred Scripture, contain between the
lines their virtual translation. The interlinear version of the sacred text is the model

or ideal of all translation.”

Translated by Joseph F. Graham
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Translator’s Note

Translation is an art of compromise, if only because the problems of translation
have no one solution and none that is fully satisfactory. The best translation is
merely better than the worst to some extent, more or less. Compromise also pre-
cludes consistency. It would have been possible, and it once seemed plausible, to
maintain regular equivalents at least for those terms that figure prominently in the
argument. But the result was not worth the sacrifice. There was consolation for so
much effort to so little effect in that whatever we did, we were bound to exhibit the
true principles of translation announced in our text. And so this translation is
exemplary to that extent. To the extent that we were guided in translation, the prin-
ciples were also those found in the text. Accordingly, a silhouette of the original
appears for effect in many words and phrases of the translation.
Publication of the French text is also significant in telling of our situation.
Among the many differences in this translation, a few appear already in the original.
The quotations from Walter Benjamin are translated from the French, not the
German. The biblical passages are also translated from their French versions, since
Derrida works from translations in both cases.
Here are some of the problems for which I found solutions least satisfactory:
“Des Tours de Babel.” The title can be read in various ways. Des means “some”;
but it also means “of the,” “from the,” or “about the.” Tours could be towers, twists,
tricks, turns, or tropes, as in a “turn” of phrase. Taken together, des and tours have
the same sound as détour, the word for detour. To mark that economy in language
the title has not been changed.
langue/langage. It is difficult to mark this difference in English where “language”
covers both. Whenever possible, “tongue” has been used for langue, and “language”
only in those cases that are clearly specific rather than generic. Langage is then
translated as “language” in the singular and without modifier, though not always.
The German Sprache introduces further complications.
survie. The word means “survival” as well as “afterlife”; its use in the text also
brings out the subliminal sense of more life and more than life. The hyphenation of
“sur-vival” is an admitted cheat.
performance. The French has not the primarily dramatic connotation of the
English but rather the sense of prowess and success; its use here also relates to the
“performative” of speech acts.
pas-de-sens. With this expression Derrida combines the pasof negation with the
pas of step in a most curious figure. My English suggested a skip.
De ce droit a la vérité quel est le rapport This sentence could be translated by any
and all of the following: What is the relation between this law and the truth? What
is the gain from this law to the truth? What is the relation between this right to the

truth and all the rest?

A Note on “Interpretations at War”

“Interpretations at War” was given as a lecture in Jerusalem in 1988, during the
Palestinian uprising that began in 1987. From the outset, Derrida insists on the
importance of the “institutional context” in which he speaks and of which he will
speak, a context determined “by a university, a State, an army, a police force, reli-
gious authorities, languages, peoples, and nations.” These institutions are at the
center of his lecture; they constitute, he says, the very subject of “Interpretations at
War” Derrida chose this subject because it would allow him to ask “some questions
about what is going on here and now.”

The summary of “Interpretations at War,” distributed in advance, bore the
title “The Jewish-German Psyche: The Examples of Hermann Cohen and Franz
Rosenzweig.” The institutional war of interpretations is thus located not only
between two entities—one religious, one national—but also within one entity,
national and religious, here a psyche. Common to Jews and Germans, this psyche
may be the result of what has been called the Jewish-German symbiosis, or it may
be the self-reflection (as Derrida here reminds his readers, a psyché is, in French, “a
great pivoting mirror”) of German-Jews who, according to some (Gershom
Scholem prominent among them), were involved in a deluded self-reflection they
called “dialogue” (Aside from the Israelo-Palestinian conflict, the seminar on the
theologico-political provides a significant background to “Interpretations” and
announces much that is to come in Politics of Friendship.) Between religion and
nation, but also “within” the religious (Jewish, Catholic, or Protestant, and the dif-
ference may be difficult to circumscribe: “and the Catholics are already Protestant
... just like the Jews: they are all Neoplatonic Kantians”), and within Kant (“Kant
against Kant, or Kant without Kant”) a war is on—a “war within the spirit,” a “frat-
ricidal war” that Cohen’s Deutschtum und Judentum sought to avert. Is the locus of
this war “Jewish” or “German,” and, if the difference holds, where is it to be located?
In religion? In politics? In order to answer these questions “one would have to be
certain that one can delimit the religious. One would have to be certain that one
can distinguish all the predicates of the religious” (“Faith and Knowledge,” section
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28). The abyss that opens the space of questioning is here as explosive as a volcano,
and as vertiginously “delirious”™ “the Germans are Jews,” Cohen’s discourse main-
tains, “the Jew himself being, as we shall verify, a Protestant and the Protestant a
Platonic Jew.” What remains of the notion of a religious nation, or of a national
religion? And who is its subject? Cohen maintained that the exemplary subject is
“the Jew and the German™: “Their socius (alliance, spiritual symbiosis, psyche, and
so on) is that very socius which makes of the subjectum a moral being and a legal
being, a freedom, a person.” And this subject implicates all Jews who therefore
already have a state, and a homeland: “This homeland, however, is not Israel but
Germany.” Germany, in Cohen’s words, “is the motherland of their [the Jews’] soul,
if however religion is their soul.” The discourse of “religion” is also the discourse of
nationalism and of the state. And although religion and politics are undoubtedly
“Interpretations at war,” their strict distinction is anything but certain.

G. A

INTERPRETATIONS AT WAR
Kant, the Jew, the German

s will soon become easily apparent, the choices I have made for this paper bear
A a necessary relation to this very place: the university, an Israeli institution of
Jerusalem. They bear a necessary relation to this very moment: the terrible violence
marking once again the history of this land and pitting against each other all those
who believe they have the right to inhabit it.

Why is this relation a necessary one?

Like other papers, mine will consist of a set of interpretive hypotheses on the
subject, precisely, of the institutions of interpretation. Consequently it will stand,
certainly and de facto, in a relation with an institutional context, the one which is
determined today, here, now, by a university, a State, an army, a police force, reli-
gious authorities, languages, peoples, and nations. But this de facto also calls for
interpretation and responsibility. I therefore did not think I should accept the fact
of this situation passively. I have chosen to treat a subject which would allow me,
while touching directly on the themes stated in the agenda of this conference (The
Institutions of Interpretation), to ask at least indirectly, and as carefully as possible,
some questions about what is going on here now. But although between the dis-
course I am about to hold forth and the current violence, here and now, the medi-
ations required are numerious, complicated, and difficult to interpret, although
these mediations call for as much patience as caution on our part, I shall not use
them as a pretext to wait and remain silent before that which demands immediate
response and responsibility.

I had already communicated my anxiety to the organizers of this meeting. I had
expressed to them my wish to participate in a conference where Arab and Pales-
tinian colleagues would be officially invited and effectively involved. The organizers
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of this meeting, Professors Sanford Budick and Wolfgang Iser, shared my concern, |
I thank them for the understanding they have shown in this regard. With all the

gravity this requires, I wish to state right now my solidarity with all those, in this

land, who advocate an end to violence, condemn the crimes of terrorism and of

military and police repression, and advocate the withdrawal of Israel; troops from
the occupied territories as well as the recognition of the Palestinians’ right to
choose their own representatives to negotiations now more indispensable than
ever. This cannot be accomplished without unceasing, well-informed, courageous
r.eﬂection. This reflection should lead to new or not-necessarily-new interpreta-
tions of what—three years ago, while this conference was being planned here—I
had proposed to call the “institutions of interpretation.” But that same reflection
should also lead us to interpret that dominant institution which is the State, here
the Israeli State (whose existence, it goes without saying, must henceforth be r;co -
nizo.ed by all and definitively guaranteed), along with its prehistory, the conditiojs
of its recent founding, and the constitutional, legal, political foundations of its
present functioning, the forms and limits of its self-interpretation, and so forth.

As is evident by my presence right here, this declaration is inspired not only by
my concern for justice and by my friendship toward both the Palestinians and the
Israelis. It is meant also as an expression of respect for a certain image of Israel and
as an expression of hope for its future.

['am not saying this, of course, in order to tailor my purpose artificially to some
ex'ternal circumstance. The call for such a historical reflection, anxiety-laden as it
might appear, courageous as it must be, seems to me to be inscribed in the most

strictly determining context of our meeting. It constitutes in my view its very
sense—and its urgency.

Taking for granted familiarity with the advance text which defined the most general
horizon of this paper,! let me state without further introduction the reasons which

_—_—m

L. The following summar distri i i
confonre g y was distributed, by prior arrangement, during the weeks preceding the

The Jewish-German Psyche:
The Examples of Hermann Cohen and Franz Rosenzweig

Jacques Derrida
Insisti i
1sting on the word example, we open onto several questions. (1) What is exemplarity (rather than par-

ar:rgn:) Om thhe hlst(zry qf ngtional self-affirmation? What happens when a “people” presents itself as exem-
plarys Or when a “nation” declares itself endowed with a mission by virtue of its very uniqueness; as of
;
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f induce me to compare and contrast, in a manner still partial and preliminary, two

German Jewish thinkers, in a highly determined politico-institutional context.

(1)Hermann Cohen and Franz Rosenzweig both assumed their Jewishness radi-

cally, although in opposite ways.

(2) Neither one of them was a Zionist, and Rosenzweig was even frankly hostile, so
it seems, to the project of an Israeli state.

(3) Both having privileged the reference to Kant, both took a certain distance from
Kant—a different sort of distance in each case.

(4) Although they belonged to different generations, they did share something of
their time. Rosenzweig followed Cohen’s teaching. He declared his admiration
for the grand master of neo-Kantianism in a text that I shall quote shortly. He
then moved away from Cohen, even turned against him, at least as far as his
thinking about and relation to Judaism were concerned. He produced a critical
reading of Deutschtum and Judentum, that text by Cohen that we shall begin to

analyze in a moment.

bearing testimony, and of having a responsibility, all of which are exemplary; in other words, of bringing
a universal message? (2) In what sense and how have the Jewish and German people been able to declare
themselves as exemplary in terms of this “exemplarity”? In what sense and how, since the Aufkldrung
(Mendelssohn, Kant, etc.) has a certain modern pair, both singular and impossible (which was judged
“mythic” and “legendary” by Scholem, the Jewish-German pair, been doubly exemplary in terms of this
exemplarity? What happened in regard to this in the politico-institutional context of the Emancipation,
of thetwo world wars, of Zionism and of Nazism, etc.? What we call the “psyche” is both a psychic locus
of the fantasies that drive us [ fantasmatique pulsionnelle] (love, hate, madness, projection, rejection, etc.),
which has constituted the strange pair of these two cultures, of these two “histories,” of these two “peo-
ples,” and what is called in French a “psyche,” i.e., a great pivoting mirror, a device of specular reflection.
(3) In what way are these examples, and particularly the example of the corpus that we shall be treating
(one certain corpus signed by Cohen and by Rosenzweig), exemplary as to the general questions which
will be on the horizon of this presentation? What is a context? How can we determine its openness and its
closedness? How can we delimit the institutionality of a context? What does it mean to render an account
of an institutional context in an interpretation, when a context remains always “open” and inexhaustible,
stabilizable but only because of its being essentially unstable and mutable?

In the case of the texts we shall analyze (Deutschtum und Judentum by Cohen 1915, certain pages
from Der Stern der Erlosung by Rosenzweig), and the contextual dimensions abysmally enveloped are at
least (1) the “whole” of the two traditions (Jewish and German); (2) the history of the Emancipation of
the German Jews; (3) the history of Western philosophy, with Kant being privileged in an exemplary
way by Cohen, Rosenzweig, and other German Jews (Benjamin and Adorno) (we'll speak of “Kant, the
Jew, the German”); (4) the respective situation of the two thinkers (in their relationship to each other, in
their relationship to Judaism, to Zionism, to German culture, and—it has to be emphasized—to the dis-
course or the institution of the university, to academic philosophy in general); (5) finally and most
importantly the war of 1914-18: the nationalistic German text (Jewish-German) of Cohen is in fact a
very special text, in other words, a powerful, violent, and troubling interpretation of the whole history of
philosophy and of Western religions, and above all of the Jewish-German pair. This interpretation was
primarily addressed [destinée] to the American Jews to ask them to prevent the United States from
entering the war against Germany. But what does “primarily concerning a destination” mean here for
the question of a text and a context?

This text was said to be “cursed.” It is certainly not so simple. [s there an “actual” “context”—and
which one—to reread this text today? Instead of answers to these numerous questions precipitously
raised we shall rather multiply preliminary warnings as to the very positioning of these questions.
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moving me and mostly with a growing distrust, gradually becoming systematic,
towards everything on the marketplace of German academic philosophy that suc-
ceeded in mustering a handful of admirers, had dissuaded me from seeking better
acquaintance with him. So I had no special expectations when in November 1913 I

went to attend his course, driven not by keen interest but by mere curiosity.>

Distrust gave way to delighted astonishment. Certain points of the encomium
recall or anticipate the experience that some have described of the encounter with
Heidegger’s teaching during the years immediately following the war. All of this tells
something of his cultural context and his relation to academic philosophy. It is,
then, a typical reaction, one whose typicality appears interesting here, for it amounts
to saying, At last, here is a philosopher who is no longer a professional from acade-
mia: he thinks in front of us, he speaks to us of what is at stake in existence, he
reminds us of the abysmal risk of thought or existence. Rosenzweig speaks of the
sense of the abyss (Abgrund) in order to describe this experience. One expected a
professor, and here is a man walking the edge of a precipice, a flesh-and-blood man,
aman who does not forget his body. This aura surrounds the teaching of his succes-
sor, Heidegger, too, from its beginnings in the lectures of his early years. In those lec-
tures he speaks of the university, he calls for a thought that, within the university,
would be a thought of existence and not an abstract and comfortable, ultimately
irresponsible exercise. And this is just Rosenzweig’s language: where he expected to
see a professor in cathedra, he discovers a man, a unique man sensitive to the

uniqueness of each existence, a man and a body over the abyss:

I then had an uncommon surprise. Being used to encounter in chairs of philosophy
intelligent people of fine, sharp, elevated, profound mind ... I then met a philoso-
pher. Instead of tightrope-walkers, showing of f their more or less audacious, clever or
graceful tricks on the high wire of thought, I saw a man. There was nothing there of
that disconcerting vacuity or of that useless character which seemed to me to encum-
ber nearly all the academic philosophical proceedings of the period, and which forced
everyone to keep wondering why such and such an individual among all others, why
just this one went in for philosophy rather than something else. With Cohen, the
question no longer arose, and there was an unfailing sense that he, for one, could do
nothing but philosophy, that he was inhabited by that precious force which the pow-
erful word compels to manifest itself. That which, led astray by what the present had

2. Franz Rosenzweig, “Un hommage,” in Franz Rosenzweig, Les cahiers de la nuit surveillée, no. 1
(1982); subsequent references to this work will be identified parenthetically in the text without pagina-
tion. (Here and elsewhere, unless otherwise noted, the English version of quoted material is my transla-

tion of Derrida’s French—Tr.)



142 ACTS OF RELIGION

to offer, I gave up looking for long since except in the Great Dead, that learned and
rigorous mind that knows how to meditate over the abyss, of a world still plunged in
the confusion of a reality threatened by chaos, that is what I all of a sudden met in

Cohen, face to face, incarnated in a living speech (“Un hommage”).?

What is thus being revealed to Rosenzweig? A Jew, nothing less than the essence
of the Jew, but also of the German Jew. And one cannot very well tell whether he is
more purely Jewish because he is a German Jew or essentially Jewish and on top of
that, by some accident or otherwise, also a German Jew. The ambiguity is remark-
able; for it is with this German Jew, with a particular way of being a German Jew,
Jewish and German (I shall return to one of Rosenzweig’s letters which says, “Let us
then be Germans and Jews. Both at the same time, without worrying about the and,
without talking about it a great deal, but really both”), that Rosenzweig, like
Scholem and Buber in a different way, will eventually break, despite the respect that
Cohen still inspired, this great figure of rationalist German Judaism, liberal and
non-Zionist if not assimilationist, this Jewish and German thinker.

For the moment, we can pay attention to the most salient features of this
encomium of a German Jew by Rosenzweig. In the following paragraph we distin-
guish at least three.

A. As Scholem was to do later in a now famous letter addressed to him,*
Rosenzweig associates rather strangely and in just such a biblical manner the figure
of the abyss with that of volcanic fire. Boiling over, eruption, gushing forth out of
untold depths, mixture of water and fire, but especially the convulsive rhythm of
the flow of lava—such is Cohen’s speech.

B. Convulsion, the convulsive tremor which marks the rhythm of volcanic
production and scans the jet or projection of lava, the ejaculation of liquid fire, is
also the tempo of discontinuous rhetoric, and that too is Cohen’s speech. In it
Rosenzweig recognizes that caesura in rhetorical composition, the aphoristic
quality of a speech that cares nothing for composition or is composed of an irreg-
ular series of aphoristic interruptions. But he recognizes it primarily as a property
of Jewish speech—an interpretation for which, as I do throughout, I leave him
the responsibility.

This interruption, this interruptive quality in which Rosenzweig sees something
essentially Jewish, calls for at least two comments.

3. A somewhat different English version of this passage is to be found in Franz Rosenzweig, Franz
Rosenzweig: His Life and Thought, ed. Nahum Glatzer (New York: Schocken, 1961) p. 29-Tr.

4. “An Unpublished Letter from Gershom Scholem to Franz Rosenzweig. Concerning Our Language.
A Confession,” 26 Dec. 1926; French translation by Stéphane Moses, in Archives des sciences sociales et des

religions, 60, no. 1 (July—September 1985). I shall propose elsewhere a reading of this letter. [See “The
Eyes of Language,” in this volume.]

INTERPRETATIONS AT WAR 143

(1) It ought to mark, as a circuit breaker might, the essence of the conjunction
“and,” which not only defines the relation of the Jew to the German (“Let us be
Jewish and German”) but also determines the Jewish in the German: ruptivity, a dis-
sociative and irruptive power. The volcano is irruption, but irruption is that which
the coming of an event initiates, rupture and hence interruption in the totalizing
synthesis. We know that Rosenzweig’s thought is characterized first and foremost
both by this thought of the “and” and by that within it which dislocates any totaliz-
ing synthesis. It does not forbid any in-gathering [rassemblement] but interrupts in-
gathering by the syn of the synthesis or of the system, notably in the form of the
State. The “and” of “Jewish and German” is perhaps a “syn” or a “with” but without
an identifying or a totalizing synthesis. It carries disjunction as much as it does con-
junction. It is this “lack of transition” which Rosenzweig believes to have noticed in
Cohen and of which he will say that “nothing is more Jewish.” This has to do prima-
rily with Cohen’s manner of speaking and teaching: lack of transition also, he notes,
hence of mediation between thought and feeling, the coldest thought and the most
passionate feeling. This “logic” is as paradoxical as that of the “and.” The lack of tran-
sition signifies omission of the middle term and everything that plays the role of
mediation in a dialectic, whether by this word one means the process of being and
absolute knowledge or of the art of language. But his nonmediation may translate
itself into two apparently contradictory effects: on the one hand, discontinuity—the
abrupt juxtaposition of two heterogenous elements, the relationless relation between
two terms with no continuity, no analogy, no resemblance, not susceptible to any
genealogical or deductive derivation; but on the other hand and for the very same
reason, the lack of transition produces a sort of immediate continuity which joins
one to the other, the same to the same and to the nonsame, the other to the other.

(2) This disjunctive conjunction, this “lack of transition,” is a way of connecting
without connection in rhetoric and in argumentation, for instance philosophical
argumentation: “a single word or a very short sentence of five or six words,” he says.
An aphoristic seriality, in short. Now is it not nearly at the same time as he writes
this about Cohen in 1918 that Rosenzweig himself, in an eruptive manner, like a
series of brief volcanic tremors, writes The Star of Redemption on postcards, so it is
said, while serving at the front? In any case, the conjunctive-disjunctive texture of
this book clearly exhibits this rhythm: lack of transition, continuity and disconti-
nuity, a style which is rather alien to that of the classic presentation of the philo-
sophical system or treatise, an argumentation, a rhetoric and connecting devices
unlike those which dominate the history of Western philosophy. This history, this
philosophy, these canons, are quite familiar to Rosenzweig. He must have reasoned

with them, then broken with them somehow, and not only to the extent of not
becoming an academic.
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(3) The tribute is not rendered to the writing but to the speech; it is addressed
not to an author of books but to a man, a particular existence in which thought and
feeling are one. The author left Rosenzweig cold and distrustful, the living speech
surprises and excites him. This speech is enchanted as well as enchanting, and the
rhythm-inflected motion of the body involves the hands as much as the voice. We
know what attention Rosenzweig paid to phonic rhythm, especially Rosenzweig the
translator, and not only in translating the Bible.

By what enchantment was this man’s speech inhabited? His speech rather than his
writings, which a certain distance tarnished somewhat. His speech gave the impres-
sion of a volcano smouldering under a smooth surface; as it would sometimes be
weaving its web, placing itself squarely in the rigorous treatment of some problem,
while the audience saw the flow of thoughts stream under the powerful brow, Cohen’s
personality would at a certain moment erupt like lightning, suddenly and without
transition, unexpectedly and unpredictably. An attitude struck infrequently, a gesture
of the hand—although he spoke with hardly a gesture, in fact it was necessary not to
take one’s eyes off him—a single word or a very brief sentence of five or six words and
the sluggish flow would expand to the dimensions of an overflowing sea, the light of a
world brought back to life from the bottom of the human heart would gush out of the
web of thought. It is precisely the total immediacy of these eruptions which endowed
them with a decisive power. This perfectly spontaneous boiling over of a pathos
emerging out of underground sources, the close coexistence of the coldest thought
and the most passionate feeling—surely there is nothing more Jewish than this lack of
transition. In fact this German, this German Jew of such a straight, such a free, such an
elevated conscience [or consciousness—tr.], was undoubtedly, in the deepest attach-
ments of his soul, much more Jewish and purely so than all those who today claim

with evident nostalgia that they are purely Jewish (“Un hommage”; my italics).

The last paragraph seems rather odd. I would underline its allusion to the sys-
tem. The encomium emphasizes primarily Cohen’s uniqueness and solitariness: he
is the only one today, the only one of his generation to do this or that, he stands apart
from the “crowd” and from “the crowd of his contemporaries.”

What is he the only one to do? First, not to dissociate feeling and intellect. Thus
he confronts the great problems of concrete humanity, of life and death. But since
he never dissociates—that is his greatness and his uniqueness—he is the only one
to propose a system. What does this mean? To propose a system is not merely to
promise one, as has so often been done in the history of philosophy;, it is to provide
it. Cohen has a system, Rosenzweig seems to say. Not only does he have it, he pro-
vides it, he delivers what he promised, what others have promised without keeping
their promise, or what others have provided without ever having had it. Cohen
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provides what he has, he has what he provides, and what he has and provides is the
system. The system is his generosity, the sign of an overabundance which did not
content itself with promising or having but was able to produce, to provide, in this
case to teach.

Now, let us not forget, the author of The Star of Redemption directed his entire
thought against or rather beyond the system—in any case, against or beyond sys-
temic totality, especially in its Hegelian form. He cannot, therefore, simply praise a
thinker for having promised, produced, or provided a system. The system may even
well be that which cannot be provided, that which forbids the possibility of a gift,
reappropriating it in advance and in a circular manner. The highest praise that he
himself can confer, the most generous gift, is to have thought, to have allowed think-
ing beyond the system. Whether it is true or false, this at any rate is what he dedicates
to Cohen’s memory. But also to the Jew. For in this move beyond the system
Rosenzweig believes he can recognize the Jew, someone who is not just the rational-
ist philosopher, the neo-Kantian of the Jewish religion of the Enlightenment, of the
(Jewish) religion within the limits of simple reason, but the man of piety.

It is precisely there that his scientific personality is rooted and this is what distin-

guishes him from the crowd of his contemporaries. He was undoubtedly the only one

of his generation, and even of the following one, not to have pushed aside with a

falsely knowledgeable air the basic questions which humanity has always asked itself
and which turn around the problems of life and death, the only one to have not given
in to the weakness of wrapping them up in a tangled skein of feelings and intellectu-
alism; on the contrary, he has met them in their fullest extent and true sense. It is
therefore impossible that there should have been mere chance in the fact that there
too he was the only one, among those who during the past few decades continued to
accord philosophy a scientific autonomy, not only to promise a system but really to pro-
vide one. It is precisely the fact that he did not avoid the essential thing which allowed
him not to shirk the age-old obligation of the question of totality. He was able from
the start, without having learnt it at all, to approach ultimate problems, that which,
beyond the system led him, finally, during his last theological period, to an immediate
confrontation with such questions. It is only then, in this septuagenarian, that the
most profoundly child-like characteristic of this great soul made its appearance,
“child-like” in the sense of the Marienbad Elegy: “therefore you are all, you are unsur-
passable” And in fact, he was basically altogether simple. He was a pious man (“Un

hommage”, my italics).

This posthumous homage allowed us to glimpse the relation without relation
(but in many respects exemplary for what interests us here) that existed between
these two German Jews, neither of whom knew Nazism, neither of whom was a
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5. See Hermann Cohen, Deutschtum und Judentum (Giessen

number, 1915); hereafter cited in text by section
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vated attention, in our context. At that period, during the First World War and
probably the years immediately following it, the militant patriotism of Scheler or
Husser], for instance, belongs, all differences considered, to the same configuration.
Such at least is the hypothesis.

This strategy also dictates to us a principle of selective reading in a text which
deals with the whole history of the Greek, Jewish, and Christian West, the whole
history of philosophy, literature, and the arts, all of Jewish and German culture,
politics, law, morality, religion, the categorical imperative and messianism, the
State and the nation, the army or school, and university education. By granting a
privilege to the Kantian core of this text, we shall radiate around several Kantian or
neo-Kantian cells. Neo-Kantianism in this case may mean two things: sometimes
Kantianism as adopted and adapted, tailored or appropriated, sometimes a critique
of the Kantian critique in Kant’s name, Kantianism as a matter of right and inspi-
ration which claims to be opposed to Kantianism of fact or to go beyond it. Kant
against Kant, or Kant without Kant.

Let us go directly, by way of a beginning, to the clearest proposition, the firmest
and, for us, the most interesting one: the close, deep internal kinship (die innerste
Verwandschaft) between Judaism and Kantianism. That is to say also between
Judaism and the historical culmination (geschichtliche Hohepunkt) of idealism as
the essence of German philosophy, namely the Kantian moment, the inner sanctum
(innerste Heiligtum) which Kantianism is, with its fundamental concepts (the
autonomy of universal law, liberty, and duty). It is that same Kant of whom Adorno
will say, in “Replying to the Question: Who is German?” that he is the best “witness”
of the German tradition or the German mind.® How then is this proposition main-
tained (especially §$ 6 to 12)? What placing-in-perspective, in other words, what
historical contextualization is it which claims to justify such an interpretation?

It is first of all, within a comparative logic which has its own history and its own
institutions, the argument of the tertium comparationis. In hazarding a comparison
(Vergleichung) between different peoples or the spirit of different peoples ( Volk-
geister), one must avoid error and provide a legitimation for such a science of the
spirit ( Geisteswissenschaft). To this end one must make sure that the two terms had
entertained an intimate relation, an intrinsic alliance (innerliche Verbindung) with a
third term (tertium comparationis). The third term, in this case, is nothing other
than Hellenism most particularly Greek philosophy. Both Jewish and German idio-
syncrasies have had fruitful, internal relations with Greek philosophy. Far from

6. Theodor W. Adorno, “Réponse a la question: qu’est-ce qui est allemand?” (Replying to the Question:
Who Is German?), in his Modéles critiques, French translation by Marc Jimenez and Elaine Kaufholz
(Paris: Payot, 1984), p. 221; Modéles critiques is a translation of Eingriffe: neun Kritische Modelle
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1963) and Stichworte: Kritische Modelle 2 (Frankfurt am Main, 1969).
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resemblance and of a dark history of a crucified father or mediator—one cannot
say that it is excluded by Cohen, even though he does not use the word “uncon-
scious.” This word matters little here, since Cohen refers to a fundamental historical
force (Grundkraft) which can never “run out or dry up” and to something which
“never ceases to keep alive the original force by which it is imbued throughout the
history of a nation.” It is, says Cohen in fact, “what must have repeatedly occurred
(ereignen) within the relation between Germanity and Judaism, even if this relation
was mediated by Christianity at the turning points which profoundly marked the his-
tory of the German spirit.” Cohen underlines this last part of the sentence: “an
inneren Wendepunkten in der Geschichte des deutschen Geistes ereignen” (§2). A
strong sentence and an odd one: it says that there is a German spirit, that this spirit
has or is a history marked by events, decisive events, which constitute turns or turn-
ing points. At each turning point, each curve, each turn or bent of the German
mind, an originary “force,” namely the Jewish genealogy or lineage, must have
played a marking role. The German comes to terms (auseinandersetzt) with the Jew
at each decisive turn of his history, in history as history of the spirit, and, in an
exemplary manner, as history of the German spirit. In coming to terms with the
Jew, the German comes to terms with himself since he carries and reflects Judaism
within himself: not in his blood but in his soul. Or in his spirit. Not in his blood, for
this genealogy is not a natural but an institutional, cultural, spiritual, and psychic
one. Assuming that in this argumentation race may be reduced to biologico-natu-
ralist schemas (let us keep in mind Rosenzweig’s enigmatic thought of the blood),
the question of racism is neither raised nor undoubtedly necessary. On the other
hand, at least in this moment of the syllogism, Cohen seems already to appeal to a
theory of the Jewish-German psyche: psyche, because the genealogy which some-
how twins the Jew and the German, culminating in Kant, is not at all a natural,
physical, genetic genealogy. Rather it comes down by way of the association of the
religious and the philosophical, by way of that interlingual contract which consigns
the Judeo-Hellenic heritage in line with the essential mediation of the logos to the
form of an absolute logocentrism. What is in question is indeed a psyche, since that
association is not natural but rather sealed within the whole semantic family of the
logos: reason, discourse or speech, gathering, and so forth. Furthermore, it is indeed
a psyche which is in question, not only a mirror, but a soul which holds the spirit,
the holy spirit, without necessarily implying consciousness or representative knowl-
edge. Cohen speaks of a force which acts at the great turning points of the history of
the German spirit, but a force of which the Jewish or German “subjects” need not be
conscious. Hence the need for a pedagogy, for a didactic analysis concerning that
which alternates between sleeping and walking in that logocentered psyche.
We have barely begun our reading of this strange text. We have at least the sense
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j tom in some sense. If it is a symptom of what it describes, it is perhaps all the more
E revealing of the unconscious truth of which it speaks or—and this amounts to the
b same thing—which speaks through it. In this region, the symptom is knowledge,
' knowledge is a symptom. Between the two there would no longer be a borderline
. such as a particular rationalism—objectivistic, positivistic, or scientific—would
E like to impose, with as much artificiality as violence. And the artificiality of this vio-
~ lence cannot come about except through institutions. There is nothing natural in it,
‘ by definition. This kind of rationalism has no understanding of the spirit or the
psyche; it does not see that they cannot be made into an object. The object itself is
caught in a structure of interpretation and institution, of “artificial” reflection,
what we also call a psyche. Most notably, this form of rationalism (which we shall
not confuse with reason itself or reason in general and will nonetheless interpret in
the name of a certain reason, by no means in favor of some irrationalism) is amnesia
itself, with regard to its own genealogy, that very same genealogy, Cohen might say,
that we are describing here: all of philosophy, reason or the logos in its demand for
rendering an account (logon didonai), indeed the principle of reason itself. Far from
possibly becoming, Cohen might say further, the object of rational knowledge as a
symptom of an alleged delirium, it is my discourse that renders an account of so-
called objective knowledge. That is why a symptom may be true, true of a truth
which it says and which is no longer of the order of positive objectivity. A little
further on, in an even more hallucinated or hallucinating moment of his interpre-
tation, Cohen writes: “Maimonides is, within Medieval Judaism, the symptom of
Protestantism (§9). The word translated as “symptom” is precisely Wahrzeichen.

Second Proposition
This region, in which the symptom has a chance of being truth, of speaking as

the truth, is not one we can consider as merely a region among others. It is the
one [ am talking about, Cohen might say, and properly speaking, both for me and
for those to whom I address myself, it is not a region. It is nothing less than the
logos, that which is in the beginning and which holds together speech and reason.
The logos speaks of and by itself [de lui-méme]. By itself, that is to say spontaneously,
on its own account, as a principle, for one need not render an account of that which
is a principle and answers for itself. Of itself, for through my mouth, the logos truly
speaks of the logos, of itself. Any claim to objective knowledge that one might wish
to place in opposition to it is still nothing but a “logical” manifestation of it.

This “logic,” then, remains rather strong. For it is less a “logic” than the ambition to
talk about logic, to say the truth about the origin of logic, namely the logos. There

is perhaps a “meta-logic,” there is no meta-logos.
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European people is supposed to share this competitive affinity with Greece. If the
Greek tradition is safeguarded in a privileged manner within German culture and
more specifically within German philosophy, then the syllogism implies the
German spirit. Cohen emphasizes this already at the end of the first paragraph:
“Now, as Christianity is unthinkable without the logos, Hellenism is one of its
sources. But thus, and with equal impact, Hellenism appears as one of the fundamen-
tal sources (Grundquelle) of Germanity.”

The second reason concerns the deep and specific mainspring of this text, its
rhetoric, the mechanics of proof and persuasion that happens to be at work in it,
the one we are analyzing here while emphasizing the privileged reference to Kant.
What happens to be at stake is nothing less than an interpretation of the sense of
being. Ata level and in a style that are not Heidegger’s—far from it—but that could
call for some cautious analogies, Cohen intends an answer to the question of being.
He, too (for the same may be said of Heidegger), does so through an interpretation
of Platonism, an interpretation of the instituted interpretations of Platonism, of
the Platonic logos, eidos, and especially the hypotheton. This history of the interpre-
tations gives a double privilege to the German spirit in its process of becoming, in
the concatenation of its spiritual events, both philosophical and religious. It is on
the one hand the privilege of German idealism, as a philosophy or, rather, as a
moral consciousness of philosophy and science. It constitutes the ideal interpreta-
tion of Platonic idealism. It is on the other hand, and primarily, the Lutheran
Reformation. The latter must be recognized as the religious form of the rationality

that opposes the logos, the eidos and especially the hypothesis to the dogma of
ecclesiastical institution. One could consider the Reformation from this point of
view as a critique of instituted truth, of the institutional dogmatism which freezes
the interpretation of Scripture. This critique, in turn, can only, inevitably, give rise
to institutions, and we could follow the progress of the Protestant motif in several
modern hermeneutics. But this German Reformation would then be side by side
with, on the side of, the Aufklidrung—not opposite it. The French Lumieres, which
ought to be distinguished from the Aufklirung in this respect, were not able to
oppose the Catholic Church. In allying itself with critical science, with the hypoth-
esis, with doubt, with the history of knowledge, with the putting-in-question of
institutional authorities, and so on. “The Reformation placed the German spirit at
the center of world history” (Mit der Reformation tritt der deutsche Geist in den
Mittelpunkt der Weltgeschichte) (§7).

How does Cohen intend to prove this? The comparative method, when it comes
to determining national spirits, appeals not only to the tertium comparationis. It
is necessary for it to be interested also in the essential depth of each national
spirit (Nationalgeist), beyond extrinsic properties such as its political, social, moral
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determinations (in the sense of “mores”: sittliche Eigenschaften), which are extrinsic

properties. This depth manifests itself in spiritual culture: religion, art, philosophy. !
Pure science—for example, mathematics—is excluded from it since it is universal 1
by essence. The reciprocal “influence” (Einwirkung) and “interaction” (Wechsel- |
wirkung) between Judaism and Germanity will be analyzed in the element of this |

spiritual culture. Cohen begins neither by religion nor by art but by philosophy,
which is “scientifically the most graspable” (wissenschaftlich fassbarsten). The ques-
tion “Was ist deutsch?” which runs from Wagner to Nietszche, Adorno, and so on,
amounts here essentially to the question “What is German philosophy?” The sim-
ple, straightforward, unequivocal answer: the essence of German philosophy is ide-
alism. “Was bedeutet aber Idealismus?” (But what does idealism mean?) The
answer, as one may suspect, is more complicated than the question. It is this answer
which assumes a historical displacement within what can safely be called an insti-
tution of interpretation, namely the dominant interpretation of Platonism. Ideal-
ism is no mere theory of ideas in contrast with the sensible or with matter, it is not
an antisensualism or antimaterialism. Despite his maturity and his didactic preci-
sion, Plato did not determine the idea (eidos) with complete clarity. If he asked the
question of Being, of substance, of the eternal being [I’étant éternel], he used terms
among which privilege was mistakenly given to those that referred to vision
(Schauen) or to intuition (Anschauung) in accordance with the etymology of the
word eidos. The most fundamental determination, however, one which is to be
found in Plato but has nevertheless been covered up and neglected throughout the
renewals of Neoplatonism and the Renaissance, the one which founded idealism as
a scientific project and a method, is the hypothesis, the concept of hypothesis.
Without expanding on Plato’s complicated discourse on the subject of the hypoth-
esis and the anhypothetic, Cohen assumes rather bluntly the hypothesis, precisely,
of an affiliation between the Platonic concept of the hypothesis and Kepler’s
astronomy or physics. Through Kepler, after him, German thought is supposed to
have given the authentically scientific idealism (which Platonism had not yet been)
its full effectiveness.

The property of the German spirit plays itself in the interpretation of the sense of
Being or the sense of the Idea. Heidegger linked (for example in his Nietzsche) the
destiny of the German people also to the answerability [responsabilité] of this type
of question. But one of the many radical differences between Cohen and Heidegger
(his successor, let us not forget, in that institution, the University of Marburg), is
that in the eyes of the former, the inter pretation of the Idea as Being is not German, it
is less German in any case than the interpretation of the Idea as hypothesis. This lat-

ter interpretation would be more “critical,” it would suspend the naive ontology of

' the 1dea in favor of its methodologico-sc

. itself but philosophy as scientific
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The idea (idea) is so far from being synonymous with the concept (eidos = logos)
that it is only thanks to it and to the account it renders that the concept (logos) itself
may be verified.

One understands now what depth this truly authentic interpretation of idealism
reveals and guarantees to the deontological consciousness of scientific thought. ...
This procedure is the prejudicial condition of any authentic science and, therefore, of
any philosophy, any scientific fecundity; but for all that, it is no less the condition of
any natural thought in life in general, as in the historical conduct of peoples.

§6. This sober lucidity is the deep, true meaning of German idealism, which has
always been the mark both of its science and its philosophy in their classic produc-
tions. From this fundamental feature of the scientific spirit we must now draw conclu-
sions—by showing the validity of such a generalization—for the historical conduct as

a whole and, more particularly, for the political conduct of the German people.

This movement leads, then, to Kant. Who is Kant? He is the holiest saint of the
German spirit, the deepest, innermost inner sanctum of the German spirit (in
diesem innersten Heiligtum des deutsches Geistes), but he is also the one who repre-
sents the innermost affinity (die innerste Verwandschaft) with Judaism. This kin-
ship is sealed in the most intimate depth and the most essential interiority. This
seal is sacred, sacredness itself, the historical sacredness of the spirit. But if it is nec-
essary here to insist on “die innerste,” the innermost and most intimate, it is pre-
cisely because underlying this sacred alliance is interiority itself. This alliance is not
simply internal like the spirit, it is concluded in the name of moral consciousness
(Gewissen) as absolute interiority. It was surely made possible by the Greek third
term or by the logocentered triangle of Graeco-Judeo-Christianity; but it is at the
moment of the Reformation that this Judeo-German kinship is born in being
reborn [en renaissant]. It then experiences one of its many births, which, like
German idealism, scan this teleological process, from Kepler to Nicholas of Cusa to
Leibniz and finally to Kant. The Reformation, something irreducibly German in
Cohen’s eyes, places the German spirit “at the center of world history” (in den
Mittelpunkt der Weltgeschichte). A rather indisputable proposition, if we accept a
certain number of protocols, but one I shall not analyze here. In its spirit, this
Reformation is presumably at bottom the faithful heiress of Platonic hypotheti-
cism: respect for the hypothesis, cult of the doubt, suspicion towards dogma (and if
you prefer also towards doxa) and towards institutions based on dogma, a culture
of interpretation but of a free interpretation, one which, in its spirit, at least, tends
to liberate itself from any institutional authority. The Reformation wants to render
an account and justify (logon didonai). It holds nothing as established, it submits

everything to an examination. To render an account of and to justify, the rendering
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of reason (Rechenschaft) and justification, this is the slogan (Schlagwort) of the
Reformation. It is the exercise of the logos, of the logon didonai, or, in Latin, of
the ratio, the rationem reddere. We might confront this schema with Heidegger’s
schema concerning a Principle of Reason which, after a period of incubation, finds
the event of its formulation with Leibniz in order to dominate later on all of
modernity. It so happens that Heidegger’s text ( Der Satz vom Grund) is also,among
other things, a meditation on the institution of the modern university within the
tenure [mouvance] of the Principle of Reason.
What does Cohen say when he names the event of Protestantism? He speaks
cautiously of the “historical spirit of Protestantism” (der geschichtliche Geist des
Protestantismus). This spirit is not to be confused with the empirical history of fac-
tual events; it is a current, a force, a telos. It is so strong, internal, and undeniable
thateven the non-Protestants, the Catholics and the Jews, must recognize it. It is as
if Cohen were saying to the latter: become Protestant enough to recognize, beyond
the institutional dogma, scientifically, rationally, philosophically, by consulting
nothing but your conscience, the very essence of Protestantism, of this Protestant
spirit that you have already become. The hidden axiom of this provocation is not
only the paradox of some logico-speculative perversity. It is also like a grand
maneuver: that of philosophy, of the conversion to Protestantism, of conversion in
general. If you recognize that Protestantism is basically the truth, the very demand
for truth beyond instituted dogma, the demand for knowledge and freedom of
interpretation without institution, then you are already Protestant in submitting to
this demand for truth; you are such whatever the religious and dogmatic institu-
tion to which you think you otherwise belong. It is because you were already
Protestant (and this temporal modality is the entire question of truth) that you
converted. And you converted secretly, even if ostensibly, dogmatically, institution-
ally, you are Catholic, Jewish, Moslem, Buddhist, or even atheist. Likewise, you are
Kantian but also Jewish, Jewish and German, the Jew himself being, as we shall ver-
ify, a Protestant and the Protestant a Platonic Jew, if only you are a philosopher and
have within you, conscientiously [en conscience], the demand for hypothesis for
truth, for science.

Before proceeding further, let us try to formalize one of the laws of this “logic,”
suchlogic as is at work in Cohen’s interpretation. Cohen analyzes not only alliances,
genealogies, marriages, spiritual minglings of blood, graftings, cuttings, derivations.
He does not analyze some chemico-spiritual composition of the German, the
Jew, or the Christian. No, he has a thesis, which is also a hypothesis, an underlying
and a substantial thesis, the hypothesis of any possible thesis on the subject of
any spiritual genealogy of peoples, of any possible alliance among the spirits of
peoples. What is this absolute hypothesis, which may ultimately resemble Cohen’s
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anhypothetic, all the more so as it involves morality and the Good, that is to say the

agathon where Plato located the anhypothetic? It is that the general possibility of -
spiritual kinships, of this general economy of the spirit, hence of spiritual families
(oikonomia here names the law, the law of the family oikos as the law, period), the
possibility of this genealogy without limit does not merely find an example or an |
application in the Judeo-German or rather in the Judeo-Protestant case. Judeo- |

Protestant Platonism or logocentrism is the very event which makes possible this

general economy, this spiritual hybridization as world genealogy. [ say, indeed, A

world logocentrism. “Logocentrism” is not Cohen’s word, but I believe I have justi-
fied its use. “World” because spiritual worldwideness (mondialisation) is supposed
to have its origin in this Judeo-Protestant psyche which, in the name of the logos, of
the spirit, of philosophy as idealism, hence of knowledge and scientificity, as moral
“consciousness of philosophy and science” (Gewissen der Philoso phie und der
Wissenschaft), would have become the “center of the world.”

The abstract form of these propositions should not mislead us. This is an eco-
nomic formalization, of course, and Cohen’s language, too, is a composite one:
extremely concrete notations together with the boldest metaphysical shortcuts. But
some may be tempted, like myself, to translate or theatricalize these theorems.

This might perhaps produce the following scenario, and some would say:
“Indeed yes, this is what is going on: if ..
wide (mondialisation], if ..
techno-science, rationality,
this?),

- the process of things becoming world-
. the homogenization of planetary culture involves
the principle of reason (and who can seriously deny
if the great family of anthropos is being gathered together thanks to this gen-
eral hybridization—through the greatest instances of violence, no doubt, but irre-
sistibly—and if it becomes unified and begins to gather itself and gather not as a

genetic family but as a ‘spiritual’ family, trusting in this set called science and the

discourse of human rights, in the unity of techno-science and the ethico-juridico-

political discourse of human rights, namely in its common, official, and dominant
axiomatic, ... then humanity does indeed unify itself around a Platonico-Judeo-
Protestant axis (and the Catholics are already Protestant, as we have seen, just like
the Jews: they are all Neoplatonic Kantians). The Platonico-Judeo-Protestant axis is
also the one around which revolves the Jewish-German psyche, heir, guardian, and
responsible for the Platonic hypothesis, itself relayed by the principle of reason.
This unification of anthroposin fact involves what is called European culture—now
represented, in its indivisible unity, by the economic—technical-scientiﬁc-military
power of the United States. Now if one considers the United States to be a society
essentially dominated, in its spirit, by Judeo-Protestantism, not to mention even
an American-Israeli axis, then—one might go on within the same hypothesis—
Cohen’s hypothesis concerning the Platonic hypothesis and its lineage would not

seem quite so mad. If i . - > e
truth ci)f real madness, this logocentric psychosis which presumably got hold o
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0 p hO still inhabits, a
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Wi l b se
ah‘ead dOeS SO no longel‘, nel1
€ yp t l)() t }lyp() y (0] tlcal hypotheSIS, 1S SUIely
th651S Cohen S anh p the
th h O heSlS a u y
addressed, as an Open lettel, to all ()f Illa]lklnd—‘and 1t 1s as SuCh that 1t IeaChCS us
0)%Y = = . 1 € eep 1t 1n
w W k t
hatls urhr andn W I d
1 fy rlght here (and w (o) ere (o) ade ()f: Ii() cou
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German Wlll lose (and lndeed thlS 1S hat haS happened thCC). (2) I res exer
. . . . ..
Clsed by the Amerlcan |CWS can determll’le the Amerlcan deClSlon. they are p()WeI-
(0] l V y (0) . I ll seems
ﬁll m the Unlted States and thelr hnk t udalsm 18 Stlll ery str ng ta
(0) t 1 0-Ca h (0) SO-
Hed WOI‘ld War up untll >
as th ugh he Fl st so-C ]9]7 then tlle SCC Ild
€ Or d 1941 S lOng as the Unlted p
Call d W 1 War Llp untll , SO States dld not take art 1n
eCco y ocal w y ? N()t f r quantltatl e or g -
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them, remalned sec Ildar > (0} WV (0] (e}
g p ) y y t Spllt up the Splrltua )
ra lllcal reasons but because the had not ye l ()Ild they
y t t]le ()t] 1eT tlle two reat sons or bI‘OtherS Of the fam'
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had not et pltted one agalnS
y I - y m the orld,
the two a f th g eat ude r teStant
].1 Y h t m: ]OI‘ members 0o e grea (0] I 0 b()d W ld llle
two 1()beS ()f the erSh'German psyche or Of 1ts powerful udEO-AmellwcallO—
€l a p osthesi I S he as pSyChe haS always done, gua p .
G man pr th S1S. hlSp yC y ldS theS 1rit ]lell
1t breaks between the Unlted States and GEI many, thlS war Wlll be an enormous
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family feud, a dissension, a war of secession: not between two opposite blocks, X
versus X, nor between Jews and Protestants, but between Judeo-Protestants and
Jlildeo-Protestants. Cohen’s rhetoric is being raised like a white flag: stop this fratri-
.c1dal war. Would this Jewish, socialist, German, pacifist, nationalist internationall-
ist, and neo-Kantian philosopher have said that the Second Work’i War brought
about what he had feared, what already happened just before his death in l9gi7
na.mely a war within the spirir? Within the spirit as the spirit of philosophy con-’
sclousness and conscience of science, the Judeo-Protestant logos under the c’har
of the Jewish-German psyche? ¢

. We have spoken of the soul or psyche. We have spoken of the spirit—the German
spirit, the holy spirit, the spirit of Judaism. But we have only alluded to conscious-
ness, precisely to Gewissen, that conscience which is supposed to situate, in hist
-the b.ecoming-German of philosophy. As the authentic, full-fledged form of Platooxjiyc’
idealism, German idealism arises, in sum, with Protestantism, namely in the ten-

dency to recognize no authority other than the authority of Gewissen.

On the one hand, idealism is the conscience, the Gewissen of philosophy and sci-
ence. On the other hand, Protestantism commands us to put no trust either in the
Churc.h itself and its works, that is, in the institution, or in its priests, but “only in
conscience’s own labor” (allein die eigene Arbeit des Gewissens).

) l?u.t toput one’s trustin the incessant “labor” of conscience onlyis in the view of
religious thought” (das religiose Denken) a double, equivocal gesture. And this
partly explains how the German Reformation could have been at the soilrce of a
Aufkldrung which, in contrast to the French Lumieres and Encyclopaedia, does nort1
80 against faith. This is because the labor of conscience at one and the s’ame time
frees and encumbers religious thought. Liberation and overburdening at one and
the sa.me time. Befreien and Belasten, because in delivering it from dogmatico-
ec.cle51astica1 authority and the external weight of the institution, it charges con-
sc1enc.e w%th taking upon its own self, all alone, a purely internal responsibility. It
must institute itself, stand up and hold itself up all by itself, assume a faith offe):ed
.to tﬁe blows and objections of knowledge [la connaissance]. Faith is like an auto-
}nst?tut%ng decision whose authenticity seeks no external guarantee, at least not in
Institutions of this world. Whence the double sense (Doppelsinn) of this faith
(Gla.ube) to which Luther appeals against the Church: an anti-institutional and an
archi-institutional faith. Let us not forget, by the way, the enormous respect Luther
has always inspired among the Jewish German intelligentsia. Rosenzweig and
Buber, for example, when it comes to translating the Bible from Hebrevf into
German, consider Luther as the great ancestor, the formidable rival, the unequaled
master. Rosenzweig speaks of him at times in a tone of crushed fervor.
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In its double sense, such a faith constitutes idealism precisely insofar as it is
opposed to the instituted data of the Church. But the Church will be reluctant to
part with the force of idealism. Thus, at least as a polemical pretext, it too internal-
izes that which contests it, both from without and from within, from an outside
which precisely claims the authority of the inside, of the most intimate Gewissen.
After having up to a certain point consecrated the Reformation, the Church assigns
itself a duty (Pflicht) of justification (Rechtfertigung, which refers back to logon
didonai). This duty of justification is the only source of bliss, of salvation (Selig-
keit). It confers on religion a new authenticity, a new truth, a new truthful truth, a
truthfulness ( Wahrhaftigkeit). This is a historical event, since this truthfulness or
this authenticity is new. Such an event institutes a new relation of religion to truth
as truthfulness, as authenticity rather than as truth of correspondence in the sense
of science or of objective knowledge. This instituting event, whose reach cannot be
overestimated, makes faith (Glauben) come alive to its authenticity. By the same
token, it assigns a “new destination” (eine neue Bestimmung) to the German spirit.

The concept of Wahrhaftigkeit is clearly an ambiguous one. It signals simultane-
ously both towards the true and towards the truthful, both towards the truth of
knowledge [connaissance] and towards the authenticity of a certain existence, here
existence in a state of faith. The Reformation exposes the quick, it vivifies in mod-
ern man (and in sum Cohen raises the question of modernity, it may even be said
that he claims to define the advent of Modern Times [ Temps Modernes]) two types
of certainty (Gewissheit). (Let us not forget that for Heidegger, who would rather
tend to suspect it, the value of certainty, which he associates rather with the ideal-
ism of the Cartesian cogito, also marks the advent of a certain modernity.) It is
better to retain here the German word Gewissheit. Unlike “certainty” [certitude], it
maintains a certain communication between knowledge ( Wissen), science ( Wissen-

schaft), conscience (Gewissen), self-consciousness (Selbst-bewusstsein) and certain-
ty (Gewissheit). There is the Gewissheit, the certainty of scientific knowledge, and
there is the Gewissheit in the realm of faith. As soon as the questions of faith are no
longer exposed to skepticism, as they might have been when only the dogmatism of
the ecclesiastical institution guaranteed them, they are gathered together and held
fast (zusammengefasst und festgehalten) within a doctrine of morality, as that very
doctrine (als Lehre der Sittlichkeit). Henceforth morality stands on the side of reli-
gion, side by side with it, flush with religion, inseparable from a sort of “religion
within the limits of simple reason,” as Kant the Aufklirer might say. Morality is no
longer the rival but the ally of religion. Religion is no longer the “wretch” that the
French Lumieres (still too Catholic because anti-Catholic, and I can add: too
French in 1915!), with Voltaire, wished to get rid of. The ideal of Protestantism
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stru ienti
'ctures and founds the cultural and scientific consciousness of the modern
n Lo
; la(mons on these two types of Gewissheit. Consequently, the development of ethics
l . . .o ’
e that of religion, becomes conditioned by this idealism of modern culture

Wi . . . _
1th(?ut it there is no rectitude or Justice (Aufrichtigkeit), no honesty, no personal
conscience for the man of modernity. e
What becomes of Judaism in all this?

If .1t is n-ot prepared in a scientific manner, if jt does not stem from positive scj
ence itself, idealism tends naturally toward philosophical speculation Tl;at i -
also toward ontology and the thought of being itself, Now Judaism ‘be inlsbtO T;y
self-presentation of God in the burning bush. God said: “Ich bin der ;g’ h Sh y”t e
trén.slating the Hebrew formula into German, Cohen notes that the te;se mf- tllln
original version is marked by the future. God names himself, he calls himself (; ] e
But }-1e calls himself (into) being in the future, a future which is not sie )\ e”lllg
modlﬁcation of a present, just another present yet to come. And this beirrz1p i
come 15 unique. Cohen goes on to translate the “Ich bin der Ich bin” with(g) };et ,
fufther precaution, into the Platonic idiom: God is being, he alone; th u' o
being beside him; any other being, “as Plato would say (wie’Platon sa ’en *:/r; ; )n'o
but pure appearance; a mere phenomenon (Erscheinung).” God is being' it is nrl ;' ,
th.at the world and humanity have their foundation, that which guardgs) and 'lm
tains them. Judaism would thus merge with Platonism, Yahweh with the g at}rln vor

the c?nh ypotheton. Like the Good, God escapes any image, any comparisonga e
.ceptlon. He remains unrepresentable. The purely intuitive thought relatir’l Itlc}), E?r-
Is not a thought of knowledge (Denken der Wissenschaft), but a thou htg f 1 -
(Denken der Liebe): “The knowledge of God is love,” says Cohen. Love i s
ably the authentic word for faith in reformed biblical language 'llhis is thprésum_
Platonic Eros, at the source of knowledge and of the aesthetic se‘nse This i ) | rec}?-
vocabulary of so many Christian texts, primarily evangelical ones . B
Hence the initial kinship of Judaism with Idealism. This kinshii) is explored and
developed, from Philo to the twelfth century with Maimonides the sofr ) f aE
grfrat 'scholastics, of Nicholas of Cusa in his doctrine of divine) attributeCe 0dt ';
Leibniz, who also quotes him when he speaks of the divine being. Hence ih?: d(;
formula: Maimonides is the “symptom” (the revealing sign, the mark, Wahrzei :
of a Medieval Jewish Protestantism. There was presumably a Iewisl; Refo . 'en)
before the letter of the Christian Reformation, Maimonides is its proper na mfalzlo'n
the emblem and the seal of the alliance between these two Reformalt)ions glet) en
t%lem, he signs for the first time the alliance or the contract. It s the figure o.f t; W; en
sngnato.ry or the first delegate to the signing of this alliance, an alliance which fe o
the Jewish-German psyche, the mirror or the reflexive consciousness of mod Or'ms
All of this goes with the grain of an “authentic” (echten) Platonic idealism i
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Oh, if Maimonides had only known, if he had only seen himself in advance car-
ried away along the course of this fantastic cavalcade, this galloping of a Jewish-
German historian of philosophy, running through all of Western history in one
breath without stopping for a single moment, all in front of an American public! If
he had only known, he who considered himself rather Judeo-Maghrebian, Judeo-
Arab, or Judeo-Spanish, that one day he would see himself recruited for this strange
struggle, having unwittingly signed an alliance with post-Lutheran Germany, having
consigned the great Jewish alliance to that alliance between the two alleged Refor-
mations, would his soul rest in peace? I mean, would his psyche? And if only Plato
had known? If all of them had?

Their protesting against Cohen, that is to say against Protestantism, would not
perhaps have been quite unjust. But who can say that it would have been quite right
[dans le vrai] for all that? For ultimately what is the truth in this case? Is it not pre-
cisely a matter of interpreting the truth of truth itself in the origin of its institution?

How does Cohen rationalize this recruitment of Maimonides for the Jewish-
German cause? He does not rationalize; he thinks he does not have to. He speaks of
reason itself—and of the historical institution of rationalism. Although he does not
challenge the religious institutions, as Luther might do, Maimonides still seeks the
foundations of religion. He founds religion upon a grand, rigorous rationalism. It
is in the name of reason that he founds the Jewish Reformation.

When it comes to Maimonides, an abstention by Cohen may seem astonishing.
In this text, which overflows with learning and cites just about every canonized
philosopher (provided he is not French, with the exception of Rousseau, of whom
weshall speak later), one philosopher is never named. No significant place is recog-
nized for him. He is, however, a great rationalist philosopher, Jewish in his own

way, and precisely a critic of Maimonides: Spinoza. Cohen knows him well, he has
written about him a great deal. Why doesn’t he grant him any place? Here is a fea-
ture that he will have in common with Heidegger in what is for both a meditation
on the logon didonai and on the Principle of Reason. There would be a great deal to
say about this common silence. All the more so since Cohen talks abundantly about
Mendelssohn. This is particularly difficult to do without mentioning the man who
for Mendelssohn was a master, a disputed one, no doubt, but still a master. The last
lines of the article seem to take aim at a certain Spinozism, without naming
Spinoza, as if to excommunicate it from the Jewish-German psyche, along with
mysticism and pantheism. At the moment of celebrating the unity of the unique
God, Cohen writes: “The future of German culture (Gesittung) rests on the force
that the national spirit can muster to resist all the charms of mysticism, but also the
pantheistic illusions of monism: our future depends on the ability to comprehend
in their pure rational difference both nature and morality, ‘the starry sky above me
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and the moral law within me,’ and not to seek their unity (unification,
except in the idea of the one God.”

The absence of Spinoza seems all the more blatant since Cohen speaks of a reli-
gion and a morality founded upon the love of God and on Pauline law: these are
also the essential motifs of the Theologico-Political Treatise.

Cohen will have often named the spirit: the German spirit and the Holy Spirit. 1,
for my part, have often spoken of a Jewish-German psyche, of symbiosis or spiri-
tual alliance. But has Cohen said nothing of the soul, of the Jewish or the German
soul, of the Jewish psyche or the German psyche? We are coming to it.

There are presumably two principles of Judaism. One is God’s oneness, the other

that of the “purity of the soul” (Reinheit der Seele). The Jewish morning prayer says
“My Lord, the soul you gave me is pure. You created it, you formed it inside me, you
breathed it into me [and the psyche is breath], you preserve it inside of me and it is
you who will take it back again some day in order to return it to me in the life to
come.” The purity of the soul, says Cohen, is the “foundation pillar” (Grundpfeiler)
of Jewish piety. Hence the immediacy of the relation to God, without intercessor,
without mediator. After Maimonides, Cohen cites another Jew, Ibn Ezra, the earliest
and the most important among the critics of the Bible. The authority of this Ibn
Ezra, let me note in passing in order to recall Spinoza once more, is invoked at some
length in the Theolo gico-Political Treatise, particularly in Chapter 8, when the issue is
the authorship of the Holy Scripture, especially of the Pentateuch, Everybody used
to believe it was Moses, notably the Pharisees, who resorted to an accusation of
heresy against anyone who doubted this. Ibn Ezra, however, “a man of a rather free
spirit and of immense erudition,” says Spinoza, “was the first who, to my knowledge,
has noticed this prejudice.” But he dared not say so openly, and in order to dodge
what was also the authority of an institution, he said jt cryptically. Spinoza meant to
lift this self-censorship and disclose his true intentions.

What, however, does Ibn Ezra say, the one whom Cohen now cites? One of his
maxims states that there is no mediator between God and man other than human
reason. The Holy spirit is equally man’s spirit as it is God’s. Man’s spirit is holy
because the holy God deposited it in him. Involved in the spirit are both the recon-
ciliation ( Versohnung) between God and man and the redemption of sins: purity of
soul and holiness of spirit. Quoting one of David’s psalms, Cohen means to show
(§11) that, in Judaism, redemption assumes a concept of human psyche.

This Jewish concept of the soul implies an immediate relation to a unique God.
No mediator is necessary. But if it permits an understanding of freedom and of
what morality assumes of freedom, how can this philosophy of immediacy account
for duty, obligation, commandment? What is to be made of the law, so essential
to Judaism after all? Cohen’s way of posing and resolving the problem in three

Vereinigung)
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| sentences (a war is on) is marvelous. A marvel of elliptical simplification, not to say
; i nom
~ distressing simple-mindedness, the more so when one knows that this ecoi thy
I . . e
| conceals enormous exegetic problems, hermeneutic debates still open despite

libraries and the institutions growing rich by them by the d;.iy. Cohen knows them
well, he inhabits them, teaches in them, and occasionally wrl.tes about therf.

What does he say? The following: I have just shown a “pomT of support ; Stulz‘z;
punkt) of Idealism, but there is another fundamental conception ( Grundge ant Z f
of Judaism. Since Paul, it has been opposed to the former .through thc.e concep o
the law. This is a single sentence, in the beginning of §12. It 1s- true t-hat in very.wc;'
known and extremely complex texts (which, moreover, Spinoza 1nt.erprets 1ln 12
way around the problem of circumcision in Chapter 3 (.)f the Y.’reattse)l, Pa;ut se:})lle
some rather negative things about obedience to the law in ]udals‘rr.l, at e:.is od )
external and transcendent law which is supposed to be at the origin of sin and to

i love and internal law.
thfc:epf?ll;ld(:z::;:; thought of Judaism, if there is one and if one interpret; :zlloEg
with Cohen, would thus be stretched between two poles: freedom of the soudm t te
immediate relation to God, respect for transcendent law, dutyT and comma1.1 me}lll t
Now, who has done this? Who has thought, en bloc, like a single reVOluthI;, t e?
which revolves about these two poles, both freedom and dut?', autonOI.ny a1.1 ult-
versal law? Kant, and this thinker presumably delved deep into I.u-da%sn.n }nt((‘)t }1112
spirit or its soul. Since he is the holiest saint of t}?e Gerr.nan spirit, lt.ll.s in n
innermost sanctum of the German spirit” (in dzeser.n ”znm?rst.en Heiligtum N
deutschen Geistes) that we find “the innermost k.insh(l(p (dzle mner)ste Verwa:d-
schaft) or affinity of the German spirit with Judaism. 'Duty is God’s comrrllae .
ment, and in Jewish piety, it must be on an equal footing, for the free }slerlwc )
love, with respect [here not Achtung, Kant’s word, but Ehrfurcht]: .f(.)r t le ovl;e' :))_
God in the love of men.” The spiritual consanguinity, the psycho-sl.)lrltua s;c/lm 1.th
sis is sealed in the Critique of Practical Reason and in everything which accords wi
it i g and elsewhere. - -
) H’i‘llf: zz:t:r(::ﬂi(s not new. Kant’s thought, whose Protestant. descendanc;: is so ;\:(;
dent, has very rapidly been interpreted as a profound Judaism. 'It m.ay e ;eca "
both that he was saluted as a sort of Moses and that.Hege.l saw 1.n hlmﬁ s arnc;ar
Jew.? This philosophical anti-Semitism or rather this antl-Iudalsmhw1 l:eal;znd,
with scarcely different motivations, in Nietzsche’s contra Kant. On t efot ertionis;
Religion within the Limits of Pure Reason does resemble that Judeo-Re oir(tilascribes
Aufklirung of which Cohen speaks. The Critique of the Faculty of Judgment de

8. I permit myself to refer the reader to long developments devoted to this scene in my Glas (Paris:
Galilée, 1974).
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the exemplarity of the Jewish experience in its relation to the sublimity of moral
law. The fact that the Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View includes at least

one properly anti-Semitic note (literally anti-Palestinian) is not incompatible with 3

Kant’s quasi-Judaism. Besides, what is anti-Semitism not compatible with? Thisisa
terrible question, for it is directed at Jews, at those who call themselves such, as well
as at non-Jews, at the anti-Semites and at those who are not such, still more per-
haps at the philo-Semites. Without being able to formalize here the strange logic of
this question, or prove that one is not to expect any positive and determinate
answer, [ would say only that the essential excess [démesure] of this thing called
anti-Semitism makes itself known in it. It has a form and it does not have one. Its
form consists in deforming and de-limiting itself ceaselessly in order to make con-
tracts with everything that is opposed to it. Instead of deploying this logic, which
we cannot do here, let us make do with an image and a fact: the tribute of a bou-
quet of flowers which, duringa public demonstration in Nice, the Jewish militants
of the Front Populaire thought fit to present to Mr. Le Pen (the man who dared
speak of a “detail” in relation to the Shoah and captured 14 percent of the vote in
the first round of the latest presidential election in France). One can explore all the
possible combinations implicit in the positions thus taken, and the matrix of
strategies gathered together in this bouquet.
Cohen, whether he wants to or not, presents at each moment a bouquet to all
the dormant—or rather ever-wakeful—Le Pens, who do not concern themselves
overmuch with detail. Concerning details and anti-Semitism in its most visible
empirico-political manifestation, Cohen is well aware that at the very moment he is
writing to celebrate his sense of sublime sacredness and of moral law, this German
culture or society practices, officially and institutionally, legal anti-Semitism. This
anti-Semitism touches Cohen quite closely in his own institution: it takes the form
of excluding Jewish students from corporate student associations. Cohen devotes
to it no more than a brief allusion, and this in no way disorganizes his discourse,
which would like to remain “spiritual,” not factual. He claims not tn be able to
embark on this question “in detail” (wir hier keine Einzelforderungen aufstellen)
(§42). There is a war on, this is not the time to open fronts at home, national and
Jewish-German solidarity must come first, we shall see later, there is still progress
to be made, our Jewish American coreligionists are well aware of this (and it is true
that a certain numerus clausus was for a long time applied to Jews in a practically
official manner in the United States, and in fact still after the Second World War
with regard to full professors in Ivy League universities). Cohen is aware then, as a
university professor (and, to recall once more, he was the first Jewish professor of
that rank in Germany), of the existence of this embarrassing detail, the exclusion of
Jewish students from the corporate community. He puts the analysis off: “We are

; living in the great German patriotic hop
.‘ Germanity, to which all the past history of
 fnally be brought to fulllight and radiate, like  frut
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e that the unity between Judaism and
German Jewry committed itself, should
h of cultural history [my italics]

in German politics and in life but also in the feeling of the German people [im

deutschen Volkgefiihl: we shall return to Gefithl shortly]” (§41).. . e the
This already amounts to recognizing that the pSYChO-Spll‘ltl-.la.l truth, li }el !
truth of cultural history, is not yet incarnated in historical effectivity: the truth has

not yet been recognized. Cohen goes on:

tion of examining here in detail that complex question (diese

§12. We have no inten at . e
komplizierte Frage) of determining in what way the conditions of national co

i inmiitigkei ted in
[rather than consensus, as one might say: nationale Einmiitigkeit] must be roo
ra )

ever this may be, the great educational establishments which are the

e o onditional: unbedingte

universities ought to make it their imperative duty [unc
Verpflichtung), in view of the dignity and the pre.servation o . se of ;
without any further formality, because 1t goes against goo

the exclusion of Jewish students from student asso-
s in the first place the respect

ho does not hold me worthy of

f the sense of national

honor, to eliminate,
manners” (gegen die guten Sitten),
ciations and corporations. This exdusion damage
[Achtung this time] due to the Jewish teachers. He w

i the professor
his socio-academic community [and here, in an exemplary manner, p

should also not follow my lectures and disdain my teaching.

ses the first person}, i
: . he academic authorities as well as at the

This demand is then pressingly directed at t
students having the benefit of their academic freedom.

al to academic freedom. In a manner equally

i ’t but appe .
Il g, o s in the dom that the exclusion was

i in the name of this free
rmal and perverse, 1t was 11 e A ’
o . to set freely the conditions of association. Cohen’s

h very dignified and somewhat humiliating: first for
whose rights would have to be protected

hority of the great Jewish professors.
1 question. It remains a

practiced: one has the right
appeal is at the same time bot
himself, but also for the Jewish students,
and guaranteed by the prestige or the aut of the g1
But this, for him, is only a contextual and an institutiona g
’ . o, K 1 er.
relatively minor question; dealing with it “1n detail” may be put cf)jf 1(11nt1 at .
i ' amenta )
i ies of a time of war, is the most fun
counts, in the order of urgencies e
, i i the autonomy of the
i d its correlation to the freedom,
namely Judeo-Kantian law an . ; e
i nce]. The choice
] iri science [or consciousness, conscie
subject as spirit, soul, and con . . sciencel. The I8
heré is not between two realms [ordres] of interpretation and institutionality, ;h
1 istorical events. These
- Iso belongs to the realm of his
what I call the Judeo Kantian a . e o
i instituti ents and are always incarnated, 1f W
do not go without instituting mom T oo "
in j - structures. We
i i es, and even in juridico-politica
Cohen, in peoples, nations, languages, . ' : : o
shall come to this. As the deepest foundation of all morality, God’s law is also
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foundation of legal justice [droit] and the State. The Mosaic code [ le droit mosaique]

1
has al'“aVS been Iecognlzed) even lf) When GIOtluS N )uIlsnatuIahSIn flrSt alose) it

was rc'ejected Onaccount of its formal justifications, In fact, this divine law and thi

Mosaic code were, according to Cohen, at the origin of legal justice. They ha ,
made possible the correct [juste] establishment, the institution of le al" ti . v(:
first of all the juridical sense. The latter exhibits some analogy, at a lfvel)l;:}:ce) ;n

tha.t of the moral law, with the sense of respect defined by Ka’nt. It commari;ttin
universal consciousness of rightness [ conscience universelle du juste], even b S ;
the Judeo-Christian cultures, for instance in Islam (here Cohen cites T;endele elzon

author of a .Naturrecht (1860]). By uniting freedom and duty in “ erso:all'lrg’:
Kant state.s simultaneously both the difference and the intimate link z new “gy,
bindungslinie” between ethics and religion. In religion, this new “lin; of alli er”
gathers together “the soul and the spirit” (die Seele und der Geist) e

v

Kafnt, the Ievs.r, the German. In this title, then, none of the attributes can be made
m.1n01j, none 1's more essential. This is a cosubstantia] reciprocity rather than a coat-
trlbu.tlon. This fundamental identification or this substantial alliance ma t}jl
be sal'd to be subjectal. It is in the very subjectivity of the Kantian subject ofy e
asubject of morality and justice [droit], free and autonomous, that the I;w ar:?d?s
Gerr.nan are associated. Their socius (alliance, spiritual symbiosis, psyche, and X
on) is that very socius which makes of the subjectum a moral bein ; dal albei .
(un étre de droit), a freedom, a person. eneeaalbeing
.At this point, a leap seems to me to be required in this reading. It is necess
b.rmg Ol:lt the strategy and the pragmatics of this text, the contextual and i a?’ .
tional aim of its rhetoric, at the moment when a new line of alliance bet o l::
soul and the spirit has just been named. This will permit us also to rwelelnh X
German, if not Jew, is also German as a language, German as it s spoken e
Cohen’s strategy aims at demonstrating to all the Jews of the world ‘ rimaril
but not.only to American Jews, that the universality of the moral subject ;:me to b:
rooted in an event: the history of the German spirit and the German soul. $o that
Germany is the true homeland of every Jew in the world, “the motherland. of th i'i
soul .(das Mutterland seiner Seele).” If religion is their soul, the homeland of the'lr
sou.l 1s Germany. The old accusation against Jewish internationalism or cosmo o:fr
tamsl.n rests upon an obscure prejudice. We ought not to takeit into account wl?h
wc? VT’ISAh to elucidate questions of principle. If there is a Jewish internationali N
this is insofar as all the Jews of the world have a common homeland for th 'a .
che (Seele). This homeland, however, is not Israel but Germany: believeetlli:tsz
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we abstract the problem of naturalization (Naturalisierung), the Jews of France,
England, and Russia are bound by obligations of piety (Pflichten der Pietdt) toward
Germany; for it is the motherland of their soul, if however religion is their soul.”

Cohen does not wish to avoid the contradiction into which he locks these poor

non-German Jews in a time of war, for similar discourses might be held at the same

time, for example in France or in America. He goes on to develop an argument
which I give up paraphrasing—it remains so inimitable. Before quoting a paragraph,
let me briefly note that, in the name of what is advertised as “the finest political tact”
(Freilich bedurf es des feinsten politischen Taktes), it comes down to demanding of all
the Jews of the world to recognize Germany as the motherland of their soul, without
betraying the other one, but while still working toward universal peace, that is, the
end of a war to be won by Germany, and of a war in which the sacred obligation to

love one’s neighbor, be he even one’s enemy, would be maintained.

To say the truth, it takes the finest political tact in order for this piety not to hurt or
give umbrage to the higher duty of love for one’s country. Nevertheless, this difficulty,
which is proper to the war situation, is not fundamentally of a different nature: every-
one conducts a war without losing sight of the peace latent in deep humanity. Wars of
extermination are humanity’s shame. Is the duty of piety felt toward his original
homeland by whoever has been naturalized, if only in part, perhaps so different from
this international and universal duty of humanity?

Surely it is the most concrete meaning of the obligation to love one’s enemies, that
there should be preserved, in the enemy people, its participation not only in human-
ity in general, but also in the most complex ramifications of this idea. And there is no
discontinuity, a fortiori no gap, between this general duty of humanity and the piety
owed to his real cultural and spiritual, even physical motherland by anyone whom
destiny led to a foreign State or caused to be born there.

It is from such a principle that the peace efforts undertaken at the international
level must draw the only essential and indisputable foundation which would confer
upon them an efficacity that none of the parties involved would contest. The human-

ity proper to one’s birthplace can become the mother tongue of a true international-

ism so as to establish firmly a spirit of peace. (§40)

The last sentence says that “humanity [ Humanitit. and Fichte recalled that, in
its abstraction, this Latin word was not equivalent to Menschheit, an immediately
sensible and intelligible essence to a German] can become the maternal ground
(Mutterboden) of a true internationality in view of founding, establishing, or justi-
fying, of firmly instituting by right [en droit] (Begrundung) a spirit of peace, a sense

»

of peace (Friedesgesinnung)
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Precisely as to language, however, the statement is rather odd. Why should the
American Jews, who are Cohen’s primary addressees and who came by the thou-
sands from Germany or Russia, still have a pious duty towards Germany, even
though they are American citizens? Why should they piously (pietdtsvol) respect
(achten this time) their psycho-spiritual motherland (als ihr seelisch-geistiges Mutter-
land)? Because of language; more precisely and even more significantly, because of
the so-called “Jargon,” the Yiddish language. Even though it maims, mutilates, trun-
cates (verstummelt) the mother tongue, it still signals back to the language to which
it owes the originary force of reason (Urkraft der Vernunft) as originary force of the
spirit (Urkraft der Geistes). It is through the mediation of this language, German,
that man (and here, in an exemplary manner, the German Jew) has been able to spir-
itualize his thoughts and ennoble his religious habits. He must not deny the people
that gave him such a rebirth [renaissance] (Wiedergeburt) his inner loyalty.
Addressing himself thus to the American Jews, Cohen indicts the attitude of
certain French or English Jews (those, by the way, who, for their part, indulged in
analogous—and for essential reasons, only analogous—rhetoric). These Jews have
presumably shown themselves to be weak with regard to Russia, which annexes
their brethren, and ungrateful with regard to Germany. Such is for example the case
of “Mister Bergson,” who puts his talent and his credit into the service to France.
This renegade loses his soul in forgetting that he is the son of a Polish Jew (not
even a German!) and especially that his parents spoke Yiddish (not even pure
German, which Cohen, like every self-respecting member of a certain Jewish-
German intelligentsia, puts way above that degraded [verstummelt] form of the

noble German idiom):

Outstanding in this context are the invectives of a French philosopher who, using all
the devices of virtuosity and of advertising (der Virtuositdit und der Reklame), which
unfortunately work only too well for him in Germany [one hears analogous things
today from certain German philosophers], puts up the act of an original philosopher:
he is the son of a Polish Jew who spoke Yiddish. What may be happening in the soul
of this Mister Bergson when he remembers his father and denies Germany its
“ideals!” (Er ist der Sohn eines polnisches Juden, der den Jargon sprach. Was mag in der
Seele dieses Herrn Bergson vorgehen, wenn er seines Vaters gedenkt und Deutschland die

“Ideen” abspricht!)

Our analysis must become more refined in order to come still nearer to the
sharpest specificity of thisinterpretation, in this typical contextual and institutional
situation (this war, this Jewish-German Professor, this neo-Kantian philosopher,
and so on),and in order to better determine the articulation between the “external”
and the “internal” institution of these interpretations. There are several ways to do
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this. Having chosen to privilege the reference to Kant, the Jew, the German, we shall
underline first the ambivalence which, despite the hyperbolic tribute, continues to
mark this reference. This ambivalence corresponds also to a general type. It is not
the property of neo-Kantianism, of Cohen, or of Jewish-German thinkers of the
period. We do not have enough time and space to better situate Rosenzweig’s
thought in this respect, in its double relation to Kant and to Cohen. In the course of
a brief detour, we shall then be content to invoke not only Rosenzweig’s ambiva-
lence toward Kant, but also—what is more interesting at this point—his awareness
of it and the interpretation, diagnosis even, he proposed for it.

In 1923 Buber had just published his lectures on Judaism.® Rosenzweig wrote to
thank him for the book. Of this long letter, dealing mainly with Jewish law, I shall
quote first a tribute to Buber. It announces a sort of double bind in filiation or rather
in discipline. Just as, for “our spiritual Judaism,” it is both possible and impossible to
inherit Kant, both possible and impossible to be Kant’s disciple, so it will be both
possible and impossible to follow Buber (and a fortiori Cohen): “The preceding cen-
turies had already reduced Study to genteel poverty, to a handful of fundamental
concepts; it was left to the 19th century to complete this development methodically
and with the highest seriousness. You have liberated Study from this limited sphere,
and in doing that, protected us from the imminent danger of making our spiritual
Judaism depend on the possibility and impossibility for us to be Kant’s pupils.”!°

Possibility and impossibility: we could and could not be Kant’s heirs. This trans-
lates perhaps into “we could but we shouldn’t,” or “shouldn’t have.” Or else: “toward
Kant, the man who gave its categorical formulation to the law and to the imperative
of that name, we have contradictory attitudes, perhaps contradictory duties. Kant
was and should not have been the institutor and the law of our relation to the law.
And from this Moses to whom Kant had so often been compared, from this idol or
effigy of Moses and from the necessarily troubled and ambiguous link we had to
him, you, Buber, have emancipated us.”

In truth, you have emancipated us and you have not. For in turn the same
ambivalence is declared with regard to Buber’s teaching. Buber would have shut the
relation to the law in a space of teaching, that is to say ultimately in a theoretical or
an epistemological space. The law, however, is no mere object of knowledge, any

more than a text one should be content to read or study:

This is why, it is all the more curious, that after you have liberated us and shown us

the way toward a new kind of Study, your answer to the other side of the question

9. See Martin Buber, Reder iiber das Judentum (Frankfurt am Main, 1923).
10. Franz Rosenzweig, Kleinere Schriften (Berlin, 1937), pp. 106—21; subsequent references to this
work will be identified parenthetically in the text, without pagination, as KS.
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concerning the Law—"“What should we do?”—that your question had to leave this
Law still locked in shackles, the same ones as those the 19th century imposed on
Study as well [having no access, at the moment, to the original, I am quoting a French
translation which seems strange and may be inadequate]. For is it really with the
Jewish Law that you are trying to reach an accord, and are unable to do so? Is it really
upon this law that you turn your back simply in order to tell yourself and to tell us,
who had expected the answer from you, that our only task must be to take cognizance
of this Law, reverentially, with a reverence that in no way affects our selves or our way
of living? Is it really the Jewish Law, that age-old Law, studied and experienced,
searched and celebrated, the Law of everyday and of the Last Day, meticulous and yet
sublime, sober and yet woven with legends; a Law that knows both the flame of the

Sabbath candles and that of the martyrs’ stake? (KS)

What is the place, in this letter, where the double bind ties up with the question
of nation? The “unheard of” uniqueness of the Jewish nation in its relation to the
law is that its birth pertains not to nature but precisely to the Law. Rosenzweig dis-
sociates nature and nation, birth by nature and birth by law. This distinction actu-
ally is still a Kantian one. All nations, he says, are born in the bosom of nature, in
the bowels of Mother Nature. This is why they are in need of historical develop-
ment. At the moment of their birth, of course, they do not yet have a history, they
do not even have a face. The Jewish nation does have a history, so to speak, before
being born. It does not come to be born naturally but by being taken out from
another nation, having been known, having been called by God’s Law even before
its birth. It comes to be born out of this calling in a non-natural way. Its face had
already been shaped, its birth already inscribed in a history that had begun before
it even though it was already its own. That is why the history of this nation is some-
how supernatural or, if one prefers, transhistorical. Its path remains unique. Like
Heidegger, Rosenzweig thinks all this in the form of the path [chemin] and as a new
thought of the path, thought as path. He links the path to the Law. This passage of
the letter is a passage on the path where we are, the path that we are. It is a passage
on the path and on the leap: “We can attain both Study and the Law only by becom-
ing aware that we are still in the first part of the path and that it is up to us to
choose to go ahead. But what then is the path leading up to the Law?” (KS)

This is Kafka’s question in Vor dem Gesetz [Before the Law] (written a few years
earlier): How to gain access to the Law? How can one touch it? What is progress
toward the Law? Rosenzweig questions this path toward the Law as a path toward
the unreachable. He does so using words and a tone that are very close to Katka’s.
The “track” is “open” to someone who, having traveled “the entire length” of the
path, would not even have “the right to claim that he thereby attains his goal”
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“Such a man would have to be content with saying that he travelled the entire path,
butthat even for him the goal is one step beyond—in the unreachable. So why call
it a path? Can a path lead to the unreachable?” Does it still deserve the name
“path”? A “tiresome, goalless detour through knowable Judaism gives us the cer-
tainty that the ultimate leap from what we know already to what we need to know
at any price, the leap into Study, has led us to Jewish Study.” What is the need for
this ultimate leap? The answers tell of the “unheard of” uniqueness of the Jewish
nation. Its relation to the Law is, but is not, the relation determined by Kant:

Other nations do not feel this kind of need. When a member of one of the nations
teaches, he is teaching out from amongst his people and toward his people, evenif he
has learned nothing. All he teaches becomes the possession of his people. For the
nations have a face still in the making—each its own. None of them knows at birth
just what it is to be; their faces are not molded while they are still in nature’s lap.

But our people, the only one that did not originate from the womb of nature that
bears nations, but—and this is unheard ofl—was led forth “a nation from the midst
of another nation” (Deuteronomy 4:34)—our people was decreed a different fate. Its
very birth became the great moment of its life, its mere being already harbored its
destiny. Even “before it was formed,” it was “known,” like Jeremiah its prophet. And so
only he who remembers this determining origin can belong to it; while he who no
longer can or will utter the new word he has to say “in the name of the original
speaker,” he who refuses to be a link in the golden chain, no longer belongs to his peo-
ple. And that is why this people must learn what is knowable as a condition for learn-
ing what is unknown, for making it his own.

All this holds also for the Law, for doing."!

After this detour, let us come back to Cohen to stake out some points of refer-
ence within this relation to Kant. As we have seen, Cohen, in his way of telling the
story [raconter Ihistoire], regularly assigned a variety of origins to what he calls the
German spirit or German idealism: the Platonic hypothesis, its adoption or antici-
pation by Judaism, notably by Philo, the Christian logos, the Reformation, Kepler,
Nicholas of Cusa, Leibniz, Kant. Each time its birth did but announce another
birth. At one particular moment, the peak, the high point (Hohepunkt) of this
chain of births or mountains, was Kant (“until it [German idealism] reaches with
Kant its historical high point” [seinen geschichtlischen Héhepunkt]) (§6). Now here
is the ambiguity: it appears now ($44) that the real high point is not Kant. It is

11. Franz Rosenzweig, “The Builders: Concerning the Law,” in his On Jewish Learning, ed. Nahum
Glatzer (New York: Schocken, 1965), p. 81.
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Fichte: he discovered that the social Self is a national Self (“Das soziale Ich hat er als
das nationale Ich entdeckt”’; Cohen’s italics). In seeking and finding in the “national
Self” the “supra-empirical foundation of the Self,” he thus constituted “in fact” (in
der Tat) the peak of German philosophy (So budet Fichte in der Tat einen Hahe-
punkt der deutschen Philosophie).

How is this possible? What doesit mean? Let us first note that, as for Rosenzweig,
it is the thought of the national [la pensée du national] which makes it possible here
to go beyond the Kantian peak. But this time it is in view of a summit which iden-
tifies the national with the essence of the German or of the Jewish-German couple.
Its representative figure is a thinker of the German nation, the very man who con-
sidered the German nation a chosen nation and who used occasionally the refer-
ence to Jewish prophecy in order to intimate what he wished to intimate of the
German nation to the German nation. In his Address to the German Nation he also
speaks of a path of human history. He even specifies that “midway point” where the
second half of human history must begin:

The real destiny of the human race on earth ... is in freedom to make itself what it
really is originally. Now this making of itself deliberately, and according to rule, must
have a beginning somewhere and at some moment in space and time. Thereby a sec-
ond great period, one of free and deliberate development of the human race, would
appear in place of the first period, one of development that is not free. We are of opin-
ion that, in regard to time, this is the very time, and that now the race is exactly mid-
way between the two great epochs of its life on earth. But in regard to space, we
believe that it is first of all the Germans who are called upon to begin the new era as

pioneers and models for the rest of mankind.!?

It is not insignificant that this Address (the third) ends with “the vision of an

ancient prophet”:

Thus says the prophet by the river of Chebar, the comforter of those in captivity, not
in their own, but in a foreign land. “The hand of the Lord was upon me, and carried
me out in the spirit of the Lord, and set me down in the midst of the valley which was
full of bones, and caused me to pass by them round about: and, behold, there were
very many in the open valley; and, lo, they were very dry. And He said unto me, Son of
man, can these bones live? And I answered, O Lord God, thou knowest. Again He said

unto me, Prophesy upon these bones, and say unto them O ye dry bones, hear the

12. Johan Gottlob Fichte, Addresses to the German Nation, ed. George Armstrong, tr. R. F. Jones and
G. H. Turnbull (New York, 1968), p. 40; hereafter cited in text.
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word of the Lord. Thus saith the Lord God unto these bones, Behold, I will cause
breath to enter into you, and ye shall live: and I will lay sinews upon you, and will
bring up the flesh upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and ye
shall live; and ye shall know that I am the Lord ...”

Though the elements of our higher spiritual life may be just as dried up, and
though the bonds of our national unity may lie just as torn asunder and as scattered
in wild disorder as the bones of the slain in the prophecy, though they may have
whitened and dried for centuries in tempests, rainstorms, and burning sunshine, the
quickening breath of the spiritual world has not yet ceased to blow. It will take hold,
too, of the dead bones of our national body, and join them together, that they may

stand glorious in new and radiant life. (43-44)

How does Cohen analyze Fichte’s relation to Kant? And how does he account for
this duality of peaks? (1) By the dissociation of the theoretical from the practical;
(2) by recalling the social point of view presumably latent in Kantian ethics; (3) by
showing that the manifestation of the latent unites the national with the social,
nationalism with socialism (§44).

Cohen recognizes that, theoretically speaking, no one has gone beyond Kant.
Fichte’s philosophy of the Self (Die Ich-Philosophie Fichtes) is a theoretical regres-
sion in relation to Kant. It would be superficial or inconsistent to fail to recognize
this. He puts himself in opposition to those academics who, in the name of purely
patriotic considerations, out of concern for “patriotic merit,” would then be pre-
pared, in this context, to prefer the nationalist Fichte at any price. Cohen’s complex
gesture consists of recognizing the national question as an essential and an essen-
tially philosophical question, but at the same time also emphasizing that, theoreti-
cally speaking, Fichte’s philosophy of the Self is regressive. Cohen also admits that
philosophy is a “national matter” (eine nationale Sache) and one must be grateful
to Fichte, his “theoretical regression” notwithstanding, for having made some
progress (Fortschritt): he brought out the latent socialism of Kantian ethics into
“explicit display.” Let us not forget that this 1915 nationalist discourse is also a
socialist discourse. Fichte’s great “discovery” is that the Self is social, but also that
the social Self is in its origin and essence a national Self.

In other words, the “I” in “I think,” in the cogito, is not a formal one, as Kant pre-
sumably had believed. It appears to itself in its relation to the other, and this socius,
far from being abstract, manifests itself to itself originally in its national determi-
nation, as belonging to a spirit, a history, a language. I—the Self—sign first in its
spiritual language. The nationality of the ego is not a characteristic or an attribute
that happens to a subject who was not national-social to begin with. The subject is
in its origin and through and through, substantially, subjectally national. The ego
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cogito discovered by Fichte is a national one. It has a universal form, but this univer-
sality does not occur to its truth except as nationality. This “new truth (neue
Warheit) completes” in fact (in der Tat) what was latent in the Ich of the Kantian Ich
denke, because it is a “new realization ( Verwirklichung) of the I” It goes beyond the
ethical abstraction of humanity and provides the “Lebensgrund” of Fichte’s Idealism.

These statements pivot around themselves—like a psyche. If the essence of ego-

logical effectivity is nationality, if there lies the truth of idealism, namely of philos-
ophy itself of which German idealism is also the realization, then one must say,
conversely, that the nation is an ego. It relates to itself in the form of egological sub-
jectivity. The truth of nationality asserts itself as idealism. And since the truth of
philosophical idealism, that is, of philosophy in general, is German idealism, the
truth of nationality in general is German idealism. When one says “in general” one
must think that the realization (Verwirklichung) of this generality is nationality—
German nationality. The truth of the I inasmuch as it posits itself is German. If in
the act of positing itself by itself as nationality one finds something of reflection and
therefore of the narcissistic structure where a “new truth” “discovers” (entdeckt)
itself, if that structure posits itself in unveiling itself, then the mirror of a certain
psyche is thus to be found in the pivoting center of the relation to itself of the egoas
national ego. Hence the literally cosmopolitan proposition which happens to be [se
trouve] deduced, in accordance with Fichte’s best logic, from this national-socialist
German idealism. This is the exemplary superiority of German idealism as of
German nationalism. The German spirit is the spirit of humanity: “The spirit of
humanity is the originary spirit of our ethic. In this ethical determinacy, the
German spirit is the spirit of the cosmopolitanism and of the humanity (der Geist
der Weltburgertums und der Humanitdt) of our classical period” (§45), that is to
say, of the eighteenth century.

At the peak of the Fichtean peak, Cohen dreads, certainly, the narcissistic effects of
this exaltation of the German spirit and of the national ego. This fear and its formu-
lation pertain moreover to the program or the typology of all nationalisms. There is
always a moment when one must issue a warning, as does Cohen, against a national
enthusiasm or excitation (nationale Begeisterung) which shows every appearance of
narcissistic infatuation (Eigendunkel) and sentimental complacency for one’s prop-
erty. Cohen remains Kantian enough to suspect this Begeisterung. He is for balancing
enthusiasm by the consciousness of the law, the harshness of obligation, the sense of
responsibility. Privilege also assigns a mission, it even consists of this mission. The
national Self is, of course, also a “We” and first of all the subject of rights, especially of
duties. With no other transition, Cohen moves on to a list of consequences that seem
to follow [se déduire], in a quasi-analytical way, from this German idealism: manda-
tory military service, the right to vote, compulsory education.
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While taking care not to give way to misleading analogies, one might be tempted
to recall here the three “services” deduced by Heidegger, in his Rectorate Speech
(1933)—another war discourse in sum, postwar and prewar—from the self-
affirmation, not to say self-positing of the German university. The content of
these two times three duties is undoubtedly not exactly the same, although both
knowledge and the army are there. Heidegger does not mention the right to vote,
which is moreover not a duty, but in both cases all of these obligations or services
(Aufgabe, Dienste) are deduced from national self-affirmation. And although the
democratic theme is absent from Heidegger’s text, the socialist, even populist
theme spans both texts.

Let us not imprudently bring these two gestures together. The differences
between them are considerable. But they are re-marked [elles se remarquent] within
the common web of a tradition that should never be forgotten. All the more since
Cohen’s text is also, in many respects, a text about the academic institution. This
can be recognized by the crucial role that the German university plays in the argu-
ment. First, because German idealism has no sense, no effectivity, precisely, outside
the effectivity of the German university and its history during the nineteenth
century (which is also the century of the emancipation of the Jews, let us never
forget, and Cohen is still a nineteenth-century man). Then, because, as Cohen liter-
ally says, the university must become the people’s thing, a truly popular school:
“Die Universitit muss die wahrhafte Volksschule werden” ($44; Cohen’s italics). The
self-positing of the German spirit, the reflexive psyche that ensures its keeping and
tradition, finds its effective truth nowhere else than in the people’s university. Let
us try yet another cautious and limited analogy. Just as for the 1933 Heidegger,
among the three obligations (Bindungen) or services (Arbeits-, Wehr-, Wissens-
dienste)—all as originary as any of the others and of equal dignity—the service of
knowledge maintains [garde] a privilege inasmuch as it molds the guardians and
the guides of the German people in its university, so it is to the “higher institutions
of education” (héheren Bildungsstitten) that Cohen wants to entrust this pedagog-
ical function. It must be accessible to the popular classes, ensure social justice and
national unity.

These three duties link together the consciousness of the national subject. They
limit the risks of the exaltation into which one might be pushed by a dangerous
interpretation of Fichte’s thought. From one peak to another. One before the other,
and Cohen returns regularly from one to the other. In defining the three duties and
this cohesion of the national consciousness (Einheitlichkeit des Nationalbewusst-
seins) which constitutes the living core of the “national sentiment” he emphasizes
the word “sentiment” ( Gefiihl) but insists on the necessity of understanding Kant’s

thought, which is not merely a sentimental thought about duty and responsibility.
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(It is, however, also that: respect for the law must remain a sentiment.) “Every
German must know, with an intimacy such as love offers, his Schiller and his
Goethe, must always keep them in his mind as well as in his heart. But this intimacy
presupposes his having also acquired a familiarity and a basic understanding of
his Kant” (§44).

Here the question of military service, that is, the first of the three obligations
mentioned earlier, deserves special attention. This for three reasons. First, of
course, because this text is being written and published during wartime by a social-
ist who wishes despite everything to remain pacifist and cosmopolitan. Then,
because Cohen links this question specifically to Kant. Finally, because his link to
the Jewish question is at that time rather peculiar in Germany. Let us follow these
three threads.

There is no exaggerating the importance of music in this problematic of the
German nation—of any nation, for that matter. Now, we note the appearance of the
military thematics at the very heart of what we are being told about the soul, about
the national psyche, and about music. The latter is in the first place the law of the
breath and of pneumatic structures ( Lufthauch, Luftgebilde), that is to say, psychic as
well. Music is the locus of the “spiritual sublime” (geistige Erhabenheit). Now the
fusion of spirit and soul (Verschmelzung von Geist und Seele) does not achieve its
ultimate fulfillment (Vollendung) except in German music (einzig in der deutschen
Musik). This must be demonstrated in order to reply to the question of the unique
property of German music and to the question of knowing why it should have such
an impact on the unique property (die Eigenart) of the German spirit. Music is the
most ideal of the arts (die idealste der Kiinste). This hierarchy of the arts, according
to their degrees of ideality, is assumed by this entire discourse. It should call for a
comparative analysis of classifications of the arts, from Hegel to Heidegger at least.
Here this higher ideality of music puts it in tune with the whole idealistic purpose of
this discourse on German idealism. If music is the most ideal art, this is precisely
because of its psychic character. The structure, the architecture or the edification
(Gebiude) of music is pure breath (reiner Hauch), respiration, spiritus and psyche.
Mindful as he is of rhythm, Cohen is equally so of the vast empire of mathematical
forms which organize music. Rosenzweig pays Cohen the tribute of having been,
perhaps unwittingly, a great mathematical thinker: “Hermann Cohen, contrary to
his own conception of himself and contrary to the impression his works make, was
something quite different from a mere epigone to this movement [begun with
Plato], which had truly run its course. And it remained for him to discover in math-
ematics an organum of reasoning, just because it creates its elements out of the def-
inite Nought of the differential, each time assigned to that required Element, not out

INTERPRETATIONS AT WAR 179

of the empty Nought of the one and universal Zero. The differential combines in
itself the characteristics of the Nought and the Aught”?

In the same development Rosenzweig speaks of Cohen as a “master.” A master
because he is supposed to have truly broken with that idealism to which he never-
theless laid claim, to have broken with Hegel, precisely, by his return to Kant.
Rosenzweig then means to introduce into the heart of the idealist tradition rifts to
which Cohen is supposed not to have given enough consideration. That same
development concerns no less than a thought to nothingness which would also call

for a debate with Heidegger:

Mathematics is the guide for the sake of these two paths. It teaches us to recognize the
origin of the Aughtin the Nought. Thus even if Cohen, the master, would be far from
admitting it, we are continuing to build on the great scientific achievement of his logic
of origins, the new concept of the Nought. For the rest he may have been, in the exe-
cution of his ideas, more of a Hegelian than he admitted—and thereby as much of an
“Idealist” as he claimed to be. Here, however, in this basic idea, he broke decisively
with the idealistic tradition. He replaced the one and universal Nought, that veritable
“no-thing” (Unding) which, like a zero, really can be nothing more than “nothing,”
with the particular Nought which burst fruitfully onto reality. There he took his stand
in most decided opposition precisely to Hegel’s founding of logic on the concept of
Being [I will say, Heidegger did so too in his own way in Was ist Metaphysik?], and
thereby in turn to the whole philosophy into whose inheritance Hegel had come. For
here for the first time a philosopher who himself still considered himself an “Idealist”
(one more indication of the force of what happened to him) recognized and acknowl-
edged that what confronted reasoning when it set out in order “purely to create” was
not Being but—Nought.

For the first time—even if it remains true that here too, as everywhere, Kant, alone
among all the thinkers of the past, showed the way which we are now to follow, and
showed it, as always, in those comments to which he gave utterance without drawing

their systematic consequences. (21)

Need we point out again the institutional dimension of these so-overdeter-
mined interpretations? They concern the system, the unity of the corpus, the way
in which interpretive, auto- or hereto-interpretive traditions, hence academic
institutions, evaluate, manage, conceal, rank, canonize—founding themselves by
these operations. And, let us not forget, what we have here, in appearance, is a

13. Franz Rosenzweig, “Origins,” in his The Star of Redemption, tr. frgm 2.nd ed. by William W. Hallo
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1971), p. 20; hereafter cited in the text.
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nonacademic speaking of the academy. But it is not sufficient to be by profession
foreign to the university in order to be simply outside of it. Neither as a civilian nor
as a military man, still to use convenient yet problematic distinctions, especially
during wartime. But what is wartime? Nothing that is military is foreign to knowl-
edge, to the matheme and to mathematics. Especially not military music. The
greatness of German music appeals to the sublimity of spiritual forms ( Erhabenheit
der geistigen Forme). This whole discourse about nationalism is also a discourse
about the sublime. This sublime edifice (dieser erhabene Formenbau) plunges its
beams into the deepest sources of originary feeling [sentiment]. This sublimity of
spiritual forms goes hand in hand with the mathematization of rhythms. It links up
with the sources of feeling and thus makes for the originality of German music.
Now, to what must this structuring of feeling be compared? Cohen’s answer: to that
of a Heerzug, a military array, a military train, procession, or parade (§15).
Here we must recall the history that Cohen places in perspective: not only that
of the emancipation of the German Jews, but also that of a world Jewry interpreted
according to German Jewry in its link to the Aufkldrung and to Kant. Cohen has no
doubt about this, so he says: Mendelssohn’s influence and Kant’s were simultane-
ous and of the same nature. This influence reaches beyond Germany, to Judaism in
allits depth “as well as to the cultural life of the Jews, at least of those who were liv-
ing in the modern Western countries” (§33). (This final restriction appears to be
very significant, especially if one considers the essentially European character of
early Zionism.) Having noted this influence, Cohen emphasizes once more the
“very internal or very profound moral affinity” between Germanity and Judaism. It
concerns political socialism. It corresponds both to the generalization of priest-
hood, both a Lutheran and a Jewish motif, and to messianism. The German State is
supposed to be in its modernity both priestly and messianic. This is recognizable in
its social policy, more precisely by the fact that social policy is recognized by it as a
duty: an ethical duty prior to being a political one, a duty already prescribed by
natural law. Socialism is not a policy among others, and it is the German policy par
excellence, by essence [par essence]. Socialism is national and it is German. There
may be different modes of policy or politics, different strategies in the implementa-
tion of such and such a socialism, but as to its end there is no doubt whatever. This
socialist policy, this morality inspired by universal priesthood, serves a fundamen-
tal messianism: Jewish-German messianism.

To illustrate this truth (some indices of which are undeniable anyhow), Cohen
gives some examples. First of all, Bismarck made universal suffrage a right written
into the constitution. (Let me recall here a remark by Blanchot, who wonders, in
connection with the alliance between nationalism and socialism, in connection
with national socialism, whether Heidegger in 1933 did not mistake Hitler for
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Bismarck.!4) Bismarck, according to Cohen, draws a logical conclusion written into
the very idea of a German Reich. The other example is that toward which we have
been heading for a while. The same logic has led disciples of Kant to make obligatory
military service a major institution deserving to be written into the German consti-
tution. And if Cohen emphasizes that these were disciples of Kant’s, it is in order to
recall their being in principle pacifists. Because of the war for Schleswig-Holstein
and the war against Napoleon, they have had to surrender themselves to this neces-
sity. This necessity is still marked by democracy, by social democracy rather than by
militarism. The obligatory character of military service corresponds to a democrati-
zation of the military institution. The founding of social democracy is besides an
essential property ( Eigenart) of the German spirit in Cohen’s eyes; he recalls further-
more that the Jews proved their military patriotism in the wars of liberation, whereas
atthe time of Frederick II they had been barred from military service. This patriotic
zeal is supposed then to have lucidly anticipated and prepared, in spirit, the letter of
the legal apparatus. As to social democracy, as an ethical phenomenon (once purged
of its “material cinders”), being the essence of the German spirit in its alliance with
Judaism, Cohen sees many signs for this fact, such as for example Marx’s Jewish ori-
gin or the religious orientation of Ferdinand Lassalle in his youth.

v

Interpretations at war, we were saying. The status, the date, and the purpose [final-
ité) of this text justify the attention we pay to that in it which concerns the philos-
ophy of the army as well as the philosophy of war. Cohen wants to reconcile at least
three apparently incompatible things: (1) He wishes, quite openly, for German?f’s
victory. (2) He wishes for it also as a German Jew and so must interpret such a vic-
tory as a victory for Judaism, knowing full well that the majority of world Jews .are
not German. (3) As a good Kantian, he is committed not only to cosmopolitanism
but also to pacifism. How does he go about it?

(1) He wishes clearly for victory by force of arms, “the heroic victory of our
fatherland” (den Heldensig unseres Vaterlandes). When he says “our,” he is address-
ing himself to the Germans, to the German Jews, but also to the Jews of the world,
who should recognize, we remember, their being or their having to be German.
This “we” bears within it, in this usage—its pragmatics, its rhetoric—the teleologi-
cal force of the “we” in the Discourse to the German Nation. This “we” is at the same
time invoked as that which is yet to be constituted—and presupposed as the most
originary instance. The hope for victory definitely concerns an actual military

14. See Maurice Blanchot, “Les intellectuels en question,” Le Débat, no. 29 (March 1984).
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triumph by German arms (“Wir hoffen auch den Triumph der deutschen Waffen”)
{§41). But Cohen’s discourse is more embarrassed when it has to deal with justify-
ing this war. Is it a “just” one? As a socialist pacifist Cohen begins by asking himself
Was it necessary? Is war in general necessary? His apparently calm reply: we shall
not discuss these questions here. They pertain to historical judgment and to the
philosophy of history. As to the causes of the war, the question is left to the histori-
ans and to the disciplines that deal simultaneously with history, economics, and the
State. A strange move, but one based, in any case, on the division of labor as a divi-
sion of problematic regions, of disciplines of knowledge, and of academic depart-
ments. All of which are presuppositions and, furthermore, institutional ones.
How can someone whose major point is the justification of the victory of one
side, and who also calls himself a pacifist, leave these questions to others or post-
pone [différer] them till later? How can he reserve them to constituted disciplines,
thus to institutions that are external to the one that underwrites his own discourse?
May we talk here of evasion or denial? For this question is both posed and evaded
by Cohen in a gesture that, while perhaps not rigorously Kantian, still maintains a
Kantian style. Cohen is saying, in short, I am here renouncing the philosophy of
history, the theodicy of universal history, as well as the regional sciences (econom-
ics, political science, and so on). But I may still, having thus turned back by a neo-
criticist gesture, maintain a reflecting and a teleological attitude by asking myself:
the event of the war having occurred, whatever its causes (for this see the work of
historians, economists, political scientists) or final aims (for this see philosophers
of history or theologians), “what lesson can one draw from the event of the war
(aus der Tatsache der Kriege) and the events of the present conflict that would lead
to a better understanding of the destiny of mankind (Bestimmung des Menschen-
geschlechts), and of the destiny of Germanity ( Bestimmung der Deutschtum ) within
it, in order to illuminate and accomplish the moral purpose of Germanity (um dem
sittlichen Zweck der Deutschtums zu erhellen und zu erfiillen)?” (§43).

Cohen calls this a “teleological” method (§43). A method, merely, since by
renouncing knowledge of ultimate ends, human or divine, one recoils towards this
question: What is the purpose of this war with regard to our national Dasein
(suchen wir den Zweck dieses Krieges fiir unser nationales Dasein zu erforschen)?
Immediate reply: from this war we expect a national rebirth (nationale Wieder-
geburt) and the social rejuvenation of our entire people (die soziale Verjungung
unseres gesamten Volkes [ Cohen’s italics]. This is why, in the view of a German, a tri-
umph of arms is to be wished for.

(2) But this German teleology is also a Jewish teleology. Since this war is occur-
ring, the same question arises: Why must a Jew wish for the triumph of German
arms? And what can this mean for the destiny of Judaism? In reply, this war is not

INTERPRETATIONS AT WAR 183

far from being presented as a war of liberation. Such, at least, is one’s hope—or
trust. By the “heroic victory of our fatherland,” the “God of justice and love will put
an end to the barbarous servitude” that the tzarist empire imposes upon our
brethren (§41). The political existence of those poor Russian Jews is a shameful
challenge to human right, dignity, and respect. But if he seems to place German
Jewry higher than others, higher than downtrodden Russian Jewry for example,
Cohen hopes precisely that the German victory will also advance the emancipation
of the German Jews. He is well aware that progress remains to be made on the
German side, for example, concerning the unreserved recognition of the Jewish
religion, which cannot stop at mere legal equality. A German victory, thinks Cohen,
should even enhance the life and the truth of the Jewish-German psyche. One
knows why he was unable to submit his hypothesis to the test of experience.

(3) Finally, how can this approval of a just war, this hope for a German—one
should say Jewish-German—uvictory, be reconciled with a fundamental pacifism, a
pacifism associated besides with an originally Kantian cosmopolitanism? Thanks to
the following major idea, which resembles, at least, an Idea in the Kantian sense:
this war must be inscribed within the perspective of a messianic idea and bring
about an international understanding, peace among nations. What should be the
foundation of this peace? Let us pay close attention to the letter of these proposi-
tions. It provides exemplarism—which constitutes the very center of our reflection
on nationality—with one of its most economical formulations. Our example (unser
Beispiel), says Cohen (§41), must be capable of serving as a model (als Vorbild
dienen diirfen). Our example must serve as an example—in other words, as a
model, an exemplary example, a paradigm, or an ideal: the Beispiel, as a Vorbild. It
must serve as an example for the acknowledgement (Anerkennung) of German
hegemony, predominance, preponderance (der deutschen Vormacht. this last word
italicized by Cohen) in all fundamentals or foundations of spiritual and psychic life
(in allen Grundlagen des Geistes- und des Seelenslebens). The logic here is more
extraordinary than ever: there will be no understanding and no peace among
nations unless our example is followed. But let us follow the progression, which is
also a redundant tautology, between the a priori synthesis and the analytic explici-
tation: our example (Beispiel) must be followed as an example ( Vorbild) in order to
acknowledge our Vormacht, German hegemony or preeminence. The progression
from Beispiel to Vorbild to Vormacht is tautologous, since an example is not an
indifferent case in a series. It is exemplary, a premodel, a preformatory model. To
acknowledge it as such is to acknowledge German hegemony (Vormacht). Acknowl-
edgement cannot remain merely theoretical. It doesn’t go without political subjec-
tion—in the spiritual and psychic domain, of course, where all this teleological
discourse belongs, while nevertheless proliferating purifying remarks vis-a-vis
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foreigners and the alien, vis-a-vis “false allogenous glories,” and so on, that is to say,
remarks rarely pure of all xenophobia (see, notably, §45).

This spiritualist determination of national exemplarity does not belong to the
German nation only. What would one say were it to be stated that it does not
belong to it except in an exemplary manner? In What Is a Nation? (Qu’est-ce qu’une
nation?), Renan too emphasizes this spiritual characteristic. “Nothing material” is
sufficient for defining a nation. “A nation is a spiritual principle”: neither race, nor
even language, nor interests, nor religious affinity, nor geography, nor military
necessities are sufficient to exhaust its definition. This spiritual principle is also
called by Renan “soul”: “A nation is a soul, a spiritual principle.”

For reasons that are not only of time and space we shall point out only two of
the motives which make us quote Renan here. Both lead us back to Cohen.

A. The first concerns memory and forgetting. For Cohen, to become aware of a
sort of spiritual Jewish-German nation is to practice anamnesis of a rather peculiar
kind. This anamnesis goes back to Plato, to Philo, to the Christian logos, to
Maimonides, to Luther, to Kant, and Fichte, and so forth. Memory is possible. But it
is also necessary and obligatory, which means that it is not taken for granted: forget-
ting is therefore equally constitutive of the history that will have formed a nation.
Now, Renan’s thesis, simultaneously paradoxical and sensible, is that forgetting

makes the unity of a nation, not memory. More interestingly, Renan analyzes this
forgetting as a sort of repression: it is active, selective, meaningful, in one word
interpretive. Forgetting is not, in the case of a nation, a simple psychological efface-
ment, a wearing out or a meaningless obstacle making access to the past more diffi-
cult, as when an archive has been accidentally destroyed. No, if there is a forgetting,
this is because there is no bearing something which was at the origin of the nation,
surely an act of violence, a traumatic event, some sort of a curse one does not admit.
In the midst of historical narratives, that we should all find interest in rereading,
whatever our nationality (I can count at least four here), Renan writes, for example:

Forgetting, and I would say even historical error, are an essential factor in the formation
of a nation, and thus the progress of historical study is often a danger for nationality.
Historical investigation, in effect, brings back to light the violent deeds which took place
at the origin of all political formations, even those whose consequences have been ben-
eficial. Unity is always achieved brutally: the union of Northern and Southern France
was the result of extermination and of terror continued for nearly a century. The King
of France, who is, I dare say, the ideal type of a crystallizer, the King of France who has
achieved the most perfect national unity ever achieved; the King of France, too closely
seen, has lost his prestige; the nation he had formed has cursed him, and today none but

the cultivated minds know what he was worth and what he has done.
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A series of examples (French, Slavic, Czech, and German) allows Renan to con-
clude: “Now, the essence of a nation is that all individuals should have many things
in common and that all should have forgotten quite a few things. No French citizen
knows whether he is a Burgundian, an Alainian, a Tifalian, a Visigoth; every French
citizen must have forgotten Saint Bartholomew, the 13th century massacres in the
South. There are not ten families in France that can furnish evidence of a Frankish
origin, and any such evidence would still be totally defective, as a result of a thou-
sand unknown interbreedings capable of undoingall our genealogical systems.”

These truths, always worth saying, remind us of at least two things. On the one
hand, a nation does not exist as long as there is no certainty that “all should have
forgotten quite a few things”; as long as some remember originary deeds of vio-
lence, a nation remains unassured of its essence and of its existence. On the other
hand, as long as some remember and recall the purity of their origin (Burgundian,
Alainian, Visigothic, for example), the nation remains unassured of its essence or of
its existence.

These truths, however, we should not forget. They did not prevent the French
historian Renan from forgetting in his turn (QED), and from being rather violent,
when he dares to state the following blatant untruth: “An honorable fact for France
is that it has never sought to obtain unity of language by coercive measures.” We
know that this is not so (QED). The objectivity of historical science, an interpretive
discipline through and through, is here affected at a given moment in one of its
representatives by its [or his] belonging to a national institution, the French lan-
guage, to begin with. Limits of self interpretation.

This discourse about forgetting is interesting not only for what it says of an orig-
inary violence, constitutive and still vaguelyactive. Even though Renan does not do
s0, one may even put it in communication with a comment located elsewhere in the
same text. If a nation has a soul or a spiritual principle, this is not only, says Renan,
because it is not founded upon anything of what is called race, language, religion,
place, army, interest, and so on. It is because a nation is at the same time both mem-
ory (and forgetting pertains to the very deployment of this memory) and, in the
present, promise, project, a “desire to live together.” Isn’t this promise in itself, by
structure, a relation to the future which involves forgetting, indeed, a sort of essen-
tial indifference to the past, to that in the present which is not present, but also an
ingathering, that is, a memory of the future? “A remembered future,” one might say,
twisting perhaps the title of a book you are well familiar with.!> This is not Renan’s

language. I propose it nevertheless in order to interpret this statement of his:

15. The reference is to a book by Harold Fish, a professor from Bar-Ilan University in Israel, who par-
ticipated in the conference.
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A nation is a soul, a spiritual principle. Two things which, truly speaking, are one con-
stitute this soul, this spiritual principle. [Thus we have the spirit and the psyche, the
latter being divided in two, we shall soon see, thus being reflected in time: the past and
the future turn around a present pivot.] One is in the past, the other in the present.
One is the possession in common of a rich legacy of memories; the other is the pres-
ent assent, the desire to live together, the wish to continue to make the most out of the
heritage one has received undivided. Man, gentlemen, does not improvise.

The “present assent,” the “desire to live together” are performative commit-

rf1ent.s, promises which must be renewed daily, inscribing the necessity of forget-
ting in memory itself, one within the other inseparably. And further on: “The

existence of a nation is (forgive me this metaphor) a daily plebiscite, just as the

existence of the individual is a perpetual affirmation of life. Oh, I know. this is less
metaphysical than divine right, less brutal than supposedly historical ri ’ht .

Is this quite so certain? Here I leave this question suspended. -

B. Another theme recalls Cohen’s discourse: that of the European confederation
Appearing after the 1870 war, referring to it (something it has in common with.
Cohen’s later discourse, with which it is from this viewpoint contemporaneous),

Renan’s text takes stock, in 1882, of what he calls the secession

. the i
nations: crumbling of

We have driven out of politics the metaphysical and theological abstractions. What
remains after that? Man remains, his desires, his needs. The secession, you will tell me,
and in the long run the crumbling of nations, are the consequences of a system which
puts these old organisms at the mercy of wills that are often hardly enlightened. ...
Nations are not something eternal. They began and they shall end. The European con-
federation will probably replace them. But such is not the law of the century we live in.
At the present time, the existence of nations is good, even necessary. Their existence

guarantees liberty, which would be lost were the world to have but one master.

T~

This leads us back to our third question: How can Cohen reconcile his hope for a
Jewish-German victory with his cosmopolitan pacifism inspired by Kant? How can
the German spirit become the center of a confederation that would guarantee
world peace? How to legitimize a war by claiming that it is just (gerechte) because it
is also the preparation ( Vorbereitung) for perpetual peace?

If the spirit of universal humanity is, in an exemplary manner, the origin of our
Jewish-German ethic, the German spirit is surely, from a moral viewpoint, the spirit
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of cosmopolitanism as it was formed in the eighteenth century. If a national devel-
opment serves universal justice, the use of force is legitimate if it in turn serves this
national development in its exemplary singularity. In this war, says Cohen, every
German is conscious of both national right and universal justice. From this con-
sciousness he draws a “sublime energy” (mit erhabener Energie) (§46), and in this
too this letter to the American Jews definitely resembles a treatise on the sublime.
(Let it be said in passing, this description of the soldier’s “consciousness” is
undoubtedly sufficiently correct to have been also that in which the French soldier
had been educated at the same moment—Ilike every nonmercenary soldier in every
war in the world.) In this consciousness [conscience, also “conscience”], force is not
opposed to right. Here enters an analogy between the individual and the State.
“What the organism is for the spirit of the individual, force isfor the State, that spirit
of peoples” (§46). Just as the individual should not thwart humanity, the individual
power of each State should not thwart the universal State, that is, the confederation
of States which ought to be the ideal of every State. According to natural right or
according to positive and historical right, the concept of State requires federation.
This requirement is written into it and must lead to its maturity. The project of an
international socialism must not remain a utopia. And war is there in order to make
it finally emerge out of utopial! The power of the State is necessary in order to make
socialism effective, to make it into something other than a “blunt weapon and a half-
truth.” One sees the working of the same logic, less and less a Kantian one, Hegelian
rather, or quasi-Hegelian: the logic of effectivity or of effecting of the State, just that
logic that Rosenzweig will have broken with. The force of the State is here supposed
to render effective a socialist and internationalist ideal, which otherwise would
remain abstract, in a state of pure subjective representation.

Whereas he had bracketed off the philosophy of history, Cohen now declares, so
it seems, just the opposite: the concept of “confederation,” or of “the achievement
of the ideal of the state” must be erected into the “principle of the philosophy of
History” (§47).

Let us provisionally conclude our discussion of this point. Like all the others, the
problem of confederation is everywhere a pressing matter of the moment.

Why does Cohen cease taking his cue from Kant when he goes into the problem
of confederation and perpetual peace? Because he believes, unlike Kant, in the
necessity of permanent armies. Kant, for his own part, put it in principle that the
constitution of permanent armies ( miles perpetuus) must “disappear in time”: “No
peace treaty may be considered such, if one secretly reserves in it some subject for
resuming war.” Condemning any “reservatio mentalis” in peace treaties, he speaks of
a sparrow, and this surely addresses itself to hawks and doves of all nations:
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“Expect?ng a universal lasting peace from what is called the balance of European
powers is purely a chimera, similar to that house in Swift, built by an architect ina
mann.er .so conforming to the rules of equilibrium, that a sparrow having alighted
upon it, it crumbled instantly.”16

Cohen thinks, unlike Kant, that the existence of permanent armies is not in itself
th-e ‘cause for wars. He incriminates militarism rather, and condemns those who see
mflftarism wherever there is anything military. Militarism is a depravation of the
military. It arises when people exalt an army that, rather than serve a State worth
of this name, serves economic powers and the interests of capitalist expansionismy
'An ax?tinomy may exist between the State and the military when the army puts'
itself in the service of private economic forces or a fraction of civilian society. But
on.ce it has become effective, the ideal State—that is, ethical and confederative m its
orientation, hence German in spirit—has no reason to give up its permanent arm
Cohen thus opposes “our conception of military service” to that of the Englisﬁ
en.emy, whose social policy gave an impetus to the war. It is true that in passing, and
this will forbid us once more to simplify our reading, he calls upon a Kar)ltian

propo'smon in the domain of right, if not morality: the exercise of right implies a
capacity for constraint.

If each State is therefore founded so that it cannot renounce its army, this is not only
because it means to protect itself, but also because it wants to reserve the ideal of con-
federation, since the latter, like every constitution founded on right, implies that force
should be put to the service of its protection. Consequently the State, a separate entity
endowed with an army, remains, from the legitimate viewpoint that takes into
account the history of nations both in a genealogical and a teleological perspective.
the original force (ursprungliche Kraft) that must give the initial impetus to the)
achievement of the moral task incumbent upon humanity. It is all too certain that

confederation is the end that the State must pursue so that the ideal of the State can
be achieved elsewhere than in itself (§48).

Earlier on (§46), the State had been described as the summit (Gipfel), the sum-

mit of the nation as well as the summit of humanity. “The ideal of the State culmi-
nates in the confederation of States.”

Translated by Moshe Ron

—_—

16. Immanuel Kant, Théorie et pratique (Criti 7 i
Michel Vughiont (P e 1990{ q 1que of Practical Reason), French translation by Jean-

A Note on “The Eyes of Language”

In this previously unpublished text, Derrida delivers a reading he announced in
“Interpretations at War” and in Monolingualism of the Other, a reading of a letter
written by Gershom Scholem to Franz Rosenzweig in 1926. At that time, Scholem
had already been awarded the chair for the study of Jewish mysticism at Hebrew
University, and Rosenzweig’s fortieth birthday was celebrated with a series of texts,
among which was this letter. Written in German on the subject of Hebrew as the
“sacred language,” on Hebrew as it is thought to be “revived” and even “resusci-
tated” in Palestine, the letter is a confession as to the possibility and impossibility of
this revival, the possibility and impossibility of secularizing the sacred language.
Derrida here continues to explore the “name of God,” as well as the struggle, the
interpretations at war within the “Jewish-German psyche,” between Scholem and
Rosenzweig, and the “uprising” of and within the sacred language “itself” as it fig-
ures in Scholem’s text. At stake are interpretations of Judaism, Zionism, spectrality,
apocalypse and messianism, technology, sacrifice and generations, vengeance, and
the theologico-political. More importantly, perhaps, the letter, as Derrida reads it,
is about a “catastrophe of language” that, far from being contained in the linguistic

Translator’s note: In its present form, the text is an extensive revision of an unpublished translation pre-
pared by Joseph Adamson and Jean Wilson for Derrida in the 1980s. I gratefully acknowledge their work.
As a matter of rule, by providing the French in brackets, I have sought less to “ground” the translation
than to signal a difficulty that is already there in the French, a situation of originary, and impossible, trans-
lation. Throughout the text I translate the French langueto the English language. This is, in part, because
Derrida shows the oscillation in Scholem’s own text between a general language and a specific tongue,
speech (langue) or language (namely Hebrew). This oscillation is both based on and troubled by the dis-
tinction between “sacred” and “secular”languages, as well as the distinction between a language spoken or
written, a language spoken or written about, and moreover, spoken or written about in yet another lan-
guage such as is repeatedly the case here. With these qualifications in mind, one could nonetheless take
note of Scholem’s writing between German and a Hebrew that is and is not spoken, that is and is not
Hebrew, while in turn being read and written between German, Hebrew, and French by Derrida here
translated into an English which also falls (and fails as) in between. The abyssal conditicn of translation
therefore leaves little room for certainty, and resembles nothing less than a “gathering of languages.”
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sphere, threatens to explode, threatens to contaminate at once sacred and secular
language(s). Yet the question that Derrida raises by commenting on Scholem is
whether there could be such a thing as a “secular” language. Could there be a lan-
guage in which one could speak of language, and of sacred language in particular?
“Secular language as meta-language,” Derrida writes, “does not exist in itself; it has
neither presence nor consistency of its own. Its title is that of a ‘fagon de parler;
thus of comporting itself toward the only language that is or that matters—the
sacred language.” Yet, sacred language cannot be faced, for one is either blind to its
power and violence or one falls into its threatening abysses.

G A

THE EYES OF LANGUAGE
The Abyss and the Volcano

his letter has no testamentary character, though it was found after Scholem’s

death, in his papers, in 1985. Here it is, nonetheless, arriving and returning to
us, speaking to us after the death of its signatory, and something in it henceforth
resonates like the voice of a ghost [fantéme].

What gives this resonance a kind of depth is yet something else: Here is this
ghostly voice that cautions, warns, predicts the worst, announces the return or the
reversal, the revenge and the catastrophe, the resentment, the retaliation, the pun-
ishment—and it resurges at a moment in the history of Israel that makes one sen-
sitive more than ever to this imminence of the apocalypse. The letter was written in
December 1926, long before the birth of the State of Israel, but what constitutes its
theme, namely, the secularization of the language, had already been systematically
undertaken in Palestine from the beginning of the century.

One has at times the impression that a revenant proclaims to us the terrifying

return of a ghost.
This “Confession on the Subject of Our Language ( Bekenntnis iiber unsere Sprache)”
has thus been translated and published by Stéphane Mosés (who, since then, had
the kindness to send me the original) in 1985 in the Archives des sciences sociales et
religieuses under the title “An Unpublished Letter from Gershom Scholem to Franz
Rosenzweig, on the Subject of Our Language, a Confession [ Une lettre inédite de
Gershom Scholem a Franz Rosenzweig, a propos de notre langue, une confession].”
The letter is followed by an invaluable article by Stéphane Moses, “Language and
Secularization in Gershom Scholem [Langage et sécularisation chez Gershom
Scholem]” to which I am, of course, greatly indebted.
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In order to broach a presentation of the signatory and o f the addressee of this 1
letter, in order to announce it while renouncing it, I begin by reading a page from 1

Scholem’s book of memoirs, From Berlin to Jerusalem, that traces precisely the ter-
ritory and one of the geographical, political, historical and cultural trajectories I

am attempting to follow in this seminar:

I had been in Frankfurt for three days the previous year and had seen Franz
Rosenzweig there several times. Rudolf Hallo, a young man who, like Rosenzweig, was
from Kassel and had for some time been deeply influenced by him, had been my fel-
low student in Munich. From Hallo I learned much about Rosenzweig, his develop-
ment and turning to Judaism, and early in 1920 Hallo brought me a copy of
Rosenzweig’s recently published main work Der Stern der Erlosung [The Star of
Redemption],! undoubtedly one of the central creations of Jewish religious thought
in this century. Thus I started corresponding with Rosenzweig, who had in the mean-
time heard about me from various sources. At that time Rosenzweig still had his
health and had started to study the Talmud with the famous rabbi Dr. Nobel in
Frankfurt.? Every encounter with him furnished evidence that he was a man of genius
(I regard the abolition of this category, which is popular today, as altogether foolish
and the “reasons” adduced for it as valueless) [There would be much to say about this
remark made in passing. It is not without relation to the content of our letter and the
critique of a kind of secularizing rationalization that flattens, levels, evens out, with
the language, the resistance of any singularity or any exception, a certain geniality
which could be shown to be not unrelated to sacredness, but also a certain originarity
and a certain original engendering —J. D.] and also that he had equally marked dicta-
torial inclinations [I would add: as obviously marked as those of Scholem himself —
J. D.]. Our decisions took us in entirely different directions. He sought to reform (or
perhaps Ishould say revolutionize) German Jewry from within. I, on the other hand,
no longer had any hopes for the amalgam known as “Deutschjudentum,” i.e., a Jewish
community that considered itself German, and expected a renewal of Jewry only from
its rebirth in Eretz Yisrael. Certainly we found each other of interest. Never before or
since have I seen such an intense Jewish orientation as that displayed by this man,
whowasmidway in age between Martin Buber and me. What I did not knowwas that
he regarded me as a nihilist [I do not know what Rosenzweig may have thought of the
1926 letter addressed to him by Scholem. But, as paradoxical as this may seem, it

could have confirmed this diagnosis: nihilism. It is true that the very “logic,” the “pro-

1. Franz Rosenzweig, The Star of Redemption, trans. William W. Hallo (New York: Rinehart &
Winston, 1971).

2. Nehemiah Anton Nobel (1871-1922), German rabbi who served in Cologne from 1896 to 1899
and in Frankfurt from 1910.
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gram” of “nihilism”—and these words must be put within quotation marks—always
give it the most gripping resemblances with its opposite —J. D.]. My second visit,
which involved a long conversation one night about the very German Jewishness that
I rejected, was the occasion for a complete break between us. I would never have
broached this delicate topic, which stirred such emotions in us both, if I had known
that Rosenzweig was then already in the first stages of his fatal disease, a lateral sclero-
sis. He had had an attack which had not yet been definitely diagnosed, but I was told
that he was on the mend, and the only thing left was a certain difficulty in speaking
[This remark, yet again, over-imprints [surimprime] an “unheimlich,” “uncanny”
note to this account of a stormy and crepuscular debate on a certain historical experi-
ence of which one might say, without exaggeration, that it touches on Unheimlichkeit
in general and on the “manner of speaking [fagon de parler],” even on a diagnosis of
aphasia—]J. D.%]. Thus I had one of the stormiest and most irreparable arguments of
my youth. Three years later, however, Buber and Ernst Simon asked me to contribute
to a portfolio of very short essays which was to be presented to Rosenzweig,* who was
then already paralyzed and unable to speak, on his fortieth birthday, and I did so.
When I was in Frankfurt in August of 1927, Ernst Simon said to me: “Rosenzweig
would be very pleased if you visited him.” I went and told the terminally ill man about
my work. He could move only one finger and with it directed a specially constructed
needle over an alphabet board, while his wife translated his motions into sentences. It
was a heartrending visit. YetRosenzweig produced very impressive work even in those
years, participated in the Bible translation project inaugurated by Buber, and corre-

sponded copiously with many.>

Rosenzweig is ill, therefore, partially paralyzed, and aphasic when, in 1926, Scholem
sends him this “confession” for his fortieth birthday, from Jerusalem, where he has
settled for the past three years. As Moses reminds us, “Rosenzweig reproached
Scholem for thinking that ‘the Judaism of the Diaspora is in a state of clinical death
(in a letter from Rosenzweig

>

and that it is only “over there” that it will return to life
to Scholem, dated January 6, 1922).6 According to Rosenzweig, Zionism is a “sec-
ular form of Messianism,” which itself attempts to “normalize,” and thus also to
secularize, Judaism—whence the strange chiasmus and the double unilaterality of a

3. Translator’s note: the word “uncanny” is in English in the text. .
4. Ernst Akiba Simon (1899-1988), born in Berlin, was coeditor of the newspaper Der Judein 1918.

He emigrated to Palestine in 1928 but responded to the appeal launched by Ma;tin Buber in 1934 to
take charge of the education of Jews excluded from public institutions by Adolf Hitler.
5. Gershom Scholem, From Berlin to Jerusalem: Memories o f My Youth, trans. Harry Zohn (New York:

Schocken Books, 1980), 139-41. . .
6. Quoted in Stéphane Moses, “Langage et sécularisation chez Gershom Scholem,” in Archives de

Science Sociales des Religions 60: 1 (July—September 1985), 87.
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correspondence without correspondence: accused of being on the side of seculariza-
tion, Scholem writes a “confession” addressed to Rosenzweig in order to confide in
him his concerns about that very secularization. On the one hand, Rosenzweig re-
proaches Zionism—and consequently Scholem at the moment when the latter is
preparing to emigrate to Palestine—as a secularization of Jewish Messianism, a
secularization and a historical, if not a historicist integration, not to say a profana-
tion, of messianic sacredness. But, a few years later, after three years in Palestine,
Scholem’s “confession” seems to avow that secularization is indeed a certain risk run
by Zionism, and it is one that passes first through language. Naturally, this move-
ment in the form of an avowal is no doubt marked [accentué] to some extent: it is
destined to erase some of the violence of the discussion with Rosenzweig that leaves
Scholem with a guilty conscience. Before receiving this letter, in 1926, Rosenzweig
wrote, “Scholem projects onto me the guilty conscience he has on my account and
imagines that I hold a grudge against him.”” Here again, these movements, these
folds of remorse, this affect of guilt between these two German Jews who stand on
opposite sides of history, of eschatology, of the State of Israel, and so forth do not, it
seems to me, form only the exterior decor of the drama that is being played out and
over which they struggle: the revenge or the return of the sacred, the reproach of the
sacred in the face of a “politicolinguistic” profanation.

What does Scholem confess? What does he avow and in what sense is this an
avowal or a confession—that is to say, at the same time, a recognition in the sense
of an avowal and an avowal in the sense of a profession of faith? It is a confession
before Rosenzweig the anti-Zionist, because Scholem is a Zionist—that is what he
wants to be, that is what he remains and confirms being. Yet, he cannot but recog-
nize in Zionism an evil, an inner evil, an evil that is anything but accidental [un mal
qui n’a rien d’accidentel]. More precisely, one cannot but recognize that the acci-
dent that befalls Zionism or that lies in wait for it threatens it essentially, in its clos-
est proximity: in its language [au plus proche de lui-méme: dans sa langue], and as
soon as a Zionist opens his mouth. This evil has the triple form of threat or danger,
first, then of failure, and finally, at the root of the danger and the failure, the form
of profanation, of corruption and sin. It is a matter of what used to be called then,
in Palestine, the “actualization (Aktualisierung)” of the Hebrew language, its mod-
ernization, the transformation undertaken since the beginning of the century (Ben
Yehuda) and pursued systematically toward adapting biblical Hebrew to the needs
of everyday communication, be it technical and national, but also, for a modern

nation, international and interstate communication. This linguistic evil does not

7. Quoted in Moses, “Langage et sécularisation,” 88.
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let itself be localized or circumscribed. It does not only affect one means of com-

munication precisely because it degrades into a means of communication a lan-

guage originarily or essentially destined for something entirely distinct from
information. One transforms a language and, first of all, names, into an informa-
tive medium (as we will see, all this is supported by a very Benjaminian interpreta-

tion of the essence of language as nomination). The linguistic evil is total; it has no

limit, first of all because it is entirely political. The evil stems from the fact that
Zionists—those who believe themselves Zionists and who are, in fact, no more
than holding this power, nothing other than falsifiers of Zionism—do not under-
stand the essence of language. They treat this abyssal mystery as a problem—worse,
asalocal, specific, circumscribed, technolinguistic or technopolitical problem. This
iswhy they are asleep and why one day they will wake up on the verge, even in the
midst, of the catastrophe, at the moment when the sacred language will return, as
punishment and return/ghostliness [revenance].

It is indeed a matter of “catastrophe”—the word is Scholem’s—a turn and a
return, a reversal: the evil will not only consist in the loss of the sacred language,
thus of Hebrew, and thus of what is essential to Zionism, but in an avenging return
of the sacred language that will violently turn against those who speak it (gegen 'ihre
Sprecher ausbrechen), against those who have desecrated it. Then, terrible things
will not fail to happen. Events will be produced by this linguistic sin. The catastro-
phe will depend on this added turn, this return of the sacred, an unavoidable

return whose shape [forme] will be revenge and the spectral revenant. This catas-

trophe of language will not only be linguistic. From the beginning of the letter, the

political and national dimension is staged. .

“This country is like a volcano in which language boils (Dies Land ist ein Vulkm?.
Es beherbergt die Sprache).”® In Palestine, one speaks much about language; onf% is
very occupied and preoccupied with languages. Everything that concerns the lin-
guistic is boiling. Language is overheated, words burn, one can hardly touch.them
and yet one does nothing but that. The allusion to the figure of the volcané, in the
very first words, signifies both this boiling and the imminence of an eruption that
will swallow the whole country. Imminence of the reversal, imminence of the catas-
trophe, and the value [valeur] of imminence is here very striking [ marquante],
which connotes all the Messianic, apocalyptic or eschatological discourses. The
and cautions against what will not fail to happen

confession announces, warns,
of an outpouring that risks releasing a lava that

tomorrow. Imminence, therefore,

8. Translator’s note: Derrida here follows Moses’s translation which has, “Ce pays est pareil a un vol-
can ou bouillonnerait le language.”
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boils still in the crater where are gathered the energies of this little country. This
volcano is language, that which labors, happens, and suffers within language, the
passion of a language, what a sacred language suffers [souffre].

The staging that blends the passion of language with the elements (earth, boiling

water, air and water afire) nevertheless privileges fire. In this respect, it is already a
very biblical figuration. “It speaks [¢a parle]” through the volcano, language will
speak through fire, it will come out of itself and return through this fire hole:
mouthpiece, trumpet, and mouth of fire, a jealous and revengeful God who is a God
of fire (one recalls here Spinoza’s fright before the jealousy of this God of fire). Not
to mention a burning bush. Can one not say, consequently, that Scholem speaks, in
a certain manner (“a manner of speaking [une facon de parler]”), a sacred language?
Yet that he does so in German (Hebrew figures in the German language) and in
order to speak the evil that has happened, that will happen [pour dire le mal qui vient
d’arriver, qui va arriver] to the sacred language, but will happen [advenir] to it as
much through a certain return of the sacred language that will come back as through
its departure, through the experience in which we separate ourselves from this lan-
guage or depart from it? This country is a volcano, then, and language inhabits it.
Language dwells, as one says, on top of a volcano. And Scholem continues, “One
speaks more than ever today about the Arabs. But more uncanny than the Arab peo-
ple (unheimlicher als das arabisches Volk) another threat confronts us that is a neces-
sary consequence [I emphasize and insist: mit notwendigkeit —J. D.] of the Zionist
undertaking: What about the “actualization (Aktualisierung)” of Hebrew? Must not
this abyss (Abgrund) of a sacred language handed down to our children break out
again [wieder aufbrechen, the phrase will often recur —J. D.]?

After the volcano, the “abyss.” The volcano is only named once. It is the first
word after Land. But the abyss, if I have counted well, reappears five times in the
letter. Scholem does not collapse the figure of the volcano with that of the abyss,
though I would be tempted to do so. In both cases it is a matter of an invisible
chasm [gouffre], a resounding hollow at the bottom of which a catastrophe is liter-
ally stirred up [fomentée] (fovimentum; foment, this is a certain work of fire), either
that fire comes out of it or that one falls into it. In any case, one does not see what
occurs there. One is blind at the bottom of the abyss and at the bottom of the vol-
cano. One can only interpret, indirectly, the signs that one hears coming trom the
bottom of the chasm, the fumes that escape and announce that which is coming
and which, precisely, one does not see coming.

One must speak, therefore, to the blind. That is the act of this confession. Butin
a confession, the one who announces, cautions, warns, and even accuses does not
exclude himself from the whole [ensemble] of his addressees. He accuses himself as
well, and he avows his having been blind to the Zionist blindness that he does not,
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however, renounce. He only opposes an essential Zionism or a Zionism to come to
actual Zionism [un sionisme de fait], to the Zionism that blindly practices an “actu-
alization” of the sacred language without seeing the abyss. Scholem figures as a
kind of singular, solitary Zionist: not only alone but the only Zionist; one could
almost say that he is preaching in the desert. Or, rather: he insists simply on the
verge of the abyss—this is his desert, his place without place [son lieu sans lieu)—
he insists and sojourns at this improbable border. And one shall never know—this
at least will be the question guiding my reading but, for essential reasons, it will
also remain unanswered—whether at this limit where no settlement is possible
Scholem asks for a shibboleth in order to get out of the abyss or, finally, in order to
rush into it and be engulfed by it [pour s’y engouffrer]. There will be some difficulty
in identifying his desire here. And the desire of this “we,” the site of this “we” in
the name of which he speaks when he specifies, for instance: “And on the day this
eruption occurs, which generation will suffer its effects (Und welches Geschlecl?t
wird dieser Ausbruch finden)? We do live inside this language [“this language” is
Hebrew—and he says this in German to another German Jew? It is true that
the original does not say here “our language, unsere Sprache” as does—and .th%s
amounts to the same thing—the title (Bekenntnis iiber unsere Sprache). Here it 1s
“Wir leben ja in dieser Sprache, we live inside this language”; there is no possible
equivocation —J. D.], most of us as blind men [pareils, pour la plupart d ’.entre nous,
o des aveugles] walking confidently above an abyss.? But when our sight is restored,
we or those who come after us, must we not fall to the bottom of this abyss? And no
one knows whether the sacrifice (das Opfer) of individuals who will be annihilated
in this abyss will suffice to close it” .

I will come back later to these last words, the sacrifice and the fall (hinein-
stiirtzen ), and to the strange logic of such a sacrifice. The overstatement, the mise-
en-abyme cf the abyss, the supplement of catastrophe relates to this abyss of
language—that will soon take the name of name—into which one falls at the'rr?o-
ment of seeing, at the moment when one has just seen, at the moment of lucidity,
when one becomes aware of the essence of language, to wit, that it is either sacred or
itis not [a savoir de ce qu'elle est sacrée ou elle rest pas|, which for Scholem means: It
consists of names, it returns/amounts to naming (elle revient a nommer], without
which it does not consist at all and it never returns, it returns/amounts to nothing
[ne revient a rien], returns to no one, and no longer returns/amounts to itself [ne
revient plus a elle).

Itis thus lucidity that threatens to engulf us, not blindness. The blind men that
we are, almost all of us, live in this language, above an abyss. (Wir leben ja in dieser

9. Translator’s note: Here again, Derrida follows the French translation.



198 ACTS OF RELIGION

Sprache iiber einem Abgrund, fast alle mit der Sicherheit des Blinden
the lucid ones, fall into it—this js what we must understand.
What should language be, then,

). But the seers,

. and first of all the sacred language (but we will
see that, according to Scholem, there is no other)? What should the language be
such that seeing it and falling into it would be the same event? What is the relftion
between light and lucidity, between the essence of language and the fall to the bot-
.tom of the abyss? How shall we hear this name of abyss about which we will see that
It opens up on the name itself, the name of name,
often in the letter? We have just encountered it f
Scholem denounces those who have had the de
life to the sacred names, to resuscitate a languag

and the name of which returns so
or the first time. A few lines later,
monic and blind courage to restore

N . e destined to become an Esperanto,
cere where only an Esperanto was possible. Scholem describes them as “spell-

bound” (but they are also sorcerers, sorcerers’ apprentices) who walk “above the

abyss,” above the silent abyss, at the moment when they transmit to our youth the

ancient names and seals. But these sacred names, precisely those that the blind men
bequeath to our youth without seeing and without knowing [sans voir et sans
.sa.voir], they are the abyss. They conceal the abyss—in them the abyss is sealed. And
it is the abyss that they bequeath thus to our children without seeing and wit'hout
knowing. The abyss is in the name, one could say, if such a topology were repre-
.sentable, if the bottomlessness [sans-fond] of the Abgrund could still let itsel? be
included, inscribed, comprehended. At bottom, at the bottom of this bottomless-
.ness [au fond de ce sans-fond ], what the blind sorcerers of secularization do not see
15 not so much the abyss itself, over which they walk like madmen, but rather tha;
the abyss does not, any more than language, let itself be dominated, tamed, instru-
mentalized, secularized. The abyss no more than language, for both take pla)ce their
place, without objectifiable topology, in the name: “Sprache ist Namen langu; eis
Name.” Sprache s at the same time language and speech [la langue et le; langa g It
fs not e'nough to say that language [la langue] is or consists of the names, Speiki;l
1S naming; it is calling [parler, cest nommer, c'est appeler]. What does this mean§
What does Scholem himself want to name in this letter? And in the face of th'
abyssal character of this question, how to read this letter [comment lire cette let‘tre](?3

I'am here attempting a reading that is as internal as possible. I do not believe in

purely internal readings, nor do I believe that they are rigorously possible. Without

recourse to the many other arguments proper to demonstrate this, and in order to
stay as close as possible to this letter, the simple event of the name would suffice to
produce a breach in this supposed interiority of the text. And yet, the document
constituted by this letter is sufficiently rich and visibly abyssal, as it were, for us first
of all to make the effort of reading it as closely to its letter as possible, a;1d to do so

THE EYES OF LANGUAGE 199

in order to lose from it as little as possible. We have begun to do this, first, by mak-
ing ourselves attentive to the fact that this is a letter and that this fact is marked in
the letter of this letter; second, by taking into account its apparently principal des-
tination, its addressee, and the relationship between Scholem and Rosenzweig,
which turns this gesture into a confession; and third, by underlining the unusual
nature of this writing, which recalls through certain of its traits the language, the
figures and the pathos of the sacred text of which it speaks, it names, but through a
foreign language—German—that, as a nonsacred language, as a vehicular lan-
guage, happens to be the nonetheless maternal tongue [la langue néanmoins mater-
nelle] of the two correspondents, Scholem and Rosenzweig.

Whence the general form of the question that confronts us on the—internal and
external—edge [bord] of this reading, as on the edge of those abysses of abysses: In
what language can or must the appeal be launched, this appeal that is also a warn-
ing, in the face of the threat of a secularization of the sacred language? This appeal
to guard oneself (from secularization) in order to safeguard the sacred language
figures an event about which one must ask where it takes place [oi il a lieu]: is it in
the sacred language or outside it? And what is the nature of the limit between the
two sites [les deux lieux]? This question complicates or augments itself by way of
the following: Can one speak a sacred language as a foreign language? This ques-
tion in turn perverts or deepens itself thus: Is a sacred language more proper or
more foreign [plus propre ou plus étrangeére] in general? And are we dealing in this
case with an alternative, with an oppositional logic?

For example, can Scholem claim to speak “out of [depuis]” the experience of the
sacred language, of the sacred names, while putting forward what he says about it,
while putting himself forward “out of [depuis]” the enigmatic fact that he is speak-
ing through German [qu'il parle a travers Pallemand|? I now leave to these “out of’s
(depuis]” in quotation marks all their volcanic potential. It is another dimension of
the question that we had formulated in the course of our reading of Spinoza: where
to locate the sacred? If one speaks—incorrectly, according to Spinoza—of a sacred
language, must one consider that the words or the names of the language are them-
selves sacred? Or only the signifieds? Or only the things named, aimed at [visées]
through these names? Spinoza rejects all these hypotheses: the sacred is neither in
the words nor in the things—only, one could say, in the intentional sense, in the
attitude or the usage that brings us toward the ones and the others, toward the
ones through the others [qui nous rapporte aux uns et aux autres, aux uns a travers

les autres].

In what language, then, does this letter write itself? One cannot be content with
the phenomenon: it is written in German. But neither can one reduce this phenom-
enon to some inconsistent or secondary appearance. The letter presents itself in
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Zl};oeia;takt: Vl\)llth }?1m of a raPport to Hebrew that is intense, cultivated, refined
. gage. Hebrew is not, for either of them, a mother tongue, but they live

a.rchlmaterl.ml or patriarchal language. It is a language in thf’} name Zf ljvehl'tilsén
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And the wholly other of the letter’s rhetoric relates, in a paradoxical and fasci-
nating way, to its treatment of the opposition between sacred language and secular
language as a rhetorical effect. At bottom, Scholem seems to say—but this is the bot-
tom of the abyss—there is only sacred language [il n’y a jamais que de la langue
sacrée]. Language is one, it suffered no opposition and, at least in the case of
Hebrew (which is not one case in a series), there is only sacred language. It was
born sacred and does not let itself be desacralized without ceasing to be what it is.
This secularization one is talking about, that I am talking about, Scholem seems to
say, that I accuse and of which I complain, that I warn against, this secularization
does not exist; it is but a “facon de parler, a manner of speaking.” This expression,
facon de parler is also a manner of speaking. It is used by Scholem in French in the
German text. We will return to this rhetorical manner of saying rhetoric [cette
maniére rhétorique de dire la rhétorique]. That the secularization one talks about
would be only a “manner of speaking” does not render the phenomenon—or the
symptom—Iless grave or more inconsistent, on the contrary.

This is played out from the very first lines of the letter, after the figure of the vol-
cano and the allusion to the danger more uncanny (unheimlicher [inquiétant])
than the Arab people, to the “necessary consequence” of the Zionist undertaking
Scholem has therefore just recognized—and recognition is the gravity of his con-
fession [et de reconnaitre c’est toute la gravité de sa confession]—in front of the noto-
rious anti-Zionism of his addressee, that the evil is worse and more uncanny than
any other properly political danger [tout autre danger proprement politique]. This
evil of language is also a political evil but it is not an infantile illness of Zionism.
This “necessary consequence” is congenital to every Zionist project for a nation-
state. Scholem continues, “[W ]hat about the ‘actualization’ of Hebrew? Must not
this abyss of a sacred language handed down to our children break out again?
Surely, no one knows what is being done here. One believes that language has been
secularized, that its apocalyptic thorn has been pulled out. But this is surely not
true; this secularization of language is only a facon de parler, a ready-made phrase.”
Between the metaphor or the rhetoric of the abyss and the affirmation accord-
ing to which secularization is, in sum, nothing but a turn of rhetoric, the link is
perhaps necessary. There is no real secularization [il n’y a pas de sécularisation effec-
tive], is what this strange confession suggests, in sum. What one lightly calls “secu-
larization” does not take place [n’a pas lieu]. This surface effect does not affect
language itself, which remains sacred in its abyssal interior. Epiphenomenality is
characteristic of this manner of moving along the surface. Such is also the epiphe-
nomenality of a manner of speaking of language [une maniere de parler du langage],
our metalanguage, our manner of speaking of language. The secularized language
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' itself, consists in falling or in staying on the surface. What is it that anguishes
Scholem and gives his letter its properly apocalyptic tone? Is it the fact that we, the

majority of us, almost all of us, are walking as blind men on the surface of the
sacred language? Or is it the fact that this language will fatally come back, or rather
that it will open itself upon its own abyss, upon itself, upon its essence, inasmuch as
this essence remains abyssal? Does Scholem wish that the abyss remain open, or
does he hope that it will close one day since the vigilant and immediate experience
of an abyssal language risks becoming properly unlivable? (One thinks here of
Spinoza’s fright before the hypothesis of a jealous God, a God of fire, and of the fact
that this fright, as I have suggested, repeats in a strange way the one that Spinoza
attributes to the Hebrews who flee the direct experience of being devoured by the
divine word [fire, gulf, mouth] and who delegate it by thus constructing the politi-
calplan of action that the Theological-Political Treatise describes.)

This equivocation cannot, [ believe, be resolved in this letter. It is the letter’s
entire power of fascination—and the fascination always relates to Scholem’s inde-
cision, one that he neither can nor wants to master. This is what gives this envoi its
apocalyptic tone.

Scholem himself uses the word apocalyptic in a manner that is indeed equivocal,
as if the apocalyptic should be saved, guarded in the language but as the very thing
from which one must save and guard oneself. He uses it twice, and in an enigmatic
manner (fagon].

The first time, we have already heard, is just before the remark on the seculariza-
tion of Hebrew as only a fagon de parler, an equivocal expression in itself. One can
hear it in its most probable sense (there is no secularization, properly speaking,
whether possible or real; one speaks of it but there isn’t any [il n’y en a pas]) or in a
more artificial and twisted sense (the secularization of the language, as one could

have suspected, consists of a rhetorization and a manner of speaking); in one case,
fagon de parler names the name of secularization; in the other case it designates the
secularization of language itself. Just before noting this, Scholem was saying,
“Indeed, people here don’t know what they are doing. They believe they have secu-
larized (verweltlicht) the language, pulled out its apocalyptic thorn (ihr den apoka-
lyptischen Stache ausgezogen zu haben). But this is surely not true; this secularization
(Verweltlichung) of the language is only a fagon de parler, a ready-made phrase.”
This leads one to think first [cela donne d’abord a penser] that to secularize or
desacralize is to decapitate the language by removing its point, its sting (Stachel), its
apocalyptic thorn. This apocalyptic sting, this point or this teleological aim [visée]
would institute the sacredness of the language. A sacred language, this sacred lan-
guage (for Scholem does not talk about sacredness in general but of this sacredness
or this holiness undissociable from the semantic content of Hebrew, from the
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names, from the covenant) would be nothing without this magnetized pointer of
apocalypse [ cette pointe aimantée d’apocalypse].

All the semantic components of apocalypse must cross each other here and not
let themselves be dissociated in this letter: First, the value of revelation or unveiling,
the decrypting of what is hidden (apocalyptd); second, the current meaning of the
end of time and the last judgment; third, catastrophe and cataclysm.

If, for the moment, we did not hold ourselves to a reading as internal as possible,
we would have to invoke here a great number of studies by Scholem himself on
Jewish apocalypticism. The first essay in the collection entitled The Messianic Idea
in Judaism (“Toward an Understanding of the Messianic Idea in Judaism”) tends
to protest against, while correcting, a Christianizing interpretation of Jewish
Messianism and prophetism: Christianizing, that is, interiorizing and spiritualiz-
ing, an interpretation that “appeared to the Jew ... as a flight which sought to

escape verification of the Messianic claim within its most empirical categories by
means of a non-existent pure inwardness.”'° Jewish Messianism would have been
divided between or pulled by several tendencies that Scholem distinguishes and
opposes as conservative, restorative and utopian Messianisms, even if these are
sometimes intermingled. Messianism allies faith to an awaiting that is both living
and acute; the apocalypse “appears as the form necessarily created by acute
Messianism” (4). The writers of apocalypse are distinct from the prophets in that
the seer receives a divine revelation that does not concern specific events of the end
of history. The apocalypses speak of the whole of history, from the origin to the
end, and in particular of the coming of a new aeon (Greek aién, Hebrew ‘olam)
that must reign in Messianic time. “The Greek word aién translates in the Greek
Bible the Hebrew term ‘olam whose value is mainly temporal.”!! The prophets dis-
tinguish between the “present aeon (‘olam hazeh)” and the “aeon to come (‘olam
habah),” between a first and alast time. But the latter, a new age that recalls the time
of paradise (Hosea, Isaiah) is not beyond time for the prophets, whereas after the
exile, the distinction will be clearer, says Scholem, between the present time and the
time to come. The apocalypses are above all turned toward the time of the end of
which Daniel speaks (‘eth getz, Daniel 11:40).'> The eschatology of these apoca-

10. Gershom Scholem, “Toward an Understanding of the Messianic Idea,” trans. Michael A. Meyer,
The Messianic Idea in Judaism And Other Essays on Jewish Spirituality (New York: Schocken, 1971), 2.

11. Translator’s note: Derrida is quoting here from a note by the French translator of Scholem’s text
(see G. Scholem, Le messianisme juif: Essais sur la spiritualité du judaisme, trans. Bernard Dupuy (Paris:
Calmann-Lévy, 1974), 28-29. Further quotations are from the English translation, to which the page
numbers in the text refer.

12. Translator’s note: The text of Daniel (11:40) reads as follows: “When the time comes for the end
[ube’eth getz], the king of the South will try conclusions with him; but the king of the North will come
storming down on him with chariots, cavalry, and a large fleet.”
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:} Iypses, the content of which exceeds that of the ancient prophecies (Hosea, Amos,
| Isaiah), is no longer of a national character. If the prophets announce the reestab-

lishment of the House of David, then in ruins, and of the “future glory of an Israel
returned to God,” of an “everlasting peace,” of the “turning of all nations toward the
one God of Israel” (6), the end of paganism and of idolatry, the aeons of the apoc-
alypses follow each other while opposing each other: present/future [avenir‘], dark-
ness/light, Israel/nations, holiness/sin, pure/impure, life/death. It is against the
cosmic and cosmopolitan background of the apocalypses that the ideas of the res-
urrection of the dead, of the last judgment, of paradise and hell, have appeared. Yet
the organizing theme of Scholem’s letter, the return of the sacred language and th.e
kind of ultimate punishment that would ensue, seems to have this apocalyptic
eschatology as its horizon. No doubt this preserves its root in the ancient prophe-
cies, but these were—at least if one is willing to believe Scholem—clear and distinct
in their original context. They now become enigmas, allegories, mysteries, and they
ask to be deciphered. The apocalyptic discourse has become esoteric. The authors
conceal, they cipher their visions instead of throwing them “into the face of th.e
enemy” as the prophets did: esotericism, elitism, therefore, initiation, a whole poli-
tics and a whole hierarchy (7). A role appropriate to apocalyptic knowledge has
always been maintained in rabbinic Judaism. It held a place to the side .of the gnos-
tic knowledge of the Merkabah, the throne-word of God and its mysteries: a.knowl—
edge so “explosive”—this is Scholem’s word—that it could only be transmitted by
word of mouth without passing through writing (7). Writing is here not only prof-
anation but the betrayal of a secret (in an analogous manner, Scholem’s positive or
scientific work on the Kabbalah has often been felt as such by living cabbalists).

I will only underscore this: the cryptic or esoteric character of the Messianic mes-
sage, its elitist and initiatory politics, was accentuated when the Jews had to reno.un‘ce
their national existence after the destruction of the second temple. This duplicity in
Messianism carries all the problems raised for us by the reading of this letter.
Scholem acknowledges that Messianism aims at the “re-establishment of a lost [his-
torical] reality,” even though “it also went beyond that” (7). Scholem denounces all
those scholars, Christian or Jewish, who deny the permanence of the apocalyptic tra-
dition in rabbinic Judaism. When, in his letter, he takes on those who believe they
have secularized the Hebrew language and removed its apocalyptic thorn, he is not
far from reducing them to those, Jews or Christians, who have wanted to erase Jewish
apocalypticism from the bosom of the rabbinic tradition since the M%ddle Ages.
They have not achieved this, they have only occulted or denied. But by doing so, they
have confirmed that the apocalyptic persisted, at once cryptic and occulted, ready to
reappear, to return. It is no longer perceptible to the present, by definition, and the

occultation, the cryptic veil is its very phenomenality, its state and its efficacy.
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Scholem therefore appeals, apparently, to the apocalypse. He calls it and calls
upon it as the sharpened point of the sacred language. This lends an accent, one
of the accents of the apocalyptic tone of his letter. But there is another accent.
For, inversely, Scholem seems to fear this apocalyptic return as a terrifying test
and ordeal.

This is the second occurrence of the word apocalyptic. The last words of the text
are in the form of a prayer: “May the carelessness, which has led us to this apoca-
lyptic path, not bring about our ruin (Mdge uns denn nicht der Leichtsinn, der uns
auf diesem apokalyptischen Weg geleitet, zum Verderb werden).” And the letter is
signed, and dated the 7 Teveth 5687.

One does not know, therefore—and this indeterminacy will never be re-
moved—whether the apocalyptic path upon which we are, in any case [de toutes les

fagons], engaged, will save us or lose us. This indeterminacy remains what is proper
to the apocalyptic experience. For those who believed that they secularized the
sacred language did not do so in order to desacralize. They believed, thoughtlessly,
that they were going to “resuscitate,” to reanimate the language of origin in a mod-
ern world and in a modern state. But the sorcerers’ apprentices of this renaissance
of the sacred Hebrew did not believe in the reality of the judgment, and thus of the
apocalypse to which they are subjecting us all. In the conclusion of the letter, in the
future [ futur] of its grammar, one cannot decide whether, at bottom, Scholem fears
or calls the “inescapable,” what he calls the inescapable, the fatality of this revolu-
tion of the language (Diese unausbleibliche Revolution der Sprache): may the voice
of God let itself be heard anew through this awakened language (cf. Spinoza, again,
and the fright of the Jews before the devouring voice of God):

Each word which is not newly created (neu geschaffen) but taken from the “good old”
treasure is full to bursting. A generation (Geschlecht) that takes upon itself the most
fruitful in our sacred tradition—our language—cannot live, were it to wish it a thou-
sandfold, without tradition. The moment the power stored at the bottom of the lan-
guage deploys itself (entfalten wird), the moment the “said” (das “Gesprochene”), the
content of the language, assumes its form anew, then the sacred tradition will again
confront our people as a decisive sign (als entscheidendes Zeichen) of the only avail-
able choice: to submit or to go under. In a language where he is invoked a thousand-
fold back (zuriickbeschworen wird) into our life, God will not stay silent (wird. . . nicht
stumm bleiben). But this inescapable revolution of the language, in which the voice
will be heard again, is the sole object of which nothing is said in this country. Those

who called the Hebrew language back to life did not believe in the judgment (an das

Gericht) that was thus conjured upon us. May the carelessness, which has led us to

this apocalyptic path, not bring about our ruin.
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SECULARIZING LANGUAGE:
THE VOLCANO, THE FIRE, THE ENLIGHTENMENT

Who speaks here? And how does this confession present itself¢t How does the iden-
tification of the “we” in this letter operate? Otherwise put, and at least according to
convention, how does identification operate for the subject of this letter and its sig-
natory, for he who pledges his responsibility, in his own name or rather in his name

» <

all of us or almost,” “our chil-

» <

and in the name of a “we” who says frequently “we,
dren,” “our generation,” and so on? By provisionally suspending the instance of the
addressee—which has something to do with this identification—I retreat here
toward the side of the apparent signatory and I link my question, on the one hand,
tothe question of sacrifice (the word, or the concept, “sacrifice” appears in the con-
fession, once in the original, twice in [Stéphane Moses’ French] translation), and,
on the other hand, to the question of generation given that the logic of vengeance
necessarily plays with generations. How are these two questions tied together?

This letter speaks of the avenir. The temporality of imminence gives it its apoca-
lyptic tone. The avenir has the face of “our children (unsere Kinder).” If vengeance
takes place, if the evil done to the holy tongue must one day be avenged by the
properly revolutionary return of language, it is “our children” who will have to
pay. They will have to [ils devront]: necessity, fatality, and debt—they will have to
acquit a debt that we have contracted, by our fault or our crime, in their place. The
illogical logic of vengeance, as soon as it goes through language [dés lors quelle
passe par la langue], cannot let itself be contained, and therefore comprehended,
within the limits of individual responsibility. The debt, here the guilt, is inscribed
in the language where it leaves its signature. If one generation has to pay for
another, thus disturbing the entire metaphysics of the cogito, of the Cartesian
subject, of the practico-transcendental egology that is incapable, in sum, of
understanding something like language, it doesn’t only have to do with a logic
proper to vengeance, with the unboundedness in the dynamic of vengeance of
which Hegel speaks. This unboundedness itself, beyond what Hegel says about
it, has to do perhaps with the fact that vengeance goes through language. Language
prescribes, assigns but in the same stroke [du méme coup] exceeds individual
responsibility. Before the vengeance of language, one could say, there is a language
of vengeance that traverses generations and speaks beyond them. In the present
case, this apocalyptic confession describes a language of vengeance that avenges
an evil done to language. There is always a language of vengeance; vengeance
always implicates language. Yet in this case the offense, the dispute, the crime
concern language itself. If one asks “who” is language here, what is its name, the
answer leaves no doubt: it is the name of God naming itself through the voice of
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-God. The crime takes place against God; vengeance is the vengeance or the pun-
ishment of God. This is the only subject of punishment, the “only sub'ectg (a
the [French] translation says) that is not spoken about in this countr —Jthe ls
?bject (Gegenstand); the letter literally says, “God will not stay sile;’t But Stl(:ij
Inescapable revolution of the language, in which the voice will be heara again, is
the scfle object (der einzige Gegenstand) of which nothing is said in this cointr)y”
Here is the only object, one can even say the unique subject, of this confession And
perhaps its ultimate addressee. ‘
Our children will have to, they willhave to pay. “Children”—thjs means “avenir’
[cela veut dire “avenir”], the generation to come, but also—in the logic of individ-
ual rf:sponsibility with which Scholem must always negotiate—innocence. In the
av.emr (and here is, in sum, the essence of the avenir), innocent ones will . and
children are innocent because they have not yet spoken (infants) at the nI:)}r,n nt
when language has already contracted the debt for them. They do not choose thee?r
language and afterward become subjects of language, out of this debt (depuis cett
dette], as guilty “before the letter,” archiguilty. e

There are two .main occurrences of the expression “our children,” sometimes relayed
Py the expression “our youth,” or “youth (J ugend).” The two occurrences are located
in the two middle paragraphs, while those of the word generation are found in the
first and last paragraphs, as if the unpredictable turn or the para-Kabbalistic artif
of this composition inscribed—framed—the children between the generations -

Here is the first evocation of “children” who risk being properly sacriﬁce;i
our fault, literally by their fathers, if God wills it, that is to say, i saying—but i by
undecidable in this case, and in this “fear and trembling” of S,choler)xll e docon
?(now whether God will let the child be sacrificed b :
Ing quiet or making his voice be heard.

“The creators of this new linguistic movement (die Schépfer der neuen Sprach
bewegung) believed blindly, and stubbornly, in the miraculous power of thz la -
guage (an die Wunderkraft der Sprache).” The “neue Sprachbewegun ”—whinl;
Stéphane Moses was right to translate “mouvement de renaissance de I’h fc{b 13 i
is indeed a movement for the re-turn, the re- + the re-of

one doesn’t
Y saying or not saying, by keep-

birth, the resurrectio
leed a. ! . , n even, the re- of
r.epetltlon implying reawakening as much as revolt (thus the re-turn, one more
ti i ,

me, one more turn [volte]), revolution, not to mention the revenant whose sign is
marked by the return of the word gespenstisch (

spectral, ghostly) on two occasi
. . . ’ ons
in the confession. This semantic chain of re- (

return, repetition, reawakening, res-

—_—
> L :
13. Translator s note: “Hebrew renaissance movement.”
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urrection, revolt, revolution, revenance) crosses the essential question of re- in the
language, as language insofar as it inaugurates the possibility of vengeance as
revenge, punishment, or retaliation.

The originators of this reawakening believed blindly (glaubten blind) in the
miraculous power (Wunderkraft) of language. This letter is a letter on the powerand
the violence of language, with all the trials of strength [épreuves de force] engaged in
it; and this is marked by the return of the words Kraft, Macht, Gewalt. And if belief
in this force is blind, one must recognize that blindness is another major motif. This
catastrophic blindness absolves no one; one does not know whether it is better to
keep to it or to escape from it, whether it is better to be lucid or nonseeing, and
whether seeing [voyance] has an ordinary meaning or the sense of the seer [voyant]
in apocalypse. If you now conjugate this theme of guilty blindness with that of gen-
eration, you have the premises of an anti-oedipal scenario (Oedipus being here on
the father’s side, if one can still decide) that I will not abuse here.

One should not throw oneself too quickly into sophisticated interpretations of
this letter, not, in any case, before having reconstructed the daily, concrete, pathetic
landscape, but also the paradigmatic scene of this Berliner intellectual from the
diaspora, living two cultures, familiar, as are so many others, with sacred nonspo-
ken texts reserved for study and liturgy, and who all at once hears, in the Palestine
of the 1920s, these sacred names in the street, on the bus, at the corner store, in the
newspapers that every day publish lists of new words to be inscribed in the code of
secular Hebrew. One must imagine the desire and the terror in the face of this out-
pouring, this prodigious, unbridled prodigality that flooded everyday life with
sacred names, language giving itself out [la langue se donnant elle-méme], like a

miraculous manna but also like the profanatory jouissance, in the face of which a
sort of religious concupiscence recoils in fright.

The blindness of the creators was their “good fortune (Gliick),” adds Scholem.
“For no one clear-sighted would have mustered the demonic courage (den ddmon-
ischen Mut) to revive a language, there where only an Esperanto could emerge.” The
demonic horror of these sorcerers’ apprentices gifted with an unconscious courage
that pushes them to manipulate forces which surpass them—here is this horror
commensurate with a kind of death [a la mesure d’une certaine mort), the death of
the living dead. As sacred, Hebrew was both a dead language—as a language one
didn’t or shouldn’t speak in daily life—and a language more living than what is gen-
erally called a living language. The new Sprachbewegung resuscitates this living dead

reserved for study and prayer and only brings it out of the temple or funerary vault
[caveau] for a sinister masquerade, this quasi Esperanto or Volapiik, as if the return
to life were only a simulacrum for which one was going to disguise the dead as a
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caricature of itself for the funeral home,'* a nonlanguage, the frozen grin of a semi-
otics, a disincarnated, fleshless [décharnée], and formally universal exchange value,
an instrument in the commerce of signs,'®> without a proper place, without a proper
name, a false return to life, a shoddy resurrection.

And Scholem continues, “[These demonic sorcerers’ apprentices] walk, and
walk still today, spellbound (gebannt) above the abyss. The abyss was silent and
they have delivered the ancient names and seals over to the youth. We [we who are
neither these bewitched sorcerers’ apprentices nor “our youth” —J. D.] sometimes
shudder when, out of thoughtless conversation, a word from the religious sphere
terrifies us, just there where it was perhaps intended to comfort [Scholem de-
nounces both the evacuation and the perversion of meaning —J. D.]. Hebrew is
pregnant with catastrophes (unheilschwer). It cannot and will not remain in its cur-
rent state [it is therefore not a matter of a poor state of things, but rather of a fatal
process, of a dynamic that nothing can stop —J. D.]. Our children no longer have
another language [we germanophones who know not only a second language but a
third, in addition to the two Hebrews, are still able to defend ourselves —J. D.], and
it is only too true that they, and they alone, will pay for the encounters which we
have initiated without asking, without even asking ourselves [a general irresponsi-
bility, innocent on the side of our children, guilty on ours —J. D.]. If and when the
language turns against its speakers (gegen ihre Sprecher wenden wird). ...”

This turning, this Wendung of language against those who speak it, presupposes
some initiative. Whence would come this initiative of a language that does not
return to its subjects? Here is a dead language, which in truth was not dead but sur-
viving, living over and above what one calls a living language, a language that one
pretends to resuscitate by giving it this masked body, this gesticulation of an
Esperantist masquerade, this puppet of a technological and cadaveric instrumen-
tality; here is a language that turns against those who speak it but who, in truth,
only believe that they are speaking it and are doubly irresponsible: irresponsible
because they are dominated by language, as one always is; but also because they are
not aware of their responsibility toward the legacy of a language [le legs d’'une
langue] and have not asked themselves any questions about it [a son sujet]. Here,

then, is a language that takes the initiative of turning against those who mistreat or
ignore it; here is a false cadaver that will animate itself, that will rid itself of its car-
nival disguises and will in its turn unleash itself upon [se déchainer contre] the
demonic sorcerers, who are themselves spellbound. How is this possible?

14. Translator’s note: “funeralhome” is in English in the text.
15. Cf. Walter Benjamin, “On Language as Such and on the Language of Man,” trans. E. Jephcott, in

Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings, ed. Peter Demetz (New York: Schocken, 1986),
314-32.
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To attempt to answer this question, one must begin by drawing out two axioms or
two presuppositions in this interpretation of language.

1. In order for it to take the initiative of thus avenging itself, language has to be
someone; I am not saying a subject, but it must be speech [la parole] speaking in
the name of someone, bearing the name of someone: obviously the speech and
the name of God. Something of this language must therefore remain attached,
in an indissoluble manner [fagon], to its creator and first signatory, to the name
of God, on the one hand, to the things and to the meaning that the names of this
language—singularly—designate. This opens onto the interpretation of the
name by Scholem and by Walter Benjamin.

2. Second presupposition. As sacred, such a language would have to be radically,
essentially non-conceptual, at least if by concept one understands a generality of
meaning that is dissociable from proper names and transmittable in a universal
semiotics, a formalizable language, a characteristic one or an Esperanto. From
this point of view at least, the sacred language would have to be nonconceptual,
noninstrumentalizable, noninformational, noncommunicational, and nontech-
nological. Technological contamination, equivalent here to secularizing actual-
ization, can only happen [advenir] to it after the fact [aprés coup|, and can only
befall [survenir] it secondarily as an evil, as this accidental death that occurs

[arrive] here to a dead-living language, in truth more living than the mas-
querading ghost in whose guise one claims to resuscitate it. In this way, Scholem
excludes the possibility of contamination from the origin. Instrumentalizing
technicalization (iterability) or desacralization has not