


.. . , 
.. i;' 

'-:+·" 
• 

';.J 

.·.'.,, 

• 

J. 

or Derrida/ 

HILLIS MILLER , ... 

FORDHAM UNIVERSITY PRESS 

New York 2009 



Copyright Cl 1009 Fordham University Press 

All righu reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in 

any fonn or by any means--electronic, mechanical, 
photocopy, recording, or any other-except for brief 

quotations in printed reviews, without the prior permission 
of the publisher. 

Fordham Univcmty Preu has no responsibility for the 
persistence or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party 
Internet websites referred to in this publication and does not 

guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will 
remain, aa:urate or appropriate. 

Library ofOmgrcss Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Miller,). Hillis Ooscph Hillis), 1918-
For Derrida/ J. Hillis Miller. 

p. an. 
Includes bi'bliognphical references and index. 
ISBN 918--o-81 31-3033-4 (cloth : alk. paper) 
ISBN 978--o-8232-3034-1 (pbk.: alk. paper) 

1. Derrida, Jacques-Criticism and interpretation. 
I. Ttde. 

82430.D4B4M49 2009 
194-dc22 

10090032.pl 

Printed in the United States of America 
11100954321 

F'u:st edition 

CONTENTS 

~tions efWorks by Jacqu" Dmida 

h"if"•• 
~kdgments 

I. 1 ~on of Faith . 
11Mi'1 ot VVhat Decides, for Demda: 

2. •• 
.\ c.~~trophic Theory of DeC1S1on 

n..--...:ds.'s Destinerranct 3-~" 

4 no, L~te Derrida 

5. l:JltNida's Remains 

6. llJtNida Enisled . . 
"d ' S ecial Theory of Perfonnattvtty 

1· - • • p frainin" 
8. "tD"1J.'tCount Me In": Derrida's R~ g 

......,,. 'da's E.thics of Irresponsibilizauon; or, 
9· 1A.J1:1:1'1 I<'"'""'' Lessons 
~"" tQ Get Irresponsible, in Tw~ ~, 
r-'l......,.;da's Politics of Autoimmuruty JO. 1....11: ..... 

.-,.,thing Derrida Touching Nancy 
:: ~\lte Mourning: It Is Jacques You Mourn For 

,- ,,, . ' ,- , -

vii 
xv 

= 
I 

55 

72 
IOI 

IJJ 
174 

191 

222 

145 

3o6 

Jl1 

35 1 



ABBREVIATIONS OF WORKS 

BY JACQUES DERRIDA 

ln the abbreviations, "e" means English, "f" means French. Alphahetiza
tit1n of the abbreviations below does not take these indications into 

aCCO\.tnt. 

AO 

AV 
u 

. -·-·, 

Aporias. Trans. Thomas Dutoit. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Uni

versity Press, 1993· 
Aporiu. Paris: Galilee, 1996. 
"Abraham, l'autre." lnJudiiti" QuestWns pour Jacques Derrida, 
ed. Joseph Cohen and Raphael Zagury-Orly, 11-44. Paris: 

Galilee, 2003. 

L 'autre aip, suivi de La dlmocratie ajournie. Paris: Minuit, 1991. 
Adieu to Emmanuel Levinas. Trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and 
Michael Naas. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Pr~, 

1999. 
Adieu iJ &nmanuel Levinas. Paris' Galilee, 1997. 
Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression. Trans. Eric Prenowitz. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996. 
Acts of Literature. Ed. Derek Attridge. New York: Routledge, 

1992. 
"Abraham, the Other." Trans. Gil Anidjar. In Judeiria: Ques
ffims for Jacques Derrida, trans. Bettina Bergo and Michael B. 
Smith, ed. Bettina Bergo, Joseph Cohen, and Raphael Zagury
Orly, 1-35. New York: Fordham University Press, 2007. 
Aa. of Religiqn. Ed. Gil Anidjar. New Yorlc Routledge, 2002. 

"Of an Apocalyptic Tone Recently Adopted in Philosophy." 
Trans. John P. Leavey, Jr. The Oxford Literary Review 6, no. 2 

(198.f)' 3-37. 
ApprenJre a vivre mfin. Paris' Galilee, 2005. 
IJLfitrs, Le dUllogue ininm•""'P"' mm J.wc infoUs, k po<me. 
Paris: Galilee, 2003 • 



viii 

BL 

BS 

c 

Ce 

Cf 

CFU 

CP 

Do 

Df 
DDP 
DE 
DG 
Deme 

Domf 
DL 

DM 
DT 
ED 

Abbreviations 

"Before the La " Ti A · In w. .rans. vital Ronell and Christine Rouls-
t~n. Jacques Demda, Acts of Literature, ed. Derek Attridge 
.~ 1-220. New York: Routledge, 1992. ' 

La b@te et le souverain (d ., files 2 . ewaeme annee)." Private computer 
ulat~d ':°21-3. Sindee ~ese. are computer files, able to be manip-

n ont an point size I . fi 
I have how,.v• · di d ' cannot gtve xed page numbers. 

' " ... r, in cate the n b f th which · · . . um er o e seminar from 
a given crtabon ts made I th k M 

Peggy Kamu£ d ~ _ ff . · an arguerite Derrida, 
' an ueo Bennington fi · 

sion to cite these . or granhng me pennis-
Cimim as yet unpublished seminars. 

·Trans. Ned Lubcher Bl l d" . 
versicy of Neb 1__ P · t tngua e tbon. Lincoln: Uni-
" . rasl\.ll ress, 199 1. 
C1rcumfession." Trans. Geoffr . 

Bennington andJ D . ey Benrungton. In Geoffrey 
acques emda J D . 

cago:UniversityofChi p 'acques errida, 3-315.Chi-
"C' cago ress 1993 

trconfession." In Geoffr ' . · 
rida, J11eqUes Derrida ey ~enrungton and Jacques Der-
Ch~ fi. . • 7-291. Parts: Seuil, 199r. 

-zUe ots unzque la fin du di 
Michael Naas. Pari . "'-1·1"}"on e. Ed. Pascale-Anne Brault and 
Lil s. u-o1. 1 ee 2003 

carte Postaie: De Socrate ;/Freud , 
rion, 1

9
8

0
. et au-de/a. Paris: Flamma-

Le' 'J concept uu r 1 septembre· Dialo , 
bre 2001). With Jttr H igues a New York (octobre-dicem
Paris: Galilee, 

2004
. gen abermas and Giovanna Borradori. 

D;,,emm,, . 
. tum. Trans. Barbara John C . Chicago Press 

19
8 son. hicago: University of 

LiJ . ' I. Dur:::::::::· P~: Se~l, 1972. 
De I' . p ilosopb1e. Pans: Galilee 

tspnt: Heidegger et la . '. 1
990· 

DelagrtmmJatologie p . que~on_· Pans: Galilee, 1987. 
"Dem . . . ans: Mmwt, 1967 

eure: F ICbon and 14 · · 
Dtatb I Dminwe· r.· . esbmony," In The Instant 0~ M11 

J 
· nctum and y, · ' " 

acques Derrida ......, __ El' be estmumy, Maurice Blanchot / 
fo-..l • ........ .,,. 1za th R 

i·u, Calif.: Stanford U . . ottenberg, I 5-103. Stan-
n ____ . ~"--=- mvers1ty Press 2000 
~'qcgre· ••unuJCe B'- -' . ' · "~-"- l#RICOat. Pans: Galiiee 8 

£ "·-iur;c:.: Devant la loi " In J ' 1
99 · 

tlefagtr, 87-139. Paris· Afmru acques Derrida et. al., Lafaculti 
0.,,,,,,."' _, p . . . ~ 1985. 
Dmma-k . '""Galilee, 1999. "' 
L" . ""'Pr. I. La faus,, ,,._,,. p . 

«n111n n Iii diffrnna. p . . '!· ans: Galilee, 1991. 
ans. Seuil, •')67. 

Abbreviatiuns ix 

ETe Echographies of Television: Filmed Interviews. With Bernard 
Stiegler. Trans. Jennifer Bajorek. Cambridge: Polity Press, 

2002. 
ETf &hographies: De la television---entretiens ftlmts. With Bernard 

Stiegler. Paris: Galilee/Institut national de l'audiovisuel, 1996. 
Fe "Fors: The Anglish Words -of Nicolas Abraham and Maria 

Torok." Trans. Barbara Johnson. In Nicolas Abraham and 
Maria Torok, The Wolf Man's Magic Word: A Cryptonomy, trans. 
Nicholas Rand, 7-73. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1986. 
Ff "Fors: Les mots angles de Nicolas Abraham et Maria Torok." 

In Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok, Cryptonymie: Le verbier 
de l'Homme aux Loups, 7-82. Paris: Aubier Flammarion, 1976. 

FC feu la cendre. Paris: des femmes, 1987. 
FK "Faith and Knowledge: The Two Sources of 'Religion' at the 

Limits of Reason Alone." Trans. Samuel Weber. In Acts of Reli
gion, ed. Gil Anidjar, 42-101. New York: Routledge, 2002. 

FLe "Force of Law: The 'Mystical Foundation of Authority."' 
Trans. Macy Quaintance. In Dec(JllSfrUction and the Possibility of 
Justice, ed. Drucilla Cornell, Michel Rosenfeld, and David 

Gray Carlson, 3~67. New York: Routledge, 1992. 
FLf Force de Joi: Le "Fondement mystique de l'autoriti. ''Paris: Galilee, 

1994· 
FS "Foi et savoir: Les deux sources de la 'religion' aux limites de la 

simple raison." In La religion, ed. Jacques Derrida and Gianni 

Vattimo, 9-86. Paris: Seuil, 1996. 
Ge Glas. Trans. John P. Leavey, Jr., and Richard Rand. Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 1986. 

Gf Glas. Paris: Galilee, 1974. 
Gii "Gesch/echt II: Heidegger's Hand." Trans. John P. Leavey, Jr. 

In Deconstntction and Philosophy: The Texts of Jacques Derrida, 
ed. John Sallis, 161----96. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1987. 
GD The Gift of Death. Trans. David Wills. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1995. 
GS JI gusto del segreto. With Maurizio Ferraris. Rome: Gius, La-

terza and Figli Spa, 1997. 
GT Given Time: i. Counterfeit Money. Trans. Peggy Kamuf. Chi-

cago: University of Chicago Press, 1 994 



x 

H 

IS 

JD 

Lie 

Llf 

LLF 

LO/BL 

LS 

LT 
Me 

Ml 
MA 

MAPO 

MB 

MC 

MCe 

Abbreviations 

De J'hospitalitl. With Anne Dufourmantelle. Paris: Calmann
Levy, 1977. 
I~conditi~~ti O'U ~eraineti: L 'Univerritl aux frontib-es de 
l'E~ .. B.1lin~ edition in French and Greek. Commentary 
by ~~trls !>ururoulis and Georges Veltsos. Notes by Van
ghelis B1tsons. Athens: Editions Patakis, 1001_ 

J11eques Derrida. Ed. Marie-Louise Mallet and Ginette Mi
chaud. Paris: Editions de I'Herne 1004. 
Limited Inc. Trans. Jeffrey Mehl~ and Samuel Weber. Ev
a~~n, ID.: Northwestern University Press, 19s8. 
Lrmited Inc. Ed. and trans. Elisabeth Weber. Paris: Galilee 
1990. ' 

Learning to Live Finaily: An lnteroiew with Jean Birnbaum. 
~r:;:llPascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas. Hoboken, N.J.: 
"L. . e House Publishing, 1007. 

Bl ivmg ,;1~/dBorder Lines." Trans. James Hulbert. In Harold 

J Hilli~' Mia'll e Man,Jacques Derrida, Geoffrey Hartman, and 
· s er, Deconstructi _ J C .. . 

Tb S b on"''" nhcmn, 75-176. New York: 
e ea ury Press, 1979. 

~~~:~~ ~ffet: An Impossible Filiation." Trans. David 
trans D .d eWill of De11th, 2 d ed., and Literature in Secret, 
p · avt

8 
1 s, 119-58. Chicago: University of Chicago 

ress., 200 • 

~!~her, Jean-Luc Nancy. Paris: Galilee 2000 
mrn-gms of Phik>sophy 'Ji Al ' . ' Chi p · rans. an Bass. Chicago: University of 

cago ress, 1986. 
M.rges, "' la ph;'"-ht'• p . Mi . M . , ,_,,,," · ans: nu1t, 1972. 

lmotres d ilVeugle· L 'aut,,_ . 
de Ia Reun.i d · -rv• H'l#tt et autre ruines. Paris: :Editions 
T _ • on es musCes nationaux 19~ J...A: '111mUJ/in ' .L ) I ._,-, 

fl'"''"~lautre·ou La-ffh'· d' . . p . G 1· !Ce, 
199

6. ' ' r· -·· oe ongtne. ans: a 1-

Mmw;,; of th, Bl;,,,t Th S 
Pascale Ann B 

1 
e elf Portrait and Other Ruins. Trans. 

- e rautandMich IN . . . Chicago p ae aas. Chicago: Un1vers1ty of 
ress, 1993. 

"M chan es ces: Au rendez-vous d I . . 
curiennes." Cahiers Con . e que ques stCreophorues Cp1-
"My Cban rfrontatum '9 (1988), 19-45. 

ces I Mn Ch"""r. A Rend rean Stereophoni ,, In '. ezvous with Some Epicu-
. es. Taking Chtmas· D-'"· p. h--"~ · and Literature ed Jose h . . ~·,-. rye. ,,..,,_ins, 

1-
32 

Bal · ' · P H. South and Wtlliam Kerri~n 
· tunore· Johns H '"-· o-·• · opJU.115 University Press, 198+ 

Abbreviations xi 

MdA 
MO 

MPdMe 

MPdMf 
OG 

OH 

OS 

OT 

p 
Pe 

Pf 
PIIe 

PIIf 

PA 
PC 

PF 

PI 

PMe 

PMf 

Mal d'archive. Paris: Galilee, 1995· 
Monolingualism of the Other; or, The Prosthesis of Origin. Trans. 
Patrick Mensah. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 

1998. 
Memoires for Paul de Man. Trans. Cecile Lindsay, Jonathan 
Culler, and Eduardo Cadava. New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1986. 
Mimoires pour Paul de Man. Paris: Galilee, 1988. 
Of Gr1W111Ultology. Trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. Cor

rected Edition. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 1998. 
The Other Heading: Reflections on Today's Europe. Trans. Pascale
Anne Brault and Michael Naas. Bloomington: Indiana Univer

sity Press, 1992. 
Of Spirit: Heidegger and the Question. Trans. Geoffrey Benning
ton and Rachel Bowlby. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1989. 
On Touching-Jean-Luc Nancy. Trans. Christine Irizarry. Stan

ford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2005. 

Parages. Paris: Galilee, 1986. 
Psyche: Inventions of the Other, Volume I. Ed. Peggy Kamuf and 
Elizabeth Rottenberg. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 

Press, 2007. 
Psyche: Inventions de l'autre. Paris: Galilee, 1987. 
Psyche: Inventions of the Other, Volume Il. Ed. Peggy Kamuf and 
Elizabeth Rottenberg. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 

Press, 2008. 
Psyche: Inventions de l'autre: II. New augmented edition. Paris: 

Galilee, 2003. 

Politiques de l'amitie. Paris: Galilee, 1994. 
The Post Card: From Socrates to Fn!'Ud and Beyond. Trans. Alan 
Bass. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987. 
Politics of Friendship. Trans. George Collins. London: Verso, 

1997· 
Points . .. : Interviews, 1974-1994. Trans. Peggy Kamuf and 
others. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1995. 
Paper Machine. Trans. Rachel Bowlby. Stanford, Calif.: Stan

ford University Press, 2005. 

Papin" Mochine. Paris: Galilee, 2001. 



POOe 

POOf 
PS 

PTf 

R 

Rog 

s 

Sch 

SMe 

SMf 

SP 

SPPC 
SSP 

TA 

"Passions: 'An Oblique Offering.'" Trans. David Wood. In On 
the Name, ed. Thomas Dutoit, 3-31. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford 
University Press, 1995· 
Passions: "L 'offeande oblique." Paris: Galilee, 1993. 
Points de suspension: Entretiens. Ed. Elisabeth Weber. Paris: Gal
ilee, 1991. 

Phil=phy in a Tinre of Terror: Dialogues with ]fJrgen Habermas 
and Jfltques Derrida. With Jttrgen Habermas and Giovanna 
Borradori. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003. 

"Rams: Uninterrupted Dialogue-Between Two Infinities, the 
Poem." Trans. Thomas Dutoit and Philippe Romanski. In Sov
ereignties in Question: The Poetics of Paul Ce/an, ed. Thomas Du
toit and Outi Pasanen, 135-63. New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2005. 

Rogues: Two &says on Reason. Trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and 
Michael Naas. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 
2005. 

Spr= Nin=he's Styks I Epmms: Les styks de Nietzsche. Trans. 
Barbara Harlow. Introd. Stefano Agosti. Bilingual edition. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979. 
"Schibboleth: For Paul Celan." Trans. Joshua Wilner, with 
Thomas Dutoit. In Sovereignties in Question: The Poetics of Paul 
Celan, ed. Thomas Dutoit and Outi Pasanen, 1-64. New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2005. 

Spemrs of Mme: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, 
ll7ld the Nt'W International. Trans. Peggy Kamuf. New York: 
Routledge, l 994. 
Sptans de Marr: L 'hat de la dette, It travail du deui~ et la nouvelle 
lnternatifmalt. Paris: Galilee, 1993. 

Spmb and Phenomena and Other &says on Husserl's Theory of 
Signs. Trans. David B. Allison. Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern 
Univenity Press, 1973. 
Sthibboleth: Pour Paol Cekm. Paris, Galilee, 1986. 
"Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sci
".''"'-'' In The S-.iist Controversy: The lllnguages ofCriti
""" and the &imas of Mn, ed. Richard Macksey and Eugenio 
Donato, 24 7-'7•. Baltimore' The Johns Hopkins Press, l 970. 
D' ... ton ~ ..t.pt1 up1rt m pbil<sopbie. Paris' Gali-
~ 1983. ' ' 

~ 
f- > 

Jt tl 
H 

~· ' . ' 
~1 

Abbreviations xiii 

TP 

TR 

TS 

TT 

UCe 

UCf 
UGe 

UGf 
WA 

WAP 

WD 

WM 

Vf 
VP1f 

VP2 

The Truth in Painting. Trans. Geoff Bennington and Ian 
McLeod. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987. 
"Typewriter Ribbon: Limited Ink (2) ('within such limits')." 
Trans. Peggy Kamuf. In Maurial Event:s: Paul, de Mtm and the 
Afterlife of'Theory, ed. Tom Cohen et al., 277-36o. Minneapo

lis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001. 
A Taste for the Secret. With Maurizio Ferraris. Trans. Giacomo 
Donis. Ed. Giacomo Donis and David Webb. Cambridge: Pol

ity, 2001. 
"The Time of a Thesis: Punctuations." Trans. Kevin McLaugh
lin. In Philosophy in France Today, ed. Alan Montefiore, 34-50. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983. 
"The University Without Condition." Trans. Peggy Kamuf. 
In Without Alibi, ed. and trans. Peggy Kamuf, 202-37. Stan
ford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2002. 
L'Universiti sans condition. Paris: Galilee, 2001. 
"lnysses Gramophone: Hear Say Yes in Joyce." Trans. Tina 
Kendall, rev. Shari Benstock and Derek Attridge. In Acts of Lit
eramre, ed. Derek Attridge, 253-30!). New York: Routledge, 

1992. 
Ulysse gramophone: Deux mots pour Joyce. Paris: Galilee, 1987: 
Without Alibi. Ed. and trans. Peggy Kamuf. Stanford, Calif.: 

Stanford University Press, 2002. 
Who's Afraid of Phif=phy: Right ro Pb;losophy I. Trans. Jan Plug. 
Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2002. 
Writing and Difference. Trans. Alan Bass. Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1978. . 
The Work of Mourning. Ed. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael 
Naas. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001. 
Viryous: Deux essays sur la raison. Paris: Galilee, 2003. 
La voix et le pbenomene. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 

1967. 
La Viritl en peinture. Paris: Flammarion, 1978. 



PREFACE 

Methode ist Umweg [Method is detour}. 

~WALTER BENJAMIN 

All these chapters but the first have been written in the years since Derrida 
died. All were "commissioned" for some special issue of a journal, for 
some book on Derrida, or for some conference on his work. Though con
siderable reference is made to Derrida's earlier work, this is primarily a 
hook about his later books and essays. It only gradually dawned on me 
that they might be revised and gathered together as a book "for Derrida." 
The chapters are organized here primarily in the order of their composi
tion as occasional essays. My revision of them has involved regularizing 
modes of reference, cutting repetition, making links between chapters ex
plicit, adding new material here and there, and other fonns of reshaping. 

I have done much rereading of Derrida for these revisions. 
Nevertheless, the chapters do not progress forward to tell a sequential 

story. They are, rather, a series of perspectives on the heterogeneity of 
Derrida's work or forays into that heterogeneity. They do this by way of 
different key Derridean words or themes, a different one in each essay, 
"irresponsibilization" for one, "touching" for another, destinerrance for 
another, "remains [restes]" for another, and so on. Each use of these words, 
however, reaches out rapidly to include, in a singular way each rime, not 
only a local cluster or configuration of related Derridean words or con
cepts but also, with dismaying rapidity, the whole enormous "database" of 

Derrida's writings, published and unpublished. 
I have no doubt that my procedures in these chapters have been wicon

sciously influenced by new ways of research made possible by the "elec
tronic revolution." These are changes in ways of reading facilitated by 
what might be called, in modification of Walter Benjamin's famous title, 
"the work of reading and writing in the age of digital reproduction."' I 
have followed recurrences of the word restt ("remainder") or the word 



Pnf'" 
deuil ("mo · ") · D ·d • ~g in em a s work as though I were "searching it" in 
an. ~lectron1c database of the sort that does not yet exist for Derrida's 
wntings. Perha~s some dar it will. Of course, when you find something 
that way, you sa~I need to interpret it. Those who google will know what 

~ m~an, A conspicuous feature of the World Wide Web or of individual 
. a: ases, su~h as _all Derrida's works hypothetically on a site in the Web 
IS at every item ts present sim !tan I b th . . ' 
li k fro 

u eons y, o 1nfimtely near, a mouse-
c c away m wherever ou h distant b · f ha . Y r computer appens to be, and infinitely 

' Y Virtue o vmg becom " · I " · many bits and b es fl .
0 

~ vtrtua • impalpable, intangible, so 
at once 1bi {. . Y1 g around tn Cyberspace, potentially evecywhere 
mapped by asnu ·~~blty means that Cyberspace is not a space that can be 

Y vts1 e geometr11 Th fi strangene by b .
1
. . ~,. e gures we use for it only tame its 

ss egw mg us into thinki f · clidian space. ng 0 It as a three-dimensional Eu-

Geoffrey Bennington, already in h 
infancy calls hi·s h . i99i, w en the Internet was in its 

' compre ens1ve essa D · d , 
"Derridabase " Hi al h . Y on em a s works up to that point 

· sgo , esays IS with· £ · to "systematize" D . ..J~• ' ' m ormatJon theory as his model, 
. emwt s work to the po· h h . interactive pmgram [ ,_ .. 

1 
. . int w ere e can make of 1t "an 

un wgicte tnteract:.tl hi h · · . . 
would in principle be .bl ;J w c ' in spite of its difficulty, 

access1 e to any us "2 B . 
could produce only a . ul er. enn1ngton, at that time, 
· SIDl acnun of such a l · D · ts, he wrote a ten that tli . If n e ectron1c erndabase, that 

o ers1tse tober d. 1· 
printed hook. Derrida hims lfh ea tn 1near sequence within a 
at length on the chang !lie das, well after Bennington's work, reflected 

ese ecte on ·ti d . 
revolution. See Paner Mah. (" ~ ng an reading by the electronic 

r c, me ran1er mach · ) (" . way, means "typing a r, r tne · rapier machine, by the 
actuality of it<> vmual pe h. ) We c~uld now have on the Web, in all the 

I 
. ty, w at Benrungton Id I ate, m 199

1
. cou on y dream of, and simu-

Much earlier in the tw ·eth 
I 

. . enu centi1n' Ma l p . . 
a trans au on into French of John Rus ·~ ~ • re~ roust, 1n hts preface to 
essay as providing fm th d kin. s The Bible at Amiens, spoke of his 

od 
ereaeran" . ,, 

t ay, ''Wtual" memory f th imprOVIsed or, as we would say 
. o o erpassag · R ki passage m ne Bible of Am. 

3 
Ge es tn us n that echo a given 

oped a sophisticated th '"':· .. 0~ges Poulet, following Proust <level-
. emauc cntJCISm dra . ' 

~rywhere m a given author's w ks . ":'111g together passages from 
literary" tens, that exp . or • including letters and other "extra
Poulet imply that an id::: ve:ons of a certain theme. Both Ruskin and 
worb, so that a given word: ~ul~ have total recall of all a writer's 

of all the other eum.ples of m! detail will ~e h~r or him think instantly 
fur that total memory. A fully · Critiasm is a prosthetic substitute 

searchable CD-ROM is now available that 

Preface ""'' 
contains all thirty-nine volumes of the comprehensive Cook and Wedde
rburn edition of Ruskin's writings, illustrations and all. You no longer have 
w remember anything, with Proustian extravagance. The computer RAM, 
or "random access memory," harnessed to that CD, will remember for 
you. Many works by Ruskin are of course available online, for example at 
Project Guttenberg (http://www. guten berg.org/browse/authors/r #a 3 59 ), 
including The Bible of Amiens (http://www.gutenberg.org/files/244-28/ 
24428-8.txt). By no means all Ruskin's works have been digitized, how
ever, and they are not collectively searchable online. In addition, as I have 
said, you still must read and interpret what the computer finds for you. 
We do not yet even have a Cook and Wedderburn-like edition of all Der
rida's works, much less a searchable CD-ROM. Critics, like me, for in
stance, are still, happily or unhappily, left on their own, at the mercy of 
their own fallible memories. I have no grandiose goal of all-inclusiveness 
in the essays in this book. My primary desire is to encourage people to read 
Derrida for themselves, with the same "micrological" care he besto"'·ed on 
Hegel, on Freud, on Celan, on Nancy, and on so many other writers. 

Each chapter of this book can be read separately, as a "stand alone." 
Each chapter has its own integrity, in spite of cross-references to other 
chapters. The book as a whole is more like a collection of songs by the 
same performer downloaded on iTunes than like a consecutive opera, a 
work that tells a sequential story, with a beginning, middle, and end. My 
figure of iTunes songs indicates the way this book is a product of digital 
technology. It depends in various ways, as I have suggested, on having 
been written on a computer connected to the Internet. \Vhat I have writ
ten has been open, for example, to more or less interminable on-screen 
revision and interpolation, such as this sentence. Each chapter could be 
called a "gloss" on a given Derridean word or theme. "Gloss," as Leland 
de la Durantaye reminds me, is derived from Latin glossa, from a Greek 
word meaning "tongue."4 A "gloss" originally named a hard "\•:ord requir
ing commentary, as though it were an enigmatic term in a given tongue 
that sticks on the tongue. The meaning of "gloss" then transferred by 
metonymic drifting from the word to the commentary itself. Together, 
the twelve chapters here make, to borrow a formulation from Derrida's Le 
toucher, "the closure of a combinatory play around a vacant center [/a c/0-
ture d'une combinatoire au centre vacant]" (OT, 16, trans. modified; LT, 28). 
That vacant center Derrida calls le tout autre, the wholly other. 

Although I read almost all of Derrida's books and essays originally in 
French, I have cited the existing translations where they are available. 
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~ough I have minimized citation of words and phrases in French, Der

nda, after all, wrote in that language. I have put in bits of French where 

something i~~tic and hard to translate exists in the French. In most = I have mdicated the page numbers in the French original so that 
e ~o wish to do so may look up the French. Those who' "ignore 

French, to borrow Paul de Man's quaint Gallicism for his i f Russi s • gnorance o 
trans1a ~ may ignore my French interpolations in citations. Problems of 

'fted non abound in ~errida's work. though Derrida was lucky in having 
gt tr.mslato'.'. David Wills, fur example, in The Gift of Death (GD 8z) 
translates Demda's tout llUb'e est " . ' ' 
(bit) oth ,, wh p rout 11Utre as every other (one) 1s every 

"al er, ereas eggy Kamuf renders the second part of the phrase 
:.. ~~ other" (UCe, 1 35). I have preferred "every other is wholly 

';'· out~ spends several pa~ in The Gift of Death (Donner la mort) 
teasing rent possible mearungs of this sentence (GD 82-88· DM, 
114-12).Myguidingurumpti . allth cha • • 
should be read . on m e pters has been that Derrida 

m terms of such cifi · · takin far as it will ther spe aues, g each more or less as 
My chiefgu~ has thao by way of an attempt at global generalizations. 

"pl.:.L. been, to borrow a phrase from Wallace Stevens 
..u.u.1 to propound" what Derrida 6 I ' 

Derrida's writin.... . . says. want, above all, to render 
-.- )UStlce. It should be remembered h tha cording to Derrida himself, . . , owever, t, ac-

tive interpretation. A 
11 
~ rendenng of Justice is also a transfonna

for ...,i: •• Derrida fuco ection of essays like this book is not a substitute 
.__,,. r oneself I hope this therin will 

readers to do just tba This~ . ga g encourage my 
memory of Derrida,~ k 15 for Derrida in the double sense of"in 

Reworking these "': to Derrida," and "on behalf of Derrida." 
book," 

1 
ha.. '-1 essays be gathered m that portentous thing "a 

senses. They are "=!;'how.~ th?~- I mean "partial" in 'two 
fully submitting themseh.s Derrida, on his stde, taking his part, grate· 
be read, slowly, fai to the demand made by Derrida's writinl!' IX> 

Only oa:asionally~· thfully, ~th close attention IX> semantic derail. 

irony, or an elpn:Ssion ==t m my glosses th_e latent smile of an 
against the millennial Western . ~how counter-mtuitive, how much 
what Derrida · tradition of crnnmon sense and reason 

it is to~ wi= :!:::;:;:ake to underestimate how difficul~ 
- These to Derrida." 

· ....,. llso - ouib: me as "panial" also · 
U'C oalyinoJ11 ..... ...._ 'Of • m the sense that they 
~-.k-111 do · ~~~bccnsaldonthe.irtopics. 
• .,...,, • • • !I> .......... ,., ..... .,W..JIO;ldingand .....mug ! 

·.···. · ~·c~11ti~I~~~:i!~,~ j 
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essays. I dare to hope that some of that pleasure will carry over to my 
readers. 

In substantially revising, reworking, and augmenting these "occa
sional" essays to make them more or less fit together within the covers 
of a book, I have recognized that, though they deal with many different 
topics in Derrida's work. as was dictated by the topics of the conferences 
or journal issues they were destined for-Derrida's legacy, his politics, 
his characteristic styles, his notions about decision or responsibility, and 
so on-nevertheless, whatever the ostensible topic, what I have written 
for Derrida has been, more or less unconsciously, oriented by two main 

concerns. 
I. Derrida's special way of "being toward death," which includes his 

resolutely saying "Yes" to life, as he says in his last interview, in Le Montie: 
"Everything I say-at least from 'Pas' (in Parages [P, IC)-I 16]) on-about 
survival as a complication of the opposition life/death proceeds in me from 
an unconditional affirmation of life. This surviving is life beyond life, life 
more than life, and my discourse is not a discourse of death, but, on the 
contrary, the affirmation of a living being who prefers living and thus sur
viving to death, because survival is not simply that which remains but the 

most intense life possible" (LLF, 51-52). 
2. Derrida's wavering between a resolute quasi-solipsism and a convic

tion that some "wholly other" or other may nevertheless break: through 
those monadic walls and "call" or "command" us. My belated recognition 
of the latter theme is expressed in an interpolation added as late as Febru
ary 4, lOOB, in Chapter 3, apropos of an extraordinary passage in "Telepa
thy'' about the way each one of us has, must have, but cannot have, a 
strange sort of internal television receiver (Derrida's figure) allowing us to 

receive messages from the hidden hearts and thoughts of other people. My 
book could perhaps be seen as an attempt on my pan to activate such a 

magic TV. 
I am grateful to all those who have allowed me to reuse these essays in 

revised form in the present book. I also thank Helen Tartar for encourag
ing me to get on with it and for her enormously valuable help at the copy
editing stage. This hook. like a number of my previous books, owes an 
unrepayable debt to her for instigating revisions made in the light of her 

thoughtful reading, comments, and suggestions. 

Sedgwick, Maine 
February 28, 2oo8; 

December '"' zoo8 
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CHAPTER I 

A Profession of Faith 

My first encounter with Jacques Derrida was a decisive moment in my 
life.1 I met him at the famous Johns Hopkins University international col
loquium The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man, in October 
1966, I missed his lecture "Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of 
the Human Sciences" ("La strucrure, le signe et le jeu dans le discours des 
sciences humaines") (SSP, also in WD, 278-93; ED, 409-18). I could not 
go because I had a class to teach at that hour. I did hear, however, Derri
da's interventions in the discussions of other papers. I also read later, in 
the translated and published papers and discussions from the conference, 
his shocking (to me then) assertion, after his paper, in response to a chal
lenge from a phenomenologist, Serge Doubrovsky, that "I don't believe 
that anything like perception exists .... I don't believe that there is any 

perception" (SSP, 272). 
I met my colleague and friend Georges Poulet in the Hopkins quadran

gle just after Derrida's lecture. Poulet told me that Derrida's lecture was 
opposed to everything to which his own work (that is, Poulet's) was com
mitted. Poulet at that time was writing on circles and centers, whereas 
Derrida's talk was about decentering. Nevertheless, said Poulet, it was the 
most important lecture of the conference by far, even though Jacques 
Lacan, Roland Barthes, and many other distinguished intellectuals were 

I 
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also giving papers. I have always remembered Poulet's insight and gener
osity in saying that. He was right. Derrida's lecture marked the moment 
of the entry of so-called deconstruction into U.S. intellecrual life. I had 
already, however, begun to read Derrida, on Eugenio Donato's recom
mendation: the long, two-part essay published in Critique in December 
1965 and January 1966 that was developed into the first part of OJGram
matolagy (De la grammatologie). 
~en Derrida crune a couple of years later as a visiting professor to 

Hopkins, I went to his first seminar. I went just to see whether I could 
~ders~nd his spoken French. It was the seminar contrasting Plato on 
mimesis and Mallarme's "Mimique," part of "The Double Session" ("La 
double seance") (De, 175-285; Of, 201-317). I thought, and still think, it 
was an absolutely brilliant seminar. I still have somewhere the sheet he 
p~ed out juxtaposing "Mimique" and a passage from Plato's Phikbus. I 
faithfully attended Derrida's seminars thereafter, first at Hopkins, then at 
Yale, then at the University of California at Irvine. We began to have 
lunch together at Hopkins a d · d th . . . n continue at pracnce for over forty years 
of unclouded friendship D · d d hi · . h 
I 

. · em a an s wr1ungs ave been major intel-
ectual mfluences on me. 

One of the strongest Dem"d · a . . . . ean 1n uences on my thinking has been his 
nonon of the "wholly oth ,, This b . D . , er. ecame a more and more salient motif 
10 emda s work. Jrn;t what h b "th . e means y e wholly other " k tout autre 
Is not all that easy to grasp. For many people, it is even m~re difficult t~ 
accept or to endorse with a profess" f fa"th O ion o 1 or a pledge of allegiance. 
. ne beway to approac~ the Derridean wholly other is by way of his distinc-

non tween sovereignty and di · . D "d uncon tlonahty. Unconditionality is for 
em a, a name for the research · · , . ' 

outside · t ..c_ D . uruvers1ty s hypothetical freedom from 
m ecu:rence. emda defines th . . ' di . . the privil .th e uruvers1ty s uncon uonahty as 
ege WI out penalty to put ev ,.,,.,.i.;_ • 

question the righ . . e., ...... ug m question, even to put in 
. . t to put everything m question. 

In the interview with Derek A "d th 
volume of D "da' _nn ge at fonns the first essay in the 

em s essays on literatur A · d 
translation and lled A L. e ttn ge gathered in English 

ca cts of zterature (AL ) D "d . ture in much th '33-75 , em a defines htera-
e same way as he defines th · · . 

lectures, for exam l . "Th . . e university 1n more recent 
me Sll1IS anulition)p e,. ~ e Uruv~TSity Without Condition" (L'Univer

' onginally a Presidential Lectur 
related essay the spe h h e at Stanford, and in a 

• ec egaveon · · 
che University of Pan.ti - Ath . receMng an honorary degree from 
ditionalitC ou souvera::..:::. L 'Ueru: ID ~999· That essay is entitled "lncon-
14-67)_ · WYefS.ltC aux frontiers de !'Europe" (IS, 
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Both lectures are based on a fundamental distinction between sover
eignty and what Derrida calls (the word is a neologism in Engli~h) "~n
conditionality." \\i'hat is the difference? Sovereignty, says Derrida, is a 
theologically based "phantasm." It is something that looks like it is there, 
but is not there. Sovereignty has three features. (1) The sovereign is above 
the law. He or she is free to subvert the law, as in the act of pardon. (2) 

The concept of sovereignty cannot be dissociated from the idea of the 
nation-state. (3) The sovereign is God's vicar, appointed by God, author
ized by God. Even in a country like the United States, a country that was 
founded on the principle of the separation of church and state, the Pledge 
of Allegiance to the flag defines the United States as "one nation, under 
God." All U.S. citizens were exhorted to sing "God Bless America" after 
the World Trade Center destruction of 9/11. George W. Bush apparently 
thinks of himself as appointed by God to preserve the United States from 
the "threat of terrorism." Such assumptions are a "phantasm," a ghost in 
broad daylight, since no verifiable data exists on which to base an assun_ip
tion that God is on the United States' side, any more than any data exist.~ 
supporting the "terrorists'" assumption that Allah was on their side when 
they blew up the World Trade Center towers, or when they kill another 
American soldier in Iraq. Being told that sovereignty is a pha?tasrn by no 
means cures one of faith in it. Far from it. The ghost of sovereignty always 

returns, as a "revenant." 
Unconditionality has, apparently, no such suspect theologic~l ~asis. 

Literature is dependent in its modern form on the rise of consotuaonal 
democracies in the West from the seventeenth century on, and ~n ~e 
unconditional democratic freedom to say anything, to put everything In 
question. Such a democracy is, of course, never wholly established in fact. 

It is always "to come": 

"Wbat is literature?" [asks Derrida]; literature as historiaJ.1 insti~tio~ with 

b I th. · · ti f fiction which gives its conventions, rules, etc., ut a so 1s insntu on o . 
in principle the power to say everything, to break free of the rules, to dis- . 
place them, and thereby to institute, to invent and even to suspect the. tradi
. . b d · ·tun· on nature and conventional uonal difference etween nature an 1nso • 

h Id k · id"cal and Political ques-law, nature and history. Here we s ou as 1ur. '. . 
tions. The institution of literature in the West, in its relanvely modem 
form is \inked to an authorization to say everything, and doubtless too to 
the C:,ming about of the modem idea of democracy. Not that it depends 
on a democracy in place, but it seems inseparable to me from what calls 
forth a democracy, in the most open (and doubtless itself to come) sense of 

democracy. (AL, 37) 
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Such a definition of literature allows us to understand better the role of 
the cumme si or "as if' in "The University Without Condition." Litera
ture, or what Derrida here calls "fiction," can always respond (or refuse to 

respond) by sayi~g: ~at was not I speaking as myself, but as an imaginary 
personage speaking ma work of fiction, by way of a comme si. You cannot 
hold me respo~sible for my "as ifs." Derrida says just this in passages that 
follow the one JUSt quoted: 

~at we call li~erature (not beUes~lettres or poetry) implies that license is 
given. t? the ~1ter to say everything he wants or everything he can, while 
re~auung sh~elded, sa~ .~om all censorship, be it religious or political. ... 
!fl1s duty o~ trrespons1b1hty, of refusing to reply for one's thought or writ-
ing to consntuted powers ;~ h th hi h c · · · , ><>per aps e g est 1orm of respons1b1hty. To 
whom, to what' That' th h I · . · s e w o e question of the future or the event prom-
ised by or to such an experi h I · . ence, w at was just calling the democracy to 
come. Not the democracy of to fu b morrow, not a ture democracy which will 

e ~resent tomorrow but one whose concept is linked to the to-come [il
venir, cf. avenir "future" (A · d ' . • ttn ge s note)], to the experience of a promise 
engaged, that is always an endless promise. (AL, 37, 38) 

Crucial in the pa · · d · th ssage JUSt Cite IS e "To whom, to what?" How can a 
refusal to take responsibility fus I d 
be d fi d 

, a re a a dressed to sovereign state powers 
eneas" h thh. ' 

h I 
~r aps e 1ghest form of responsibility"? To whom or to 

w at ese can It have a high bl' · , h 
funh 

. Ch er 0 iganon. I s all discuss these questions 
er m apters 2 and 9 ] h thi . · say now, owever, that Derrida's answer to 

s quest:J.on goes by way of th ro ses . " . e new concept of performative language he 
P po m Psyche: Invennon of the Other" ("P h, In . d I' 
tre"· Pe 

4
6- p£ 6 ) d . . syc e: ventJon e au-

, ' ' '1,an agamasthecli f"Th U .. Condition " It · h . max 0 e n1vers1ty Without 
if" as fr· nug ~~em that hterature, conceived by Derrida as an "as 

' a ee, uncond1noned ficti uld ature as ungro d d __r . on, wo correspond to a concept of liter-
un e perrormatlve speecll h b previously exi,a·n · . . ali acts, speec acts ased neither on 

g 1nst:J.tut:1on zed san · "I" h cuons nor on the authority of the 
w o utters the speech act Th "ti f 

Athens is "1---.i· . i: • e ti e 0 the honorary degree lecrure in 
'"viw.ttumauti ou srnrverain t , " "U . . 

eignty" (my emphasi ) "Th U . . e e, nconditJonality or Sover-
'harply between th 'h. e ruversity Without Condition" distinguishes 

e P antasm of th 1 · all b the unfettered "un di . d . eo ogtc Y ased state sovereignty and 
, con none " liberty t . . . . 

the idea] university th . . . 0 put everything in question 1n 
• e uruvers1ty witho t di · S like a truly dem . . u con t:J.on. uch a university, 

ocranc state is always "t ,. D . 
allegiance to or to his ' . 0 come. emda seems to pledge 

• • use own expression - -1_ " c . . . 
a stark either/or. His word professUm • 111a.1.e a pro1ess1on off.nth m," 
of "professor." A rofesso all~d~, of course, to the academic title 

p r ptofC$CS faith 10 the validity of what he or she 
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teaches or writes. The ou or "or" in Derrida's title opposes always-illegiti

mate sovereignty to unconditional freedom. 
This unconditionality, it might seem, is especially manifested in liter

ary study. Literature, as institutionalized in the West in the last three 
centuries, is, according to Derrida, itself unconditioned, irresponsible, 
free to say anything. Literature is an extreme expression of the right 
to free speech. To study literature is to profess faith in literature's 

unconditionality. 
Matters, however, are not quite so simple. In the last section of"The 

University Without Condition," in the seventh summarizing proposition, 
Derrida makes one further move that undoes all he has said so far about 
the university's unconditionality. He poses a "hypothesis" that he admits 
may not be "intelligible" (UCe, 2 36; UCf, 79) to his Stanford audience. 
Derrida admits, in a quite unusual confession, that what he asserts is not 
easy to understand. It is. What he says is based on a hypothesis that is 
prima facie highly unlikely, ''extremely difficult, and almost im-probable, 
inaccessible to proof [extr€mement difficile et presque im-probable, inaccessible 
0 une preuve]" (UCe, 2 35; UCf, 76). \Vhat he proposes, that is, is contrary 
to a true scientific hypothesis. A bona fide hypothesis can be proved to be 

false, if it is fu.lse. 
What is this strange hypothesis? It is the presupposition that the un

conditional independence of thinking in the university depends on a 
strange and anomalous speech act that brings about what Derrida calls an 
"event" or "the evenrual [l'iventuel]" (UCe, 235; UCf, 76). Such a speech 
act is anomalous both because it does not depend upon pre-existing rules, 
authorities, and contexts, as a felicitous Austinian speech act does, and also 
because it does not posit freely, autonomously, lawlessly, outside all such 

pre-existing contexts, as, for example, de Manian speech acts might seem 
to do, or as judges do in Austin's surprising and even scandalous formula: 

"As official acts, the judge's ruling makes law."l 
No, the performative speech act Derrida has in mind is a response to 

the call of what Derrida calls le tout autre, the wholly other. Such a re

sponse is to some degree passive or submissive. It obeys a call or command. 
All we can do is profess faith in the call or pledge allegiance to it. Only 
such a speech act constirutes a genuine "event" that breaks the predeter
mined course of history. Such an event is "impossible." It is always an 
uncertain matter of what, Derrida recalls, Nietzsche calls "the dangerous 

modality of the 'perhaps' [peut-itre]" (UCe, 2 34; UCf, 75). Nevertheless, 
says Derrida, "only the impossible can arrive" (UCe, 23~ UCf, 74). That 
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i~ why Derrida speaks of "the possible event of the impossible uncondi
tional, the altogether other [k possibk ivinement de l'inccmditiannel impossi
bk, k tout autr,]" (UCe 235· UCf 6) D .d . I . h • • , 7 . em a 1s p aying ere on the root 

6 

sense of event as somethin th th . 
d 

. . g at comes, at arrives. It appears of its own 
accor and tn its own d · Wi "n ,, . lxr goo time. e can only say, ''yes" or, perhaps, 

o, to It. vve cannot call it. It calls us. 

I 
Wh~t is "the wholly other"? Derrida works out in detail in "Psyche: 

nvennon of the Other " h h b . . ' . • w at e means y "1nvent1on" as discovery as 
uncovenng th th kin ' oth ,, F ra er an ma g up, and what he means by "the wholly 
D e~ Inothr my purposes here, however, the crucial text is The Gift of 

eat · at book Derrida k I Ab h d ma es spectacu ar readings of the story of 
ra am an Isaac in Gen · f Ki k of Melville's "B rtl by th es1s,. o er egaard's Fear and Trembling, and 

at least at am a e h e S~1vener." Derrida defines the wholly other, 
oment w en he is paraph · S p I . it with a · . ras1ng t. au , in ways that identify 

certatn concepnon of God cl . " b h separate secret, t th ' a e1ty a sent, idden and silent, 
The h' ll th a .. e moment he has to be obeyed" (GD 57· DM 83). 

w 0 Yo er IS identified by D 'cl 'th th ' ' ' 
with death the ·ft f d th em a wt e secret in general, and 

' gt o ea deatha I 1. as wholly other tom kn 
1
• d s ~ways my own so 1tary death, and 

Y ow e ge. Demda says: 

Without knowing from whence the th' 
given over to absol te li d ing comes and what awaits us, we are 

u so tu e Noone k ·th speak for us· we m t __ 
1

_ • • can spea w1 us and no one can 

hi 
' us lAJ!.e it upon oursel h f · mself [prendr ;i ( . ves, eac o us must take it upon 

d 
e sur SOZJ auf :rich nehmen a H .d eath, our death . . s e1 egger says concerning 

' concernmg what 1s alwa " d th ,, d . can take on [se charger] · 
1 

ys my ea , an which no one 
in pace of me). (GD, 57; DM, 83) 

The wholly other is also manife d . 
total inaccessibility f th ~te ' without manifesting itself, in the 

h 
0 e secrets 1n th h f th ot er (one) is ev,,,.,, (b''' b e earts o o er people: "Every 

-· J tt/ ot er [taut autr 
everyone else is complet I h e est tout autre; Derrida's emphasis], 
ity and of singularity e y ?r w oily other. The simple concepts of alter-

consntute the c f responsibility. As a resul th oncept o duty as much as that of 
duty, are condemned a t, . e. concepts of responsibility, of decision, or of 
DM, 98). I shall return ~nConh to paradox, scandal, and aporia" (GD 68; 
ti f thi m apters 2 and ' ons o · s paradox, scand l d . 9 to more extended investiga-

lncluded in thi a ' an apona. 
hides . s concept of the wholly th . 1· lIDpenetrable seer A 0 er ts tterature. Literature too 
wholly oth ets. work of rt er that strongl recalls 1 er:iture too is a response to a 
Blancb.ot's "Literature anX th . the relanon of literature to death in 
Derrida's .._,.1; __ of e Right to Death "i Thi · d li · · -~ Melvill • "B · s ts ma e exp cit Ul 

Duth, but also in an essay ad~;d to anleby the Scrivener" in The Gift of 
Donner la murt when it was published 
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io. book form in French, now included in the second English edition. In 
this essay, entitled "Literature in Secret: An Impossible Filiation" ("l,a 
literature au secret: Une filiation impossible"), further discussing Abraham 
and Isaac, Kierkegaard, and Kafka, Derrida reaches the surprising conclu
sions not only that literature hides secrets that cannot be revealed but 
also that literature is both irresponsible and at the same time works bv 
"increasing in inverse proportion, to infinity, responsibility for the singu·
lar event constituted by every work (a void and infinite responsibility, like 
that of Abraham)" (LS 156; DM, zo6). Literarore, so defined, is the un
faithful inheritor of a theological legacy without which it could not exist: 

literature surely inherits from a holy history within which the Abrahamic 
moment remains the essential secret {and who would deny that literature 
remains a remainder [reste un reste] of religion, a link to and relay for v.·hat 
is sacrosanct in a society without God?), while at the same time denying 
that history, that belonging, that heritage. It denies that filiation. It betrays 
it in the double sense of the word: it is unfaithful to it, breaking with it at 
the very moment when it reveals its "truth" and uncovers its secret. 
Namely that of its own filiation: impossible possibility. (LS r57; DM, zo8, 

trans. modified) 

It is only necessary to add, to what Derrida says here, that literary study, 
as institutionalized in the university, is especially the place where the re
sponsible/irresponsibility of literature, its unconditionality, is received or 
"professed" by professors and passed on to students. One small example: 
the dissident notions of state sovereignty in E. M. Forster's Howards End.

4 

I have now professed, in the sense of specifying and transmitting, Der~ 
rida's notions of sovereignty and unconditionality. I have done this, how
ever, apparently at the cost of blurring the distinction between 
theologically based state sovereignty and the unconditional freedom of the 
university and of literary study within the university. Both, in the end, 
seem to be theological or quasi-theological concepts. \Vb.at is the 

difference? 
That difference is easy to see, but perhaps not all that easy to accept. 

The distinction is "im-probable" and "not provable," though it is essential 
to Derrida's thinking. For Derrida, and for me too, all claims by earthly 
sovereigns, such as those made implicitly by George W. Bush, to wield 
power by mandate from God are phantasms. They claim to see and to 
respond to something that is not there. A work of literature, on the other 
hand, and therefore the teaching of that work in a "university without 
condition," if there ever were to be such a thing, are responses to a call or 
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command from the wholly othe th · b th . ha s . . r at IS o impossible and yet may per-
p amve. Each literary work is entirely singular, "counter oriainal 

spare, strange," as Gerard Manl H ki · ' o· ' e t fr th ey op ns puts 1t.
1 Each work is as differ-

e:ch 1:~ :;Zs ~o: :i~:~~rseach person differs from all others, or as 

th h II th 
· When I as reader or teacher respond to 

e w 0 Y o er as embodied · 1· 
d 

tn a tterary work and try to mediate it to 
my Stu ent.s or to readers of wha I · I fulfillin . t wnte, am, perhaps, just "perhaps " 

g my professional duty t tyth. . ' mak k . . 0 put eve 1ng in question and to help 
e or eep my uruvers1ty "without condition " 

Whether or not I have "got D 'd . h ,, . · 
what he says I must leave to D . em . a rig t in my profession of faith in 
he will not tell err1da himself to tell me. Probably, however, 

me one way or the oth A d. 
testimony and accord' hi . er. ccor tng to Derrida's own 
own, as professors al ing to s profession of faith, I will be left on my 

ways are to respond b I on me by his no ti f th 'h as est can to the demand made 
on ° e w olly other. 

CHAPTER 2 

Who or What Decides, for Derrida: 
A Catastrophic Theory of Decision 

Who? Who? Who? What? 

A swnmer evening? 

-WILLlJ\.M CARLOS WILLIAMS, PaterslJ'll 

The previous chapter attempts to identify Derrida's answer to an urgent 
question he raises in his work on the university without condition. "To 
whom, to what," he asks, am I responsible when I refuse to "reply for my 
thought or writing" to "constituted powers," that is, powers of state or 
institutional powers, such as my university? 'What justifies my saying "No; 
l won't do what you ask"? Derrida's answer, as I have shown, is that I have 
a higher obligation to le tout autre, "the wholly other," whatever, exactly, 
that may mean. In this chapter I raise a different question. For Derrida, 
who or what decides? How, for Derrida, does a bona fide decision take 
place? 1 Decision is analyzed in many places in Derrida's work, particularly 
in the late work. It is one of his "big deals." Rather than follow the word 
or concept of decision around from work to work, however, as I have done 
for destinerrance in Chapter 3, and for reste in Chapter 5, I have decided ro 
focus "micrologically" on what seems to me Derrida's fullest and most 
elaborate expression of what he means by "decision." This is an intricate 

sequence in "Force of Law" (Force de lo1). 
I begin with an apparently peripheral subquestion. Can a decision be 

a catastrophe? If so, in what sense? In everyday language we speak of a 
catastrophic decision, as when we discuss "Isabel Archer's catasrrophic de~ 
cision to marry Gilbert Osmond" (in Henry James's The Portrait ef a Lady), 

9 
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or George W B h' " . . . ever th J · us s catastroph1cdec1s1ontoinvadelraq."lclaim how-
' at acques Derrid ' th f d . . . . . ' precise se . a 5 eory o ec1s1on ts catastrophic in a more 

nse. This sense · I t d h · I climatolo " 15 re a e tow at ts ca led, in mathematics and 
gy, catastrophe the "Thi · th th one pan f d . ory. s ts e eory that a tiny change in 
0 a ynanuc wst f. I · ping of a butterfl , .-/ e~, or examp e, in a famous version, the flap-

produce a sudd Y s wings in Guatemala, can, through a series of relays, 
in the who! en wholesale rupture, a gigantic and "catastrophic" change 

e system The butt rfl. ' · gfl · Gulf of Mexico th d e Y 5 wtn ap tnggers a hurricane in the 
flapping tin<: th bait evastates the U.S. Gulf Coast. The butterfly's wing-

Ma 
ru e a ance as we say . th . . . thematicians h ' • 10 3 system at ts precariously poised. 

The onr ave mapped the way this happens. 
ine encyclopedi w.·k· d. d and as the I . a, 1 ipe ta, efines a catastrophe as a disaster 
so uti.on of the lo · G k means etym 

1 
. P t In a ree tragedy. The word catastrophe 

and ~he:, 0~;:!:; "to turn do"_'Il~ar~," from Greek kata, "down," 
American H, . . . (http://en.wikiped1a.org/wiki/Catastrophe). The 

d 
. mtage D1ct11m1W'V th efining it as " ---· J stresses e suddenness of a catastrophe by 

violent change .a ~eat and sudden calamity; disaster" and as "a sudden 
would be an ear: ekearth's surface; cataclysm." An example, I suppose, 
an nh qua e or a volcanic erupu· H · · . ea quake lik . on. ow can a dectsion be hke 
abo ' e a volcaruc eru ti 1·k ut by a butterfly' P on, or 1 e that hurricane brought 

The reader ·11 . . 
wa ( WI see the equ1vocati · ·tl ys. 1) In De..,.;d , . ons 10 my tl e. It may be read three 

'"as view "fo D "d " essayisforDetrida d di ' r .em a, whoorwhatdecides?(2)This 
a~ decides in fav~r :f ~te~ to hts memory: (3) Who or what, one might 
ctde to do. But D . mda, swears allegiance to him as I hereby de-

A d 
emda ''wh h ,,, 0 ' ecision se ' 0 • e. r perhaps I should say "what he"? 

"Id ·d ems a straightforward · ' ' · eci e so and ,, . . •even paradigmatic, speech act. I say 
acr,; _ b . SO or a Judge tssues a ). d · · J d · · 

. •v nng aho th . . u Icta eas1on. Such an utterance 
SOQ I Ut e deos1on hy ki · a realm. The Utt . ma ng It enter the circumambient 
a prese erance mvolves the fi · . nt tense indi . rst person singular pronoun and 
ts a self-consci cative verb. The "who" is the "I" h ks Th I 
This " h " . OUs ego or subject in full . "'. o spea . at 

. w 0 IS etnbedd-..1 . . possession of his or her faculties. 
tuuo th cu 1n a sooal · · 

I 
ns at give him h sttw.tlon and within established insti-ar'""' lb or er the ·b·r .. 

t: • e "what" . responst i lty for deciding in this particu-
1actors th enters into a decision 

L~L at make me decid . . as a name for the contingent 
. Q:e aU P3tadi . e in a certam way. 

ties F gmanc speech "" h : or one thin a • owever, a decision has its eculiari-
deade " lb g, people do not ........ n... · . P 
.... L __ • ey s:i... "I ha . .... ........ ,, Ill ordinary language say "I 
~ as . -, ve deaded." That ' an 1llward and - 'tual suggests that the decision is 

spm act of conscien Thi . th d ce. s 1s en reporte 
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later on, constacively, by saying, in effect, "I want you all to know that I 
have decided." J. L. Austin criticizes such a claim as a high-minded, but 
false, spiritualizing. "Accuracy and morality alike," he says, "are on the 
side of the plain saying that our word is our bond."" A decision, like a prom
ise, Austin, I take it, would want to argue, takes place when the decision is 

put into public words. 
Matters are not quite so simple with decisions, however, as examples 

of life-determining decisions dramatized in literature indicate. One such 
example is Anthony Trollope's report, in Phineas Finn, of how Marie 
G<iesler decided to refuse the Duke of Omnium's offer of marriage. A 
woman's decision to accepr or refuse a proposal was perhaps the crucial 
form of decision, for women at least, in Victorian middle- and upper-class 
society as represented by its novelists. The reader looks in vain for a mo
ment when Madame Goesler says, or could say, "I decide." \Vb.at Trol
lope's narrator gives is, rather, several days of agonized indecision marked 
by a painful awareness that nothing on earth or beyond it can help her 
decide. This is then followed by the report of a time when she has already 
decided and needs only to write her letter of refusal to the Duke. Trol
lope's narrator says, "she did make her resolution," but he does not re
count that moment directly. It seems to be unrepresentable as a present 

event reported from the interiority of a consciousness: 

But she had given herself to the next morning, and she "·ould not make up 

her mind that night. She would sleep once more with the coronet of a 
duchess within her reach. She did do so; and woke in the morning \1rith her 
mind absolutely in doubt. \Vhen she walked down to breakfast, all doubt 
""-'as at an end. The time had come when it was necessary that she should 
resolve, and while her maid was brushing her hair for her she did make her 

resolution. 1 

\Vhat does Jacques Derrida have to say about the moment of decision? 
Does he confirm or put in question Trollope's vie\.\' of decision? Derrida's 
discussion of the aporias of decision comes in the context of a distinction 
he makes between law (d1-oit) and justice. This is expressed most eloquently 
in the long preparatory introduction to his reading of Benjamin's "Cri
tique of Violence" ("Zur Kritik der C':iewalt") in "Force of La'\I.'." This 
section is entitled, in the French version, "Du droit a la justice" ("from 
Law to Justice"; FLe, 3-29; FLf, 13-63). On the one hand, what Derrida 
says seems straightforward enough. On the other hand, some features of 
it are more than a little obscure. They are perhaps also hard to accept, 
when you have figured them out. My goal is to read what Derrida has 

' 
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written as accurately as possible, that is, to do it justice. I want also to 

identify the presuppositions that lead him to say what he says. 
The distinction between law and justice that is Derrida's starting point 

seems fairly sensible. Law is the institutionalized body of regulations 

within a specific culture. Though laws are particular, in the sense of being 
instiruted within a given history and culture, they are universal in the sense 

that "everyone is equal before the law" and in the sense that laws are 
general rather than specific. They do not take into account the singularity 

of each special case. Laws are immanent, this-worldly. Justice, however, is 
transcendent and ineffable. Just to apply the laws is by no means necessar
ily to be just. 

Isabel Archer, in Henry James's The Portrait of a Lady, at one point soon 
after she has inherited a large fortune, says to Ralph Touchett that she 
doesn't want to be "liked too much" by everybody, as Ralph says is the 

case. She says, "I want to be treated with justice; I want nothing but that."4 

She wants a lot. In fact, she wants almost too much. How would you know 
you were treating another person with justice? Do we ever treat other 
people with justice? Certainly, if we ever do, it is not by applying mechani

cally to them a general law, moral or legal. Each person makes a particular 
demand on me for justice that no appeal to rules or laws will help me 
much to fulfill. It is all very well to say I should love my neighbor as 

myself, but just how do I do that and know that I am doing it in a particular 
case? How can I, as a reader of The Portrait of a Lady, render justice to 
Isabel Archer? That's all she asks, but it may be an infinite request, one 
impossible to fulfill. 

In the context of his distinction between law and justice, Derrida turns 
to what he calls three "aporias" of decision. An aporia is, etymologically, 

~blind alley, an impasse, a no-thoroughfare, in a sequence of logical think
~g. You follow through a perfectly rational line of argument, one depend
ing on clear and self-evident distinctions and definitions. Suddenly (or 

gradually) you hit the wall and can proceed no further. There seems no 
way out. Derrida, ho\1rever, as he explains in one of the interviews in Paper 
lvltUb"1e, as well as in Aporias, uses the term in a fundamentally different 

way. "The aporia I say so much about," says Derrida in the interview 

"Others Are Secret Because They Are Other" ("Autrui est secret parce 
qu'il es~ ~utre"), "is not, despite its borrowed name, simply a momentary 

paralys15 
lD the face of the impasse. It is the testing out of the undecidable 

(I'-, " fm&cidab/,] nl . this . ~,,. ~ ... v ; o y m tesnng can a decision come about 
l""""'"J" (P . Me, I 54' PMf, 389). Just what Derrida means by this asser-
non, the rest of this chapter will try to explain. That Derrida's concept of 
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. . do with the coming of the other seems evident 

:;e:~~ri:::: :::~~:~~:ble is a result of the otherness of th~ ot~:.i,:: 
the co~text of the citation I have just made demonstrates an a 

c II · thi·" ,·hapter 'Will confirm. , I ]" 
10 ows 1n ·' .... . . . ", he of the rule [l'Cpokhe dr la reg e 

The first apor1a Derrida calls epok . " . " In 

FI - ) Epokhi is a Greek word mean1ng suspension. . 
(fLf, 50-2; .e, 22 4 ·\." d naming the suspension of epistemologt-

. Jar it is a Husser 1an war . · 
!J<lrncu , · . I th " This suspension 1s per-. b t " hat ts real y out ere. 
ta.I questions a ou w . · t what consciousness 

d . d d cribe with minute accuracy )US 
forme 1n or er to es th bi·ective existence or nonexist
. · f ·th out reference to e 0 . I 
1s conscious o, wi . , Th ·, th "phenomenologica 

f h ~ t f consciousness. at 15 e 
ence o t ose re ere~ s o f th d ·pokhe names the necessary sus-

. " I Derrida's use o e wor , e h 
suspension. n . . f. ·ce while at the same time t e 
pension of rules in the apphcat1on o JUStl. ' the necessity of rules. 1"his 

d th nding must recognize 
ope v,rho oes e suspe . f h' ment Derrida applies 

. Th ghout this part o is argu ' 
is the first apor1a. rou ki g a decision v•hether 

. th · t' n of someone ma n ' 
his three apor1as to e sttua 

1~ h e••on , legal decision (e.g., 
. d · · · 1 nontoanot erp '"' ' 

it is an ethical ec1s1on in re. a . I · slative decision, such as a 
one made by a judge in a cruntnal case), or a egt 

c · t a proposed law· 
decision to vote 1or or agains . d . . . Id need to be made freely, 

Id d th st ec1s1on wou 
No one wou eny at a JW Id t ay" says Derrida, "of a . d "We wou no s , 

not by someone who is coerce · .th t freedom in a given ac:t, that 
. "th fr d rat least one wt ou d 

being wt out ee 01n, ° FL! ) If 00 the one han , 
. · "(FLe 22-23; '5° · ' 

its decision is Just or uniust . ' d b hanically following pre-
. . f h kind 1s ma e Y mec 

the decision, o w atever ' d The•efore it is neither free 
· · rogranune · · ' existing rules or laws, lt IS prep th . I ful On the other hand, 

. b "l J" at is aw · 
nor just, though it may e ega ' f ' !es that it not be w·i!dly 

· th h decision con orm to ru ' justice reqwres at t e · 
. Th . the impasse, the apona. . 

willful and arbitrary. at is . f th" poria in Mary Quain-
. d ' xpress1on o is a ' 

Here is part of Dem a s e I . how·ever ever wholly just or 
. I · Is a trans anon, ' 

ranee's very JUSt trans anon. fr d uni'ustified interpreta-
e degree a ee an . 

justified? Is it not always to som th . b the original? "But this 
. . I full 1·ustified at is, y . /'-

tion of the origina , not Y . ·r' . . [pour itre et etre dite te i.c, 
. . . f th JUSt i it 1s one 

freedom or this decision ° e '.d ding to Quaintance, 
U l ,, ys Dern a, accor itre reconnue comme te e • sa 

. 1 I this sense in its very autonomy, 
1 ripnon a ru e. n ' th 

must follow a aw or presc . ' . If 1 [la Jar1 it must have e paw er 
ll t uive itse aws 'J• f 

in its freedom to fo ow or 0 
"- bl d .. for example, as an act o 

bl granuna e or e,, . 
to be of the calcula e or pro . . pplyi" ng a rule, in enacnng 

"fth · ply conststs ma . 
fairness [lquite1. Butt e act si~ "ght y that it is legal, that it 

· calculanon, we nu sa a program or effecting a 
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confonns to law and pe h by h ' r aps, metap or, that it is i·ust but we would be 
wrong to say that th de · · ' e cmon was just. (FLe, 23, trans. modified; FLf, so) 

he:::~~ ~logician encounters an aporia in his or her train of thinking, 
with th ~ been tau~h.t to assume that there must be something wrong 

e pnmary defirnt:tons or presupp · · Th th ings that mak th h 
1 

. osittons. e eorems or posit-
e ew oetratnofl · lthi kin 

We ought not t b ken. ~gica n g possible must be askew. 
o e ta in too easily by · . by the claim th t · I bl an apona or too easily enchanted 
a antneucta eonehasb r d C . is somethin . een ioun . ould it be that there 

g wrong with Derrida's · . out a lol>ical li . f presuppos1tlons? Perhaps following 
o· app canon o the law is not I f fr 

not feel unfree wh , ll . a oss o eedom, just as we do 
. enwe1oowahneof th . . nda barking ma ematical reasoning. Is Der· 

up a wrong tree or inventi bl 
does not really eXI.st' 

1 
th ng a pro em, an aporia, which 

· s ere not, finall thi I 
the meaning of u· t" h D . y, some ng a itt1e fuzzy about 

JUS w en err1da says " Id b decision was 
1
·ust"' Wh . . . we wou e wrong to say the 

· Y ts 1t not Just to d ·d 
ously, according to a tri r . ecr e to mete out justice rigor· 
could you, or should ;ou~:~~?tcatton of the law? How else would you, or 

. In what follows Derrida makes more 1 . 
1hle, what he wants t b . P ausihle, or perhaps even irresist-

th 
0 say y appealing t dd .. e claim that 

00 
fo ul . 0 two a ttlonal factors. One is 

. rm atton of the Jaw · h II 
reqwre an act of interpretati An ts w o Y transparent. All laws 
of controversies over co ..; on: lexam?le would he the endless minutiae 
U . nsututlona law ID th U · d ruted States Constitu" I . e n1te States. There is the 
I uOn. t was intend d b 
t was carefully framed t ll . e to e wholly unambiguous. 

h . 0 a ow no rrusund d. 
as gtven rise to a special field erstan tngs. Nevertheless, it 

00 
Bi . among lawye d I . n ctmg schools of th h d . rs an aw professors, with 

abo . oug t an different d .. ut JUSt what a P"iven pc___ . th tra tt1ons of interpretation 
m o· 11ro1.Se 1n e Co ,.; . ean. nsututton ought to be taken to 

Every d · · . eetston made by a judge re . 
~pplication of the Jaw hut what De q~res not j~st a blind or mechanical 

1 
fresh judgment" (FLe 

2 3
. FLf )~' ~ollowmg Stanley Fish, calls a 

.aw hut "must also ~e j
4 

' 51 · . e JUdge must not just follow the 
tng act f · approve tt, confirm · I . . 
la ~ mterpretation, as if ultimatel . Its ~ ue, by a re1nsbtut-

w, as if the judge himself invented thylno~g previously existed of the 
50-51). Here· e aw m every case" (FL FLf th . tsagoodexampleofD "da' e, 23; , 

-~ uny crack of a logical problem e;:i . s penchant for hyperbole. Into 
~ ens that crack immeasurably H e mserts a tool of hyperbole that 

~ an"~ if' to the claim that the~ within a few phrases and by way 
aw. This. however,is just what the mall cases of decision invents the 

more temperate and ironic}. L. Austin 
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says in a passage already cited in Chapter 1: "As official acts, a judge's 
mling makes law ."5 The judge does this by a speech act that declares some 
law or other applies in this particular case. "I sentence you to six months 
in jail" or "I sentence you to be hanged by the neck until dead." Derrida 

says: 

The "fresh judgment" [La fralcheur nouvelle, /'initialitl de ce jugement inau
gvra~ can very well-must very well--confonn to a preexisting law, but the 
reinstituting, reinventive and freely decisive interpretation, the responsible 
interpretation of the judge requires that his "justice" not just consist in 
conformity, in the conservative and reproductive activity of judgment. In 
short, for a decision to be just and responsible, it must, in its proper mo
ment if there is one, be both regulated and without regulation: it must 
conserve the law and also destroy it or suspend it enough [this is the ipokhl] 
to have to reinvent it in each case, rejusrify it, at least reinvent it in the 
reaffirmation and the new and free confirmation of its principle. (FLe, 2 3; 

FLf, 5') 

The first additional factor stressed by Derrida, then, is this ever-re
newed need for an act of interpretation that may by a hyperbolic sleight 
of hand be defined as making the law. This is reinforced elsewhere in 
Derrida, for example, in Specters of Marx, where he stresses the inaugural 
and therefore in a sense unjustified feature of every act of reading, for 

instance, his reading of Marx. Every reading is truly inaugural: 

This dimension of performative interpretation, that is, of an interpretation 
that transforms the very thing it interprets, will play an indispensable role 
in what I would like to say this evening. "An interpretation that transforms 
what it interprets" [une interpritatirm qui transforme ceJa mbtte qu 'elk inter
prete] is a definition of the performative as unorthodox with regard to 
speech act theory as it is in regard to the 11th Thesis on Feuerbach ("The 
philosophers have only interpreted the world in various \\-"ays; the point, 
however, is to change it [le transformer]. [Die Philosophen baben die Welt nur 

venchieden interpretiert; es kiimmt aber drauf an, sie zu verandern]"). (Sl\.1e, 

5•; SMf, 89) 

The other newly stressed feature is the claim that every case is "other," 
that is, other to all other cases. Each case is singular, unique. If that is so, 
then it would follow that no general law (and all laws must be general in 
order to be laws) fits perfectly any particular case. There are always special 
or mitigating circumstances. The law is like a shoe that is supposed to fit 
every foot. Obviously such a presumption is absurd, because "Each case is 
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other, each decision is different and requires an absolutely unique inter
pretation, which no existing, coded rule can or ought to guarantee abso
lutely"(FLe, 23; FLf, 51). 

Law, lawyers, and judges, the whole institution of the law, have in
vented a clever way around this aporia between the singular case and the 
gen:ral law. Or at least they have devised a way to sidestep it or to shift 
the incompatibility between the conceptually general law and the specific 
case to a somewhat different aporia. Derrida does not mention this expedi
ent. It is the use of precedent, as in the use of Roe vs. Wade to re-establish 
a woman's right to choose. If a new case can be shown to be analogous to 

the precedent that has been, always more or less arbitrarily or accidentally, 
chosen as the proper one to cite, then the law or the court decision that 
~e~ved ~om the precedent can be applied. The problem, it is easy to see, 
IS at this has done no more than redefine the impasse not only because 
th h . f . ' e C 01ce. o ~precedent IS always to some degree arbitrary, therefore in 
~sense uniust:J.fied, but also because no new case, if every case is "other," 
is reall "l"k " I " Y ,1. e, or ana ogous to, the case taken as precedent. The claimed 
ana~~gy' 1.s really a legal fiction turning a metaphorical similarity into a 

quas1-1dennty. 

Derrid.a makes two final moves in the two paragraphs that expound the 
first apona. One move is prepared for in the ominous phrase that speaks 
ofthe"propermomentt.fthe · " f · · · . . re IS one o a Just dec1s1on. Derrida always 
uses this formulation when he wan · d" th · · · II ts to 1n 1cate at something ts rad1ca y 
unknowable or undecidable h h · . . , as w en e says in Grven Tzme (Donner It 
temps} "th gift ' ' . e, . ~be, if there ir any De don peut etre, s'il y en a]" (GT, 
35, Demdas italics· DT SJ) Ev d · · . . . di ' • · ery ec1s1on 1s made in a moinent as 1s 
mh cathtedthin a phrase I have used elsewhere: "moments of decision.'" but 
w e er at moment of gen · · d · · . 

be 
rune or just ec1s1on does or does not exist 

cannot told or decided It · · 
d 

. . . . · may eXIst, or 1t may not. The moment of just 
eciston 1s undeadable. 

Derrida in these pa"gra h ba k . P s comes c by a circuitous route to the 
suspension or ipokbe of th H · d · has be fr th . _e ei eggenan presentness of the present that 

en om e begrnrung the b . ' h" . . . al th ba . f . asis ior Is cnnque of Heidegger. It IS 
so e Sis o his development f I · rality. This ha 0 an a temanve notion of human tempo~ 

fro th " p~ns by way of the concept of diffirance. Diffirance differs 
m e ecstasies" of tempo li th . 

tion ofd · · In D . ra ty at are the basis of Heidegger's no-
ects1on. emda's case th . . 

d . . • e JUSt:l.ce or not of a gr"ven moment of 
eas1on can never be Im "I c ll th . own. t 10 ows from this paradox " he says "that 
ere IS never a moment that we · ' ' [;uste . . can say m the present that a decision is just 

'puremmt JUStt] (that ts. free and responsible), or that someone is a 
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just man-even less, 'I am just'" (FLe, 2 3; :FLf, 52). Justice is not a matter 
of "is" or of presence or of the present. "Instead of 'just,' we could say 
legal or legitimate, in conformity with a law, with the rules and conven
tions that authorize calculations but with a law whose founding origin only 
defers the problem of justice" (ibid., trans. modified). 

A consequence of this nonpresence of decision is that, as the subsequent 
two aporias make clear, the moment of decision is, paradoxically, unpre
sentable and unrepresentable. James's The Pwtrait of a Lady gives striking 
examples of ~·hat this means in practical terms for the representation of 
moments of decision in literature, whether ethical, juridical, or political. 
None of Isabel's crucial moments of decision is directly represented in the 
novel, only what comes before and after each of them. The reader_ sees 
Isabel before she has decided. 'T'he reader sees her after she has decided. 
James does not show her actual instants of decision. 

A reference to "founding origin" is the final move in these tightly knit 
two paragraphs. 10 take the founding origin of the law as a solid ground, 
s::ivs Derrida, is a mistake. The act of founding a !av.·, for example, by the 
"framers" of the United States Constitution, was just as arbitrary, capri
cious, and subject to this first aporia as is any attempt to apply the law in 
a moment of decision once it has been laid down. "Here the best para
t\igm," says Derrida, in concluding this first aporia, "is the foundi~g of 
the nation-states or the institutive act of a constitution that establishes 
what one calls in French J'itat de droit" (FLe, 23-24; FLf, 52). On what is 
that "state of law" founded? On nothing but the ungrounded say-so of 
thost who establish the law, as in the transition fron1 British law to U.S. 

law when the United States was founded. 
The second aporia is named, in English, "the ghost of the undecid

able," in French Ja hantise de l'indicidable, which mote properly means "~e 
haunting of the undecidable" (FLe, 24-26; FLf, 5~~57): ~omen ts 0~,deci
sion are always haunted by the undecidable. Dec1s1on 1s b~sed o~, that 
is, abyssally undermined, by the undecidable. The undec1~able 1s here 
called a ghost that haunts decision and that may not be exot~1sed .. \ gh~s~ 
is neither here nor there, neither present nor nonpresent, ne1th:r nlatena 

. . . b d"I d. bodt"ed Derrida's notions about nor 1mmatenal neither o 1 y nor 1sem · 
ghosts may be ~een in Specters of Marx, which presents itself as a "hauntol-

ogy," a theory of ghosts or of haunting. 
The undecidable, Derrida says, is usually taken to be ~. fearure. of ~o

called deconstruction. The undecidable is taken to mean the osc1ll~oon 
be 

· · · ttadt"ctorv and ven.r detenrunate tween two s1gn1ficanons or two con ·; . ·; . 
· (' I s ect for eqmty and universal mies, each equally imperat:J.ve 1or examp e re P 
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right but also for the always h t d . 
b 

e erogeneous an unique singularity of the 
unsu sumable example)" (FL FLf . 
th fi 

. . e, 2~ , 53). This has been the topic of 
e rst apona The judge 0 , th k f th 

1 
· e ma er o a moral decision must respect 

e rues, (e.g., "Honor thy father and thy mothe ,, fth ~ C 
d 

r, one o e ien om· 
man ments; Exodus 20·12) b t th . the singula · . · . ' u at e same nme he or she must respect 

nty of a s1tuanon that never fits the rules· "And th 
h th

e k h · everyone at 
a rorsa en ouses or hr th · 

ch
.Id ' e ren, or sisters, or father or mother or wife 

or 1 ren,orlands form 0 • ak ' ' ' 
and shall · h · 

1
' . Y ame 5 5 e, shall receive an hundredfold 

10 ent ever asung life" (M tth ,, . ' 
sible to decide b th a ew I9:z9), said Jesus. It is impos· 

etween ese two eq II 11. . . 
conflict is undecidable th h . . ua ~ co~pe 1ng obhganoDs. The 

D ·d h : oug ID a given sttuanon one must decide. 
em a, owever, 1n a characte · · 

that this is not all that h . ns~c gesture of upping the ante, says 
does mean takes th e ~eans ID this case by "undecidable." What he 
ocy of decis1'on Atethreader int~ a realm that is essential to Derrida's the-

. esametJm · · b th · 
difficult, for many t . . e It Is 0 difficult to understand and 

• 0 accept 1n tts scand I · its madness itsfol,·, Wh n' . a ous ngor and even irrationality, 
' · atemda bth of true decision he sa "' th m:ans Y e undecidable as a fearure 

' ys, is e expenence f th hi h 
geneous foreign to th d f 0 at w c , though hetero-

' eorero the I lb! 
obliged-it is of obligation [d . ] th ca cu a e and the rule, is still 
the impossible decision hievol "11 at. we must speak-to give itself up to 
. ,w est! taking•c fl . 

s1on that didn't go th h th count o aw and rules. A dect-

fr 
roug e ordeal of th d ·d 

ee decision it would nl b th e un ecr able would not be a 

f 
, o y e e programm bl 1· . . o a calcu1able proces 

1 
. h a e app 1cat1on or unfolding 

(FLe, 24, trans. modi;~d·t ;;:fg t perhaps be legal; it would not be just" 

J 
' '53). 

ust what in the world do thi 
thi 

,, th es s mean~ It mea th · · · , ng at mak · 
1 

· ns at JUSUce 1s 'some-

d 
. es an llllp acable dema d . 

ecide, while being so fo . n on us to decide, obliges us to 

d 
. reign, so wholly th 1· an its rational calcu] · th . 0 er, so a 1en to existing law 

h 
anons, at It does . I 

w at we should decid th . not give c ear directions for just 

D 
. e, even ough It bl' emda means by "th · . 0 iges us to decide. That's what 

· e unposs1ble decis · " 1 an irresistible call somethin 
1
.k H . ion. am obliged to decide, by 

hh' , g1ee1degg'"llf ova s command to Abraha . . er s ca o conscience" or Je-
less, I don't have any cl m, ~scussed tn Chapter 9, below. Neverthe-
thi th .. ear or ranonal gro d c d .. s e undecidable " thin un s ror ec1s1on. Derrida calls 
·u . , some gvecyd·a_ 

CI anon between two si .:fi . . llu::rent from the undecidable os-
happen think gru canons m the inte . f to what Derrida sa . . . rpretanon o a text. If you 
never heard that demand, obli !5 ls Just irrational hooey, if you have 
ments of et:hicaI or political d ~~on, ?r call, then your ideas about mo
Whether or not any literary ~n will be ve~ d.i!ferent from Derrida's. 

say anything like what Derrida says 
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\Vould require further careful investigation. I have attempted to do that for 
Toni Morrison's Beloved, in an essay planned for a book on communities in 

literature. 
Derrida is in this second aporia affirming that, for him, "justice" is 

another name for the tout autre, the wholly other, that is a central motif of 
The Gift of Death and "Psyche: Invention of the Other." In the latter, 
"invention," as the previous chapter shows, means "find," or even "he 
invoked by," more than "make up" or "concoct." We do that finding in 
response to a call from the wholly other. In addition, the structure of our 
relation to justice can be said to be like the structure of the gift as Derrida 
has analyzed it in Given Time. Language that echoes those works appears 
a little later in "Force of Law," in the further development of this second 
aporia. Derrida says "the deconstruction of all presumption of a determi
nant certirude of a present justice itself operates on the basis of an infinite 

'idea of justice,' infinite because it is irreducible, irreducible because owed 
to the other, owed to the other, before any contract, because it has come, 
the other's coming as the singularity that is always other [la venue de l'autre 
cam.me singulariti toujours autre]'' (FLe, 2 5; FLf, 55). 

In a further development of this idea of justice as something that comes 
as an implacable demand from the "wholly other," Derrida is led rapidly 
to the idea that justice is mad, une Jolie, or that it makes those subject to it 
rnad, insane. "This 'idea of justice,'" says Derrida, "seems to be irreduc
ible in its affirmative character, in its demand of gift without exchange, 
without circulation, without recognition or gratimde, without economic 
circularity, without calculation and without rules, without reason and 
without theoretical rationality. And so we can recognize in it, indeed ac
cuse, identify a madness. And perhaps another sort of mystique. [This is a 
reference to Montaigne's phrase about "the mystical foundation of au
thority," cited earlier in Derrida's essay, and in the subtitle of the book.] 
And deconstruction is mad [folle] about this kind of justice. i\1ad about this 

desire for justice" (FLe, 25; FLf, 55-56). 
This notion of a justice that is ~·holly other explains ~,hy Derrida, a 

little earlier in this section, develops further the idea that the moment of 
decision is not present. You can follow what leads up to it. 'You can knov.' 
afterward that the decision has been made and what the decision ~·as, but 
you can never know or be present at the moment of decision itself. "But 
in the moment of suspense of the undecidable, it is not just either, for .o~ly 
a decision is just (in order to maintain the proposition 'o~ly a dec1s1on 
is just,' one need not refer decision to a scrucrure of a subject or to the 
propositional form of a judgment)" (FLe, 24' FLf. 53). Just what this 
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means and what the stakes of sa · thi D · d . . ymg s are I shall explain in a moment 
em a contlnues wtth his hollowin ou . 

moment of decision: g tor making ghostly of the present 

And once the ordeal of the undecidable is ·r possibk mais cettep 'b .
1
. , , past (t that is possible) [si ceia est 

ossi 'ite n eJt pas pure ce n'est . . 
tme autre: la mimoire de l'indicidab .l. , ' . ;amats une possibiliti cumme 
ii jamais une decision comm ii. Tlhtte ®tt garder une trace vivante qui marqut 

e tem:. e additional hr 
in the initial manuscript Ma Q . P ases were probably not 
that possibility. . ~ ua1nrance translated. They mean: "but 

ts not pure, tt is never a poss"b ·u l'k 
of the undecidability m th b . . 

1 1 
ty 1 e another: the memory 

. us ar orahvmgtr.1 th , . 
s1on as such "] th d .. h ce at rorever marks a dec1-

. , e ecis1on as again r. II cl 
invented it or reinvented ffi d . 

0
. ~we a rule or given itself a rule, 

. ,rea nne 1t 1t 1s J 
JUSt. There is apparently no m . ' . no anger presently just, fully 

oment 1n whi h cl · · 
presently and fully 

1
·,,,,. 'th . h c a ec1s1on can be called 

.e1 ertt asnot b and nothing allows us to all . . . yet een made according to a rule, 
whether received confi c d it JUSt, or tt has already followed a rule-

L- ' nne ,conservedorre· d h' . . . not ausolutely guarante d h . mvente -w 1ch in its turn ts 

d th 
e y anything· and . . 

tee , e decision would he d ' •moreover, 1f It were guaran-
. (FL re uced to calcul ti d JUst. e, 2~ FLf, 

54
) a on an we couldn't call it 

This is _really weird, if you think about . . . . 
ence the ume right up to th d . . It. You can 1dent1fy or expen-

d Th 
e ecrston and all th · 

ma e. e moment of d · · . ' e time after it has been 
. ec1s1on itself how . 

penence. It does note · t ' ever, vanishes from direct ex-
. XIS as a moment of hi h conscrous. "The rule · · w c consciousness can be 

. A,.., " is, Jam to-morrow a d . Jam to--J• to borrow a fo ula . n Jam yesterday-but never 
Looking-G/ass.6 Derrida callsrmthi thtlon from Lewis Carroll's Through the 
" h--1'- s e "ord l fth g w;wness" that inhabi'ts th ea 0 e undecidable "It is a 
B eactofd · · · 

ecause apparently no moment . _ec1s1o_n before, during, and after. 
P_resently and fully just, and b exists m which a decision can be called 
nen d ecause the mom f d ce as a present moment in hi h 

1 
ent o ecision is not expe-

fore "the ordeal of the undecid bwl the s~y "I decide so and so," there-
by an d . . a e atl1w.t 'd _ Y eas1on worthy of th . sat must he gone through 
<iip=·] · · e name 1s n tt • It is not a surmount d ever past or passed [passit ou 
decisi " (FLe e or sublated ( .~ h on , 2~ FLf, 

54
). au,5e oben) moment in the 

The undecidable that presides 
cision is a kind of ghost, neither over the nonphenomenal moment of de-
nor wholly disembodied. It L_!_resents tdnor not present, neither embodied 
process of decision -un an unde . .. ·'The result is that rmmes the whole temparal 
an event.,, A decision never takes r.l .. ~e can never speak of a decision as 

p-...:; or can never cert3inly be said to 
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h;tve taken place: "The undecidable remains caught, lodged, at least as a 
gh.ost [fPnt6me]-but an essential ghost-in every decision, in every event 
(if decision. Its ghostliness deconstructs from within any assurance of pres
~nce, any certitude or any supposed criteriology that would assure us of 
the jtJ.stice of a decision, in truth of the very event of a decision. \Vho will 
ever be able to assure us that a decision as such has taken place?" (FI .. e, 

><+-> 5; FLf, 54). 
It follows from this impossibility to experience decision in the presence 

ot' the present that it is no longer possible to think of a decision as the act 
of itn I, ego, or subjectivity. In a passage added for the French version of 
Poree de loi, but not present in the English, Derrida asserts, ~·ith proper 
c~re, this shocking detachment of decision from the deciding subject: "In 
it certain way, one could even say, at the risk of shocking, that a subject 
cin never decide anything: a subject is even that to u1hich a decision cannot 
h.appen except as a peripheral accident which does not affect the essential 
identity and the substantial presence to itself that make a subject a sub
ject-if the choice of this word is not arbitrary, at least, and if one has faith 

i11 what is in effect always required, in our culture, of a subject" (FLf, 
53-54, my trans.). If decision makes a cut, a division between before and 
<Jfter, it goes strikingly against received opinion to say this is not because 
~()meone, being of sound mind and with authority to do so, utters a per
fQrtnative statement that effects the decision but rather because the deci
sion happens to someone, from the outside, as the coming of the other. It 

is a coming, moreover, that does not make any change in the presence to 

itself of the ego. 
Derrida spells out one result of this. It puts in question the axiomatic 

of responsibility that is used in the courts, by medical authorities, and so 
forth to determine responsibility or premeditation. If a decision is not 

something that I "take," in sovereign freedom, but something that hap
}:lens to me, something that is "owed to the other, before any contract," 
then the conventional legal rules for determining malice prepense, for ex
ample, premeditated murder as oppased to accident.al manslaughter, are 
seriously flawed. "The whole subject.al axiomatic of responsibility," says 

Derrida, "of conscience or consciousness, of intentionality, of property 

fpropriiti: "properness," that is, the proper act of the person who commits 

some putative crime) that governs today's dominant juridi~ disco~ an~ 
the category of decision right down to its appeals to medical experuse 1s 
so theoretically weak and crude that I need not emphasize it here" (FLe, 

'5, trans. modified; FLf, 55). 



Who or What Decides, for [)enid4 

wi Derrida ~akes it sound as if this conclusion is so obvious that it goes 
thout saying, but a lot is at stake at this point ,·n Dem"d ' . . f hi th f d · · as expos1non o 

te~ eory 0 ectston, If he is right, then, for example, J. L. Austin's at-

22 

le ~t to :e spe~ch act theory to maintain law and order by holding peo
~ o peb nnatlves they have uttered is destined to fail. Law and order 
t t may e, can only be secured by . . fi d ' 
as Walter Ben· · , " . . uni usu e force, by Gewalt or violence, 

Jamtn s Cnuque of Violence" ("Kritik der Gewalt") dis-
cussed at length later on in "Fo f L " ' 
both Benjamin and Derrida th rce ~ ~w, affirms. Law and order, as 
mentally opposed to justice.' ough in different ways, affirm, are funda-

Finally, as a transition to the third a . . 
relating this "id f . . pona, Demda says that he resists 

ea o Justice" to a Kanti gul . of messianism Wh d . an re atory idea or to any sort 
"infinite 1'usti~e" lat ?es hlae rbe,;!1st this? It would seem that his idea of an 

lmp ca Y comm ds d · · more something that h an ecis1on, so that decision is 
appens to a self th h · d 

without question a form f an a c 01ce ma e by that self, is 
ian regulatory idea th t _o a_tr~bl cendental, something either like a Kant-
c a irresisn y presides fro hi h . 1onns of messianism th d . m on g or hke the many 

at orrunate from th fu 
toward which decision is . d Th e ture as a horizon of hope 
th onente e third d I . th at obstructs the hori f kn· an ast apona, " e urgency 
savoir)" (FLe, 26-29· ~n o 6 owledge [l'urgence qui barre /'horizon du 

It is difficult ' ' 57- 3) shows that this is not the case 
. to present a "reading" f this thir . 

smce, though it is only four para hs _0 
_d aporia of decision, 

sentence counts A n be f grap (m the Enghsh translation) every 
· um r o remarkabl ' They are, moreover to d e moves are economically made. 

· • some egree not II th 
JUSt as the notion of an infini "d . ~ at easy to grasp and accept, 
· · . . te 1 ea of Justlce th t · 
ts mes1snbly commandin is h d a is never present but that 

Derrida begins by lg. . ar to grasp and accept. 
f · · exp atrung that he resists · · . . . o Justlce that demands d . . . assoctabng the 1nfirute idea 
· "d ects1on with the h · f bve 1 ea or with the . . onzons o the Kantian regula-

J 
. h, messiaruc advent (in h . ems Christian or Isl . ) . w atever religious tradition: 

ff di 
. • arruc precisely be th o vme events " · ....., cause ese are horizons "far-
. , in .tennyson's phrase th , 

ent acnon and judgment as th . ' ~tare supposed to govern pres-
longed waiting or anticipati etr go~ ~ happens in a species of pro
Second Coming. on, as hrisnans are still waiting for the 

Decision howev d 'd ' er, oes not waiL It· 
a e now, or sooner or later usualJ. 15 urgent, precipitous. I must de-
must decide one way or the odicr i: soon~r. The deadline comes, and I 
Goodwood, Loni w • .i...-- . James s The PortTait ufa r ,,,., Caspar 

· --~., aod Gilben Osm _,, 
90IItttimes more than once ond at different times, 

' propose to Isabel Archer. In each case, she 
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ti1llSt decide whether or not to accept the proposal. She must say yes or 

l\O, and she must answer more or less right away. She does not have the 
\\1$\lry of indefinitely postponing her decision. You never have time 
etJough to get all the facts, or even if you did have "world enough and 

time," 

the moment of decision, as such [en tant que tel, ce qui doit €tre Juste; "that 
which must be just," not in the English translation], must always remain a 
finite moment of urgency and precipitation, since it must not be the conse
quence or the effect of this theoretical or historical knowledge, of this re
ftection or this deliberation, since it always marks the interruption of the 
juridico- or ethico- or politico-cognitive deliberation that precedes it, that 

must precede it. (FLe, 26, trans. modified; FLf, 58) 

You have an obligation to think it out as best you can, but, when the 
moment comes, all that thinking does not really help, and you must rush 
blindly into a decision. The relation between decision and cognition is 
~onsonant with what Trollope says about Madame Goesler's decision to 
l'eject the Duke's proposal, but it is not quite the same as whatJames says 
()flsabel's decisions in The Purtrait of a Lady, as a detailed reading would 
~how.7 James "motivates" Isabel's decisions by having the narrator show 
them to be results of her quintessentially American desire for freedom. In 
'111 three of Isabel's decisions to say no or yes, however, the process is not 
that of a careful thinking out that leads to a reasoned decision, such as we 
have been taught to believe characterizes a good decision. Isabel's deci
sions are spontaneous. She tells her friends and relatives that she can give 

them no explanation for them. 
This incongruity between knowledge and decision leads Derrida to re-

tnember what Kierkegaard says about decision: "The moment of decision 

ill a madness, says Kierkegaard. This is particularly true of the just decision 
that must also rend time and defy dialectics. It is a madness lfO/ie]" (FLe, 
26). The French version adds two sentences in explanation of \1rhy the 
moment of decision is a madness: "A madness because such a decision is 
at once super-active and submissive, it retains something of passivity, even 
CJf the unconscious, as if the decider were not free to allow himself or 
herself to be affected by his or her own decision and as if that decision 
tame to it from the other. The consequences of such heteronomy appear 
redoubtable, but it would be unjust to elude the necessity" (FLf, 58, my 

trans.). 
The madness of decision derives from the fact that it is not the result 

of a conscious deliberation on the part of the decider. It is something that 
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just happens to him or her, something he or she passively endures as 
though the decision were made somewhere else, as though it came from 

the other. The decider is, as it were, not free to decide but is "affected" 
from the outside by his or h d · · · · er ec1s1on, JUSt as an insane person is not in 
control of what he or she thinks, does, or decides. We are all mad when it 
comes to making decisions. 

Derrida goes on to ) t thi "d · · . . re a e s ec1sion of urgency and precipitation 
actlng in~~ night of non-knowledge and non-rule" (FLe 26· FLf 58) t~ 
the oppostnon between · d . ' ' ' ' constanve an perfonnanve utterances in standard 
speech act theory De · d k · l . · m a ma es tt c ear, as have his earlier writings on 
speech act the~ry, that he cannot accept at face value the opposition be-
tween constatlve and perfo · . . 
N 

--" I . nnanve enunctanons as Austin develops it. 
evcru1e ess Demda goes thi .. 
dn f 

' . . on to use s oppos1non in order to set the 
ma ess o deCIS1on which h ctl . __r . • • e corre y sees as 1n one way or another a 
perronnatlve agamst the pre d . 1. rate testabili ' . sume ranona tty and truth-value, or at any 

h th 
ty, of co_ns.tan~e statements. You can, at least so it seems, find 

out w e er or not 1t 1s rainin d ·fy 
statement "It · . . ,, g an so ven or disqualify the constative 
. l M ts ~airung. (I ~ote in passing that matters are not quite so 

snnp e. arcel m Proust's A la h h get a satisfact ' rec ere e du temps perdu, is never able to 

bl 
ory answer to what looks like a question that ought to be 

answera e by a verifiabl · 
lesb,· .... ~ v ''" e constanve statement: "Is or is not Albertine 

..... ies or no. J 

H constative stateme ts I . the case with rfo ~ are at east in principle verifiable, this is not 
statements pe "thnnanve utterances, like "I promise" or "I bet." Such 

are net er true nor false Th th infelicitous Th "th . · ey are, ra er, either felicitous or 
· ey et er succeed 10 makin thi 

not succeed The p bl . th . . g some ng happen or they do 
. . ro em is at it is exceedin I difficul h . 

stble, to find out beth . g Y t, per aps tmpos-
w er a given perii · h worked J"ust ha · has onnauve as worked or if it has 

' w t It made to happen p rfi · ' 
of the order of the . bl · e onnanve utterances are not 

cogrnza e. They belong t th · h 
Here is Derrida's way of uttin . 0 e rug t of nonknowledge. 
performatives in general: p g this congruence between decision and 

H we were to trust · . m a tnasstve and de · · distin · rive and constativ...._ A bl 
1 

oswe ctton between perfonna-
.. - .. pro em c:m't · lved. 

to attribute this irredncibili . ~t mvo m here-we would have 
ducibility of thoughdessn: ~prectptta~ urgency, at bottom this irre
may be [an amazing~ ~ousness, however intelligent it 

~ intelligmt!], to the ~::!!ecision: thoughtless, unconscious, 
m general as acts of justice OI' law . structure of speech acts and acts 

lDenida means, I think, that the judge, 
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to borrow an example from Austin, does not have to speak to condemn a 
man to death, but just to appear with a black hood], whether they be per
forrnatives that institute something or derived performatives supposing an
terior performatives. [The French version adds a sentence here that may 
be translated as follows: "And it is true that every standard (rourant) per
fonnative presupposes, in order to be efficacious, an anterior convention."] 
A constative can be Juste (right), in the sense of justesse [in the sense, that is, 
that a margin is "justified" when it matches a straight line], never in the 
sense of justice. But as a performative cannot be just, in the sense of justice, 
except by founding itself on conventions and so on other anterior perfonn
atives, buried or not, it always maintains within itself some irruptive vio
lence, it no longer responds to the demands of theoretical rationality. (FLe, 

26-27; FLf, 58-59) 

In the beginning was the performative, and it's more performatives all 
alo:og the line. Even the most banal and easily testable constative state
ment, such as "It is raining," presupposes a prior performative: "I SY.'ear 

th~t I believe it is raining." Derrida's expression of this is characteristically 

exuberant and hyperbolic: 

"I tell you that, I speak to you lle te dis que je te parle; Derrida uses the 
familiar second person singular], I address myself to you to tell you that 
this is true, that things are like this, I promise you or rene""' my promise to 
you to make a sentence and to sign what I say when I say that I tell you, or 
try to tell you the truth," and so forth. (FLe, 27, trans. modified; FLf, 59) 

Derrida goes on to express this through appropriation or misappropria-

tion of a sentence from Levinas: "Truth supposes justice [La veriti suppose 
la justice]." (FLe, 27; FLf, 60).Justice comes before rruch and guarantees, 
()r supports, or underlies it as its presupposition. Derrida transforms this 
into his own extravagant manipulation of French idiom, "dangerously par
Gdying the French idiom," as he puts it (ibid.). The sentence is cited incor
tectly (unjustly!) in the English version, as "La justice, y a qu'i;a de vrai," 

Qt at least Derrida changed it for the final book version in French. In the 
latter it is, "La justice, il n'y a que ~a de vrai" (FLf, 6o). "Justice: there is 

nothing of truth but that," or "Nothing but justice is truth." 
Two additional important moves are made in the two final paragraphs. 

In the first, Derrida asserts that it is, paradoxically, just because decision 
is a species of perfonnative utterance characterized by excessive urgency, 

haste, and precipitation, just because it cannot be characterized as having 
i regulative or messianic horizon, that it, perhaps (since justice is always a 



Whu or What Decides, for D~ 

matter of perhaps, never of certainty), has a future or, rather, acts to bring 
about an unforeseen future, perhaps a future that is more just: 

:ustic~ rema~s, is yet, to come, 0 venir, it has an, it is iJ-venir, it deploys the 
e~ dimension of events irreducibly to come. It will always have it, this iJ-

ventr, and alwa"" has Th · · c · 
• • 1~ • • • • ere IS an avenzr 1or p1stice and there is no 
Jusaced except to the degree that some event is possible which as event 
exceesclcul" I ' ' th ~ anon, ru es, programs, anticipations, and so forth. Justice as 
the expenence of absol~~e alteriry is unpresentable, but it is the chance of 

e event and the condinon of history. (FLe: 27; FLf, 60, 61) 

The final paraOTaph · f · . d ~· . ~s 0 great importance as a counter to claims some-
tunes ma e by his cnncs th t D 'd . b . a err1 a ts a political quietist lost in the 
:ry,:yonpooru

1
. ?f splneculthations about "infinite justice" and detached from ev-
ltJ.CS. e clearest w D 'd "Th t · · ay err1 a asserts here the contrary: 

a JUStlce exceeds law and cal 1 ti th th 
the detennin bl cu a on, at e unpresentable exceeds 

a e cannot and should not 1.b. c . 

J.uridico-pol· · I b ttl . . serve as an a 1 11or staying out of 
Itlca a es wtthtn an · · · 

tions or states d th ' ,, mstttutton or a state or between institu-
tion of"For anfLo ,;rsb ~~e, 28; FLf, 61). Derrida ends this first sec-

ce o aw yhsttnga h 1 . f . 
where the ad· d. . be w 0 e series o specific responsibilities 

JU icanon tween justice cl 1 h. h b domain beca · an aw, w Jc el on gs to neither 
use It exceeds each in th di . f necf".<;_<;::iru• "la th e recnon o the other is urgently 

----' · ws on e teaching and · f I ' 
ti on of canons th 'li practice o anguages, the legitimiza-

' e nu tary use of scientifi h b · . problems of organ tra l c researc , a ortton, euthanasia, 
medical CYn.>rimentati nsp athnt, exn:a-uterine conception, bio-engineering, 

· ·-t'~ on, e social treatm f AIDS 
nucro-politics of drugs th h l ent o , , the macro- or 
course, the treatment 'r he ome ess, and so on, without forgetting, of 

0 w at we call · 1 rc. of so-called animality" (FL anima l e, the enormous question 
might today add the" e, 28- 29•. trans. modified; FLf, 63). Derrida 

enormous question " f I . 
and gene altering to th. li s 0 c on1ng, stem-cell research, 

. IS St. 
Pnor to sa · th. h }'lng ts, owever Derrid h d I . . 

made an extremely im 'd a a , ear y In this last paragraph, 
portant a mission L ft · If unpresentable justice h · e to itse , the appeal to an 

. d • owever necessary and 1 · · . 
one m anger of the bad th egittmate it may be, puts 

· · or e worst· "L ft · If g:ivmg [donatrice] idea ofi· n· . 
1 

· e to ltse , the incalculable and 
c . us ce Is a wayHery I th b worst 1or it can alw b c ose to e ad even to the 

. " ays e re-appropriat d by th ' 
tton (FLe, 28· FLf 6,) H e e most perverse calcula-

ll ' 'i. emeanstht bd was ca ed by God to d""d d a a a person can always say, "I 
this ........ eto othat"£ 

reason that we must al . ' or example, invade Iraq. It is for 
tion, of activi--. and "calwculays enter mto the realms of politics of Jeoisla-

. - -~th . ' r 
negoo.ate between law and justice: e most radical way possible as we 
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Not only must we calculate, negotiate the relation between the calculable 
and the incalculable, and negotiate without the sort of rule that wouldn't 
have to be reinvented there where we are cast [jetis: an oblique echo of 
Heidegger's Gewoifenheit], there where we find ourselves; but v.'e must take 
it as far as possible, beyond the place we find ourselves and beyond the 
already identifiable zones of morality or politics or law, beyond the distinc
tion between national and international, public and private, and so on. 
(FLe, 28; FLf, 62) 

Far from being a political quietism, Derrida's idea of justice in its rela
tion to law demands the most strenuous, difficult, innovative, and respon
sible engagement and activism. Fulfilling this demand is a neat trick if you 
can do it, but we (professors) are required every day to face up to this 
demand in one way or another, even in the most everyday acts of teaching, 
or in our relations to srudents, family, and friends. 

Derrida always emphasizes the "madness" of decision, the irruptive vi
olence of decision, the way a genuine decision is ah~rays a "decision of 
urgency and precipitation, acting in the night of non-knowledge and non
rule," the way a decision is irresponsible and at the same time exigently 
responsible, the way a decision is an anomalous kind of perfonnative 
speech act, the way a decision has unpredictable and incalculable conse
quences. A decision is a decisive break in the continuity of things. It cannot 
be explained by what came before it. Nor are the results of a decision 
commensurate with the decision itself. Nothing but her "misreading" of 
Gilben Osmond justified Isabel Archer's disastrous decision to marry him, 
just as nothing in the intelligence reports, far from it, justified George\\'. 
Bush's decision to invade Iraq. The results of these catastrophic decisions, 
however, were far-reaching and not what either decider anticipated or 

intended. 
All these features of Derrida's notion of decision mean that it can be 

defined, in a more or less technical sense modeled on climatological the
ory, as a "catastrophic theory of decision." The butterfly's wing "causes" 
the hurricane. Isabel's decision brings her (and Osn1ond) lifelong misery. 
Bush's decision has "caused," so far, the deaths of over four thousand 
Americans, with tens of thousands maimed for life or suffering post-trau
matic stress syndrome, the deaths of as many as five hundred thousand 
Iraqis, or more, with more still dying every day, and civil war in Iraq. The 
longer-term effects are still hidden in the future, the a-venir, the to come. 



CHAPTER 3 

Derrida's Destinerrance 

a letter does not always arrive at its destination ""d c .. 0 th , ..... rr m e moment 
thac this possibility belon= to its structure on th . ~u e can say at 1t never 

truly arrives. 

-DERRIDA, "Le facteur de }a v{!rit{!" 

\i\1iat is destined to ha n th 
will befall them, As 

1 
:;; hto . e corpus of Derrida's works? \Vhat fate 

· s ow m Chapter 5 D ·d . b 
\\·hat would happen L hi d . , ern a was ailX.lous a out 

a1Ler s eath to his " . ,, . th 
of his dead body and of tho b d . . . remaI~s, in e double sense 
. o y of his wnnngs h " ,, Thi . 1s expressed both in A T +;..,. , IS corpus. s anxiety 
· 1 aste 1v• thr Secret and · th I . A non on death aprnpos f R b. in e ong, amazing re ec-

. ' 0 o 1nson Crusoe's ~ f · . d L seminar to seminar · h. I . ear o 1t, carrie on nom 
rr: m ls ast senunars "Th B d 
, iwo)" ("La hete t I . ' e east an the Sovereign 

e e souverain [deux]") · 
the prolonged reflecti i._· 'In 2002-3. This in tum echoes 

h 
on on ucmg tO\\'ard d th . A . . 

"' ere put his reasons fo . ea tn ponas. Derrida else-
after his death uncle th r wo~ng about what would happen to his legacy 
. r e aegis of a strik:i I . 

Unerring"). The \\'O d . ng neo ogism: destinerrance ("des-

h 
r IS a concocted . . 

s all primarily use th F present parttc1ple used as a noun. I 
c rench word thro h 

meaning is clear enough nl . . ug out, partly because its basic 
ness. The \\·ord implies'.~ ~ t~ re~ Its not easily translatable strange
tktunsfructUm destinerr. an e?°g as well as "erring." Like the word 

d " . ' 'll1lcr combmes a po · · d . . wor : destiny'' and " d . sinve an a neganve 1n the same 
. wan enng." 

What lS dertinnr1111a~ o· . . 
task. It is a concept, or ~seuss~g It fully would be a vinually endless 

that connects intimately wi~ ::u:, or be~er still, s~atiotemporal figure, 
ther salient spanotemporal figures in 
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Derrida's work. I call destinerrance spatiotemp<1ral because, like 1nany f1f 
Derrida's key terms, it is a spatial figure for time. It na1nes a fatal possibil
ity of erring, by not reaching a predefined temporal goal, in tcrn1s of y;an
dering away from a predefined spatial goal. Destinerrance is like a loose 
thread in a tangled skein that turns out to lead to the \\-·hole hall of yarn. 
It could therefore generate a potentially endless commentary. 1Jerti11e1·
rance is connected to dijfirance, that is, to a te1nporality of differing and 
deferring, without present or presence, without ascertainable origin or 
goal; to trace, iterability, signature, event, context, play (jeu, in the sense 
that one says "There is play in this machine"); to Derrida's anon1alous 
concept of speech acts; to the future (l'avenir) or the "to come" (l'?t 1:enir); 
to the democracy to co1ne in that avenir to come; to decision, obligation, 
responsibility, and, in another of Derrida's neologisms, "irresponsihiliza
tion [irresp()llSabilisation]" (GD, 61ff.; DM, 89 ff.; this is the suhject of 
Chapter 9); to interruption, dissemination, the \\-'holly other; to "exappro
priation," adestination, justice, law, right, the gift, the secret, hospitality, 
testimony, sendings or dispatches (envois); to the messianic \\-·ithout mes
sianism, as developed in Specters of /llfarx and elsewhere; to the specter, 
singularity, the apocalyptic, the apotropaic or, in John Leavey's coinage, 
the "apotropocalyptic,"1 clandestination; finally, al\\-'ays and evel)''''here, to 
"the impossible possibility of ... death" (SMe, ll~ S..\1f,187). Each of 
these motifs is connected in one way or another to destinerrance, in ful
fillment of Derrida's claim, in A Taste for the Secret, that his ~·orks are not 
a heterogeneous collection of occasional essays but that portentous thing, 

an oeuvre, an organic "corpus" (TS, 14-15). 
The word or the notion of destinerrance appears in a large number of 

Derrida's works, early and late. It appears in the contexts of quite different 
topics. The word, or sometimes the concept "'·ithout the word, appears in: 
"Le facteur de la vCritC," in The Post Card (La carte postale; PC, 41 3--96, 
the English translation uses the French title; CP, 441-524); in "Envois," 
also from The Post Card (PC, 1-2 56; CP, 7-2 73); in "Telepathr" ("TCICpa
thie"; Pe, 226-61; Pf, 237-70); in "Of an Apocalyptic Tone Recently 
Adopted in Philosophy" (D'un ton apocalyptique adopti naguere en philoso
phie); in "No Apocalypse, Not Now: Full Speed .;\head, Seven Missiles, 
Seven Missives" ("No apocalypse, not now [a toute vitesse. sept missiles, sept 

missives]") (Pe, 387-409, trans. Catherine Porter and Philip Le\\is; Pf, 
363-86); in "My Chances I Mes chances: A Rendezvous with Some Epicu
rean Stereophonies" ("Mes chances: Au rendez-vous de quclques stereo

phonies epicuriennes") (Pe, 344-76, trans. Irene Harvey and Avital 

I 
<! 

l . 
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Ronell; MC); and in The Other Heading: Reflections on Today's Europe (L'au
tre cap). These uses, the reader will note, include psychoanalytic and politi
~I cont~ts, as well as .the question of letters in the epistolary sense and 
. e quesnon of th~ subject or ego in its relation to others. No doubt des

rine:ran~ appears in other places too that I have not identified. Chapter 
IO tnvo)esfsom~ of the more explicitly political uses of the word (or the 
concept o dentnen-ance. 

c ?ne ,?11
1

al ethxamfiple of.the word occurs in the last segment of "Circum-
1ess1on. t 1s e fty-runth secti b th h . on ecause at was Derrida's age when 

e wrote It. Here several threads of thi tran . 
out coming to th If th 5 5 

. ge text come together with-
Atronn.: the .Lged ef;.th Fey were to_ be ned up into a neat knot, then 

r--, uur o e ates or Mo1 . h b bl thread f li' d d . ' rae, mig t ea e to cut Derrida's 
o 1e an so en it. The tan 1 d d d' . . 

Derrida's mou · c hi g e an ivers1fying threads include: 
rrung 1or s mother· th th f . . . 

tion and resurrecn· ) d D . ' e eme o orcumc1s1on (as castra-
on fill emda's c I I · and refrairnn· g fr hi J . amp ex re anon of affirmation of 

om s ewtShness· al . .th 
ri0'11S: the aleatory d th £ , an ogies w1 St. Augustine's C(lltfes-
that ',., D .d ' an ere ore unpredictable "perversity" of the P.C. 

• em a s computer " M ' 
PaRDeS" from hi h h d system, acWrite Macintosh SE Apple of 

' w c e ownloads and " h · " where Parties is the wo d fo D . arc ives what he has written, 
. r r emda's famil d b · . 

gters, the apple of the Gard f Y gar en ad: in El-B1ar, Al-
apples or TW"<I,... that Augus . en ° Paradise (get it?), but also the famous 

. r--~ nne atld Ro I 
having stolen in their ConfessUms: ~au ~to e and then confessed to 
to an unwritable secre ... th ff ' the onentanon of what Derrida writes 
. ., e o -course co ·th 

non, of Derrida's life his "M . ,, urse, WI out predefined destina-

[
'- . ' Olra OC fate hi "J·r ·11 h "'vit 1111Ta tti ri courtt] 1 th • s 1re wt ave been so short 

no. li~thouse and no 'boo~:~~ :rt, scarcel! o~gani~d, by you with 
wntes in "Circumfessi ,, "thr • ally, Demda s desire, by what he 

th 
on, to ow G' [th . 

eologic program [k thiolo . . . s at ts, Geoffrey Bennington's] 
"computer pmfn"<lm'' · F 'gUtt/. a portmanteau word; logiciel means 
· --t>·~·· tn rench] off co " B 
is.' ~o create in his section of th boo urse .- ennington's attempt, that 
digtta1 "Derridabase" th e k the simulacrum of a computerized 

De 
. at would allow d fu mda has written All th any rea er 11 command over all 

("-...:...... -- . ese themes come t th . th rtnu:y WCJJfflnTilfU."') 0 ...,.,;_ oge er m e word destintr-
. ~ · ...., ... .uerrancy is both 

scattenng, the failure of th threads the catastrophe of a permanent 
combed out and Derrida' goode I ever to come neatly together or to be 

uld 
s uck or "fa " · wo be death. Derrida . . te, since that coming together 

......,,..__, remains alive only SO long as he "destinerrs"· 
·-·~uon (ahercircumcisi ] . · 
rlH stOi/iuJ rdtnitn, of 

11 
~will be for you "more than evtr the addms, 

[Rglej, for ""'"4 ,,,,,., happnu . th u,, K""" of •-dminati.m fowlly -d ,,., 
m e P.C., it is now the work to Jispatch ft 
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[pour destiner] that must win out, toward the secret that demanded, like 11 

breath, the ''perversity" of the P.C., not to be finished with a destinerrancy [des
tinerrance] which was never my doing, nor to my taste, but with a still complacent 
and therefore defensive account of that Moira" (1-6-81 [the date at which he 
wrote the section in italics]), too late, you are less, you, less than yourself. 

(Ce, 311-15, trans. modified; Cf, 288-<]I) 

Happily, it is always too late to dispatch a full and unambiguous account 
of his life, attested to by responsible witnesses, to Bennington or to anyone 

else. 
The Post Card is a novel in letters about the way those exposed letters 

called postcards deconstruct (ifl may dare to use that word) sender, mes
sage, and addressee, all three, divide them from within and scatter them. 
In The Post Card Derrida uses the alternative neologism adestination (PC:, 
29; CP, 35). The notion of destinerrance was already present in Derrida's 
putdown of Lacan in "Le facteur de la verite." It appears in the p<'"·erful 
investigation of telepathy as destinerrance in "Telepathy." Destinerran£e un
derwrites the discussion of Greek atomism and Freud's notion of chance 
and the aleatory in "My Chances." Speaking there of the c/inamen or un
predictable deflection of atoms falling in the void in the atomism of De
mocrirus, Epicurus, and Lucretius, Derrida says: "Only this deviation can 
change the course of [ditoumer] an imperturbable destination and an in
flexible order. Such erring (I have called it elsewhere 'destinerring' [des
tinerrance]) can contravene the laws of destiny, conventions or contract'>, 
agreements of fatum (fatum faedera [Lucretius, De natura rerum, 2:254])'' 

(Pe, 35 1; MC, 24). I shall rerurn to this essay, after some "'"'andering. 
A peculiarity of many places ""here the \\·ord or the concept, if it can be 

called that, of destinerrance appears is that they tend to say, in an act of 
diffirance, something like: "as I have elsewhere explained, \\ith examples." 
I have not yet found, in the labyrinth of Derrida's "-ritings, what 1night be 
called the "mother lode," the place v1here the v,-ord appears for the first 
time, with full explanation, though the concept "ithout the \\·ord is per
haps first developed in the essay on Lacan, "Le Facteur de la ...-erite." Per
haps no such origin for the \\rord exists. Perhaps the \\-ord itself is the 
consequence of a destintTTaru:e, a \\·andering from locus to locus that to 
some degree takes for granted irs meaning as something always already 

established somewhere else. 
Each of the essays or books] have mentioned is characteristically intri

cate. Each is a brilliantly innovative argumentation. Each calls for an ex
tended commentary. To avoid an interminable accounting, I must 
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necessarily be brief, whatever injustice to the tangled skein (with its virm
ally innumerable crossings and knots) that leads me to commit. I want to 

look with a sharp eye at a number of the passages where the word or the 
~oncept appears, in order to see if I can identify just what Derrida is say
ing. I want then to speculate on just what destinerrance might mean for the 
destiny of Derrida's own writings, now that he is dead. 

The logic, if it can be called that, of destinerrance seems straightfor
ward enough. It is a small bomb that is one of the chief weapons in some 
of Der~da:s most exuberant acts of deconstruction. In calling it a bomb, 
I am thinking of Derrida's fantasy, expressed in A Taste for the Secret, of 
blowing up a railway during the Resistance and of his connection of that 

fantas_r wi.th .deconstruction. This confessional passage is strange enough 

~nd disqu1~t1ng enough to justify citing it here. It is particularly disquiet
ing when Juxtaposed to today's roadside bombs set by "insurgents" in 
Iraq. \Vhat right-minded person, however, could be against the terrorist 

acts performed by the French Resistance during the Nazi occupation? 
Make "·hat you will of th· d . ls passage, ear reader as it makes its way to 
you by Je_sti.nerrance and by what Derrida calls,' in another neologism, 
exappropnatton: 

~atural.ly my heroic phantasms ... usually have to do with the period of 
e Resis~~e, which I did not experience firsthand; I wasn't old enough, 

and I wasn t 1n France \Vh I · en was very young-and until quite re-
cently-I used to proi'ect fil · . d 
I 

a m m my min of someone who, by night, 
Pants bombs on the rail"·a . bl .· th · th d I d . . Y· owing up e enemy structure, planting e 
. 'r.-aye -a~on device and then watching the explosion or at least hearing 
It om a distance I see verv II th th' · 
h 

. · -, we at IS image, which translates a deep 
P antasm1c compulsion c Id b .11 

hi 
. . • ou e 1 ustrated by deconstructive operations, 

w ch consist Jn planting ru cl 'th 
. .L ll scree y, wt a delayed-action mechanism, de-

vices umt a of a sudden p t · u a transit route out of commission making the 
enemy's movements h d ' md think d·cr more azar ous. But the friend, too, will have to live 

Juerently know h h · · ' w ere e 1s gomg, tread lightly. (TS, 51-52) 

I take that last sentence · such ~L _ as a warnmg. It warns friends of deconstruction, 
as me, ui.at deconstructi · d tread li hd on 15 angerous for them, too. We too must 

g y,orwemaysetoffan· . d I . . J: creetly by D .d improvise exp os1ve device placed ws-
r-.1:_ . thi~m a, for example, in the passages about destinerrance I am 
.... wug ID S essay Our . 

ti . . · transit routes too, such as mine here from cita-
on to otatton leading to l . . Dtstinar. . a cone uston, ought be put out of commission. 

ates with an '41ICt_ anses from the feature of iterability, which Derrida associ
y SJgn. trace, or mark, even prelinguistic marks. Destinerrante 
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is, however, especially a feature of performative utterances or of the per
formative dimension of any utterance. lterability is explained most elabo
rately in "Signature Event Context" ("Signature evenement contextc"; 
Lie, 1-23; Lif, 15-51), originally published in French in 1972, in l'vlarges 
(M, 367-g3). That essay is Derrida's initial challenge to orthodox speech 
act theory. Careful explanations recur, however, for example, in ",\1y 
Chances" (Pe, 360-61; MC, 31). lterability means that the same sign, set 
of signs, mark or marks, trace or traces, can function in radically different 
contexts. This means, as Derrida puts it in "Signature Event C:ontext," 
that the context is "never ... entirely certain or saturated 'ijamais assurie 
ou saturie]" (Lie, 3; Llf, 20). l'he context of a given utterance cannot be 
certainly identified or exhaustively delimited. "'fo function," in this case, 
means both to have 1neaning and to have felicitous performative force, 
that is, to make something happen by way of the words or other signs 
employed in a given case. This li1nitless multifunctionality means, to put 
it simply, that any utterance or writing I make may escape my intentions 
hoth as to what it should mean (for others) and as to the destination it is 

supposed to reach. It may be destined to err and to \\'antler, even though 
it may sometimes, by a happy accident, reach the destination I intended for 
it. "I" and "intended," as I blithely use them here, are of course extremely 

problematic notions for Derrida, and for me too. 
Derrida expresses succinctly this tendency to wander in "Le facteur de 

la verite." He does this apropos of Lacan's logocentric claim, in the last 
sentence of the first part of his seminar on Poe's "The Purloined Letter," 
that "a letter always arrives at its destination."1 Derrida replies that, for 
him, a letter may always fail to reach its destination. This means that it 
never really reaches its destination. Here is Derrida's careful formulation 

of the letter's destiny to wander and to err: 

The divisibility of the letter ... is v.·hat chances [hasarde] and sets off course 
[igare], without guarantee of return, the remaining [restance] of anything 
whatsoever: a letter does not afways arrive at its destination, and from the 
moment that this possibility belongs to its structure one can say that it 
never truly arrives, that when it does arrive its capacity not to arrive tor

ments it with an internal drifting. (PC, 489; CP, 517) 

He goes on to add that the divisibility of the letter, taking "letter" in the 
double sense of alphabetic letter and epistle, means "the divisibility of the 
signifier to which it gives rise" (PC, 489; CP, 5 17). "Signifier" here means 
a collection of letters turned into a meaningful word or sentence. The 
divisibility of the signifier gives rise, in cum, to a divisibility of the "sub
jero," "characters," or "positions" (e.g., sender, receiver, or witness, in 
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whatever places they may be) that are subjected to that signifier. I shall 
return to this pluralizing of the sender and receiver. 

Just what does Derrida mean by the divisibility of any letter or mark? 
In "My Chances" and in "Le facteur de la verite," he defines it in terms 
of his resistance to what he calls "l'atomystique de la lettre" (CP, 517). 
This phrase has been dropped in the translation, Atomystique is Derrida's 
coinage, defining the mystified belief that a letter or other mark is an 
indivisible atom, like those in Epicurus referred to by Poe in "The Mur
ders in the Rue Morgue." On the contrary, says Derrida in "My Chances," 
because these "atoms," that is, letters, numbers, or proper names, are 
without significance in themselves, they are multiplied and divided inter
nally by their consequent capacity to be used differently in innumerable 
contexts: for example, innumerable singular persons can he named 
"Pierre." Pierre, without the capital, is also the general name for any stone 
whatsoever: 

The ideal it~rabili~ that forms the structure of every mark is doubtless 
w~at allows 1t t~ withdraw from a context, to free itself from any deter
mmed bond to its origin, its meaning, or its referent, to emigrate in order 
to play elsewhere, in whole or in part, another role. I say "in whole or in 
~rt"_ because by reason of this essential insignificance, the ideality or idea! 
tde?aty of.each mark (which is only a differential function without an onto
logtca~ bas1~) can continue to divide itself and give rise to a proliferation of 
other ideal identities This ·, b.li · th 1·d · 1 era t ty 1s us what causes a mark to be va 1 

more th3? ~nee. It is more than one. It multiplies and divides itself inter
nallv. This llllprints a pow•t fdi · · · · th ·. . "' o version on its very movement. It 1s, lil e 
desananon (Brstimmung) · · 1 f . d . . , a pnnc1p e o tn etenn1nanon chance random-
ness {basard], or destinerring [<k · I N . .' . ' d . st1nrrrancr . o desnnat1on 1s assure pre-
asely because the · k d re IS mar an proper name, in other words, insignifi-
cance. (Pe, 36o; MC, 31) 

'':\Iv Chances" o-ives me a h ·d . , · . o· c ance to 1 ennfy another conspicuous 1ea-
ture of Demda's proc d · II th . . e ore in a ese essays about destinerrance. They 
mime the thing thev talk bo n· d -'I 

1 
· a ut. is may be seen in both large-scale an 

sma.i -sea e features of st'-'le D ·d ' · th 
t · h -, · em a s senunars remained focused on e 
op1c at and-hospitarry ·b 1· I . hm 1 • or cann1 a ism ("eating the other") or capita 

purus ent, or sovereignry th · I ' d d co . ly • or e amma , or whatever-but they ten e 
nspicuous to wander fro th th hi th As . m au or to au or as exemplifications of s 
eme. you listened to on fhis · aW<rv fo e 0 seminars, if you turned your attention 

·· ~, r a moment and then d li · fi d thac h I returne to sternng you were likely to n 
... en .. e ~ "~ ... ~~~r talking about Carl Schmitt but about, say St. Au-
~-.....uC, ma~,;_,, al . ' g eatory whirl. The one thing you could be sure of 
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v.·as that sooner or later, usually sooner rather than later, you v.·ould fin<l 
him talking about Heidegger. Heidegger was, more than Kant, 1-legel, 
Freud, or any other author, Derrida's King Charles's Head,~ Hei<legger 
was destine<l to come up whatever the ostensible topic. 

'fhis wandering is a fearure of Derrida's published essays, too. "1\ly 

Chances" is about the chances, good and had, that hefall the thinker or 
lecrurer, Derrida in this case. The essay-lecture it~elf \\'anders from a be
ginning with-guess who?-Heidegger, to Democritus, r:picurus, and 
l.ucretius, to Heidegger again, to Lacan on Poe, to Derrida's ov.·n essay 
on Lacan on Poe, to Epicurus again, as referred to by Poe, to Bau<lelaire\ 
translations and essays on Poe, and finally to Freud, who v.·as presumably 
1neant to be the center of this lecture on psychoanalysis and litcranirc.' 

Wandering is also a conspicuous feature of Derrida's local style. {)ften 
a sentence will contain a long list of words or phrases in apposition. Some
times these appear to be just different ways to say "the same thing" (as 1f 
Derrida were perhaps striv-ing, not altogether successfully, to find just the 
right word or even to avoid saying the right word). Sometimes, hov.·e\"er, 
the series names quite different things that are related 1netony1nically, at 
best. An example is an amazing sequence in Derrida's last seminars in 
u·hich he postpones, for obvious reasons, uttering the U'ord mort ("dead"). 
The word falls, with a clang like a funeral bell or glas, at the end of the 
sequence. I allow myself the luxury of citing the v•hole passage, partly for 
the sake of passing on to my readers Derrida's moving and resonant 
French, since these seminars have not yet been published, in either f'rench 
or English: "quand je serai passe, quand j'aurai passC, quand je serai parti, 
decede, eloigne, disparu, absolument sans defense, desarme, entre leurs 
mains, c'est-3-dire, comme on <lit, pour ainsi dire, mort [when I voill have 
passed, v.·hen I have passed, when I v.111 have departed, deceased, gone 
av.'ay, disappeared, absolutely v.rithout defense, disarmed, in their hands, 
as one says, so to speak, dead)" (my trans.; BS, 5th !>eminar).n In ";\ly 
Chances" Derrida savs to his audience: "The 'things' I throu·, project 
Uette, pnefette], or cast in your direction, tov.'ard your encounter, fall often 
and well enough upon you, at least upon certain of those among you" (Pe, 
346; MC, 2 1). A few pages later he asserts, in a v.-·aterfall of \.\:ords playing 
on several roots that mean "fall, befall, chance," that "the sense of the fall 
in general (symptom, lapsus, incident, accidentali~', cadence, coincidence, 
expiration date [ichiance], luck [chance}, good luck, bad luck [michanct]) is 
thinkable solely in the situation, the places, or space of finirude, within the 
multiple relation to the multiplicity of elements, letters, or seeds" (Pe, 



36 Derrida's Destinerrrma 

352; MC, 25). Innumerable examples of such sentences could be adduced 
fr~m Derrida's writings. The effect of such sentences is to suggest a bris
tling multiplicity of etymological connections, synonyms, homonyms, 
metaphors, and metonymies that forbids the writing of simple declarative 
sentences with a single word in each syntactical place. At this point the 
~eader may happen to fall on the reflection, highlighted by Derrida, that 
In French mes chances ("my chances, my strokes of luck") and michance 
("bad luck") are pronounced the same. Derrida's title contains a "destiner
~g" P~ dividing the signifier from within and deflecting any straight 
hne to a smgle meaning. Derrida's chances or strokes of luck (that Freud, 
for example mentions D · ) th . • emocntus are at e same nme the bad luck of a 
perpetu'1 driftin . . g, wandenng, or erring away from any straight path 
toward any predetermined goal. 

In other examples of such a series in "My Chances " the words or 
phrases form a chain Ieadin fr ' . g om one to another by an apparently random 
set of links or by the a ·d I fil. . . . cct enta tat:J.on of a strange family heritage. Der· 
nda cttes the passage in p , "Th M . . oe s e urders 1n the Rue Morgue" in which 
Dupm explains to the narrator how he guessed that the word the narrator 
muttered to him If th E · . . se was e p1curean word stereotomy. The word defines 
an mtncate cutting of thi will fi . "Th I . som~ ng, for example, a paving stone, so that it 

t. e arger hnks th h · 
NI

. h 
1 

E . in e c a1n run thus-Chantilly, Orion, Dr. 
c 0 s, p1curus Ste Ih p 

6 
M ' reotomy, e street stones, the fruiterer" (cited in 

e, 35 ; C, 28). The phrase "I 1. ks" of small . arger m suggests that there were a lot 
er links that Dupin d th.nk · "ch · ,, f . . oes not I It necessary to mention. The 

am 0 assoctattons is I 1· ·tl Derrid . Ih a most inn essly intricate. A few pages later 
a gives e reader another h "d · . . f 

P
""""g · F d sue estJnemng" senes apropos o a 
""""" e m reu 's The p h h ,_ backw d fr :rye opat owgy of Everyday Life, this time leading 

ar om Freud to "Democritus, and so on": 

In thi, textual at>y,;s Ih 
!hem mo d ' ere are thus only analysts, that is, analysands, all of 

re engen ered g d · d others [n Ih . ' enerate •in ebted, affliliated, subjected, than the 
ote e senes effect · J ll d proto- -'--- . . again , a escended or fallen from a series of 

andl~TI man errunently ind ... bl h . . 
larities: Freud S tvisi e c a1n of proper names and s1ngu· 
ProiagoM< o' ~· Steme, the son and the father in Tristram Shandy, 

. ....., emocntus and so Ea h f Ih . duced, ·..l_ ~'- ' on. c o em has mterpreted and re-
WJ.u1 we same blow a rand · . 

chain) to be d ' om senes. Each of them has given it [the 
neons: there: ~the other-before the other. This chain is heteroge· 
each rim _

11 
Y proper names, the texts and situations being different 

e, yet au the subjects · 'bed they claim to . are lilScrl and implicated in the scene that 
fil""J>reL (Pe, 364, trans. modified; MC, 34) 
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Derrida, I conclude, does not just name destinerrance as an objective fact. 
Nor does he just exemplify it in the local style and overall structure of his 
essays. He is also himself the joyfully willing victim, as one might call 
it, of destinerrance. A playful exuberance, or joyful wisdom, eine froh/iche 
Wissenschaft, to borrow Nietzsche's title, is an evident feature of Derrida's 
writings. However hard he tries to stick to the point, he is destined to 
wander. That is his chance or his michance, his good or bad luck. 

The consequences of destinerred iterability for everyday life are consid
erable, to say the least. I write a postcard and send it to my beloved. The 
postcard means to tell her how much I love her. On it I write Je t'aime ("I 
love you") and other endearments. The postcard sends my beloved kisses 
indicated by a row of Xs at the bottom of the message area. A postcard, 
however, is open to all those under whose eyes it happens to fall. Anyone 
who intercepts it and reads it can take it as addressed to him or to her. 
Anyone can interrupt its passage to its intended destination. Anyone can 
short-circuit that passage. Anyone can make my postcard have a meaning 
I in no way intended. My intimate postcard can function perfectly v:ell in 
all kinds of situations. My intention and the address I put on the postcard 
fail to limit its functioning. One distressing result of this is that I cease to 
be as single, pre-existing "I." I double, triple, quadruple myself in the act 
of writing that postcard. I become legion. "You are right," says Derrida in 
The Post Card, "doubtless we are several"(PC 6, CP, 10). In the copy of La 
carte postale that Derrida gave me at the rime of its publication, with "a 
Hillis, a Dorothy" added in blue ink after "Envois," he has put "Jacques" 
(also in blue ink) after the last sentence of the preamble, which ends with 
''I am signing them [the envois] here in my proper name, Jacques Derrida" 
(PC, 6; CP, lo). It looks like Derrida's handwriting. The footnote to this 
sentence, however, invites the recipient of this direct address to be suspi
cious of the authenticity of the signature because "you are right, doubtless 
we are several." Many years later, in 1997• in a response to a questionnaire 
from the journal Lignes about the nature and responsibility of "intellectu
als" in these latter days Derrida expresses his quasi-refusal to speak as a 

public intellectual 

because there are several of us, as you know, and "I" will begin by positively 
claiming this plurality, close to dizzying heights [au bord des rertiges], espe
cially juridically and politically, which are already turning my head "within 
me." Can I form a community with myself, and what's more, yet another 
thing, a civic community in a court of innennost justice that doesn't end up 
being closed in on itself? Being self-identified? Avoiding betraying or per
juring itself? So someone, within me apart from me (en 71Wi ii part moil, 
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gives himself permission not to respond or correspond to this "function" 

of the "intellecrual" or to its usual definition. (PMe, 34; PMf, 230-31) 

Iterability also means that the recipient, however fortuitously he or she 
may come upon that postcard, for example, me as a reader of "Envois," is 
transformed into someone else, put beside himself or herself, dislocated, 
by reading it. I become the person to whom those words seem to be ad
dressed, their fitting recipient. 

When Derrida gave at Irvine, in improvised English translation, a spec
tacular two-hour seminar on the phrase Je t'aime, "I love you," his claim 
that hew~ o~ly "mentioning" this phrase, not "using" it did not keep it 
from func~orung, when he said Je t'aime over and over again, as a felicitous 
performanve utterance. That utterance seemed to be addressed individu
ally to each one of us in the large auditorium full of students and faculty 
of both sex~. It was received as such, consciously or not, received, that is, 
as a declaranon of love addressed to each auditor uniquely and individu
aU;. T.hese are the figurative presuppositions that underlie one of Derri· 
da s wildest and most exuberant works, the philosophical roman ii ckf in 
letters he called La carte posta/e. I read The Post Card at first with the as
sumption that I was · t · ·d lll ercepnng, so to speak, letters, postcards, Dern a 
wrote to ~me beloved woman or other, since he calls the addressee, re
peated!~, in _English, oddly enough, "my sweet darling girl" (PC, 2 39), or 
something like that, and because he uses the familiar tu. At a certain point. 
however an uneasy and · .1...: d 

al 
' anxtety-mil!Ung change takes place. The rea er, 

m e or female strai ht c I . th di ' g or gay, ree s as 1f he or she were the tu to whom 
e s:urse is being addressed. After all, "I" am reading these (fake) 

postcar ' and they are in any case fur too long to be inscribed on a 
postcard. 

I always associate those p . . . h . -'- . resuppos1tlons, in as on circuit, interrupnon, 
or t«stmerrance of my "th 

M
.,_ _ I . own, WI a moving passage in Franz Kafka's Letters 

to licna. have diseussed thi 1 · d ' "111 th ,, . s etter, as well as its connection to Dern as 

n
. e epafS uly, ,1n my "Thomas Hardy, Jacques Derrida and the 'DislcJCa· 
onoos"7M ' 

stron . · . Y essay, by the way, generated some, no doubt justified, 
g resistance m some readers: 

Th< easy pos•bili f bro . 1 ty 0 letter-writing must-seen theoretically-have 
c..,_ ugh~ mto the world a terrible dislocation [Zerriittung] of souls. It is, in 
•;u.:t., an intercourse with gh d ul . . . but also .th , osts, an noto ywith the ghost of the recipient 

1-- ~ ones own ghost which develops between the lines of the 
.. ~~one IS • · 

corrobo wntmg and even more so in a series of letters where one letter 
rates the other and can refer to it as a witness. How on earth did 
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anyone get the idea that people can communicate with one another by 
letter! Of a distant person one can think, and of a person who is near one 
can catch hold-all else goes beyond human strength. Writing letters, how
ever, means to denude oneself before the ghosts, something for which they 
greedily wait. Written kisses don't reach their destination, rather they are 
drunk on the way by the ghosts. It is on this ample nourishment that they 
multiply so enormously .... The ghosts won't starve, but we will perish.~ 

The ghosts in question here are the distorted phantoms of the sender 
and receiver of the letter. These phantoms are generated by the words of 
the letter. The letter is an invocation of ghosts, but these are not to be 
identified with the sender and receiver of the letter as such. The letter 
itself deflects the letter, along with the written kisses it contains, away 
from its intended message and away from its goal, its destination. The 
letter is deflected toward the ghosts of sender and recipient that the letter 
itself raises, by a powerful incantation or conjuration .. For ~fka .too, as 
for Derrida and against Lacan, the letter never reaches its desnnanon, or, 
if it does, it has lost its precious gift of kiss~ along the w'ay. M:ssage and 
kisses never reach their destination, according to Kafka s version of the 
law of destinerrance. To write a letter, in Kafka's strange metaphor, is to 
make oneself naked before the hungry, hovering specters the letter gener
ates. To write a letter is to denude oneself and therefore to put oneself at 
the mercy of the ghosts the letter conjures up. The gh~sts gre:dil! drink 
the kisses meant for the beloved. This spectral act associates dnnking and 
kissing with a quasi-obscene denuding, a making public of what ought to 

remain private. . 
By a strange happenstance or serendipity, Demda had fallen upon the 

same Kafka letter to Milena in the "Envois" of The Post Card, a year or t_"'0 

L. th I that •0 ;••d the initial publicaoon uo::fore I wrote my essay for e vo rune con ........ ~ ... 
(it first appeared in English) of Derrida's "My Chances" (MCe, 1-3

2
)- Was 

this really an accident. or did I come upon Kafka's letter by V.'ay of the 
"E.nvois"? I do not think so, but I no longer remember. This is the ex~e, 
I am aware offered by witnesses when they want to cover up something 
incrimina~g. I swear I no longer remember where I encountered Kafka's 
letter. I think I would have cited the reference in "Envois" if I had then 

· · Perhaps both of us were led 
been aware of it when I was wntmg my essay. " , , 
to the Letters to Milena by Blanchot's remarkable essay of 1954> L echec 
de Milena,'"' though Blanchot. it is true, does not cite that particul~ letter. 

In . . d Derrida's reference come together, hke two 
any case, my 01:2non an . . Th 

fallin 
. th D ocn·cean Epicurean or Lucrenan void. ey atoms g in e em • • 
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bump against one another by a fortuitous clinamen. Juxtaposed in a ha 
rendezvous, the two references to Kafk • I £ ' PPY 
generating a solid surround sound. a s etter onn a stereophonic echo 

Here is Derrida's notation· "S · · [D . 
ways called upon in letter writin p;i1r1ts es fantomes]' why are spirits al
them rather and . c g. One lets them come, one comprises 

' one wntes 1or the I d why? You [Tuj h d d th m, one en 5 them one's hand, but 
a me rea at Jette t M'l 

said that som•tht"ng lt"k 
1 

. r 0 1 ena where he more or Jess 
' "" e specu anng "th · · d them" (PC, 

34
_ . CP ) Th WI spirits, enuding oneself before 

D 
. , 5, ' 4° · e referent of tu i I " ,, h 

ernda s initial note to th "E . , • 5 ngu ar you, ere, as 
· e nvo1s'sayse }' ·tl b l 
1n this work, is entire! .d .

6 
bl xp IC! Ya out a 1 the pronouns 

y unt entl a e Even D "d d" . 
emn declaration doe kn · ern a, accor 1ng to his sol-
" ' snot owtowho h" d" h envois") are addressed h m IS !spate es (the meaning of 

As I did not fully und~~:n~ sr::s the~ (PC, 5; CP, 9). 
Derrida, what Kafka . ' . Y earlier essay on Kafka, Hardy, and 

. says IS not Qlllte wh D .d 
as It applies to any "nd· ( ) . . at ern a means by destinerrance 

. ing envoz mISSive · ·1 . 
or JUSt plain letter in th ' ' mtsst e, performanve utterance, 

, e sense of "epistl " "Ti l ,, . 
was mysterioll'lly displaced d . e. e epathy ts an essay that 
papers. He calls it a restant' esnn~rred, one might say, among Derrida's 

(P 
,aremainsorare · d . 

e, 42 3; Tf, 5). I explor D .cl , main er, something left over 
Chapter 5 of this hook s· e ~~ as words reste, restant, and restance in 

l 
· tnce 1elepath " b . . was eft out by mistak fr T Y was uned a!tve, so to speak, it 

D"dD . e om ,'bePostC d 0 . 
1 emda forget it "a .d ll ar, · r was It really a mistake? 

ij 
"tl CCI enta y on p " h exp a y "blew the gaff" th . urpose, per aps because it too 

Derrida was embarrass cl bon h. e. project of "Envois," perhaps because 
anxi bo . e Y IS interest in t J th . ous a ut either sayin "I b . . e epa y, as one might be 
believe in ghosts":i C th g elieve tn ghosts" or "Of course I don't 
· . · an ere have been d . 

non or, tn Freud's langu Vi . some erual there, some denega-
been there. His initial foo:e~ m:;znung? Derrida, as usual, has already 
perhaps be talk of omi· . 0 the to Telepathy" anticipates that "there will 
C . sston rough • . , 

ertainly, but resistance to what' 
11 

~eststan~e and other such things. 
how, according to what · ?w om? Dictated by whom to whom, 

routes [vozes]'" (P ' sug~ested a couple ofpossib"J·. · . e, 423; Pf, 237). Well, I have 
~gain, to publish it separa I 1 tnes. Demda then disinterred "Telepathy" 
1t a°"'i b · te y, or rather acco d" h" · o-n, Y acodent, by a h h ' r 1ng to tm, he JUSt fell upon 

In a remarkahl appy c ance or michance 10 

I 
e couple ofp · " · etter that has . ages 1n Telep•thy " D "d · · no mtended r ........ · d • em a imagines a 

gets wri So ......... 1ver an no fix d . tten. meone mal c e message. It JUSt somehow 
says. · . ' e or cemale . qwre Without any auth . • comes upon 1t by accident and 
~ to me. It is meant fuonty ~~ tex_tual evidence, "This letter is ad-
cetver d r me Thi cl . . •an a content that did · . s ectston creates a sender a re-

not en.st befo th l ' re e etter followed its errant 
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trajectory. It may bind the newly created sender and receiver together in 

a life-long liaison. As opposed to Kafka, who sets the real sender and re
ceiver against the ghosts the letter generates, Derrida imagines a transac

tion by letter that involves nothing but the ghosts it invokes. I n1ust cite a 

lengthy extract, with omissions, in which Derrida develops this idea: 

I am not putting forward the hypothesis of a letter that would be the exter
nal occasion, in some sense, of an encounter between two identifiable sub
jects-and who would be already determined. No, hut of a letter that after 
the event seems to have been launched toward some unknov.'n addressee at 
the moment of its writing, an addressee unknown to himself or herself, if 
one can say that, and who is determined, as you [tu] very .. veil know hov.· to 
be, on receipt of the letter; this is then quite another thing than the transfer 
of a message. Its content and its end no longer precede it. ... So you say: 
it is I, uniquely I, who am able to receive this letter, not that it has been 
reserved for me, on the contrary, but I receive as a present the chance to 
which this card delivers itself. It falls to inc. [Elle 111'ichoir.] ,\nd I choose 
that it should choose me by chance, I v.·ish to cross its path [son trajet], I 
want to he there, I can and I want-its path or its transfer. In short you say 
"It was me," with a gentle and terrible decision, altogether orherv•ise: no 

comparison here with identifying with the hero of a novel. ... Others 
\\-·ould conclude: a letter thus finds its addressee, him or her. Xo, one cannot 
say of the addressee thats/he exists before the letter [avant la /ettre]. (Pe, 

229; Pf, 240) 

It is perhaps a little too easy to accept at face value and v.ithout chal

lenge what Derrida says. It is expressed so winningly and so persuasively! 
One is tempted simply to paraphrase it and pass on .. >\.fter all, Derrida \\!as 

a great and highly influential theorist. He presu1nably knev.' what he v.·as 
saying. He presumably meant what he said. \Vhat he says, hov.'ever, I am 

tempted to assume, is not likely to change all that much the assumptions 

on the basis of which I carry on my daily life. Too much is at stake to take 
Derrida seriously, a small internal voice whispers to me .. \nyv.·ay, every
body knows how "playful" he is. \Vhat Derrida says is just "theoretical," 

"nonserious," after all. It may even be no more than a fictive "as if," aLf 

ob, or cQ11tme si, such as those he discusses as a fundamental feature of 
professing the humanities in "The University \\'ithout Conditit>n," dis

cussed here in Chapter r. 
Think for a moment, seriously, of what Derrida asserts in the passage I 

have just cited. When I write a letter I think of myself, my pre-existing 

and perdurable self, as its author. I think of myself as in control of what I 
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say. Though o~ course I may be misunderstood, I know what I mean to 
say and what I intend to mean I b . to . . · try my est to get this down on paper. I 

4' 

:7 ~rn it. into words that are as clear and unequivocal as possible. I 
so wnte. this letter to a specific person. I address it to him or her as 

som~ne JUSt as ~re-existing and perdurable as I am. The letter will com
mun1cate something, but it will not change either of us fundamentally. Of 
course the letter may go a tt 1 . 

1 
. 5 ay. t may never reach its intended desrina-

tion. t may end up in the dead I ffi th d etter 0 ce. It may be intercepted along e= an rea~ by someone for whom it is not intended. That would be 
an appy accident but it would d' b 
stable selfh d f ' not tstur my assumptions about the 

00 so meassenderandof · d d . . . The m · f I my 1nten e rec1p1ent as receiver. 
fearung obemy_ etter, moreover, also remains stable, even though it 

may o course nusunderstood '\tVh I k f as the "I" h h . . · en spo e o myself a moment ago 
w o as Just cited the pass.ge fr D .d 

that I know wh "!" . om ern a, I took for granted 
0 am, JUSt as my u•e f th th bl" th . 0 e proper name Derrida makes 

e l e assumptJ.on that this co Of course 
1 

.. . gnomen refers to a single, stable person. 
• assume, Derrida" · d 

through time from hi li . ~onnnue to be the same individual 
sear est wntmgs until h d. d' H with it if I do not k II . e 1e . ow can we get on 

ta e a this for grant d d d . . question? e an o not try to put it in 

An enormous number of eve d . 
assumptions "I" h . 

1
. ry ay transact:J.ons depend on the set of 

ave Just JSted, for exam I b"J" . 
and to keep them or t b h Id P e, my a 1 1ty to make pronuses 
not; my ability to co 0 _e e responsible for a breach of promise if I do 

nurut myself to a co d for fulfilling its c di . ntract an to be held responsible 

th 
on nons; my liability t b h ·1 d b 

e law and interrogat d t: • 
0 e a1 e y subpoena before 

e , iorced to give m d . truthfully, on pain f . hm Y name an to answer quesnons 
0 punts ent f. · Amendment, which or peryury (unless I plead the Fifth 

·b· . protects me against j · · · 
SI tlity to answer for thin ncrun1nanng myself); my respon-

[ gs I wrote and bl" h d wrote that"· my ability . pu ts e years ago, to say "Yes, 
_..J, ' to sign all sons f d cr~t-c:ard receipts publi . 0 ocuments--checks, letters, 

kn , canon agreements--o th I ow who I am and th t I . n e presumption that 

d 
a go on being th an year to year. e same person from day to day 

Since what Derrida says fumJ . 
underlying all the d Y contradicts and negates the assumptions 
n t ... every ay perfonnative I h . 

0 JUSt theoretical" · tak . s ave JUSt listed, a lot that is 
Ubeyo tsats etnwhtD "d we nd the disq · · . . . a em a says. \Vb.at he says goes 

all 
weung unplicano f v _ • we assume «v _n __ ,, ns 0 .n..afka's letter to M1.lena Afte< 

· ' n.aura wrot thi I . . CU'CUmscribed and . e 5 etter, and tt did reach "Milena" two 
urutuy [>e™>ns. All Kafka d · ' oes IS lament the way a 
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letter generates fictive senders and receivers that interfere with the trans
mission of the message (and the kisses) the letter is intended to send from 
the real, extra-literary or extra-letteral Kafka to the real, extra-literary Mi
lena. "What Kafka fears is bad enough, but what Derrida holds is much 
more devastating. He hypothesizes a letter that is not the external occasion 
of a communication between two pre-existing and identifiable subject<>, let 
us say, "Kafka" and "Milena." No, he hypothesizes a letter that seems, 
after the fact, to have been thrown out (lancie), at the moment it was writ
ten, toward an unknown receiver. The sender, male or female, does not 
know ahead of time the recipient. The recipient's "who" is determined at 

the moment of reception. 
lt would follow that the letter does not have a predetermined content. 

lt does not simply communicate a message. Its content and its goal do not 
precede it. Someone or other chances upon the letter and says, "It falls to 
me. And I choose that it should choose me by chance .... [I] say, 'It was 
me [c'etait mazl.'" That might seem to imply that the letter has found its 
intended recipient. No, the recipient did not exist before receiving the 
letter. The letter creates the recipient, unpredictably, incalculably, by 
chance or even by error. The letter reaches that recipient by destinerrance. 
If what Derrida says is true, if Derrida is right, then the whole structure 
of everyday assumptions "I" outlined above falls to the ground, like a frag
ile house of cards. I, we, you (whomever these pronouns designate) find 
ourselves at the mercy of whatever piece of language comes upon us. That 
language falls upon us by chance. Nor would this apply only to epistolary 
letters. My reading of"Telepathy," for example, creates or re-creates me. 
I, you, we, they, would do well to think ~ice or three times before giving 
credence to what Derrida says. That saying truly is a delayed-action im

provised explosive device. 
All he has said implies, as Derrida asserts just after the passage I have 

been discussing, a new, anomalous, unconventional theory of perfonnative 
utterances. "Anomalous" should be given here its strong meaning of "la\.\·
less." A standard performative depends on a pre-existing self or ega '-'"ho 
utters it and on a pre-existing authorized recipient of the utterance. I say 
to someone, for example, "I bet you a nickel it \\ill sno\\· tomorro\V." 
That utterance binds me according to certain social la\.\·s and conventions. 
These too are assumed to be solidly in place beforehand. Derrida, cor~ 
rectly, in my view, imagines that the speech act he is discussing and, per
haps, disquietingly, every perfonnative utterance of "'·hate\'er sort creates 
the self of the one who speaks. It also creates the recipient, unpredictably, 
turning him or her into the one who is interpellated by the speech act, 

I 
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boun~ ?r it. The person to whom I say "I bet you a nickel it is going to 
snow is bound by my utt · th th . " erance in e sense at he or she must either 
say Done! I accept your bet" or "No than'-- S . d" d,, ~- now Is 100 percent pre-

tcte · I am changed by the performative utterance that is directed 
toward me, and who knows just how I will respond to the violence that is 
donetomeby d'"Ifh · . war s. t ere ls something performative in a letter" 
says Derrida, "how is it that it c d II ki ' d . an pro uce a nds of events, foreseeable 
an unforeseeable, and even including its addressee [destinataireJ? ... the 
unforeseeable should not b bl r . e a e to 1orm part of a performative structure 
stncto sensu, and_ yet ... " (Pe, 2 30; Pf, 241 ). 

Another version ofDerrid • · th . . a s resistance to e idea of a pre-existing self, 
ego, or subject appears in "'E ti Wi II , th 
ject" ("'II f: b. a ng e ' or e Calculation of the Sub-

p C 
aut ien manger' ou le calcul du sujet") (Pl 255-87 trans. 

eter onner and Avital R II , ' ' 
appears fi um' . thi . on~ ; PS, 269-301). The word destinerr1111Ce 

ve es in s 1ntervt "th J 
leitmotif D 'd , hi f ew wi ean-Luc Nancy, like a recurrent 

· ern a s c e ITT><:tur · thi . . . 
ble s"~,; 

1 
f th . 0 -~ e In s tntenr1ew 1s to register the inevita· 

..... viva o e subject the " h " 
deconstructed or "Ii uidat' ,, w o, even after it has apparently been 
same time D .d q ed for good by radical modern thought. At the 

' em a argues that the · f th . subject is the d f nonon o e independent, perdurable 
both pthro ~ct ~ an act of "throwing" or "jetting." This throw 

generates e illusion of th b" 
out from d · e su Ject and undermines it pulls the rug 

un er it, so to speak Tho h ' 
word calls for · ug each of the five appearances of the 

commentary the m · following: ' Ost important, for my purposes, is the 

~the text or in writing, such as I h . 
is, I wouldn't sa 

1 
( ave tned to analyze them at least, there 

yapaceandthis'th hi . certain locatable n 
1 

is e w o e question, the topology of a 
. on-p ace, at once d . 
mstance (without •tan " . necessary an und1scoverable) but an 

" ce, a Witho t" "th a ''who" besieged b th b u Wl out negativity) for some "who," 
Y e pro lematic of th . . 

ranee], of affinnation f th . e trace and of d1fferance [dijfl-
the je[c}t [with a play·o:je ~Is:~a~re and of the so·called proper name, of 
(before all subi·~ b" '. on ;et, and on the stemject,jet in French] 

--._, 0 Ject, project [ · bj . 
ranee] of missives [J,, .

1 
su;et, 0 et, Jm1tt]), as destinerring [destiner-

envou I have tri d 1 ho around numerous 
1 

· e to e a rate this problematic 
examp es. (PI, i6o, trans. modified· PS 2 75) 

Thi ' ' 
s passage was improvised as 

Luc Nancy, "Can be an answer to a question posed by Jean· 
you more precis ~" ("P example of the com 1 h . e. eux-tu preciser?") It is a good 

mo _ pexr etonc ofD "da' 1 . re Precise, he takes a . em s sty e. In the act of being 
He says dut a ''who., tha~ wtth one hand what he offers with the other. 

• tIS a sub· . ' Ject, a qru, has what he would call not 
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a place but a sort of assignable nonplace, both necessary and impossible to 
find. Well, he would not, after all, call it a place, but an instance . . i\n in
stance, in French, is so1nething that stands in, inserts itself, or insists, such 
as an authoritative legal court (with an overtone of the (ierman or lleideg
gerian lnstanz, that is, a higher authority that i1nposes itself). ·rhe qui, 
however, is an instance without a stance, that is, without a ground to stand 
on. This "without," nevertheless, is without negativity, in an echo of the: 
Blanchotian trademark phrases that say "X without X." 'fhe reader will 
note the series of key words that corresponds to part of the list I gave 
earlier of Derrida's most salient motifs: trace, diffirance, affirmation, signa
ture, proper name. Derrida calls this qui, or "who," a jet without subject, 

object, or project. He cuts off all the usual prefixes. The who as jet is just 
something thrown out,jeti, with another Heideggerian echo, this time of 
Gewoifenheit, throwness. Dasein, for Heidegger, is "thro"'·n," gev.!orfm, jet
ted forth into the world. The word destinen-ance appears at the end of 
Derrida's remarkably twisted sequence. It appears as a definition of what 
the qui casts forth or jets, namely, dispatches (en-vois) that are, perhaps, 

destined to err and to wander without ever reaching their goal. "There is 
a goal," says Kafka in one of his aphorisms, "but no way; \.vhat v..-e call the 
way is only wavering [Es gibt ein Ziel, aber keinen Weg; U'as U'ir Weg nenne11, 

ist Zogern]." 11 

Derrida's qui is no more than a baseless lieu de passage betv.·een a myste
rious source that throws out or instantiates the \\'·ho and an unpredictable 
goal that the who throws itself out toward, in a crucial modification of 

Heidegger's definition of human time in Being and 'Time. In the last sen
tence in the passage cited above, Derrida tells the reader that if you do not 
get what he is saylng, he has elaborated all this else"'·here, \.\''ith numerous 
examples, and you might want to go there, though he does not exactly say 
where. The sentences mime what they talk about, wandering from term 
to term until finally landing, with a thud, on the V.'ord destinerrance, before 

gesturing toward other unidentified places "'·here that word is used and 

explained more fully. 
A quite late example of the idea of predestined wandering, though with

out the word desti11errance, appears in Derrida's last seminars, "The Beast 
and the Sovereign (Two)." There Derrida applies to Heidegger's use of 
the word Weg ("way") the same forceful repudiation he had applied to 
Lacan's touching belief that the letter always reaches its destination. The 
figure of destinerrance in the second session of these last seminars appears 
in the context of a long and intricate discussion of Heidegger's use of the 

figure of the path or Weg in The Fundamental CmceptsofMetapbysia: World, 



Derrida's Dmintrrimct 

Fthinitutk, Solitude (1929). "It is all very well," says Derrida "often to mock 
ose who seek the se 'ty f , ' , d . cun ° a sa1e-conduct, a passport [saufconduit] or 

a roun anon, a foundational d d ' · h 
1 

hi groun an a sure road, he himself does not 
wis to ose mself he · think f · d ' 15 a er o emng and wandering [errana] who 

oes ~o: want to err when he philosophizes, when he thinks writes and 
~ _Y when he teaches (for this is a seminar [which I Derrida 'have 
ucen crnng and anal · ]) d h ' • th th yzmg • an e wants not only order and a map but 

e way out, e escape route [/a · 1•· ] ' 
orientation and a good di . . some, issue (Au.rweg). He wants a good 
Jar circularity'' (BS d r~on m order to escape from enclosure in insu-

' 2 semmar) ii The II . th . Crusoe' · . · a us1on at e end 1s to Robinson 
5 unpnsonment on hi · I · 

cussion elsewhere in D 'd .s arcu ar i_sland, the subject of lengthy dis-
Derrida's reading f Hemd a 5 ~al senunars, The discreet implication of 

0 ei egger m thi 
gently and indireccl is th '. s case, as always, presented ever so 
This will happe hy, at Heidegger too is destined to err, to wander. 

n owever hard h tri b 
however much he beli h . e. es to ecome correctly oriented, 
Global Positioning Sate~es d e. IS ~ided by s_ome magical metaphysical 
toward B..;~g "th . te CVJ.ce implanted tn his Da.sein orienting him 

'4.1..l Wl a capita] B Th · ' 
lieve, tells him 

1
·ust h h ·. at virtual GPS, Heidegger wants to be-

' were e1swh th 1. 
'No," says Derrida in effe ' ere e goa is, and how to get there. 

As time went on D ~ ~o such grafted prosthetic device exists. 
wandering, the figur~ ofei;; _a inflected or deftec~ed, in an unpredictable 

consequences for the sen;:n7ance away from his thinking of iterability's 
that each valid p" f ~.0 a message. He redirected it toward a claim 

iece o wnang o 
speech act. It is rathe r any utterance is not an autonomous 

' r, a response to th d 
speaker by the wholl th e emand made on the writer or 
which he is headed. k :eer, whic~ changes radically the direction in 
Oui'j to the d d can do Is to say "Come!" and "Yes" ("Oui, 
ch eman made on us by th h 

e: The Invention of the Oth ,, e w oily other. This leads, in "Psy-
concept of the perfonnati th er to an even more radically revisionary 
c · · ·" : "The vety mov ve anf the one proposed in "Limited Inc a b 

. ement o thi fab I a-c>$mg of chance and . s u ous repetition can through a 
·th necessity d • 

WI the singular in . ' pro uce the new of an event. Not only 
p venaon of a perfo . resupposes conventions d . rmative, since every perfonnative 
nil · an mstituti al es with tespect for th rul on rules-but by bending these 
com e es tbemsel · . e or to announce its comin . ves tn order to allow the other to 
ts perhaps what is called d g m th~ opening of this dehiscence. That 
scence" . econstructt " (P ~anameforanopenin u on . e, 44; Pf, 58-59). "Dehi-
OUs cr:1cking open of a seed podg P along a line or slit, as in the spont.ane-
tocam-•=-- · Deconstru · · r-.ua: on destintnrmct by . ctton ts defined here as a way 

saymgyes to whatever call from the wholly 
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other comes our way. That call commands us to deflect our course and to 
begin again anew from a new starting point to move in a new direction, 
destinerred again. 

Every valid promise, wager, or decision, such the one Derrida pro
ferred, as he says in A Taste for the Secret, to make what he called "decon
struction" serve as the ground without ground of his oeuvre or corpus, is 
now seen as a response to the wholly other. Such a decision is something 
like Abraham's obedience to God's command that he sacrifice Isaac or, in 
a perhaps better analogy, one suggested by Derrida himself for his relation 
to his unforeseen readers, like "the place left vacant [at the dinner table in 
Jewish tradition] for who is to come [pour qui va venir), for the arrivant
maybe Elijah, maybe anyone at all" (TS, 31). This means that every per
formative decision, such as the decision to write such and such an essay or 
book, usually, for Derrida, in response to some request or commission, is 
a radical break with what came before. It also has an unpredictable future 
or to come, avenir or lJ venir. Only such an invention or intervention, 
breaking with before and after, only such a happening or advent, merits 

the name "event." 
Who knows when such an event will come or what is to come of such 

an event when it does come? As Derrida explains in an interview with 
Maurizio Ferrnris in A Taste for the Secret, the wager he made, a bet that 
was materialized in aU those essays and books he wrote, is a hazardous 
throw of the dice. It is a wager that his works will continue to function in 
the furore, but in ways that are impossible to predict, except that he can 
be sure they are perhaps destined to errance, to erring and to wandering 
(TS, I 2-34). Fragments of what Derrida wrote have, for example, wan

dered into the essay you are reading at this moment. 
This shift from destinerrance as a name for the way a letter may never 

reach its destination, therefore never really does, to using it as a name for 
the unpredictable inflection of my route when I receive a call from the 
wholly other is more than a simple "course correction." It is not, as per
haps one might think, a response to a signal from Derrida's internal GPS 
getting him back on track. This shift is a major reorientation of Derrida's 
thought. The moment of this reorientation is, I am tempted to think, sig
naled in yet one more appearance of the word destinerrance, this one, once 
more, in ''Telepathy." That essay (if you can call it that) is quite amazing 
in its complexity and in the unpredictable twists and turns of its trajectory. 
Too many to follow here. At one moment in that wandering, Derrida, or 
at any rate one of the Derridas, one of the multiple voices that speak in 
The Post Card and in its lost child, "Telepathy," draws himself up and says 

I 
I 

I 
I 
I 
! 
I' 

! 
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that he finds himself more and more believing in telepathy and such 
magic, "occult" things. Perhaps in this case Derrida is speaking as and for 
Freud, as Freud's "medium," bringing the old man back from the dead. 
The context suggests that possibility. The speaker has become, he says, "a 
surface more and more open to all the phenomena formerly rejected (in 

the name of a certain discourse of science), to the phenomena of 'magic,' 
of 'clairvoyance' [voyance], of 'fate' [sort], of communications at a distance, 
co the things said to be occult" (Pe, 2 36; Pf, 24 7). 
. . \Vhat is the significance of this change? "Derrida" goes on to say that 
It ts the only thing that has allowed him to move forward in his thinking 
a~ut, you guessed it, destinerrance: "and we," says whoever is writing this, 
whichever of the Derridas (since he says "we"), "we would not have 
~oved a step forward in this treatment of the dispatch [envoz] (adestina
t:Jon, destinerrance, clandestination) if among all these tele-things [tili
c~ose.:J we did not get in touch with Telepathy in person. Or rather if we 
dtdn tallow ourselves to be touched by her. Yes, touch, I sometimes think 
that thought···" (Pe, 236; Pf, 247). The sequence, as is characteristic of 
The Post Card and "Telepathy," just stops in mid-sentence stalls to bor
row a term that appears more than once in "Telepathy": :'I'm s~alled Ue 
cak)" (P Pf · . e, 230; , 242). Demda relates cale to the first syllable of caltula-
tl(m and to caJlus (cal in French), as in Flaubert's remark, in a letter to his 
beloved Louise Colet, that he has a callus in his heart (Pe 2 35· Pf. 246). 
Cal is part of the set f fra ' ' ' l 0 gmentary permutated syllables (lac, cla, ak, cal, 
llC. • g/a) that are woven pervasively into the "Envois," "Telepathy," and 
G/m. The passage cited above goes on to anticipate Le toucher written so 
many years later. That whole enonnous book, discussed here in Chapters 
11 

and 1
:• might be defined as a filling in of the blanks left by Derrida's 

~ penods of ellipsis at the end of the citation. Derrida in "Telepathy" 
_e nes tele1>.3thy as essentially touching at a distance. It is a kind of exten-

ston of heanng and seeing S . d h 
Ari 

•
1 

• eemg an earing were already defined by 
Stoue as forms of tele th · th 

in as. " pa y, in e sense of being long-distance touch-
g, lD Reach out and touch someone," in the old AT&T advertise

ment: "before 'seeing' or 'h · • - J th . eanng, touch, put your paws on it [y met ks 
r-··u , or at seemg and hearin back . 
very Id th g come to touch at a distance-a 
nr 

0 
ought, hut it takes some archaic to get to the archaic" (Pe 2 36· 

r1, 247). ' ' 

Well, why is telepath such b. Y a ig deal at this moment, breaking a stale-
mate, a stall and allnwina , 
Th '. - ·-~some more carefully calculated "steps forward'? 
,,_".~tba 15 that telepathy is another name for the communication at a 
~"""" t Derrida came to call the call or demand of the wholly other. 

' i 
.l 
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This notion, as other chapters in this book show in detail, is crucial [O 

Derrida's later thinking and writing. I claim that the basic impetus of Der
rida's spectacularly productive thinking and writing is an irreconcilable 
"aporia" between two convictions. On the one hand, Derrida steadfastly 
believed Husserl was right to deny that we have any direc[ access to the 
mind of another person, only indirect "analogical apperception." On the 
other hand, Derrida felt, like Husserl. that this quasi-solipsism, [his win
dowless monadism without God, is intolerable. Some \\'ay out must exis[ . 
Chapter 6 of this book, "Derrida Enisled," shows that Derrida's quasi
solipsism and his resistance to it persisted hyperbolically even into his last 
seminars. The way off Crusoe's island was Derrida's concomitant helief in 
my (your, his, her, everybody's) susceptibility to a call, almost like a tele
phone call or a cell-phone call, from the wholly other. \Vhat in "Telepa
thy" is Derrida's unexpected quasi-commiunent to telepathy became later 
on his fully developed commitment to the wholly other, as developed, for 
example, in The Gift of Death. That book is discussed at length in C:hapter 
9. One brief notation toward the end of "Telepathy" puts these t\l.'O pen
chants succinctly against one another by \\o'ay of a doubleness Derrida finds 
in the word telepathy, as it echoes the disjunction in Freud's famous "Forti 
Da," 11 which means "away/there [in the sense of there in front of me]": 
"Fort: Da, telepathy against telepathy, distance against menacing immedi
acy, but also the opposite. Feeling (always close to oneself, it is thought), 
against the suffering of distancing that \.\'ould also be called telepathy" (Pe, 

259; Pf, 268). 
I do not think these contradictory comminnents, to a quasi-solipsism 

and to each person's telepathic exposure to the wholly other, can by any 
means be reconciled. Irreconcilable convictions of this sort fuel most 
highly productive thinking or writing, whether in philosophy or in litera
ture. The impossible attempt to "get it straight" at last, to borro"" a phrase 
from Wallace Stevens, 14 to bring these two ineradicable convictions into 
harmony, was what kept Derrida writing and thinking, with such fantastic 
productivity, urgency, and inventiveness, until the end. If he had been able 
to work it out, he could have stopped writing. The moment in "Telepa
thy" that is dated July 10, 1979, and from which I have been citing records 
an important crossroads in Derrida's destinerrance. It is a place where i:hese 
two penchants in Derrida's thought collide, like Oedipus encountering his 
father Laius "where three roads meet," like Shelley's Magus Zoroaster 
meeting his own image in the garden,15 or like the encounter with one's 
double that is one of Freud's examples of"the uncanny" in "Das Unheim
liche." Is not Oedipus Laius's double, the son doubling the father and 
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taking the father's place in mother-wife Jocasta's bed? The various Derri
das are all doubles of one another, encountering one another in uncanny 
meetings. I shall return to Derrida's interest in doubles in the next chapter. 
"Telepathy" has much to say about doubles, about, for example, Freud's 
belief that he had a double. It presents, in indirect discourse, like a novcl, 
whichever Derrida is writing at the moment as the double of Freud, Freud 
rroenant, just as, come to think of it, I am speaking "for Derrida" in this 
book. 

The passage I cited above culminates, if you can call it that, in a quite 
extraordinary leaning of a "part" of Derrida toward belief that we are not 
enisled after all. Here is already an example of what Derrida, in Le toucher, 
following Jean-Luc Nancy, came to call "ecotechnicity." This is the indis

tinguishable melange of the organic and the prosthetic machinal in human 

bodily and psychic life. Here Derrida proposes that each of us is a tranS· 

mitter of thought signals and also a powerful television set that can pick: 
up signals, sent out inadvertently, telepathically, by some other or other: 

The truth, what I always have difficulty getting used to [du ma/ a me faire]: 
that nontelepathy is possible. Always difficult to imagine that one can think 
something to oneself [lz part soi], deep down inside, without being surprised 
by the other, without the other being immediately informed, as easily as if 
he or she had a giant screen inside, at the time of the talkies [au temps du 
parlant], with remote control {tilicommande] for changing channels and 

fid~ling wi~ the colors, the speech dubbed with large letters in order to 
avoid any rrusunderstanding. For foreigners and deaf-mutes. This puerile 
belief 0~ my ~rt, of a pan in me, can only refer to this ground-OK, the 
unco~ous, tf you like-from which there arose objectivist certainty, this 
(provtsional) system of science, the discourse linked to a state of science 

that has made us keep telepathy at bay [tenir en respect]. Difficult to imagine 
a theory of what they still call the unconscious without a theory of telepa

thy. They can be neither confused nor dissociated. (Pe, 137; Pf, 147-48) 

~s passage, however, as the reader can see, is full of reservations and 
wav~gs. On the one hand, the possibility of nontelepathy is "the truth" 
and whichever Derrida · akin h 
not b . . ~s s~ .g ere knows that, even though he. c:1~-

nng himself to believe tt. His spontaneous and ineradicable behef m 

htelepathy, on the other hand, is "puerile." It is a belief held moreover, 
owevertenacio"·'· byonly" " fD ·cl '. hi --'f wb . ......,, part o em a. He can never gtve ~ 

. ooulllydtol eith~ of his two penchant<; or allow that path to take him where 
" w ead him, and h · cl · 'cl what we . 50 e is esnned to wander and err. As Kafka sat , 

call the way IS only wandering. 

Derrida's Destinerrance 

Sure enough, a few pages later the writer, whether it is a ventriloquized 
Freud or some other one of the many Derridas, says, "telepathy, you won't 
know [vous saurez pas], and I tell you that I don't know myself whether I 

believe in it" (Pe, 143; Pf, 153-54). A little earlier, at the end of the section 
dated July 10, r979, Derrida expresses in so many words the paradox or 
aporia, crucial to his thought, that I have been trying to pin down. Telep_a
thy, he says, far from guaranteeing that my message always reaches its 
destination, far from ensuring that your internal television set can always 
tune in on my secret thoughts and feelings, is the ground without ground 

of destinerrance: 

For here is my latest paradox, which you alone will understand clearly: it is 
because there would be telepathy that a postcard can always not arrive at 
its destination. The ultimate nalvete would be to allow oneself to think that 
Telepathy guarantees a destination that "posts and telecommunications" 
fail to assure. On the contrary, everything I said about the postcarded struc
ture of the mark (interference [brouillage], parasiting, divisibility, iterability, 
and so on ["and so on" is in English in the original]) is found in the net
work. This goes for any tele-system-whatever its content, form, or me

dium. (Pe, 139; Pf, 149-50) 

Does anything Derrida wrote or said many years later, with Bernard 
Stiegler in &hographies o[Television (Echographies: de la television) or in Paper 
Machine, about the displacement of the printed book b~ the new telecom
mllllications media about the Internet, about electroruc databases, about 
''terror" as a functi~n of the new media, about the V>'ay the virtual reality, 

the "artefactuality," of television images and sound is neither_ present ~or 
not present, about the word processor as a prosthetic device that 1~ a 
strange sort of external unconscious or even superego, sternly correcnng 

my spelling and style and making its O""-'n decisions abou~ ""·hat I can be 
allowed to put up on the screen (as is happening to me at this very moment 
as I write these v.'ords)--does any of what Derrida wrote about all that 

con.tradict what he says in "Telepathy"? \\Tould the Internet, the ~o~ld 
V/ide Web, personal \\'eb sites, cell phones, iPods, iPhon.~s'. e-°_1a1l, in
stant messaging, biogs, FaceBook, MySpace, Google, and \\'1kiped1a, none 

of which existed in 1979, disqualify "Telepathy" by giving so many exam
ples of messages that apparently reach their destinations instant1y_? I do 

not think so, though it would require ano~er es~ay, about Dernda on 
prosthetic technologies, to show this in detail. Demda, by the way, always 

refused to use email. He evidently wanted his little Mac laptop to be ~s 
much like a typewriter as possible, though he was still frightened by his 
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~nse that something inside the machine was watching him, "surveying us 

hke the eye of ~e Other," and by his awareness that he did not really 

;ow how the thing worke~, what was.happening inside it (PMe, 25, 23; 

Mf, 158,155-56). Connecuon of the little Mac to email and the Internet 
would have added immeasurably to Derrida's fear of the machine. 

Exploring all that would be a long, digressive road to follow in destiner
rance, a big Umweg. It must suffice to note here that, as Derrid~ also notes, 

the telephone was already, long before the Internet, a prosthetic device 

that fulfills ~e dream of telepathy. I note also that Derrida, in 1979, was 
already talking about primitive versions of telecommunication devices we 
have. today .. 1!e was fascinated (because of the famous postcard of the 

medi.eva! nun1ature in the Bodleian showing Plato dictating to Socrates 
~at ln~ngated The Post Card16

) to discover that the names "Socrates" and 
Plato had recently been used as names for what we would now think of 

as extremely primitive n tw ki ftw e or ng so are and computer servers: 

with the telepathic transfer on Id b . ., e cou not e sure of being able to cut (no 
need now to say hold on r· E li h · th .. d . m ng s m eonginal],don'tcut it is connected 

Al
'
1
Y
1
and rught, can't you just picture us?) or to be able to is~late the lines. 
ove would be capitali d d ,, h d 

Pl . ze an UJspatc e by a central computer like the 
ato termmal produced by c tr I D d th H on o ata: one ay I spoke to you about 
e oneywell-Buli software called s II , . . 

Pl (I' . ocrates, we , Ive Just discovered 
ato. m not making anythin · , . Am 

modifi d· Pf g up, Its m erica, Plato.) (Pe, 242 , trans. 
e, ,253) 

"1i I th " e epa Y you can see al d ' II th d I ' • rea Y 1orete s e later teletechnological 
eve opments that have p 1 h 
ll di . u us w ere we are today wirelessly "wired" in 

a recti.ons and by manifold t I thi d . ' 
unconstiruti I " I . e epa c evtces, subject to illegal and 

ona e ectroruc surveill " · · · I eavesdrop · N ance, wiretapping, and wire ess 
saw on telp~~· ow we don't say "I plugged in my ear-buds" but, as I 
did h evtston recently: "My daughter was plugged into her iPod She 

not ear a thing I said ythi · 
nervous syste db . 'or see an ng around her." My ears, body, 
into some q rn'. an :3"~ have now become prosthetic devices plugged 
files down! ""'d d~rgamthc .World Wide Web" outside of me, into music 

oa e into e 1Pod · th 
which · . . ' or into e monster body of the Internet, 

contmues its quasi consci lifi . d 
one else Wh kn - . . ous e m ependently of me and of every-

• 0 ows what It IS thinki L - • 
thinking about what I write . . ng, or even w1iat my computer is 
often to disappro . . with its somewhat grudging help? It appears 
what I write D ~eda, 5.!°ce It puts red or green lines under a good bit of 

· em 1oresaw all that. 
What is sauce for the · 

others to do unto him gooseh JS sauce for the gander. Derrida must expect 
as e has done unto them. What he did to them is 
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exemplified in all those exemplary essays and book~ he wrote about his 
friends and colleagues after they died, books on de Man anJ Levinas, al<>ng 
\.Vi th essays on many others collected in The Work ofll,fournin!!, (C'haque fois 
unique, la fin du monde). I discuss these eulogies in my final rnro chapters. 
If all locutions, performative utterances, writings, messages, letters, post
cards, marks, traces, or philosophical essays are destined, perhaps, to devi
ate from their destined goal and be deflected off on a detour, if they \.viii, 
perhaps, never reach their intended destination, this must apply as much 
to Derrida's writings as to any others. Derrida knows this, and this knowl
edge makes him anxious. He also knows, however, that this inevitable des
tinerrance is also his chance. \Nhat, he asks, will happen to my remains 

after I am, so to speak, dead? 
On the one hand, Derrida carefully tries to control the meaning and 

reception of his work by explaining, with patient generosity, over and over, 
just what he means. In this he is like a person writing a will who tries to 

control absolutely what will happen to his body and to his other remains, 
his legacy, after he is dead. Nevertheless, as Derrida kno""·s, after his death 
his body and his work~, his corpus in both senses, V.'ill be at the mercy of 
others, to do with what they like. Plato had already, in the Phaedrns, pro
claimed that the trouble with written documents is that they are like or
ph.ans wandering the world with no father to protect them. \\'hen you ask 
then1 what they mean, they can do nothing but repeat again the \1.-ords on 
their pages. They do not ans\\·er our urgent interrogation, "Stand and 
unfold! Tell us what you mean," 1- whereas a living speaker, such as Der

rida in all those brilliantly loquacious intervie""·s he gave, can try to explain 
v1hat he meant when he wrote or said so and so. Derrida's "Plato's Phar

macy" ("La pharmacie de Platon") (in De, 61-17 1; Df, 69-197), one of his 
earliest acts of deconstruction, brilliantly analyzes and dismantles Plato's 
distinction between writing and speaking. Nevertheless, a latent accep
tance of what Plato says seems to underlie Derrida's anxiety about what 
will happen to his writings after he is gone. It may have motivated his 
willingness to explain himself orally in interviews, patiently, over and over. 

On the other hand, Derrida's wager, as he explains in a passage already 
referred to in A Taste for the Secret, is that, since his works form a system

atidasystematic oeuvre, a corpus, they will be capable of functioning dec
ades and centuries later in radically different contexts. They will function, 

that is, to enter those contexts and perfonnatively change them, in new 
events of reading. The worst thing that could happen after Derrida's 
death, from his perspective when he was still living, would be that his 
works would simply be forgotten, would gather dust on the shelves. Better 
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than that is to welcome all the misreadings and misappropriations, along 
with the more productive exappropriations, that are almost certain to 
occur, according to the law of destinm-ance. 

Just what will happen to Derrida's writings in the future, the "to come," 
is impossible to foresee, since that future, we know, and that is all we know 
for sure, will be discontinuous with the past, partly through the interrup
tions caused by readings of Derrida's work. These interruptions will repeat 
with a difference the original perfonnative force of what he wrote. His 
writings were, according to him, interruptive events brought about by his 
response to the demand made on him by the wholly other. Those events 
are echoed by the happenings now of exappropriative readings of his work 
by othen;, such as by me in this essay. I read Derrida's works as if they 
were addressed to me. They have chosen me, by a happy destinrrranct, and 
I choose to be chosen. I can be sure only that Derrida's corpus is probably 
destined to err and to wander, like a specter, revenant, or ghost come back 
from the dead. That is the price of its survival, its "living on," after Deni· 
da's "passing," when he will have "departed, deceased, gone away, d.isaJl"" 
peared, absolutely without defense, disanned, in their hands, as one says, 
so to speak, dead," and when he and his writings are, as a result, "exposed 
or delivered without any possible defense, once totally disanned, to the 
other, to the others" (BS, 5th seminar, my trans.). 

CHAPTER 4 

The Late Derrida 

Derrida is always late, en retard, the late Derrida. Thi~iso~::!::::eF:: 
was habitually late for appoin~ents, l;;nc: e;~a!:m:l:a~ a few mi~utes 
from it. He was even compulsively a eal o 1 ' behind time until the 

I Nevertheless Derrida was always ate, a ways ' 
eary. ' I h wwhy 
end. A good thing too. I promise sooner or ater to s o . 

"[Could Never Tell a Story" 

·d that he could never tell a story (MPdMe, 3; D ·d more than once sat d · 
ern a thi · n him resiste organ1z-p dMf ) 1 ose he meant that some ng 1 

M ' z 7 . su~p . . th a beginning, middle, and end, such 
ing things nea~y in a narranve, wt hoz should have. Derrida's The Post 
as Aristotle satd all good plots (mut l~ by certain definitions, as a 

d h be seen as a nove , even, 
Car, can, owever • d ,, t least "modernist" novel. It tells, ·11· ti . ti e "postmo em or a . 
bn 1an y 1nnova v . bli a love stocy or several s1-
or appears to tell, with exorbitant o quenll~ss, storym. s~aightforward 

· A · ranee to te ing a 
multaneous love sto~es. reSis f; ture of twentieth-century Western 
chronological order is, however, a ea Thi esistance crosses the bound-
' · fr C d and Faulkner on. s r . 

1
. 

11cnon om onra . d f course it is present m ear ter aries from modernist to postmodernist, an o 
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fictions, too. It is even present already in Cervantes, for example, in "The 
Dogs' Colloquy," one of the Exemplary Stories. It is also one primary or
ganizing (or disorganizing) feature of Laurence Sterne's Tristram Shandy, 
along with its concomitant, digression, destinerrance. 

In Derrida's last set of seminars, "The Beast and the Sovereign (Two)," 
he once again tells a story. It is the story of me running toward death as 
death runs toward me. The immediate "context" of the citations I shall 
make from the second of these second ten seminars is, of course the other 
seminars, in their tangled complexity, as they move back and forth from 
Defoe's Rnbimon Crusoe to Heidegger's seminar of 1929_30, The Funda

~enti~'/ Crmcepts of Metaphy~cs (Die Grundbegriffe der Metaphysik). Though 
emda was concerned with the question of death from his early work 

about Husserl on to the d th ·d ·th en , e next wt er context of the concern w1 
~eath ~ ~ese last seminars is the abundant discussion of that grim topic 
m Demda s late work, from "Circumfession" and the "exordium" ("Ex-
orde") to Shectm o>fMBrx (SM ·· SM[ . r e, XVII-xx ; , 13-18), through Ap(J11JlS, 
Deme-ure on down to the · t · · L ks ' in ernew in e iWonde published a few wee 
before Derrida's death no bl. h d . ' . . . . • w pu is e as Learnmg to L1ve Finally (Appren-
dre a vture ,,...t;_) Behind -'I th . . 
f 

~"J"" · ai ese are snll earlier books The Gift of Death, 
0 course then behind th t c·-.1---(" ' th ' a Ztusrn· reu la Ceridre) and, behind once more, 
n e works referred to in that strange and wonderful text "Envois " in The 
rost Card "Telepath " Gla.s · ' 
S 

' y, , going all the way back to Dissemination and 
peech and Phenomena th I .th . . • e atter wt Its epigraph from Poe's "The Facts 

1n the Case of M Vald " "I ~ _ . · emar, am dead Ue suis mart]" (SP 1· VP1f [i]). 
m.:cording to D · d thi ' ' ' 

em a, s sentence is one that the "I," or conscious ego, 
can never utter. Once I am k, d ., fr [p • so to spea ead, no more event to come 

om me /us d'ivinement av . de l " "Ci·.. c . ., th enrr moz , to exappropriate a phrase from 
•CUOlress1on at h d"ffe 

wmks 
1 

h !is d as a 1 rent context, (Ce, 30; Cf, 30). All these 
ave te one behind th th . Tho H dy ' . e o er, are hke the ghostly hands 

mas ar sees hovenng 0 Id fu . fo 
generations: "Hands behind ver 0 

. rruture that has been used . r 
ror a candl -Barn 

/ 
Sh _hands, growtng paler and paler, I As in a nur

The conrex: I ha e . ows 1:1113-ges of itself, each frailer I As it recedes."1 

wo"' peakve mvoked mcludes in the end all of Derrida's published 
• ..., not to s of the bli h 

Shelley "D th . h unpu s ed seminars. To quote Percy Bysshe 
• ea ts ere and death · th , in Dem.da' . . IS ere, I Death is busy everywhere,' 2 

s wnnngs. The "det · · " be "saturated ( , ., emunanon of context may, however, not 
put-down, . .s:;meJ, to borrow the strange word Derrida uses in his 
Searle that: .:ture Event Context," of the claim by Austin and 

1 tifiable context determines the "felicity'' or "infelicity" 
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t"lf a speech act (Lie, 3; Llf, 20). The context of a given statement or per
formative enunciation about death by Derrida is not easy to map, and that 
context is without identifiable borders. This presupposition about context 
is iterated in Aporias, with a modification that makes it more comprehensi
ble: "we will dogmatically begin with the axiom according to which no 
context is absolutely sarurable or sarurating [saturab/e ou saturant). No con
text can determine meaning to the point of exhaustiveness. There the con
text neither produces nor guarantees impassible borders, thresholds that 
no step could pass [trespasser], trespass [in English in the original]" (Ae, 9; 
A.f, 26-2 7). Saturate comes from Latin satura, meaning "filled, sruffi.:d." It 
is related to Latin satis ("enough") and English satire and satisfaction. If the 
context were to fill to saturation the text that dwells within it, that context 
would determine the text's meaning completely. Some people in "cultural 
studies" may sometimes be tempted to believe this. It would make re
search so much simpler and so much more satisfying. Derrida, however, 
"dogmatically" and "axiomatically" asserts that this is never the case. 'fhc 
text always exceeds its context. It must therefore be read for itself, micro
logically, no doubt with the contexts, immediate and more distant, extend
ing out to borderless indetermination, always in mind. 

Analysis of these texts, even if it were limited to Derrida's late works 
on death, would be a lengthy matter, a processus infini (B, 38). This must 
be postponed for now, in order to focus on \\'hat "The Beast and the 
Sovereign (Two)" says about death. Several recurrent and salient motifs, 
however, may be identified in the work mentioning death not discussed in 
detail here. Derrida always speaks of death, my death, as possible impossi
ble. He insists that death cannot be a matter of firsthand experience, of 
what the German phenomenological tradition calls Erlebnis. You can expe
rience everything up to the moment of death, the "edge of life," but not 
death itself. Derrida, moreover, remains to the end unreconciled to his 
own death. He says he has neither learned to live nor learned how to die, 
which Montaigne and the Greek philosophers said was the same thing. 
\\Th.en asked by Jean Birnbaum, the interviewer for Le ;lfonde, whether he 
has "learned to live at last," he answers, after some evasions, "In fact not 
at all! ... I have never learned to accept it, to accept death, that is [Mais 
ak!rs, pas de tout! .. . Je n'ai pas appris a /'accepter, la more]" (LLF, 24; AV, 
z.4). Derrida iterates resolutely, contra Crusoe and contra what we know 
of Defoe, his disbelief in any life after death, in any redemption or resur
t"ection. Derrida claims, in the last interview, that "I have the feeling that 
two weeks or a month after my death, there 111i/J be nothing left (quinze jours 
rn1un '111()is 11pris ma mort, ii ne rescera plus rien]" (LLF, 341 AV, 35). About 
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~e remains that r~main when nothing remains, I shall have more to say 
10 Ch~pter 5· Demda, finally, always connects death with the wholly other 
and with a new concept of the perfonnative utterance as saying "Yes" to a 
demand that comes from that wholly other. 

~ell, if yo~ cannot experience death and therefore cannot speak refer
ennally about 1t, you can tell fictitious stories about it. 

The story about death in Derrida's last seminars is a story apropos of 
anoth~r famous story, Robinson Crusoe's response when he encounters 
the pnnt of a naked foot in the sand. Derrida's improvisation on this epi
sode and on what Defoe tells the reader went on in Crusoe's mind after 
he saw th £ · · 'Id d e ootpnnt lS WI an exuberant in a way characteristic of "the 
late Derrida " or indeed f D 'd • · · · . . • o em as wnnngs 1n general. What Demda 
wntes about Robinson ,-..,..,. · b 

• \.-f ....,oe 1s a story a out a story about a story three 
stones nested within one anoth D 'd ' di d' 'd nl er. em as scourse 1gresses sud e y 
from his. improvisations on Crusoe's fear of that footprint to tell another 
story, this one inspired by a passage from John Donne that says Derrida 
sudden! · hi ' ' . Y comes Into s mind apropos of Crusoe's fear of that naked foot-
pnnt. In addition no one ........ d b D 'd . . . . . • .......,, ou t, em a 1s obliquely telhng his own 
story. He 1s expressing his c Id . th . own rear o eath. He is even in later seminars 
m e senes ma.kin fri h · ' 
bra 

. ' . g a g ten1ng story of his fear, apropos of a few 
p ses in Robt11S01Z Crusoe of be. b . d li . f th . ' mg une a ve or eaten ahve, as well as 
0 

d e .•dpobnili~' as he sees it, between being cremated or interred. The latter 
un eci a ty takes up an enu· h · . re two- our seminar! The sequence in the 
::the! pr

5
ohper, ~om Crusoe's discovery of "the Print of a Man's naked Foot 

e ore to Crusoe' I . . s actua encounter with Fnday cakes a good 
many pages. 1 Derrida is · II · ' 
reacti f b. especia Y interested, however, in Crusoe's initial 

on o a Ject terror and ·th· th . 
imagines that the foo . ' Wl tn at, In the moment when Crusoe 
chasin d be' htpnnt he has seen may be his own, so that he may be 

g an mg c ased by himself: 

In the middle of these Couitati A . 
into Th h i:.· ons, pprehens1ons and Reflections it came 

my oug tone Day th t 11th" . ' 
o"\\-n· and th thi F . ' a a 15 might be a meer Chimera of my 

' at s oot rrught b th p · 
on Shore from m B . e e nnt of my own Foot, when I came 
~'"de If~ oat. This chear'd me up a little too, and I began to 
r-·~- myse 1twasallaD I · th . 
Foot, and h . h e usion; at it was nothing else but my own 

w ynug tnotlcometh c... . 
that '"ay to th Bo . at way u·om the Boat, as well as going 
force-..;_ he Iaht, agam, 1 consider'd also that I could by no Means tell 

• .......,. w ere ad trod d h 
.,., only th p . f ' an w ere I had not; and that if at last this 

e nnto myownFoot lb d 1 who strive to make . ' a P ay'd the Part of those Fools, 
stones of s.._....._. and Ap . . d th frighted at th th r-....... , pannons; an en are 

em more an any body.• 
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C;host stories, Crusoe here says, raise the fearful ghosts they appear 
only to describe. Here is a pan of the improvisation that Derrida develops, 
in ornate arabesque, on the theme that Defoe has established of the possi
bility that Crusoe has seen his own footprint and is frightened by the trace 
of his own uncanny double or revenant. Derrida makes quite a story of it, 
placing himself, as a good storyteller or narrator does, within the mind and 
feelings of his protagonist. Derrida speaks eloquently for that imaginary, 
terrorized subjectivity, first in free indirect discourse and then in the inti
macy of an interior monologue. A fairly lengthy extract must be cited, 
since the \\'ordplay, exuberant hyperbole, and constantly self-topping in
ventiveness, like a great Charlie Parker riff or a Bach fugue, are fundamen
tal features of what is going on here in Derrida's language. I shall return 
later to the jazz/Bach analogy and its implications. 

Finally, now that he has put down his Bible and has comforted himself with 
prayer, now he asks himself where he is, in what place and what ¥rill have 
been his path. lie asks himself with even more anxiety if that print of a 
naked foot is not that of his own foot? Of his own foot on a path he has 
already traversed. At bottom, he never comes to decide if that trace is or is 
not his O\l,TI, a trace left on a path about which he doesn't really kno"' 
whether he has already impressed it, marked it out, or passed there or not. 
He doesn't know anything at all about it; he kno""·s that he kno"\\-'S nolhing 
about it. [// n'en sait trop rien.] Is it I? [Est-ce moi?] Is it my track? Is it the 
specter of my print, the print of my specter~ . .\Jn I in the process of return
ing? Am I or am I not a ghost, a revenant? a revenant of myself "·hich I cross 
on my path as the trace of the other, on a path which is already a path of 
return and of coming back, etc.? I kno""· too much nothing at all about it, 
or I know too well that I know nothing at all [l'en sais trop rie11, ou je n 'en 
sais trop rien] about the possibility of this uncanny [in English in the origi

nal], unheimlich double. 
He makes himself afraid. He becomes the fear that he is and that he 

causes himself to have. And all these pages, among the most extraordinary 
in the book, those that show him, ""·here he shows himself in the process of 
meditating, in terror, about the trace of a naked foot, these pages <;hould be 
read step by step [pas il pas], and, for example, in parallel '"1th Freud's Gra
diva, with all the pbantasmata, that is to say, the phantasms and the phan
toms who return on the imprint of a step, or of a naked foot, the print of a 

naked foot [in English in the original]. (BS, id seminar, my trans.)1 

The reader will see how far Derrida goes beyond Defoe's words, while 
still responding responsibly to them. Defoe's ascription of fear to Crusoe 

:i 

I 
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is ~e product of a rationalist and empiricist early eighteenth century. To 
tlus has been added a peculiar Defoesque form of slightly ironic English 
Prot~stant sensibility, along with a superstitious streak, which, as Crusoe 
says in one place, means he is not sure whether or not he believes in 
ghosts. I say "ironic Protestant sensibility" because Defoe is not Crusoe, 

Though only Crusoe speaks in Robinson Crusoe, nevertheless a slightly 
amused and condescending Defoe may be glimpsed behind the terror 
Defo_e a~cribes to Crusoe at the "meer" sight of a footprint in the sand. 
Dernda swords about Defoe's words, however could only have been writ-
ten by Derrida and on! b D ·d 'd . . . • Y Ya em a concerne to make a certain reacling 
0

_f Heidegger (the other topic of these seminars, though the passage just 
cited makes allusion also t F d' . . o reu s essay on Jensen's Grad1va) as well as 
to appropnate Robinson Crusoe for his own ends. One might alm~st dare to 
say that Derrida turn R b · C · . s o 1nson rusoe into a postmodern narrative though 
Just what that might · II h ' m . . mean ls not a t at easy to specify. Derrida also 

a~es He~de~ger Into a kind of Crusoe, a "Heidegger-Robinson" (BS, 2d 
senunar) 1n his isolati d · hi d . , hi ' on an tn s eterm1nation to find out his own path 
ror mself. 

Derrida's Crusoe · · · d . 
d b h IS imagine to ask himself where he is, in what place, 

"'1 Y w at pathway he got there, as though he were just waking from 
s eep or suddenly waki · · . 
C . ng into eXIstence, hke those Cartesian and post-

anestan wakers that so fa . d G , 
b . 6 v senate eorges Poulet in Etudes sur le temps 

U'llt41n. ror Crusoe to ask b h. th 
again like H . a out is pa way or chemin is, like Descartes 

' or e1degger aft hi · D th . er m, tn errida's reading of Heidegger in 
ese seminars, to seek a meth d c 

icall fr G 0 
' a way rorward. Method comes, etymolog-

y, om reek meta ("aft "' l h ,_ d 
method c II ft er J P us OUf.IS ("road or journey"). A goo 

10 ows a er a track · 1' 'tl I wher imp ICl Y a ready laid out as a sure way to get 
e you want to go th · 

you to get th ' at is, to a goal that is already there, waiting for 
ere. 

The previous chapter has h h D . , 
casts doubt h th s own ow err1da s concept of destinerrance 

onw e er we can kn h 
--~ = -·=-=F~m~ sure we are on the wa th d. II d d 
preexistent go I D .d y, me o 1ca y, to a predetermine an 

a· em a's Crusoe h · · forward 0 bo • owever, ts anxious less about the way 
'revena utthewayh h h 

about the questi f h e as got w ere he finds himself, than 
he has no mor othn ° _w ether he has been there before. It could be that 

e an inadvertently d hi . b 
traveled in a circl .th . retrace s steps. He has, 1t may e, 
meet up with hi e WI out mtending to do so. He may have come back to 

s own footp · · th 
uncanny, tmhtimJicb I nnt m e sand. To have done that would be 
Freud associated . · t would have the particular form of uncanniness 

with encountering one's own ghostly double. Shelley's 
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Zoroaster, to cite again a passage cited in the previous chapter, "met his 
own image walking in the garden."7 To 1neet oneself would be even more 
terrifying than meeting the ghost of another. "We have met the enemy, 
and he is us," says Walt Kelly's Pogo. 

Revenant: the word means something that has come back. It is the re
turn, it may be, of a repressed or forgotten trauma. It might be better, for 
IT}y mental health, that I should successfully repress or forget such a 
tr:aurna. Toni Morrison's Beloved suggests that this might be the case with 
slavery in the United States. It might be better not to remember it, even 
though the goal of Beloved is to make all its readers rernember it, in what 
she calls "rememory." If Crusoe has traveled this path before, it \\-·as, Der
rida says, without knowing it. This is expressed in a characteristic Derri
dean wordplay. Crusoe may have been "describing" a trajectory without 
kno"·ing it. But to describe, says Derrida, is also parcour1r, to run through. 
To describe a journey is to make that journey. Crusoe does not know 
whether he decided to take this path once before and so is now haunted, 
so to speak, by himself or whether he is himself no\\-' haunting his other 
self. He cannot decide whether this is his own footprint or not. Derrida 
stresses this absolute nonknowledge and this absolute inability to decide, 
whereas in Robinson Crusoe Crusoe comes back some time later and dis
covers by careful measurement that a foot much bigger than his own made 
the footprint. It cannot be his own footprint. No such Enlightenment sci

ence for Derrida. 
Derrida's Crusoe expresses, on the contrary, a hyperbolic nonknowl

edge. This happens just at the moment when Derrida shifts from the third 
person to the first person, in a more or less untranslatable French idiom: 
J'en sais trap rien or Je n'en sais trop rim, one of which means, literally, "I 
lmow too much nothing of it," the other, "I don't know too much nothing 
of it." Either locution could be translated, I suppose, as "I know nothing 
whatsoever about it" or "I know too well that I know nothing about it." 
"Is it me? Is it my trace? Is it my track? Is it the specter or my footprint, 
the imprint of my specter ... Am I or am I not a revenant? ... I knov.1 

nothing at all about it ... \¥ho has decided what? and to go where?" and 
so on, in an amazing, inexhaustible, circling repetition of the same words 

or almost the same words. 

'I 

I have compared this repetition with variation to Bach or to jazz. s.u~h 
repetition is an essential feature of Derrida's late style. Here the styhsac 
repetition mimes the experience of being haunte~ by on~elf, of obses
sively retracing a path already traversed and comtng back incessantly ro 

confront oneself either as the haunter or the haunted, or rather,., both. ~ 
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This doubling of the solitary self within itself empties out the self or 
overfills it, so that it is no longer unified, fixed, and self-contained. This 
destruction of the unitary self is the goal toward which the whole passage 
moves. I am alone, completely alone. At the same time, I am accompanied 
by the other me, the other in me. My specular phantom or uncanny double 
puts me in the situation of not knowing whether I am myself, whether, if 
I look. into the mirror, I shall see my own image there or some stranger: 
"the other man as me, me as another, I who am another" (BS, 2d seminar). 
(This is an echo of Arthur Rimbaud's Je est un autre, "I is an other.') J'en 
sait trop rien. I know damn all about it. 

The result is abject terror. This terror is generated by nothing more 
than seeing "the Print of a Man's naked Foot on the Shore." Derrida 
makes the circular island, with its path around the perimeter, a figure for 
~~·s self-duplicating solitude. At the climax of this sequence, Derrida 
idenufies fear as the chief feature of Crusoe's reaction to seeing the naked 
footp . I . both · nnt. t is generalized terror the worst kind and at the same 
time fear of himself. He becomes the f~ar that he is and' that he has made 
himself into: "He makes himself afraid. He becomes the fear that he is 
and. that he has ~de for himself [or, has himself made; JI se fait peur. IJ 
devitm la ptur qu'iJ est et qu'ilst foit]'' (BS, 2d seminar). 

What Derrida says has drifted pretty far away from Defoe's words. It 
has turned ~to a marvelous descant on their implications. Derrida ends, 
however with an exho--' d . st ,; . • ...... ~n to rea. agam the words Defoe wrote, "step 
~ ep, hut m parallel with a reading of Freud's Gradiva essay ("Delu
~ons ~d Dreams in Jensen's Gradiva"). To do that would be yet another 

grcsston ~r deviation from the straight path. But perhaps the proper 
methodolomcal way can he d n] by . . .. 

d 
o· re procee o y such sideways Juxtaposiuons 

or etours hydut;,,,,.,. .,_,_,_. . . . 
T ' . 'll1U:t. 1"ir::i.o~ tst Unweg, as Walter Benjamin satd. 

. he reader ~I .note that Derrida's reading of Robinson Crusoe has one 
lniportant pecu]janty. This feature distinguishes what Derrida says from 
most recent scholarship H focus . . . c , r · e es pnmarily, though not exclusively, on w;:oe s so itary experiences, his relations, one might say, to himself, 

reas much current scholarship of the "cultural studies" sort has been 
more concerned with c • . 
f I 

rusoe s enslavement of Friday with his ownership 
0 s aves on his plantati · B ·i . . . . ' . . 
island on m razi , with his lnipenal sovereignty over his 
role as an example of European racist colonization, or with Crusoe's 

rela~; l ex~plary ~rotestant ':3-pitalist and hrmw economicus. All that is 
solitude 0~~ to Demda than Crusoe's exemplification of the 
of the fundamen m the world. "Solitude" (&nsamkeit) is, after all, one 

ta! thetnes of Heidegger's Tb< FrmJammtal C..apts uf 
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Mttaphysics, the work that Derrida reads in tandem with Crusoe. Derrida, 
a~ I have said, weaves or wanders back and forth from one path to the 
other, from Heidegger to Defoe and back again, throughout the whole set 
of ten seminars. 

Wh;.tt, exactly, motivates Derrida's repetitive style in these late semi
nars? Is it no more than a way of filling up enough pages to make a two
h.our seminar? Or is it a pedagogical device, saying everything over a num
ber of times to make sure that his auditors "get it"? Or is it a product of 
Detrida's inexhaustible, fantastic, linguistic inventiveness? He can always 
rhillk of a thousand different ways to say almost the same thing. Or is it 
an attempt, by varying the phrasing, to get it right at last, to utter the 
"Oflen sesame" that will lead to a direct confrontation with the "wholly 
other"? Or is there some even deeper motivation? The pages that follow 
the ones I have cited from the second seminar may give a clue. After all 
heh.as said about Crusoe's fear that it may be his own footprint, Derrida is 
r\Ot yet finished. He draws breath, and, perhaps inspired by Defoe, perhaps 
inspired by his own train of thought generated by Defoe's words, in re
sponse to them, he suddenly remembers two lines from a poem by John 
lJonne. They come from who knows where into his mind. That sets him 
()ff again on another extraordinary, circular improvisation. 

Running Toward Death, While Death Runs T(f[J)ard ,We 

lhe improvisation is inspired (in the etymological sense of"breathed in'') 
by his reading aloud of the lines by Defoe I began by quoting. In Derrida's 
seminar the citation comes after the commentary, preposterously, one 
might say, or metaleptically, the cart before the horse, \\1hereas I have 
'}_l.loted it first. Citing Defoe leads Derrida to remember that Crusoe's fear 
leads him to retreat into his "castle" and immure himself there in abject 
terr-or. Derrida's Crusoe feels, as we have seen, as if himself as revenant 
\Vere pursuing him, but that other self is really death. Time re:erses, in a 
brilliantly succinct formulation in which the death toward which Crusoe 
Nl.ns, toward the furore, is really running after him, from the pasr, or from 
the future anterior. It is as if he were already dead and as if everything that 
happens to him were happening not for the first time but as repetition, as 

,.eve-nance. Tomorrow is really yesterday, in a perpetual deja vu. The ~cure 
is something already past. Perhaps. He really does not know anything at 

all about it. It is not something open w cognition: 
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He feels himself followed by a trace [une trace], in short, chased or tracked 
by a truce. That is to say, by his own trace. Perhaps persecuted by himself 
and by his own return. As if he lived entirely in the past of his own passing 
as a terrifying future. He believes that he is about to die, that he runs after 
his death, or that life runs after him, that life will have been so short, and 
therefore, as if he were already dead, because of this speed race with his 
ghostly return [sa revenance], everything that happens to him happens not 
as novel, new, or to come, but as (perhaps; he doesn't know anything at all 
about it) already past, already seen [dij.1 vu], to come as yesterday and not 
as tomorrow. (BS, 2d seminar)8 

This frightening reflection reminds Derrida suddenly of two verses by 
Donne that just pop into his mind: he says the quotation "comes from I 
don't know where into my memory (blackboard) [revient de je ne sais plus 
oU li ma m&noire (tabkau)]." I thought at first that tableau was a reference 
to Hamlet's phrase about "the tablets of my memory" but then I saw that 
it must be a note to himself to write the lines on th~ blackboard (tabkau) 
for ~s auditors to see, to have before their eyes as he goes on talking. 
Demda puts the lines in italics in his computer file: 

I run to Death, 411d Death meets me as fast, 
And all my Pleasures are like Yesterday.Y 

. Th~ passage from Derrida I cited a moment ago anticipates the essen· 
nal pomts of what Derrida gets out of these two lines from Donne. That 
does not keep him howeve' fr · · · th . • , om wnung an amazing commentary at 
goes on for six extraordin · h ary pages more, too many to quote in toto ere. 
1 ~only.hope that all ten of these last seminars will soon be published, 
as ts prorrnsed, or made available online or in a Derrida archive. They are 
a work of great genius comp bl . th . . . . . . • ara e, 1n e1r strange combtnauon of repen· 
Uve abstracuon and a kind f · th , 
1
_ 0 eene e ereal passion to Wallace Stevens s 

iate poems or to Beethoven's l ' · th firs ate quartets. Here, as a sample, are JUS[ e 
Th t two paragraphs of the improvisation on the two lines from Donne. 

l
e passagethrepeats over and over, like a dominant note in a musical de-

ve opment, e word bier. "ye rda ,, . . 
day yesterda ,, .

1 
' ste Y· Hter, hter, bier, ''yesterday, yester-

' d y, unu the word almost loses all meaning and becomes a 
meresoun : 

I run oowanl death, I · · 
meet me just as fast_ J:pitar_e myself toward death, and death comes to 

Duth [m F.nglish in the ori ~ght toward death, I run to death (I run to 
terwith death [mon tk ginal)) 3?d death comes roward me, the encoun
just as r:-, 1't711:mUrr] sett.es me, captures me or recapwres me 

...._.,.me at tho same__, .ust ) 
d~J assoon. 
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And all my pleasures are like yesterday, like Yesterday [in English in the 
original], like the yesterday, as if come from yesterday, my pleasures are 
already from yesterday, my pleasures are yesterday itself, they are dated in 
advance-and from yesterday. In advance they have passed, they are passed, 
slready passed over, passed beyond [pa.crls dipasse1, already memories of lost 
pleasure [jouissance] or of returns of pleasure, ghosts [revenances] of pleasure. 
My present pleasures are [in English in the original] in the present yester
day's presents, they are yesterday. Not at al\; they have been or they \1'ere 
yesterday, but they are presently yesterday. Their present is yesterday, the 

yesterday. (BS, id serninar)10 

:\nd so on. Und so weiter. One is tempted to go on and on, quoting the 
whole six pages. It is hard to find a place to stop. "What Derrida writes is 
so eloquent, so passionate, so clearly inspired by a superb oratorical inspi
r<1tion such as only the greatest speakers or writers possess, that one wants 
to have it go on and on. Nor does Derrida just repeat himself. The six 
pages turn this way and that the two lines by Donne in a spectacular tour 

de force that attempts, never quite completely, to exhaust their implica
tiGn.s. The sequence ends with the following sentences. These return, once 
more, to the theme of doubling, to that echoing bier ("yesterday"), here 

repeated eight times in as many lines, to the fear of being haunted by 
C>tieself, or of encountering oneself as the wholly other, like meeting over 
a.nd over that inescapable bier, or one's own image walking in the garden; 

Not only what I enjoy is yesterday but perhaps, it is perhaps my yesterday 
or perhaps the yesterday, already, today, of another, and in every way of 
another, even if it is already, even if it were already another me myself. My 
pleasure is from yesterday, altered by yesterday, come from the other, the 
coming of the other [venu de l'autre, /a venue de /'autre]. 

And the other would say to me, or I would say to the other: since I 
always run for dear life [11 mort] after yesterday, ye5terday will always be to 
come; not tomorrow, in the furore, but to come, from in front, there in 
front, before yesterday [au-devant, la devant, avant bier]. (BS, zd seminar)

11 

\¥hat can one say of the whole sequence, Derrida's spectacular verbal 

iriv-ention initiated by the passage about the "print of a naked foot"? 
Tb.ough one resists caking Derrida's reflections on death, which run 
tht-ough all ten of the last seminars, as disguised autobiography, it is hard 
llot: to see them as premonition of his own death, or as inspired by his ~ear 
of death. They were written, it happens, in the months and weeks JU~t 
before his mortal disease was diagnosed and less than two years before his 
death. He seems to have known that "life will have been so short [6Ura iti 

i' 
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si courte]," as he says, echoing Seneca's De brevitate vitae (Ae, 2; Af, 16). 

He knew that he was speeding with ever-increasing rapidity toward death 
or that death was rushing toward him. In an encounter I refer to more 
than onc.e .in these chapters, an encounter that sticks in my mind as some
how deas1ve, I once, a few years before Derrida's death said to him that 
I was beginning to think, now and then, about death. with great earnest
ness, he ~n5';ere.d, "I~ about it every day." All philosophy, Nietzsche 
averr:d', ts dt~gutsed a~tob1ography. These seminars are the expression of 
Der:"da s urnque version of Heidegger's definition of man (or Dasein) as 
"being toward death" (Sein zum Tode). 

~errida emp~asizes, perhaps even more than Heidegger, the terrifying 
sohrude ?f ones encounter with death. Only I can die my own death, 
b?th ~e1degger and Derrida affirm, but Heidegger asserts this relatively 
d1spass1onately, as a universal feature of every Dasein, whereas Derrida 
conveys to the .reader, as affective passion, by way of what he says about 
ci:usoe, the soh~de of being surrounded by death, pursued by death, pur
sumg death having death as · d' · al • an 1mme 1ate tomorrow that 1s a perperu 
yester~~y, so that, dying, one is as if always already dead or an example of 
the "hVIng dead" ( · ' . murt vtvant). That last phrase Derrida uses repeatedly 
later, in the fifth and sixth f hi I . . . o s ast senunars. Both se1ninars are long 
meditations on facing d th F b th H . . . ea · or o e1degger and Dernda death IS 

always already interi t D · B · ' . or o 'flSetn. e1ng toward death is an essential com· 
ponent of my existence h b · N . . as a uman e1ng. evertheless for Derrida death 
ts expenenced at least · . . ' '. • f '. ~part, as not so much 1ns1de me as outside, 1n the 
ionn o a quas1-persorufi cl b · h · e emg t at ts rushing toward me to devour me 
or to bury me alive Heid , h ., . 
th d th 

. · egger s p rase being toward death" suggests 
at ea 1s always futu th' 

1 
h re, some 1ng toward which I move as toward a 

goa , w ereas for Derrida de th · b , b . ' . 
d 

. . a 1s e1ore, eh1nd, below, above, extenor 
to me an within me i h lo k D 'd 

6 
'. n w atever temporal or inside/outside direction I 

0 · em a nally 1s resp ctfull d b' · I ' . ' e Y u 1ous about Heidegger's claim that 
aruma s cannot die that l h . 
d

. ,, . • on Y uman beings (Daseins) can die. "Only man 
tes, says Heidegger "Th · I ~~ D . · e antma comes to an end. [Nur der Mensch 

~i"ui. as Tier verendet ]" (C' d . 
b 

· lte m BS, 5th seminar) 12 Derrida is not so 
sure a out that. · 

Why AD That Repetition? 

I have spoken so far as 'f D 'da' were -·-1.. . 1 em s reflections on Crusoe's fear of death 
r--1 «>DSl>ttve wholly d · · • escnpbve, no more than a truthful report 
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of the implications of what Defoe wrote. This is not the case. I shall turn 
JlOW to an account of how Derrida's words are a peculiar kind of speech 
~ct or performative. I have asked what the function is in these seminars of 
inexhaustible repetition with a difference. I h:ave compared this linguistic 
feature to jazz or to Bach. Derrida's lectures were notorious for giving 
their :auditors their money's worth, so to speak. His lecrures at the various 
()~risy Decades devoted to his work went on for six hours, with a break 
for dinner after three hours. His plenary lecrures at a Celan symposium in 
Seattle and at the Joyce symposium at Frankfort went on for two hours or 
more and were eventually published as short books. His "Rams" (Biliers) 
\V<\S written at the same time as the seminars on Defoe and Heidegger. It 
is a whole hook devoted primarily to the reading of just one line from a 
{:>nem by Paul Celan: "The world is gone, I must carry you [Die Welt ist 
fm, ich muss dich tragenJ." This little book is a splendid example of Derri
da's repetitive late style. The Celan line is cited and commented on more 
th.an once in the Defoe/Heidegger seminars, as if he could not get it out 
Qf his mind, just as this line from Celan appears more than once in this 
book's chapters, approached from a different perspective each time. 

How can Derrida go on for so long? \Vhy does he do it? I suggest that 
Derrida writes in this way in order to avoid coming to an end or, so to 

speak, "dying," in more ways than one. 
The musical parallel may help to understand this. Derrida's rhetoric of 

~petition with a difference is like an aria accompanied by orchestra in 
B.ich's Christmas Oratorio. An example is the heartbreakingly beautiful alto 
atia, near the beginning, "Prepare thyself, Zion" ("Bereite dich, Zion"), 
in which the same melody is repeated over and over, as if it could never 
end, until, finally, it leads to the triumphant chorale, "How Shall I Receive 
Thee?" ("Wie sol! ich dich empfangen?"). Or, since Derrida was a jazz 
buff, one might say that his rhetoric is like a jazz structure, which repeats 
the motif and its development with a different instrument or in \\;Ider and 
wilder "\'ariations, for example, a Charlie Parker solo. Just when you think 
such. music must be at an end it starts again, inexhaustibly, with a patience 
ihat can be defined as a resistance to coming to the end. If I can jtL<>t 
itnprovise something slightly different, I can go on even longer! In Bach's 
C<lse, the inexhaustible repetition works as a form of prayer. I must pray 
incessantly, in the hope that sooner or later God will hear me and answer 
my prayer, and that I shall then have prepared myself and be fit to receive 

Him. 
Neither a Charlie Parker solo nor a Derrida improvisation is exactly 

prayer, though they are not exactly not prayer either. The question of 
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pra~er co~;' up explicitly and is discussed at length later in the eighth 
senunar of The Beast and the Sovereign (Two)" Derrida's meditation on 
pra~er begins with the characteristic repeated questions with which these 
~often ~tart .. Early in the first seminar, for example, Derrida asks: 
'What exactly ts an island? What is an island? [Qu'est-ce qu'rme tie? Qu'tst 

uneile?]."Thepunonik iJ "island""he"' 1· · N · th · hth . . • ' • ' IS exp IClt. ow, 1n e eig 
semmar, he hegms by asking, 

~t is r~g? .How to pray? How not to pray? More precisely, if pray
~ consists m domg something, in a gesture of the body or a movement of 
alle soul, what does one do when one prays? Does one do something? (to 

ow oneself or to make oneself pray, to develop)? 

Qu'est::C ~ue prier? Comment prier? Comment ne pas prier? Plus prCcisb-
ment, st pner consiste a faire I h que que c ose, en un geste du corps ou un 
mouvement de I'" fai ( laisse ~e, ~ue t-on quand on prie? Fait-on quelque chose? 
se r et se faire pner, dt!vclopper)" (BS, 8th seminar; my tranS.) 

You will have noticed D "d • hi · em as note to mself at the end that pronnses 
an even funher devel · th 
h 

. opment m e spoken seminar. What he sketches out 
ere IS to be developed, · ·ff . as a Jazz n develops a motif perhaps in the oral 

presentanon of the seminar A I . ' . t . · ot more remains to say about praymg or 
no prahetwymg. This, I suppose, would have been a discussion of the differ-
ence 1 · 
qu

esti . ~. ~g oneself pray and making oneself pray. Derrida's 
orung lllibatory style, th d · 'd . . . e rea er can see, is yet another way to avo1 

getbng on with it, or perha · . th oneself th ps it 15 e only way to get on with it, to keep 

and D= to alle o~er ~d to avoid coming to an end. Bach, Parker. 
that . are annous, m the full sense of the word to avoid doing 

---conung to an end. ' 
The first part of the se te . C . Welt istfort . n nee m elan that Derrida quotes so often, Dtt 

,tsoneofDerrida'sbasi ·· ·I is a quite differen . c presuppos.ibons in these semmars. t 
ger's All three ft start::mg place from Nancy's or Husserl's or Hcideg-

• 0 the latter in diffe getberness 11A.:......· M" '. rent ways, see being with others, to-
' •~.uiRm, it.tlasem Mit,.;_-.1_ . . J!-1 feature of n ___ , __ 'T'L _ ' ~.,~1~e1n, itre avec, as a pnmOfOllU 
"""""· uratmeans all' gl world. Heidegger we m one way or another share a sin e 

the way n.;,, in ::Zn seem to ~ntradict this claim when he celebrateS 
WJJm, world &shioning 011 forms ns own world, forms the world, is Wek· 
degger aiw.,. . ~That world, my world fur me, however, fur Hei· 
ndion,,~~ ~Ives my own particular way of being with 

~wi ... ··~ 15 a Mitmw ("being with'), a MitJastio 
... ;;, · · ·di');• Mhritt•I •- ("being with one another'1- .All 

... ~ 

NelaeDen-ida 

thte:e words are used by Heidegger in Bejng and Time. ll I investigate this 
Heideggerian assumption further in Chapter 6. For Derrida, on the con
n-a.ry, each of us is primordially and forever denied sharing in a collective 
WW'ld. Each "I" turns in a circle within its isolated self. This turning is a 
cJl:ising of death and being chased by it. Here is pan of what Derrida has 

cv s.iy about Celan's Die Welt ist fort: 
~·Die Welt ist fort": the world has gone, already, the world has left us, the 
wor-ld is no more, the world is far off [au loin], the world is lost, the world 
i~ lost from sight, the world is out of sight, the world has departed, farewell 
tll the world, the world has died [didde1, and so on. 

But what world? What is the world? And, sooner or later: what is this 
world? So many inevitable and far-reaching questions. (R, 149; B, 4-6-47) 

'lne long passage discussed earlier, descanting on Donne's two lines 
~baut his relation to death, does not simply paraphrase the lines. It does 
""hat it talks about, performatively, that is, it enacts a chasing of death 
ths.t is a fleeing from death. It does this through words. Derrida's tacit 
l'te!>Upposition is that as long as he can go on talking, he is not yet dead. 

Derrida has so much to say, and he wants to say it all before it is too 
lilt~. So he goes on talking, keeping time, in time, "against time." Talking, 
giOng seminars, writing philosophy, writing criticism, writing poetry, are 
different fonns of the postponement of death. At the same time, of course, 
~e:h tallcing is the incorporation of death within oneself. The words spo
lR!Jl against death, out of mortal fear of death, speak of death, speak death. 
They anticipate a death that has already come, that is already belated, a 
thing of the past, a yesterday. I am already living a posthumous life/death. 
~·1 live my death in writing," said Derrida in that last interview (LLF, 33) 
;ind, in "Circumfession," "I posthume as I breathe" (Ce, 26; Cf, 28). Der
:rid:a always already speaks, writes, and breathes as the late Derrida. He 
:5p~ti.ds his whole life running for dear life (il mart) to catch up with death 

Ind to escape death. 
ln these last seminars the late Derrida makes constant digressions from • his announced topics, Defoe and Heidegger. He brings in Donne, ~ous-

Se~l.l, Blanchot, Freud, Celan, and so on, in a kind of constant evasion or 
pi.tcting off of coming to the point. Digression means getting off the path, 
!ttting on a detour, an Umweg ("detour'') or a Holzweg ("forest pa~ that 
le~ds nowhere"), to remember terms Heidegger uses. The _quesnon of 
lln<ling the right path, of choosing the right path, is an es<entW the.me of 
~tri.da7s last seminars. The theme is drawn from passages early m the 
lleidegger seminar oh92!)-30, that is, 'Ibe p.,.,..,,,,,.i ConaptsofMeu
».y:ics, b-ut also from Crusoe's meditations on which path to choose on his 

l 
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island. All ten of the seminars d' . theme "Th B d th are a 1gress1on from their announced 
' e eastan eSove . "N I either in these s · reign. ot a I that much is said about 

ernmars. 
On the one hand Derrida affi make a whole year 

0
£ . ~s, no doubt truthfully, that he could 

talk of it later cann t'=:'""lk arf ~on this or that passage he cites, that he will 
' 0 ..... o it now orh t lk d b · . complex rheto · f . ' as a e a out 1t elsewhere ma 
nc o evasion tern · · d ' 

other hand he keeps · . ' porizmg, an postponement. On the 
' insert.tog new m t · I r__ vents him from · e a ena rrom other authors that pre· 

mOVIng rorward on th th h b . 
chosen. He calls this ath . e pa e egtns by saying he has 
Foe." The 

5 
dd . P . 'in the file name of each computer file: "Hei 

u en insert.ton of two Ji fr . 
appeared out of nowhere . h. nes . om Donne, hoes that, he says, 

Derrida's disco,,..., fdit~ IS ~emory, IS one such digression. 
. .......,e o gression tu · d iteration, saying the thi ms in a roun of constant rhetorical 
often within the s same ng over and over in slighdy different ways, 

ame sentence It · h b 
ric of apposition since "t ft · d nug t e called an inexhaustible rheto-

' i o ena vance dd series of phrases in appo . . H . s, an oes not advance, through a 
phrases for being dead thstt1~~ e~e is a small-scale example, a cascade of 
different pe~Cll· at ve ad, and will have, occasion to cite from 

--r- ves more than · th 
passed, when I have passed h once i~ ese chapters: "when I will have 
away, disappeared, absolutei : en I will have d~parted, deceased, gone 
as one says to put 

1
·t th t yd thout defense, disarmed, in their hands, 

. ' a way ead[ uand" · 
quand ;e serai parti, dicidi. tf()f I. ,1;~ Je sera1 pass!, quand j'aurai passi, 
m~ leurs mains, c'est-4-dire, ,'::,,'me....,"""': absolum_en~ sans dlfense, disarmi, 
seminar· my-"") Thi ul on dit, pour ams1 dire mort]" (BS 5th 

' ............ . s co d 0 0 . . ' ' 
son not to add yet an th g .0 interminably, since there is no rea-

. 0 er phrase in a · · 
wntten ends with the d d I pposinon, though the passage as 
Derrida had finally broeau he un.khi or clank of the word mort, death, as if 
"Ask g t mself rel cl not for whom the bell t ll ,, ' uctan y, to avoid euphemism. 

The passage cited abo 
00
° s, said John Donne. "It tolls for thee." 

I vea utCel ' o· P e of Derrida's rhetori f . . an s 1e Welt ist fort is a good exam-
. · c 0 appos1uon D 'd mg, IIl a constant process f . · em a proceeds without proceed-
deeper insight, as if h 0 c:1PP•ng what he has just said with a still 
bo e were saym<7' "Yi thi a ut this passage I ha . d bo· ou nk that is all I can find to say 
-----.l- ve cite ut yo . , ~~~to another hi h ' u amt seen nothing yet." He then 

like Charli g er, even less ob . I e Parker rn.n..........; VIOUS or ess predictable insight, 
Though I - --,,.,..ng a melody t hi . , . do not find this ho . . 0 a yet gher harmonic. 

~linguistic strategy is som~ q~te the opposite, nevertheless Der-
boredom as Heid d .g like the temporal structure of pro-

hours fur egger escnbes · · · the ne:n -:- . . tt m his example of waiting fuur u- m a provmcia! railr oad station or as when we say 
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"I'm bored to death." Derrida has relatively little to say about the theme 
()f boredom, Langweile, in Heidegger's seminars, though the discussion 
t:akes up over a hundred pages in The Fundamental C'oncepts of Metaphysics. 
We want the train to come, and we do not want the train to come, since 
I:Jrofound boredom, like the fear of death, or like mourning or melancholy, 
{J\Jts us, Heidegger argues, in tune (Stimmung) with our authentic Dasein, 
the deepest levels of our being. An analysis of profound boredom will lead 
us to find the right path for an understanding of "\\'orld, Finitude, Soli
tude [Welt-Endlichkeit-Einsamkeit]," as they are named in the subtitle of 
Heidegger's seminars. All ten of Derrida's last seminars, as I have said, are 
governed by the running away from death that is a running toward death. 
That movement in place has a temporal structure not unlike that of pro

found boredom as Heidegger describes it. 
Derrida's latest seminars constitute an energetic resistance to becoming 

the late Derrida. This just makes him later than ever, further and further 
:i.wa.y from his announced goal, like the y,rhite rabbit in Alice in Wonderland. 

"Oh dear! Oh dear! I shall be too late!" says the rabbit, after taking a 
watch out of its waistcoat pocket. 14 All of us will ultimately be late, really 
late. To reach the goal, to be on time, would he to be dead, so Derrida 
keeps talking, not to reach the goal, but to avoid reaching the goal. He 
tnust keep being late in order to avoid being late.

15 
The later he i<; the 

better, until finally he is, alas, on time. The train comes to the lonely 
~tation, and he becomes the late Derrida. At that point, nothing remains 

but his remains. 

I 



CHAPTER 5 

Derrida's Remains 

Literature remains a remainder [reste un reste) of religion. 

-DERRIDA, The Gift of Death 

For although the people be as the sand of the sea 
yet a remnant of them shall be saved. ' 

-Isaiah 10:22 

And all the rest is literature. 

-PAUL VERLAINE 

to be dead, before meanin so th. for me to b d li d . g me ing completely different, signifies, 
' e e vere 1nwhat · f as in all . ' remains 0 me [dans ce qui reste de m01], 

my rerruuns [romme dans delivered ·th tous mes restes], to be exposed or 
WI out any possible defense, once totally disarmed, to the 

other, to the others. 

-JACQUES DERRIDA "Th B ' e east and the Sovereign (Two)" 

In a remarkable passage I hav . . 
gives, in the fifth of h' I . e cited in part as an epigraph, Derrida 

th 
ts ast senunars d , . 

o er. The concept of th th • one more efin1non of /'autre, the 
· eo er as I have tI h · a crucial role in Derrida's l ' . . par Y s own 1n Chapter r, plays 

friendship, decision reli . ater wi:inngs on ethics, responsibility, politics, 
pie is the long med· .. n • gi.on, sacnfice, death, and other topics. An exam-

th i .... non on the ph o er is wholly other,, . Th . rase tout autre est tout autre, "every 
In the last seminars i' tn e Gijt of Death (GD, 82-11 5; DM 114-57). 

d fin 
' n a passage alread · d · ' e es the others as th h . Y cite in earlier chapters Derrida 

osew owills · d • 
step of trespass [apres le pas d' '/(). lllYlve my ea th, "after the distancing 
I will have passed whe I ~ zgnement du tripas], after this passage, when 
ceased, gone away' di n ave passed, when I will have departed, de-
th . h , sappeared absol t I 'th e1r ands, as one says t ' . u e Y WI out defense, disanned, in 
trans.). To be dead D ' .0d put It that way, dead" (BS 5th seminar my 
h. ,emasain .. ' ' 
yperbolic or emphatic w . ys h my epigraph, 1n a characteristically 

but everything one leave:y~~d ave ones remains, not just one's body, 
exposed, in what remains f him ~ totally at the mercy of others, to be 
to the others, without any~ ·b{ ~ ~I his remains, to be delivered over 

1 e e nse, to be at once totally disarmed. 
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\Vhat will happen, or should happen, to Derrida's remains, now that 

he is, so to speak, dead, and therefore at the mercy of us others? \Vho 
~hould have responsibility for deciding about that? What is the destiny of 
Derrida's legacy? Will Derrida's work continue to be read or \Viii it be 
ra.pidly forgotten? Will what Derrida wrote and said, that is, his "re
mait1s," be understood and appropriated correctly, or will they be n1isun
derstood and misappropriated? What does that mean, "appropriated 
currectly"? How would one, with the best will in the world, "apply Der
rida" accurately? How should his work be used productively, now that he 

i~ dead? How would we (or I) wish it to be used? 
''Understanding Derrida" i1nplies a constative or cognitive operation. I 

either understand correctly what Derrida wrote or I do not. "Appropriat
ing Derrida," however, is a double performative event. It assumes, first, 
r:bat Derrida's work is not si1nply the object of cognitive understanding 
nr misunderstanding but that it works performarively to rnake something 
happen in the reader when it is read. Reading Derrida is a '""·ay of letting 
something be done to 1ne with words by responding responsibly to the 
demand Derrida's works make on me to read them. Second, reading Der
r-ida obliges me to do something '"1th words in 1ny turn, to intervene pro
(l\J.etively, performatively, in my own situation or context, on the basis of 
t1\y response to the de1nand to be read Derrida's works have made on me. 

My C<lntext or "life situation" may be, almost certainly is, radically dif

ferent from Derrida's own context •Nhen he wrote whatever it is that I am 
uow reading by him. Derrida is a "world '"'liter," that is, his \\.'orks are 
read all over the world, perhaps most often, as is the case \vith Freud, in 
English. Derrida is a \\.·or!d \\Titer in English. This means that people of 
<ill sorts read Derrida in translation, as part of the extremely problematic 
global hegemony of English. Derrida's readers are in radically diverse cul
rur-al and personal situations. \Vhat in the \\.·orld do all these readers in 
(2hina, in India in Brazil in Norwav, in Africa, in Russia, in Canada, not , , ' 

tu speak of the United States, make of Derrida? \\'hat should they make of 
him? How should they all use his work? Surely in different "''ays in each 

case. But should they all even read him at all? That does not go \\.'ithout 

Saying, certainly not for all people. 
If it is in general good to read Derrida, nevertheless it is possible to 

imagine a situation in which it might be bad for a given person to read 
berrida, just as the "as if' or hallucination of the hegemonic nation-state 
is in many cases a bad thing bur may aid liberation in certain situations, or 

just as the "essenrialism" of some aspects of feminism may be politically 

ri 
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~seful and do good in some cases, even thou . . 
1cally suspect. Certain! th gh that essenuahsm is theoret-

y ose people wh I · D . . 
language" or "A text h . 0 c aim emda 1s saying "It's all 

as no meaning· yo k . 
like" or "Deconstructi . ' u can ma e it mean anything you 

on ts out to destr W . . . . 
perhaps do better eithe k . oy estern c1vil1zatJon" would 

. r to eep silent or tu II 
care, instead of 

1
·ust re . h ac a Y to read Derrida with 

. peanng w at the h . ' 
Quite a lot of such people . c Y ave read in the newspapers. 

th 
exist, tor exampl h · au or of the Nw York y..· D . e, t e ignorant and malicious 

I 
zmes err1da obitua 

. conclude that the "destin ,, of D . , ry. 
IS uncertain and ptoblemati r . d" errida s legacy, now that he is dead, 
work and even more diffi ~· t Is tfficult to tell what will happen to that 

Derrida, it happens h cdu t, !perhaps, to tell what ought to happen. 
' a a ottosayov h was even, one might say b d . er t e years about legacies. He 

· , o sesse with th . . 
sp1cuousexamplesareA h. F e question of inheritance. Con-
. I re. zve ever and Sp '' 1ous y concerned mo• I ecta-s 011Warx. Derrida was anx-

. ' .e narrow y with th . 
to hts own work after h d ' . . e question of what would happen 
th e was ead It ts 1 'bl e magnificent, prolonged d' · . ~posst e, for me at least, to read 
i fd . me ttation In D ·d , I . ear o eath, as It is exp< d . ' errI a s ast seminars on the 

th th
. . esse tn Defoe's Rb" . ' . . at ts medttatio 0 tnson Crosoe without thinking 

d th n expresses Derrid ' , 
ea · That death oc,..,, .... d I as attempt to confront his own 

D ·d . ... ..... ,e ess than tw em a did not exactly · D I 0 years later. To put it mildly 

g
od . h" ,1n yanThomas' h " . ' 

0 ntg t. 1 He spends a od s P rase, go gently into that 
those last seminars aski goh part of an exuberant seminar the sixth of 
H asks · ' ngw etheritisb ' e. this question aprnpo f R b' etter to be cremated or interred. 
bund J" SO 0 tnso C ' e a tve and in a glob I 0 rusoe s fear that he may be 

I 
a context f d"ff 

cone udes that thinking ab . 0 1 erent religions and cultures. He 
undecid bl · out this choice I d a e either/or If I . ea s to a genuine aporia an 
b"d · am1nrerrdl ' 
une alive, a horrible thought If I e ' may not yet be dead. I may be 

tered to the winds, disseminat d d ~m cremated, my ashes may be scat
no place to mark the fact that I e ' es.nnerred, disinterred. I will then have 
a bit aho th once hved D ·d b . . ut ese alternatives H . · erri a o viously worried quite 

lt1s . · ewas in the · . not possible, in my vi ' event, interred, not cremated. 
epigraph "th . ew, to read th . . 

fri h 
Wl out seeing it not on! e passage I have cited in my 

g te · ·d yas a hyp bol. . rung t ea that after h · d er IC expression of Derrida's 
thing th lik · e is ead those h · . ey e wtth his body b 

1 
w o Survtve him can do any-

what will ha ut a so as th . ppen after his death to hi e expression of an anxiety about 
sense of all th s restes hi · . 

D 
. ose pages he wrote p bli h • s remams, 1n the secondary 

says ernda, ' u s ed and b · · all . means, for him, to bed li unpu lished. To be dead, 
asm bis · everedov · h those rematns, to the others d er, lil w at remains of him, 

others_ The phrase ....... _ an to be completely disarmed before 
...,..., ma restu " U ' a my remains," plays on the 
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d(l1Jble n1eaning of "remains" as my dead body and as the writings I leave 

h~hind me. 
l~hat double meaning, however, is more evident in English than in 

Fre11ch, so you might call my play on "remains" a violence I an1 doing to 
Derrida's restes. Reste in French is more likely to be used, for example, to 
natn.c what is left over after a collective meal, the remains of a feast, as in 
llamlet's "funeral baked meats" that "did coldly furnish forth the mar
riage tables" (Hamlet, l.2.180-81). "Remains" in the sense of writings 
lt!ft fl.fter the writer's death are often called, in an ominous Latinate tcrtn, 
the writer's "corpus," for example, when I say "I have read the entire 
ctirpus of Derrida's writings." The second and third meanings of remains 
ili the American fleritage Dictionary of the Rnglish Language are "a corpse" 
JJld "the unpublished writings of a deceased author." Note the limitation 
in the word unpublished. This restriction is not entirely pertinent in Der
fi<la 's case, since most of his unpublished manuscripts have already been 
made public as orally delivered seminars, often taped by auditors. In any 
C::lse, I an1 daring to use the \\'ord remaim to refer to all Derrida's \\Titings 
and speakings, published and unpublished, including recorded oral 

f)tesentations. 
The first dictionary meaning of remains is "all that is left after other 

J1arts have been taken away, used up, or destroyed," and the fourth 1nean
ing is "ancient ruins or fossils." \\That Derrida left behind in the form of 
the twenty thousand or more pages of unpublished writings, mostly semi
nars given over the years, are, one might say, "ancient ruins or fossils." 
Derrida used to talk, somewhat wistfully, of his hope that in his old age he 
tllight find time to revise and rewrite these for publication. I have been 
t<:Jld that he left instructions that they not be published as he left the1n, as 

hi~ remains. In a similar way, he refused to have official tapes made of the 
'\-\IQnderfully eloquent improvised translations he made into English of his 
lase fifteen years of seminars when he presented them at the L~niversity of 
CaJifomia at Irvine. lv1y English is not good enough, he said. It v.·as a big 
mistake not to tape those seminars, in spite of his prohibition, surrepti

tj()usly, since they often contained V.'onderful, arabesque commentaries, 
a5ides not in the French texts he v.·as translating. Derrida never stopped 
students who were making tapes of their own, so some remains of these 

im.pressive performances must exist, floating around somewhere out there 
in the universal teletechnical archive or database. Happily, all Derrida's 
"remains," in the sense of his unpublished manuscripts and computer files, 
will be published, so we are promised, in French and in English, over the 
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n;~:.ecadeps. Thi~ will be done by Galilee in France and by the University 
0 icago tess in the United States. 

Both columns of Derrida' Glas b . . 
French d " . s egin with a complex play on the 
right-ha:~r ~ reste _( remains, detritus") and rester ("remain"). On the 

th
, enet side, the tex.t begins with a citation from Genet This 

presents e scandalous image f fl . . 
pieces that is th o someone ush1ng the neatly tom-up 

I 
'. ' , e restes, of a Rembrandt down the toilet: "'what remained 

ce qui est reste] of a Rembra dt . rammed duw . n torn znto small, very regular squares and 
c n the sh1thole' is divided in two" (Ge rb· Gf b) S h 
ior the great European aesthetico . . .. ' ' ' 7 . o muc 
Rembrandt! It · cl' .cl cl . -mimettc tradinon, represented here by 

. IS IV! e In two fr "th" l"k left hand Hegel · d th om Wl in, I e everything else. On the 

II f th
' . ' st e, e speaker/narrator begins by asking ("what after 

a , o e rema1n[s] [ · d J ' • 
(Ge ia . Gf 7a) Th qFuoz uhreste ' today, for us, here, now, of a Hegel?") 

' ., ' · e renc makes ·1 pronounced more I th a ~un on azg e (eagle) and Hegel, both 
or ess esameinthtl ". . 

strange. From the e l [ . l . a anguage: His name is so 
ibid) Th 

1 
age atg e] It draws imperial or historic power" (ibid.· 

· · e eag e, symbol of Genn · · ' 
merged in a pun with th H . an .naaonahst and imperialist aims, is 
. ' ' e egehan VJew f h' · any "\Vb t · f 0 istory as a preordained des-

. a remains o that double 1 cl " . . person, asks. egacy to ay? Derrida, or his spokes-

Many salient examples of th 
found scattered th•o h D ~ words reste, rester, or restance may be 

• ug out ernd ' ks l'k victim or of a more b . . a s wor • 1 e the ashes of a holocaust 
enign cremaa "f th · 

cognates were important d f, 
0~· 1 ere IS such a thing. Reste and its 

salient cases each re£ . wobr s 0~ him. I shall cite and discuss three more 
' remng yasile t I h characteristic of De 'cl , . . n re ay to t e others, in a way that is 

m a s wnang Thi b example of the wo•cl . · s a yssal cross-reference makes any 
• reste or its co h the others or they h gnates t e ghost, trace, or cinder of all 

' over as specte b hi d . . 
substantial example that be .rs e n It, W1th never a solid, bodily, 
others. can said to be the founding "source" for the 

The word rema · . D k . ins appears msistendy t I . . . . ere Attndge that 
0 

A . a one p ace 1n the 1ntemew With 
cl ' I · pens cts of Literature It · as c alfll that Iiteratur · . . . · comes up apropos ofDern-
th . h e is an insatunon . th "' I e ng t to say everyrth. Ill e vvest a lowing in principle 
asks Derrida. "\Vb. , ing'. to, put everything in question. "\Vhat is it?" 

hi h 
, at remains when d · h . . 

w c remains' ther lik . esire as JUst inscribed something 
be e, e an object at th cl' can repeated? What d , . . e 1sposal of others, one that 

qu ta · oes remammg' ~" ( 
0 non marks in the original F mean. AL, 37). The words in 

rutlnlct. "R ........ •-~--,, . thi rench were presumably reste reste and 
· -~, m spassa . • ' 
15 related to the strange fa tha ~· rerruuns a question. The question 

ct t a literary work is at once an "object," 
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something that re1nains after an act of inscription, and something repeat
a.ble, so1nething ghostly, which is detachable frotn its n1aterial substratu1n, 
something that would remain, at least "virtually," even if every copy '"ere 
{lestroycd, as l)errida affirms in "The Time of a Thesis" ("Ponctuations: 

Le temps d'un these") (IT, 37; DDP, 443).1 

The most important exegesis of what "remains" n1ight 1nean that I have 

found in l)errida's writing appears in Paper i\1acbine. Herc Derrida 1nakes 
explicit what he means by saying that "remains" are not just son1ething 

physical, like a corpse, or like we tend to assume Derrida's manu~cripts 
'1te in the two archives that house them. 1.'hc passage is lengthy, hut it 
rnakes a sequential argu1nent. That argument is crucial to understanding 
rny topic in this chapter. In this interview with Antoine Spire for f,e 111011de 

de l'iducation (Septe1nher zooo), Derrida connects his thinking about rerte 
to his more familiar concept of the trace. Since Spire 'vas having some 

difficulty understanding >w·hat Derrida was saying and since v•hat Derrida 
means by reste is counter-intuitive in any case, Derrida spells out his tnean

ing with particular care: 

/\trace is never present, fully present, by definition; it inscribes in it.<>elf the 
reference to the specter of something else. The remainder [Le reste] is not 
present either, any more than the trace as such. And that i~ v.·hy I have been 
much taken up with the question of the remainder, often under this very 
name or more rigorously under that of restance or remaining. [I suppose 
restance is more rigorous because what is in question v.·ith reste is not a fait 
accompli but a continuous process, not a remainder but an act of remain
ing. A present participle names that better.] The remaining of the remain
der [La restance du reste] is not reducible to an actual residue, or to v.'hat is 
left after a subtraction, either. The remainder is not, it is not a being [u11 
itant], not a modification of that v.·hich is. Like the trace, the remaining 
offers itself for thought before or beyond being. [Oblique references to 
l-[eidegger and Levinas here.] It is inaccessible to a straighrforv•ard intu
itive perception (since it refers to something ·wholly other [du tout autre], it 
inscribes in itself something of the infinitely other), and it escapes all forms 
of prehension [A phenomenological term for a grasping by consciousness 
of something other than itself, a grasping that is not comprehension or 
apprehension, but just "prehension "], all forms of monumentalization, and 
all forms of archivation. Often, like the trace, I associate it v.;th ashes [O I.a 
cmdre]: remains without a substantial remainder [reste uzns reste substantiefJ, 
essentially, but which have to be taken account of and without which there 
would be neither accounting nor calculation, nor a principle of reason able 
to give an account or a rationale (redtkre ratUmem), nor a being [ltant] as 

,, 
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such. That is why there ar inde u1 e rema r effects [ effets de reste J in the sense of 
~nre:t ~or a presen~, idealizable, ideally iterable residue. ~at we are say
. g e mom:nt is not reducible to the notes you are taking the record-
ing we are making or the words I · ' 
[restera] of it· th' Id am uttering-to what will remain 

in ewor .Therem. f h . lated in th.i B ams 0 w at remains cannot be calcu-
on p•per ;::yo. Jut thered..,b·ln also be remainder effects, sentences fixed 

' " r essrea a eand d 'bl will thereb h repro uci e. These remainder effects 
Y ave presence effects--d'ffi tl . 

in an extrem,,ly 1 eren Y m one place or another, and 
" uneven way acco d' th will get attached to . Ad' . r mg to e contexts and the subjects that 

It. 1spers1on of th · d a . pretations hut n h h e remain er euects, different inter-
' ow ere t e substan f · identical with itself (PM ce 0 a remainder that is present and 

· e, 151-52; PMf, 385-86) 

. :nus is, I must say, even for D . d . 
In its intransigent . . erri a, a bizarre paragraph, remarkable 

negat1.VIty A re · d 
be thought of as an ki d · m~in er or reste, he is saying, must not 
manuscripts print dyb nksof matenal residue, such as all those Derrida 
. ' e oo andes lith 1ngs, that remain •ft hi d says, a ose tapes and digital record-

ers eath t d. 
remainder is not th 

1 
fto ' s ore or archived here and there. A 

e e ver pan f th' act of subtraction A . d . 0 some ing larger, the product of an 

ki 
· remain er is not · 

nd of being It is n t in any way ever present, nor is it any 
· • 0 present. It j th· . . . 
ts, or what it seems t b s no ing substantial. It is not what it 
the Critical Theorv "'~ h'e-as, for example, the pages of manuscript in 

·J nrc 1ve at the U · . 
examples of Derrid•'s " . nivers1ty of California at Irvine seem 

remains " A · 
word, is not amen bl · reste, In the sense Derrida meant that 

'thm a e to reason or t f. 
an etic of subtraction I . 0 any onn of calculation, such as the 

Well, then wh,t . th mentioned a moment ago. 
· ' in eworldis' 
Ill the passage. For one thin it, a reste? Derrida gives various hints 
rational logic of the u· ,, thg, he asserts that a reste is not amenable to the 

IS, e copul I · 
moreover, is like a tra A . a. t is not what it is. A remainder, 

ha . ce. ccording t D 'd w t it is because it i . 0 err1 a, as we know a trace is not 
oth th · s a sign referrin . ' . er an itself and p · . g to something ghostly something 

hi h nor to Itself . ' w c the distinction be or posterior to itself, "a movement in 
(PM tween space and · h " e, 150; PMf 

3
8
4
) A . ti.me as not yet come about 

· ' · trace 1s s b' notonously, dijfir111Jc, diffi . u Ject to the law of what Derrida called, 
below, Derrida warr:s· e~g and deferring at once. As I shall show 
' track ] us agatnst thinki eft by an animal tha ng of the trace on the model of 
pawprint. t may be followed again from pawprint to 

en ~ a remainder is like a trace 
tireJy clear), then it is . (though the extent of this likeness is not 

a sign of th . . e same peculiar son that a trace is. 
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1'he word "icera.ble" in the passage connects Derrida's thought of the re-
1tiainder with all he says about perfonnative language in Limited Inc. A 
remainder is the trace of an iterable set of signs. That means that it can be 
detached from any single material base and from any "saturable" context. 
lt can function differently in many different contexts and with many dif
ferent material substrates. The phrase "idealizable, ideally iterable resi
due" connects what Derrida is saying here with his way of reading Husserl 
llnd with his claim, in "The Time of a Thesis," mentioned already, rhat 
he planned at one time a dissertation on literature as an ideal object, chat 
is, as an object free or able to be freed from any material base, though it 
is "bound" to a particular language, whereas the ideal triangle does not 
depend on the existence of any material triangle, such as those printed on 
the paper of geometry books, nor is a triangle language-bound (rT, 37; 

DDP,443). 
That is part of what Derrida means by saying that, though a remainder 

is not a material residue, there are "remainder effects" in the sense that a 
given embodiment of a reste, "sentences fixed on paper," can have effect<>, 
t"an give rise in many different contexts, unpredictably, through "disper
sion," to different "interpretations," such as the interpretation of Derri

da's reste I am at this moment proferring. 
The claim that "since [a remainder] refers to something wholly other, 

it inscribes in itself something of the infinitely other" is a precious clue 
t() what Derrida means by reste. It authorizes us to think of a remainder 
as insubstantial, immaterial, nonpresent, a specter, because it comes from 
the wholly other, is invoked by the wholly ocher, and therefore has some
thing of the wholly other inscribed within it. Derrida may have put pen 
to paper or fingers to computer keyboard and written such and such a set 
of words, leaving the manuscript or printout behind, but actually it was 
the wholly other speaking through him, commanding his "invention," 
that inscribed itself in those words. That source defines the nature of 
Derrida's remains. They are inscriptions of the tout autre, and therefore 

anything but substantial. 
If remains are as fragile and immaterial as Derrida says, then \11e would 

be wrong to think of those two archives of Derrida's manuscripts, the one 
\lt Irvine and the one at IMEC (L'lnstitut Memoires de J'Ed.ition Contem
roraine) near Caen, plus what remains in his home in Ris-Orangis, as 
safely preserving what Derrida wrote. Derrida's remains are still in danger, 
even though the originals now at Irvine were carefully photocopied in Ris
Orangis before being sent to California, so the duplicates could be stored 
at IMEC, far from the danger of nuclear holocaust in Paris. This is like 

1 
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having a double backup for computer files. Derrida compulsively made 
more than one backup of things he was writing on the computer. But all 
that was for naught, or practically for naught. 

Why? As Derrida forcefully argues in Archive Fever, any archive func
tions doubly. Archivization works not just to preserve someone's.writin~, 
safe and sound, but also to aid in their forgetting and destruction. This 
happens by way of the Freudian death drive or destruction drive, by w~at 
Derrida here names with the Greek word hypomnema, that is, weak, parttal, 
or incomplete memory, brought about by the very effort of trying to pre
serve memory. This penchant toward making unsafe in the very act. of 
trying to make safe was later on to be called by Derrida the self-des~~ve 
"logic of autoimmunity": "right on that which pennits and cond1aons 
archivization, we will never find anything other than that which exposes to 
destruction, and in truth menaces with destruction, introducing, a priori, 
forgetfulness and the archiviolithic into the heart of the monument. Inw 
the 'by heart' [par coeur] itself. [As when we say, "He knows Derrida's 
works by heart."] The archive always works, and a priori, against itself' 
(AF, 12; MdA, 26-27). We think Derrida's manuscripts are safe and sound 
in the Irvine Critical Theory Archive and at IMEC, but just putting them 
there tends to lead to their forgetting, just as Derrida expressed in his 
last interview his fear that two months after his death his work would be 
completely forgotten, even though his books would remain in libraries. 
"There will be nothing left,'' he said (LLF, 34; AV, 35). Precious little use, 
so far, has been made of either archive, though with at least one notable 
exception (the admirable work of Jason Smith on the manuscript anteced
ents of Specters of Marx). A big project is being carried out to transcri~e 
and publish all Derrida's seminars, in both French and English. But will 
they be read, even then? Most people tend to rejoice that Derrida's manu
s~pts have been saved, but to postpone reading them, much less rnemo
nzmg them "by heart." Just because they are safely stored, we can sa~ely 
~orget them. \¥hen Derrida saw his catalogued manuscripts in the Irvine 
hbrary, neatly and professionally stored in long rows of gray cardboard 
file boxes, he said, "They look like so many tombstones!" . 

. My readers may think the digital revolution has changed all this fragi.1-
1~ of the paper archive. This vulnerability makes Derrida's remains still 
~papyrus rolls in the famous library of Alexandria. That library's bui:°
mg destroyed many precious remains of Greek civilization. Now, with 
scanning, hard ?rives and servers that are terabytes in capacity, distrib~ced 
~ta.bases'. multiple backups, and all the other wonders of prestidigitahza
bon, archives, you might think, can he made absolutely safe. Not so, says Derrida. 
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Derrida recognizes and brilliantly identifie~ the revoluti~na.ry chanf~s 
. . . ti n and new telecommunications devices have ma e in ~eop.e s 

~~:~s :ell as in institutions such as psychoanalris ~~ ~he ~:~:e~~?~ 
.d that not just the external means o arc n'lng 

Dern a argues that generate "mate-

~:;~g,:di,~":;::::!,~'~,;;ti~:e~n!::,7i;';1,:::~~;o: t;~ c~:n~e~7~: 
handwriting to the typewriter to the computer to e t o . 

~ingles out e-mail as of special importance: . 

. . th the fax is on the way to transforming 
electron1c mail today, even more a~h '. d first of all the limit 
the entire public and private space.a umant~i,c;nand the public or the 

between the private, the secret ~n.vate ~r ~~ ordinary and limited sense 

phenomenal. It is not onlyda tecdn~~n in ~uasi-instantaneous fashion, 
of the term: at an unprece ente r . ' f · tin of conservation, and 
this instrurnental possibility of pro~uctt.onb,lo ien;cco~panied bv juridical 

f d · f th archive must 1nevtta Y ' 
Cl estructton o e . These affect nothing less than property 
and thus political transformations. . I . i\1dA -) 
'ghts publishing and reproduction nghts. (AF, 7, , 3) 

r1 ' . . d's lifetime, depended on handwritten let
Psychoanalys1s, dunng Freu h . on "vhat today we, in our 

d the postal system, t at 1s, th 
ters and notes, an on 1 . ould have been altoge er 

. II " ·1 mail" Psychoana ys1s w h. 
i11tpat1ence, ca sna1 · . II Derrida if Freud and is 

b th th ti ally and pracnca y, says , d 
different, o eore c . h Id have liked to have devote 
ilssociates had had email. Dernda sa)_'S e :V0

ue fiction" pcoi'ect of imagin
h " trospecnve sc1enc 

his whole lecture tot e re d hi t mporaries collaborators, and 
. '"f Freu scone ' 

ing psychoanalysis 1 · · · ' . . th ands of letters bv hand, had .. I . t dofwnnng ous . . d 
hnmediate d1sc1p es, ins ea h . d.t cacds portable tape recor -

I AT&T telep on1c ere 1 ' 
had access to MC or I . . t leconferences and above all 

. faxes te evis1ons, e ' · II 
ers, computers, printers, ' Id hoanalysis have been rad1ca y 
" ·1" (AF 6 MdA JJ) Whywou psyc .d . k. 
IC.-ma1 , 1 ; • · .1, B use says Dern a 1n stn 1ng ·r F d h d possessed ema1 · eca • h. . 

1 different 1 reu a . th hnical mode of arc 1VIng a -
. . . ) ~ rmulanons, e tee . 

(and counter-1ntu1nve 0 
. . . b tin its coming into exts-

. hen it stones it, u . 
ters "rhat it stores not JUSt w . . . p•osthesis or hypomnes1c 

· ti .,.,.nnng • · ' · 
tence: "the archive, .as pnnnl ng:he lace for stocking [stockagel and for 
technique in general, is not 0 Y hp ast hich would exist in any case, 

. h' hie content oft ep w . b N t()nsetvlng an arc 1va .11 bel. 
5 

it was or will have een. o, 
h' ne so 1eve 

such as, without the arc ive, 
0 h. . •chive also determines the sttuc-

. f the arc zvzng a. . d · the techrucal structure 0 
. . coming into existence an in 

. -'J t nt even in Its very h . 
ture of the archzvao econ e hi . tion produces as muc as it 

. th future The arc VIza II d its relationship to e . r . l experience of the so-ca e 
records the event. This is also our po iaca 

news media" (AF, 16-17; MdA. 34). 

I 
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As H. Marshall McLuhan long 'd "Th . Th . ago sai : e medium is the message" 
e pages in Archive Fever th k · 

chic institun· l d . . at ta e note of these revolutionary psy-
' ona , an pohncal ch · th brought abo t b anges 10 e way we live now, changes 

'"PPl ud byy new prosthetic devices externalizing memory could be 
emente more elaborate I b . . ' 

Machine "Fat' th d Kn l ana yses y Derrida tn &hographies, Paper 
• an ow edge" R L import of these t hn l . l ' ogues, e tQUCher, and elsewhere. The 

ec o og:tca changes i f th b' · . . late writin I d s one 0 e 1g topics 10 Derrida's 
gs. t eserves a chapter t ·ts If D . . , nition of"the d' l 01 e · esp1te Derrida s acute recog-

se ra ica and· t · bl 

3
6) h h m ennina e turbulences" (AF, 18; MdA, 35_ 

' owever, e argues that th d . . 
even more owerfull ~ es.truct:lon drive operates, if anything, 
than with p~pe chi~ andTmore inevitably with archived digital databases 

r ar ves. he" h' d . ,, . . 
vided between "a hi d . arc ive nve JS still as much as ever di-

re ve esJre " th d · written and IJTilphi l'k ' e esJre to save and store everything, 
o-- ca ' e, and "archive 6 " I , . not exist "without th th . ever, or ma d archzve, which can-

e reat of this de th d · h' · struction drive" (AF 
1 

. MdA a nve, t JS aggression and de-
"B ,, • 9, 38). 

ugs always remain in softwar H d . 
inadvertent wrong e. ar drives sooner or later fail. An 

command can era h d d . 
might say, the destructive d . b . . se a ar nve. Hackers are, one 
hackers may in some c thirJ~ek udt into the World Wide Web. Though 

ases n they a r . ll appear to act on the b . f re po ltlca y motivated, they often 

h 
as1s o sheer ana h" h .. . w at can be done t d " . re ic, tee noph1hac desire to see 

b 
0 estroy archive " d · h Y way of Web site Th d . s store in ard drives and available 
s. ey o this b d' through "bots " th . Y sen Jng out viruses and worms or 

. ' at ts, surreptitiou I d ' pnvate computers all th s Y an undetectably commandeered 
" over e world d . zombies." Th . • ma e Into unwitting "robots" or 

ese zombies then d 
leered Web sites Th' l sen out millions of commands to se-

. ls over oad will · 
servers, bringt'ng a wh l . tie up thousands of hard drives and 

d 
o e national J t an commercial comp• . l'k n emet system, government, banks, 
ruesa1 e toa tad 'll may be threatened . th ' s n Stl . Even a country's security 

,asm ecaseofR · h puter system in 
200 3 

uss1an ackers of the Estonian com-
7 · 

Hackers ar · thi e m s remarkabl Jik . . 
mune system. I am b . Y e the antibodies of the human im-
~n- · orrowmg the fi D ·d 
......u:; m Archive Fever fi ll . gure em a later used for what he 
the aggression drive' o~ thowmdg Fthreu~, the destruction (Destruktion) drive, 
driv . . ' e ea driv (AF e IS tnstinctive and llT. . 'bl e '10, 11; MdA, 24, 26). This 

es1sue.Mthck .. 
gtauuners, often professionall 05 a ers are highly tramed pro-
ment agencies, including n1 employed by banks, companies, or govem

secrecy of their computer tary ones, to enhance the security and 
systems, to set up "firewalls" and the like. My 
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Mac receives frequently from Apple or Microsoft an invitation to down
\o:ld an enhancement to the security program of the Apple operating sys
te.m or of Microsoft Word, the word-processing program I am using at 
this moment. I just downloaded today (February 20, 2008) from Microsoft 
a Security Update to protect my Word program from a "malicious" in
vader, as their update message calls it, that would erase my hard disk. 
Needless to say, I hastened to install the update. Soon new invasions will 
be devised, however, in the endless intemecine battle of the Internet 
;igainst it.<>elf. As soon as I have an "lntemet connection" I am, willy-nilly, 

part of this system. 
These "security updates" are no doubt prepared by highly trained pro

grammers at Apple or Microsoft. Something, however, often goes wrong 
with some of those trained programmers, by an apparently inevitable mu-
4ttion. Benign computer nerds become hackers. These programmers are 
prosthetic appendages to the system, with great power over its workings. 
Nevertheless, a certain number of these specialists mm against the system 
itself. This is analogous to the behavior of antibodies in autoimmune reac
tions. The function of antibodies is to protect the body against "antigens" 
that come from outside the body, such as viruses. Nevertheless, in certain 
eciuastrophic cases, these antibodies rum against the body's own organs 

<tlld tissues, destroying them. 
It not an accident that we call the desrructive programs hackers insert 

into computers by way of the Intemet "viruses." Computer viruses func
tion in relation to the Internet in the same way as organic viruses function 
in the human body. Both kinds of viruses replicate themselves endlessly 
and destroy what they inhabit. The figure of the "computer virus" encour
ages us to think of the World Wide Web as a living organism, which in a 
sense it almost is, or of the body as a computer system, which in a sense it 
almost is. The bottom line, as Derrida says, is that "remains," in the multi
ple sense of paper remains, digitized files, and human bodies, are subject 
to a cruel law that says: "The archive always works, and a priori, against 

itself' (AF, 12; MdA, 27). 
Putting all Derrida's remains online, though it would make them, hap-

pily, more easily available, would not protect them from the destruction 
drive or from the disaster of autoimmune self-destruction, just as Derrida 
was, ironically, killed by a cancer that some medical scientists think is the 
result of an autoimmune response. I say "ironically" because he had, years 
before his death, so brilliantly identified the way autoimmunity works in 
the archive and in any given political community. I discuss Derrida's ex
tended concept of autoimmunity in Chapter 6. Derrida's final interview, 
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with Le Monde, was called, citing him "!Am t '" . 
I 

• a vvar with M ]£"This 
was a covert a lusion among th th" yse · • o er 1ngs toh" 1·11 .. 
way, the World Witd Wi b . . ' 15 morta l ness. In a surular 

e e IS at war with ·t If 'T' 
as Archive Fever i 1 se · 10 translate Mal d'archive 

s accurate enough · · F 
for "I am si k," b th . ' since In rench one says Je suis ma/ 

c ut e translation mi th 
or "evil " · B d I . . sses e way ma/ also means "bad" 

, as In au e a1re's tttle f, h' 
Derrida makes that overt 

1
. ~r 15 collected poems: Fleurs du maJ. 

one exp 1cit wh h · th his "exergue" on the de . d . en e says, in e last sentence of 
StruCbon nve as ·r. h b" th . 

not one archive fever 
1
. . 1 in a Its e archive: "There is 

' one tnut or one suff · f 
enlisting the in~finite a h' r ering o memory among others: 

, re 1ve 1ever verge d" I . 
touche au mal radican" (AF . 5 on ra 1ca evtl [le ma/ d'arcbive 

A fi ., ,2o, MdA, JS-39) 
. nal, extremely helpful clue to . . 

his assertion in the I . what Derrida meant by "remains" is 
. . .' ong passage cited abov th "Oft . 

assocrate it [i.e., reste] with ash ['la e, at en, hke the trace, I 
remainder [reste Sa'"'~ st __ 

1
_es a. cendreJ: remains without a substantial 

,.., re. e JU.Ostantze!J " \Vh · . . 
The word reste occurs at . · Y Is that assoc1aaon helpful? 
the last of my thtcee 

1
. 

3 
crucial moment in Derrida's Cinders. This is 

sa ient occurre f th 
scattered ashes here and th . nee~ 0 e word reste, dispersed like 
English, not quite the sa : in Derrida's work. A cinder is, at least in 
have fire latent in it as inmDe ndg ,as ~shes. A cinder may, to my sense, still 

. ' em asatleP, la remains of a completely b eu cendre, while ashes are what 
Th 

urnt-out c· d Wi 
e habitual plural in " h ,, in er. e rarely speak of "an ash." 

think as es suggests th E of ashes as multitud' at we nglish speakers tend to 
rial h inous, pulverized l' h · • w ereas a cinder m· E 

1
. h • ig t as air, almost insubstan-

. ' ng1s atle t ness in maintaining t d ' as to my ear, retains some cohesive-
, o some egree th k I to make it. • e s e etal shape of what was burned 

Derrida plays on that n 
shall cite explicitly associatuan~edof a distinction. The passage in Cinders I 
makes cl es CIIl ers or h 'th ear, the Holocaust i h. h as es WI remains. As the conrext 
to ashes, hovers in the b '1,.n_w Jc so many millions of Jews were turned 

fe . ac""-01ound th h . 
re rence ts sometimes made . . roug out Cinders. The Holocaust 
dm, like "Envois" in The Post e;Jlici~, as in the passage that follows. Cin
?us imaginary persons speak Tbard, is a str~nge polylogue, in which vari
is a commentary or a <level ' e passage tn question, like all of Cinders, 
translatable phrase stran opm~ntal variation on a single motif the un-
verbaJ · d ' ge even m Fre h "'] ' 

ctn er, Derrida says . ~c • t Ya la cendre." This strange 
lated la 'bly • Just came into hi · 

• ' ~ • USl enough, by Ned s nund. The phrase is trans-
:,ettthd idiomaticity of French h Luka~er as "cinder there is." By the 
it ere L _ the • owever it 1· As iias re cinder" · ho ' means tterally something like 

whoever is-..i.;.._ says,' ""bouce th Y and la are ways of saying "there." 
-,..._,,. a t some "h " e, perhaps "Derrida himself," 
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this phrase is ''gray dusty words [poussib-e grist de mots]," "something mate
rial-vis~ble but scarcely readable" (C, 41, 43). It is scarcely readable be
cause it "refers only to itself," that is, to its self-refiexive working as words, 
11.0t to any referent outside itself, as meaningful words are supposed to do. 

Here is the passage: 

At present, here and now, there is something material-visible but scarcely 
readable-that, referring only to itself, no longer makes a trace, unless it 
traces only by losing the trace it scarcely leaves. 

-that it just barely remains [-qu'elle restr pour peu] 

-but that is just what he calls the trace, this effacement. I have the impres-
sion now that the best paradigm for the trace, for him, is not, as some have 
believed, and he as well, perhaps, the trail of the hunt [la pistr du chasse], the 
fraying [le frayage], the furrow in the sand, the wake in the sea, the love of 
the step for its imprint, but the cinder (what remains without remaining [ce 
qui rrste sans rester] from the holocaust, from the all-burning [du britle-tout], 

from the incineration the incense) 

-That it remains [Qu'ellr reste] for very few people, and, however slightly 
one touches it, it falls, it does not fall into cinders, it gets lost down to the 
cinder of its cinders. In writing this way, he burns one more time, he burns 
what he still adores although he has already burned it, he is intent on it (C, 

4>) 

"The cinder of its cinders" would, perhaps, be the grey dust of ashes. 

Traces, cinders, ashes, remains, all are alike in being the locus of one of 
those Blanchotian formulations, "X without X," that are so important for 
Derrida, for example, when he speaks inAporias of the possible impossibil
ity of death. In this case, k reste, the remainder, such as Derrida's archived 
manuscripts, is what "remains without remaining," and that is pretty 
much all you can say about it, though I have been trying, proleptically and 

at some length, to gloss that formulation. 
Well, what remains without remaining, here and now, of Derrida's leg

acy? What is destined to happen to his remains, in all the obscurity and 
aµoretic complexity of what Derrida meant by this word? It is best to 
answer this question in Derrida's own terms, as a way of taking possession, 

by exappropriation, of Derrida's legacy and then casting it forth again, as 
in this essay you are reading right now. Derrida's investigation of this issue 
takes three forms. I shall analyze the first two of these in this essay. The 
third is the focus of Chapter 3 of this book. These forms are: (1) Derrida's 
tefiections on his own legacy; (2) his reflections on the legacies of others; 
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(3) his general reflections on how e 
"now," especially those reaiste d :enthts that take place in the nonpresent 
or speech, will inflect the fu. re h tn e. performative aspect of writings 

. th ture, t e avenzr the "to "Th. ·11 c. 
pen m e unpredictable and d . . ' come. IS wt nllp-

a vennnous wa th D .d 
ranee. That pottmante d . ys at em a called destiner-

au wor or its "c ,, 
have shown, in many works b D . oncept appears frequently, as I 

D . d Y err1da over the years 
em a was too modest to have had . . 

own legacy or it might h b anything much to say about his 
' per aps e bett 

not to cover up his lack f d er to say, too scrupulously polite 
. 0 mo esty. He did 1:._ 

question of his works' futu d . not Oiten openly confront the 
. re or esnny alt h d 
in A Taste for the Secret a d er e was ead, though a passage 

L
. . n some remarks · th I . . 
1ve Finally, are excepti Aft . in e ast interview, Learning to 

d 
ons. er his de th h. 

ead body totally dis d a ' is works would be like his 

h 
' arme , totally at th ' 

c ance, any longer for h" e mercy of others, without any 
· ' Imtosettherec d · h mains, are, my readers .11 h . or stra1g t. Derrida, or his re-

thi 
WI not ave faded t · 

at s moment. He is 0 note, entirely at my mercy 

Whi 
not around to t 11 1 h 

le he was alive Denid d.d e me ave 1nisunderstood him. 
· ll · ' a 1 oftentryt th . c1a Y 1n the many intervi h 0 set e record straight, espe-

1. h d ews e granted b I . is e essays and bo ks H ' ut a so in seminars and in pub-
. I. 0 · ewasalwa""kid ominous y kind, in what h .d b ; - n , perhaps even a little 

th esa1 a out th. I e years before his death ings wrote on his writings over 

One ~f the relatively ra~e places wher . . 
pen to his remains in th e Derrida discusses what will hap-

f th . ' esenseofhi ks 
0 . e mterviews he granted Ma . s. wor , a~er his death is in the first 
Pans, at his home in Ri 

0 
. llrlzio Ferrans and Gianni Vattimo in 

· fro s- rangis and th · 
s1ons m 1993 to 1995 publ1· h d' A en in Turin, on different occa-
1 sh 11 · fr ' s e as Tast fi h a ate, om the first · t . e ur t e Secret. In the passage 
D .d h m emew w·th F . e~ a as heen defining decons ' ~ . ei:ans (Paris, July 16, 1993), 
nomcal, putatively systemati Wi tructlon In Its relation to the great ca

ph~r has left what may be ~ des tern philosophers. Each such philoso-
bemg si d (" ca e an oeuvre th · . gne 1n all the amb· . ' at is, something capable of 
"Plato " "H ·d igwty of "sign tur ") ·th ' e1 egger " 

0
, h a e W1 a single name: 

sa ' w atever Th 
Plys, most occupied him in his hil · ~se systematic texts have, Derrida 

a~o, Kant, Hegel, and Husse~ ~oph1cal teaching and writing. He lists 
patient attempt to define d (f '. 4). Denida then makes once more a 
derstandin f · econstruCtJ.on and g 0 It. The defini · . to correct a common misun-
COnstructi • tlon is expressed thi . 
he has . on 5 approach to systematic hil s time_ in relation to de-
Haml. ~ been saying about the w p _osophers and In relation to what 
D .det s J>hnse; ll1ls den Fuuerz m· Haydtlme is always "out of joint," in 

em can ..-.1_ . o • e1 egger's r ul . -i-'"'rauon of this fi . lOnn anon. (fhe fullest 
gure for tun · · e 15 m Specters of Marx.) That 
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time is out of joint, disarticulated, means that it resists being thought 
about by way of a present now or of the contemporaneous. Here is Derri

da's definition of deconstruction: 

Deconstruction is not a method for discovering that which resists the sys
tem; it consists, rather, in remarking, in the reading and interpretation of 
texts, that what has made it possible for philosophers to effect a system is 
nothing other than a certain dysfunction or "disadjustment," a certain inca
pacity to close the system. \Vherever I have followed this investigative ap
prnach, it has been a question of showing that the system does not work, 
and that this dysfunction not only interrupts the system but it.<>elf accounts 
for the desire for system, which draws its ilan from this very clisacljoin1nent, 

or disjunction. (fS, 4) 

Derrida emphasizes that this strategy must be applied differently to 
each oeuvre. Deconstruction is not an all-purpose tool that deconstructs 
every system in the same way, like a recipe for cooking all fish, flesh, or 
fowl identically. Mat works for Plato does not work for Hegel. The pha1·
makon is the element that unworks Plato's system, but it does not ~·ork to 
unwork Kant or Hegel. It is necessary to read each oeuvre to find out 
'\\+tat, in each case, is the element that does not fit, the element that is out 
of joint with the system in question but that makes the system possible/ 
impossible. That variability in terminology and approach has someti1nes 

confused Derrida's readers. 
Well, what about Derrida's own work? Does it form a system or oeu

vre? Derrida's answer is interesting and perhaps even a little surprising, 
given the perhaps seemingly incoherent abundance of his v.·ork. He claims 
that all of his work has emerged from what he calls a pari rtratigique, a 
strategic wager. He says this wager is unjustified and fortuitous, in the 
sense that he has no right or reason to make just this comminnent. It is a 
leap in the dark. A wager is a specific form of speech act. By definition, you 
may either win or lose a bet. You cannot know ahead of time, otherv;ise it 
\\·ould not be a wager at all, but an absolutely certain prediction. Derrida's 
bet was a decision to enter, in a specific way he calls "deconsrructive," by 
\\'ay of his own singularity into the singular context in .... ,.hich he found 
himself. He decided to practice in a "deconsrructive" \11ay his profession 

of philosophical teaching and writing \\-ithin the institutions tha~ had ap
pointed him, initially the Ecole Norm.ale Superieure, then the Ecole des 
llautes Erodes en Sciences Social es, plus numerous U.S. universities 
where he taught as a visiting professor: Johns Hopkins, Yale, the Univer

sity of California at Irvine, Cornell, New York University. 

I 
:I 
' 
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. I~ was a .double wager. First, Derrida bet that he would be able to enter 
hts tmmed.tate context and change it. Second, he bet that what he wrote 
on the basis of that wager would form a nonsystematic oeuvre that would 
~a~g together without hanging together, as Maurice Blanchot might say. 

s oeuvre wo~d therefore be able to function in radically new and dif
ferent contexts 1n the futu th · h . re, at is, w en it would come to be read by all 
sorts of people all over the world: 

wh:n I began to write such and such about, say, Husserl, the writing corres
po ded to a context that can be described: a world-wide philosophical con-
text, and more specifically a F h . . . renc context at a certain moment, and, even 
:ore ~ecifically, 10 a certain academic field, and so forth. But, over time, 
., '

00.b'l"thnce and consistency of what I have called an oeuvre should make 
t poss1 e t dth' · th wh th b '--.nd . IS ts e wager-twenty, thirty, forty years from now 

a as een sa1 in the context · h . 1 b 
f d d 

mtg t not s1mp y e contradicted or out 
o ate, an thus might r · · · . 

Id I 
es1st-1nstst-to the point where the context 

wou no anger simply be II . . 
1 

b 
1 

a co ect:J.on of conditions circumscribing what 
say, ut a so fonned by what I have said within it. (TS, 14) 

A work (oeuvre) does 0 t · 1 . ·d . . I . 0 simp Y enter into or respond to the ever-
WI erung arc es of its d" as I 

1 
surroun 1ng contexts. It enters into those contexts 

a arge-sca e speech act to fonn cl fo · 
contexts Th k th or e rm, In any case to change, those 

· e wor en makes se d fu · · text D · d nse an ncoons in that changed con· 
· em a, somewhat scandalo 1 c th d liberate) . . us y, con1esses at he has sometimes e-

y wntten m such a way th t h h h ·11 d or at any rate d a e opes e wt not be understoo , 
not un erstood at fi t th h . . .k people as tran . rs • so at w at he has wntten will sm e 

5 ge, unnmely pe h 1. this h ' r aps even a 1ttle mad. He says he does 
• owever, so that what he · ·11 

as to make wha h has . wntes wt change the context in such a way 
happened. t e wntten readable, "legible." That has certainly 

Derrida formulates the gon I I . . . 
"\Vh I h era aw that Justifies his wager by saymg: 

at ave called oeuvre m ki . 
conventional te . ' a ng use of this somewhat suspicious or 

rm, is a manner (end d 
ing the conditions of le . . . oge~ous, to some degree) of pro uc-
"Endogenous" .~bility of that which has been produced" (fS, I 5). 

means produced fro · thi " Th 
make itself legible. An .m WI n. e work icself works to 
Joyce's 1 ,,__ fus example of this law at work in literature is the way 

'"''J"'•es at t seemed to 'd 
people but graduall becam a consi erable degree unreadable co many 
literature that now y e so normal a mode of writing in modernist 
even a little vUu.x . U/yssesld haseems to most people "a piece of cake," perhaps 

Jeu. o t. Derrida' be . tha th produces its own s t is t e law that an oeuvre 
context or modifies any existing one will work with his 
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own work, his remains, his corpus, his legacy. If that happens, if he wins 
his strategic wager, this will mean that his work will have changed all the 
different worldwide contexts enough so that his work will be perfonna
tively effective, in all its singularity and idiosyncrasy, though in unpredict
a hie ways, in widely different contexcs in the future. 

If this turns out to be the case, if Derrida wins his bet, then he has no 
reason to be anxious about what happens to his remains after he dies. They 
have a secure future to come, a felicitous avenir, a happy destiny. This is a 
wonderfully cheerful and optimistic confidence. \Vhy, then, does Derrida 
worry so much about what will happen to him when he is gone away, 
passed, deceased, departed, disappeared, and, in a manner of speaking, 
''dead''? If his work works, if he wins his bet, then he should have nothing 
to worry about. Nevertheless, he worries. He worries because, whatever 
he says about that wager, he knows that when he is gone he will then be 
totally disarmed, wholly at the mercy of others, completely unable, as a 
ghostly voice from "beyond the grave," to try once more to straighten 
people out about what deconstruction is. He will be completely unable to 
say: "No, you have misunderstood. You have got me wrong. Let me try to 

explain." 
A small example of that straightening out is a somewhat surprising re

fllark Derrida makes in one of the interviews with Ferraris. He sharply 
distinguishes his work from structuralism and from what is, often still 
today, called "the linguistic tum." His opposition to "logocentrism," 
he says, was an opposition to linguistics and to the form of it caJled 

"structuralism'': 

The irony-painful, at times---0f the story is that often, especially in the 
United States, because I wrote "il n'y a pas de hors-texte" [there is nothing 
outside the text], because I deployed a thought of the "trace," some people 
believed they could interpret this as a thought of language (it is exactly the 
opposite). Deconstruction was inscribed in the "linguistic turn," when it 
was in fact a protest against linguistics! (TS, 76} 

As Derrida elsewhere explains, more than once, his deconstruction is 
llot "a thought of language" because it is always, from the beginning to 
the end of his oeuvre, a thought of the unthinkable, that is, of what is 
beyond language. He calls this beyond le tout autrt, "the wholly other." If 
ic is really other, wholly other, beyond language, unsayable, not much 
tnore than that can be said about it. Derrida goes on in the passage just 
cited, in one of the few places where he explicitly (and with extreme pru
dence) differentiates his thought from that of Paul de Man, to say: "I do 

·1 
I 

I 
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~e be~t I can_ to mark the limits of the linguistic and the limits of the 
r etoncal-this was the crux of my profound debate with Paul de Man 
who had a more 'rhetoricist' interpretation of deconstruction" (TS 76) ' 

Derr'd ' k b ' · b 1 _a s remar a out de Man gives a clue as to why Derrida was right 

cl
to e .anx~ous about what would happen to his work after his death. The 

ue lies In what had happened at Derrida' h d ak, th hll . s ans,sotospe toe 

b
e p ess rem_ains of others. This is the second of the three rubrics I listed 

a ove, Derrida wrote extraord · b . . f, . 1nary essays a out hving contemporaries 
ordexample, his essays about Foucault, Lacan, Levinas, Blanchot Ricoeur' 

an even about my own w k Th . ' ' . . or · ese combine generosity and sharp dis-
agreement tn different mixes in each case. 

The most important testim · c 

D 
'd on1es, 1or my purposes here are the essays 

em a wrote as memorials 0 ks f . ' d th M r war o mourning for friends after their 
.ea

1 
s. any pe~ple (myself, for example) remain mute speechless inar-

tlcu ate after a friend dies h · ' ' S'l l 'per aps in a way that is not altogether healthy. 
. 1 encelmay pro ong the mourning and may even tum it into that forever 
1ncomp ete mourning Freud II d " 1 challen d F d' d' . . ca e me ancholy." Derrida, it happens, 

ge reu s tstJ.nctton F hi II . tha . h · or m, a mourrung, as he said more 
n once, is per aps really int . bl I thi b k) D .d . enruna e me ancholy. (See Chapter 12 in 
s 00 em ahad 1nanyca . 1 . . 

th d th f 
.I.'....: • se, a conspicuous y different reacuon to 

e ea o a 1r1end from · a: ~ d . my 1ne11ectual stammerings. The death of a 
i1·1en or associate chara t . . U 
outp . f d c eristtca Y generated in him an extraordinary 

ourmg o war s Derrida fth . . · was one o e greatest writers of such mem-
oirs or memonals of all ti Ch furth th . . me. apters 1 I and 1 2 of this book discuss 

er e mot1.vat1on for these eulogies. 
To be human is to feel the d r b. . . . I b . nee 1or o 1tuanes eulogies or memonal 

ce e raaons of the dead as w II c ' ' 
. . . . • e as ior grave-markers tombstones with 
1nscnpnons and epita hs Wi ' 
to vive th ' d p . · e want to locate the bodies of the dead and 

1:>· em ecent bunal An e 1 · th . . . . 
made t . · xamp e ts e inordinate effort snll being 

0 recover and identify the b bod' · th v· ones or 1es of those missing in action 
ill e Jetnam War. Until we find th . . . 
may still be a1· ose remains, we think those soldiers 

Ive somewhere Thi d . . 
'Picuousl d h . • s nee to memor1ahze the dead was con-

y an yperbohcally present · J D 'd . the death f ~ d . . In acques em a. His response to 
o a 1r1en was lilllnedi I · h 

write an ess boo ate y, In a uny, before it was too late, to 

Enunanuel ~ k about. that person-Paul de Man, for example, or 

subject<> of Derrida,' or Ma~ce Blanchot, or all those others who are the 
inu or as th s memonal portraits of the dead in The Work ofMourn-

o• ' e augmented French . . called 
du """'°' (&ch Tr u, . version is ' Cb"f"' fou unifue, la fin 

""' "'f"', the End of the World). Derrida hurried into 
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print after a friend's death, despite his frequent assertion that this death 

left him dumb, speechless. 
An example of the latter demurer is what he said in the newspaper 

Liberation just hours after receiving the news of Jean-Fran<;ois Lyotard's 
death: "I feel at such a loss, unable to find public words for what is happen
ing to us, for what has left speechless [coupe le soujfilf de) all those who had 
the good fortune to come near this great thinker" (\VM, 2 I 4; c:FU' 2 5 5). 
Being left speechless did not keep Derrida from speaking, and right away, 
<tS if there were need for haste. He speaks, publicly, in the act of saying he 
is speechless. Nor was he kept silent by the resolution he affirms in the 
<!arliest of these works of mourning, "The Deaths of Roland Barthes," 
never to yield to invitations to speak or write about friends soon after their 
deaths: "\Vhat I thought impossible, indecent, and unjustifiable, what long 
<tgo and more or less secretly and resolutely I had promised myself never 
to do ... was to write ... just following the death, upon or un the occasion 
of the death, at the commemorative gatherings and tributes, in the writings 
'il1 memory' of those who while living would have been my friends" (\\r,\1, 

'f9-50; CFU, 77). Nor was Derrida kept in silence by his full awareness, 
~xpressed frequently in his works of mourning, of the traps laid by such 
\\o'ritings, the temptations to bad faith, to narcissistic exposure of grief, to 
the revelation of private facts that ought perhaps to have been kept secret, 
to the use of a friend's death as an occasion to score points and get even. 

In defiance of all these prohibitions, Derrida wrote many such essays 
Qr books anyway. He did this in response to what seems to have been an 
irresistible compulsion to speak or write. Within a few days, weeks, or 
tnonths of the deaths of Paul de Man and of Emmanuel Levinas, Derrida 
had written brilliant books on each, Memoires fur Paul de Man and Adieu to 
Emmanuel Levinas. He interrupted the course of the last seminars "The 
Beast and the Sovereign (Two)" to produce, over the weekend after Mau
tice Blanchot died a wonderful memorial seminar about Blanchot. This 

' 
Was read at Blanchot's funeral ceremony. 

Derrida himself, so I am told, directed that no tributes by others be 
t"ead at his interment. He asked that a short statement he himself had 
prepared, on his deathbed, so to speak, be read. That last wish was granted, 
though I am told some citations from his own work were read. Derrida 
clearly wanted to have the last word about himself. He did not want any~ 
one else to play the role of graveside orator he had played for Blanchot. 
Cbaque fois unique is, so far as I know, one of the l~t two ~ks. to be 
ptoofread by Derrida before his death, plus the sect:Ions by him in the 
celebratory volume of essays brought out as a big volwne of L 'Hmie. The 

' I 

I 

I 
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other is Bilim ("Rams") . . 
by Paul Celan-"Die Wi ~n ~mazing.little book about one line in a poem 
gone I must car .~ t _1st fort, ich muss dich tragen [The world is 
Gacbmer I :ry yCoulJ -1n the guise of a memorial for Hans Georg 

· suppose e an means b th· 
the world has ended 

1 
a I Y . 15 sentence that now you are dead, 

your posthumous s~va7 ;~ as_ SUfVlv~r to_ bear the burden of carrying 
rida. It is the situ a· I. II at ts ~y sttuation now, in relation to Der-

a on o a us survi th 
final proofreading I th th vors, now at Derrida is dead. His 

o ese ree books w d d · hi 
when he was liVJ"ng · th h as one unng s mortal illness, 

in es adowofd th H 1 in the fall of 
200 

th h ea · e to d me during that time, 
3, at ecouldnolon k h . 

hut that he was able to roofr ger.wor , t ~t 1s, add to his oeuvre, 
Th d th . p ead work wntten earlier. 

e ea of a friend gener d h . . . 
words. Why? \\That did he ho ate speec 0~ wn~ng 1n Derrida, lots of 
were written alw,~ "th h' pe to accomplish with these words? They 

' ,~,wi 1sown · · d . . 
the Secret, in respons t . lfllllllnent eath 1n rrund. In A Taste fqr 
, e o a question from V: · "D . 
survival' [afterlife] 

0 
,,, D _ att:J.mo, o you think about a 

r not. ernda answers: 

I think about nothing but death I . . . 
don't go by without th . . ' think about 1c all the time, ten seconds 

e imminence of th th· b · 
analyzing the ph•no 

1 
e mg e1ng there. I never stop 

.... menon o 'su · l' th 
really the only thin th . mva as e structure of surviving, it's 

. g at interests me b . I . 
believe that one I' • ut precrse y insofar as I do not 

1ves on post mo And _ . 
everything-what I d h rtem. at bottom it 1s what commands 

o,w at lam wh J · ' at write, what I say. (TS, 88) 
Why did Derrida think abo _ 

to write essays or books b udt death_ all the time, and why did he hasten 
a out ead friend ? I I · 

urgent desire to rende th II s. t was, suggest, because his 
r r ema justi · 
1ear that he might di be' h ce was motivated by his own constant 
r e iore e could d th El . Jecret, speaking of th o at. sew here in A Taste far the 
b e urgent demand fi - . 
e rendered now not . or JUsttce, the demand that justice 

th 
• some ttme · th fu 

e eschatological or m . . m e ture, and the relation of that to 
ess1aruc, Derrida says: 

When I say thi 1 kn s, ow I am sp akin 
can reappropriate nothin h e g of my death-where, to be sure, I 
th fu g,w ere I will I b . e ture. Only a mortal no onger e able to reappropnate 
never do so. So I kn can speak of the future in this sense a god could 

ow very well that all thi . - , 
rather-that is made """~'bl sis a discourse-an experience, 
Th - . r......,1 e as a future by . . . 

e llilmmence here is th r_ .i_ _ a certam ururunence of death. 
Heide e iact u1at de th - -gger discusses this hrilliantI . a _ may amve m any moment-
deatb. mayanive · Y m Betng arui Time-and the fact that 
dia . . many moment .nv- thi . . 

tc InJ110ction. (TS ) " •. ...., s JllStice the character of an inune-
"3 
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Why was Derrida's attempt to act justly in response to the death of 
:i11othet an outpouring of memorial words, that is, just what he was to 
prohibit at his own burial? I think the motive was double. On the one 
hand, he wanted, as I have said, to render justice to his dead friends. These 
rnemorials are, for the most part, wonderfully generous and hospitable. 
These say with great eloquence the best that can be said for what these 
dead friends wrote and for them as persons. These acts of mourning are 
inhabited by a sense of urgency, a desire to eulogize the dead. This he did 
in obedience to the adage that one should speak only good of the dead: de 
'lflortuis nil nisi bonum dicrndum est. He needed to do that as quickly as 

possible, before it was too late to render that justice or before the person 
rnight be forgotten. Derrida wanted to fulfill the survivor's debt to the 
dead other by securing as best he could the survival of the other's remains, 
in this case, what he or she wrote. This he did in recompense for those 
writings, though they were a gift that could never be repaid. He wanted 
t() praise his dead friends, to thank them for the gifts of their friendship 
alld of their writings. He wanted to do this in spite of his theory that the 
gift, s'il yen a, if there is one, is a debt that can never be paid off. 

Derrida also wanted to account for the dead friend's writings, to reckon 
them up accurately. He wanted to have the last word, so to speak. He 
w:anted to confirm that the dead friends were really dead, as in certain 
cttltures the skull is cracked open or the heart removed to make sure the 
dead person "Will not rise from the dead. He also wanted to be sure of 
the permanent location of that dead body. It was virtually located, safely 
ellclosed, beneath or within all those eloquent words of memorial celebra
tion, Paul de Man within Mbnoires pour Paul de Man, Emmanuel Levinas 
within Adieu to Emmanuel Lroinas, Maurice Blanchot within "To Maurice 
Blanchot," and so on. That even the titles of these essays sometimes con

tained an edge is exemplified by Adieu to Emmanuel Lroinas. Adieu means 
"good-bye" in French, but it literally means "May you be consigned to 
God," just as the English word good-bye comes from "God be with you." 
As readers of Derrida's various essays on Levinas will know, his reserva
tions about Levinas had in part to do with what Derrida saw as the latter's 
tendency to think of God as a person. To say "adieu" to Levinas is a way 
of saying that he hopes that the God in whom Levinas believed exists and 

will tak:e good care of him. As for Derrida, he has his doubts. 
Derrida's memorials are inhabited by a desire to put the dead friend in 

his or her place, to have the last word, to pay back a debt in a less benign 
sense. Derrida's acts of mourning characteristically contain a discreet and 
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sometimes almost invisible desire to make evident and clearly marked Der· 
rida's difference from what Levinas wrote, or from what de Man wrote, or 
~en from what Blanchot wrote. Derrida spontaneously, and apparently 
without much reflection about what he was doing, took advantage of the 
fact that the other was now dead and could not answer back. He saw this 
as a chance ~o settle scores, ever so generously and covertly. Of course it 
would be going too far to say what I am about to say, to take advantage in 
my tum of Derrida's present helplessness. Nevertheless, it sometimes 
seems to ~e as if De~da, in spite of the genuineness of his grief and his 
need to.wnte so~ething as part of his work of mourning, was waiting for 
these friends to dte, one by one, so he could write a spectacularly brilliant 
essay ~bout the work of each, now that they were departed, deceased, gone 
away, in short, dead, and could no longer add anything to their work, nor 
respond to anything he might say about that work. 

Obsequies of whatever kind in whatever culture tend to have this dou
ble, ap~retic motive. On the one hand, they want to make sure the dead 
person is really dead, that he or she will not return as a ghost to haunt the 
living. It is best not to t 0 ke h Ri I f " any c ances. tua s of obsequy are a way o 
having done with the de 0 d h" ' h d · d " , was Ing one s an s of him or her once an 
for all. On the other hand, eulogies for the dead such as graveside orations 
or tombstone inscriptions · d d ' . , are mten e to ensure that the dead will not 
be forgotten that they ·11 · I . . • WI surnve accurate y 1n the memories of the survI-
vors. It therefore is ur -1 • • · . . genuy necessary to render JUSOce to the dead. This 
IS the apona of mourning. 

A further step toward und a· . . . erstan 1ng mourning In Derrida may be taken 
by looking at the titles f th E 1· h . d , o e ng IS and French volumes collecting Der-

N
n as memorials for his dead friends. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael 

aas wrote a fine introd cti . . . w; k ifM . u on on mourrung tn Demda's work for Tht 

th
or 0 rn:rn1~g. The title presumably had Derrida's blessing. It asserts 
at mounung 1s not so thin th · ul . ly me g at Just happens of its own accord and 

. nmakte passes away, as you "get over" the death of a friend. Mourning 
1s wor . It takes an effort. Yi h . . . ou ave to work hard at it. One way to work 
attttstowntem ·I essa II d ~mona essays about dead friends, a set of works, like the 

ys co ecre 1n The Work if u · S strictly L: 0 .1r1ournmg. uch work-essays would be, 
speaKJng speech acts ..c_ • . • 

I 
. ' , pec1urmat1ve enunciations. They are a way 

o usmg words to mak thin h workin thr f e so~e g appen. They work to bring about the 
wh g hasough 0 . mourrung, so that one may ultimately reach the point 

ere one sum.ved grief. 
H Derrida is right · h h of moumin m w at e says about the perpetual contamination 

g by melancholy, however, reaching that point is impossible. 
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Ne says as much in many places. In Memoires for Paul de Man, for example, 
Derrida speaks of "the impossible mourning [deuil impossible], which, leav
i11g the other his alterity, respecting thus his infinite remove, either refuses 
tll take or is incapable of taking the other within oneself, as in the tomb 
''t vault of some narcissism" (MPdMe, 6; MPdMf, 29). Mourning is like 
t::he endless labor of Sisyphus. In the afterworld, Sisyphus pushed a heavy 
~tone uphill, only to have it roll down again, and again. Or mourning is 
ljke the endless labor of the Danaids. They were condemned to all eternity 
to carry water in leaky vessels. As the English idiom puts it, they were 
forced to "cany water in a sieve." The mourner's melancholy work is 

ttever done. 
lhe most extravagant reason for this compulsion to render justice to 

dead friends is encapsulated in the title Derrida gave to the French version 
(lf The Work of Mourning: Chaque fois unique, la fin du monde. This book 
~ugments the English version with essays on Gerard Granel and Maurice 
Jllanchot, who had died after the English version appeared. The title was 
f10 doubt Derrida's own. It appears to mean that the death of a friend is 
each time a unique event, no doubt because each person is unique, singu
lar-, irreplaceable, just as my relation to each friend differs from my rela
tion to any other of my friends. The death of a friend is, as V.'e say, like 
"the end of the world." "It would be the end of the world for me if she 
\\·ere to die." Or "each time unique, the end of the world," can be taken 
to mean that the death of my friend or of my beloved is the end of that 
pe:rson's unique world. That world exists only for that person, just as my 
\\'orid only exists for me. My friend's unique world is snuffed out in an 
i!lstantaneous and catastrophic de-creation when that person dies . 

No, says Derrida in the "Avant-propos" to Chaque fois unique, that is 
h(Jt at all what I mean. (This "Fore\\"ord" does not, of course, exist in The 
lVork of Mourning.) I mean, says Derrida, the end of the whole v.·orld, his 
ttt' hers, mine, and everyone else's. That end happens when any person (or 
-all animal or a divinity) dies. This means that the world can come to an 
end and yet not come to an end, that the end of the whole world has the 
5t:J"ange property of being repeatable. It can, and does, happen over and 
over. The unique world comes to an end not just for the one v."ho dies but 
also for the survivor, in what Derrida calls an "impossible experience." It 
is impossible because the infinite totality seems to have the possibility of 
disappearing, once and for all, and yet to reappear, and then. disap~ar 
once more, over and over, every time someone, or even an arumal, dies. 
Tl:iat is what "world" means for us mortals. It has its meaning only by way 
of what the French call /a mart, "the death," death as a hypostatized or 

1 
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even anthropomorphized entity. Nothing can really be done about this 
recurrent catastrophe. If the death of another, especially of a friend or of 
someone I have loved, means the end of world not just for him or her, but 
for me too, that's that. All I can do is to register this calamity in a work of 
mourning that takes the form of a torrent of words that is always too 
many and at the same time not enough, since no work of mourning is ever 
complete. 

The reader will note, as Derrida himself does, that the strange formula
tion in Derrida's title presupposes that there is no life after death, no anas
tasis ("resurrection"), such as consoles Nancy in Noli me tangere: On the 
Raising of the Body, and that presupposes the existence of some God: 

"God" means: death [la mm] can put an end to a ~·orld, it ["God"] would 
not know how to signify the end of the world. One world can always survive 
another world. There is more than one world. More than one possible 
world. That is what we would wish to believe however little we believe or 
believe that we believe in "God." But "the d:ath" ["/a mort'1, death itself, 
if there is such a thing, does not leave any place, not the least chance, either 
for the replacement or for the survival of the sole and unique world, of the 
"~o.le and unique" that makes of every living being (animal, human, or 
divine), a sole and unique living being. (CFU, 11, my trans.) 

I suppose Derrida means that God, if God were to exist, would guaran
tee the continued existence of the world across the successive deaths of all 
living beings. That is what we believe o~ believe that we believe but Der
rida has _his doubts. It is on the basis of this intransigent resista~ce to the 
~0~.solanons of belief that Derrida glosses the meaning of his title, posing 
It in the fashion of a thesis": 

the death of the other, not only but especially if one loves that other, does 
~ot announce an absence, a disappearance, the end of this QT that life, that 
1~ ~o say,.of the possibility for a world (always unique) to appear to a given 
~vmg be mg. Death [La mart} declares each time the end of the world in tot11l
'1Y'. the end _of every possible world, and each time the end of the world as 
unique. totality, therefore irreplaceabk and therefore infinite. 

As if the repetition of the end of an infinite whole were once more possi~ 
bl~: ~e end of the world itself, of the only world which exists [du seul motuk 
qui so1t], each time. (CFU, 9, my trans.) 

ba
The italics here indicate Derrida's urgent insistence that we understand 

w t he is savina as well hi . · · L:~ "th . . J ---c• as s awareness of how countenntwnve 111'> 
esis" 1s Th ·den · · e CVI t absurdity of saying that the whole world comes to 
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all end when one person (or animal) dies should not be glossed over. \Vhat 
dues this mean? Derrida patiently explains it in the sentences I have cited. 
'fhe death of another is not just the disappearance of a singular life that 
Wils the possibility of a certain unique world that appeared to a certain 
)i\ring person. That death was, on the contrary, the end of the world in 
t')t:;tlity, the end of every possible world, the end of the unique and there
fi:,te irreplaceable world. Then, in a kind of daily miracle, the sole and 
t.111ique world reappears again, with me remaining alive in it as a survivor 

(,f the death of my friend or beloved. . 
Derrida's essays about Paul de Man are a particularly salient case of his 

llotJble motive for writing about a dead friend. During all those years he 
\"a' a survivor after de Man's death in 1983, Derrida stoutly maintained 
llis fidelity to what de Man had written. He kept resolutely silent about 
what must have, to put it mildly, somewhat annoyed him, tha.t is,' de Ma_n's 
llrtack on him in "The Rhetoric of Blindness: Jacques Derrida s Reading 
o.fR.ousseau," published in book form originally in 1971, in the ~rst e~i
t\on of Blindness and Insight.~ Now, after all those years of hyp~rbolic praise 
llf de Man's remains, Derrida takes his revenge. He does this, moreover, 
:'It: a conference entitled "Material Events," a conference devoted to de 
Man's work. The conference was organized, at the instigation of Tom 
Cohen, on the assumption that enough time ~ad p~ssed since the revela
Ci()n of de Man's wartime writings so that a d1spass1onate look at what de 
1\ilan actually wrote might once ag-ain be possible. J?errida 's ~°'.1tegy in the 
!)a.per he gave at that conference, "Typewriter Ribbon_: Lnruted Ink (i) 
(•\\,it:hin such limits')" works, in part at least, by deploymg the same plo~ 
cli:t Man had used to defend Rousseau against Derrida. De M~n, to ~ut it 
S.Dillewhat crudely had argued that the superior insight Demda claimed 
to have, in OfGra:nmatolog;y, into what Rousseau was blind to, was ~!ready 
()tesent in Rousseau's writings. Rousseau knew it all already. Dernda ~ad 
' th ns he used to attack him. 
~J()tfowed or stolen from Rousseau e weapo . . , 
O!le of de Man's targets is the periodization that underlies Dernda ~ argu-

. d bel ged to the metaphysical or 
ll1ent. Rousseau, Demda presuppose , on 
I . h uld t have known \\·hat ""·e nven-ogocentnc epoch. Therefore e co not ye 
· th · · kn D Man argues that Rousseau was be -century deconstruct:Iornsts ow· e • 

there already. He is our contemporary. ·h d 
h t Rousseau wrote, w at e 

Derrida now, decades later, recums to w a 1 th d M 
•• . If t argue not on y at e an "-"tan wrote and what he himse wrote, 0 .d h d I d ·d . ' . . b th the Dem a, a area ysa1 
tru:sread Rousseau on certain pomts, ut a. ' .d ) And · "'armin-

. fhim (that 1s Dem a · rzeJ "" 
"Wh9.t de Man said in refutation ° ' bl. h d know!-'' . . ( d 50 far unpu 1s e , to my 
~10. m an admirable qwte recent an d With d Ma " 

D 
.,_ With an 1 out e n, 

~dge) essay, "Machinal Effects: emUll 
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presented at a ~e~rida memorial conference at Yale, uses the same strategy 
once more, ~s Orne to argue, with carefully presented evidence, that de 
1'!an, t~ put It somew~at crudely again, had already said everything Der· 
rida claims to be putting forward as a correction to de Man's reading of 
Rousseau .. De~da takes from de Man what he claims to be adding to what 
de Man said, Just as de Man claimed Derrida did with Rousseau. 

. Tal.k about the pot calling the kettle black! These fellows play hardball, 
1ndub1tably but they t I · · . . • seem o exp 01t, again and again, the same rules or 
strategies of the game. No doubt this sequence has its comic side. It is 
analogous to the corned cl I . . . y, commente on ong ago by Dernda, of the way 
Nietzsche claimed to be bey cl hi! h b cl . 
H 

. on p osop y, eyon metaphysics, whereas 
e1degger came along and s "cl "N , N. . .. . a1 , o. 1etzsche ts the last metaphys1ctan. 

I, Maran Heidegger, am beyond metaphysics." Derrida himself. carefully 
scrupulously in (literally) te th cl . ' ' 

cl 
' n ousan pages of seminars over many dec-

a es, puts Heidegger b k · h I . . ac In t e ogocentnc camp. Derrida is too clever 
to claim that he De 'd · 1 b • rri a, is at ast eyond metaphysics. No one he says, 
can escape logocentr· b h ' 
D 

. ism, Y w atever hyperbolic strategy. Nevertheless 
emda would define decon · I . . . . . strucuon as at east a demonstrauon of why IC 

is 1mposs1ble to get bey cl h . 
cl 

. on metap ys1cs and why even the most rigorous 
an systematJ.c expressio f I · . 
th 

n o ogocentnsm contains elements that keep 
at system from ever closin Pl th fa h . · g. ato, e t er of metaphysics, was, in a 

sense, already beyond m ta h . 

P
h k . e P ys1cs as soon as he started talking about that 
arma on, JUst as Aristod ' f f caca hr . es treatment o metaphor, and, especially, o 

c es1s, undoes the ap I h f th p, . parent Y co erent, logocentric totalizing system 
0 T~ oetics as an integral pan of Aristode's oeuvre. ' 
r di~ sequ~nce of Derrida's essays on de Man, which includes the bril-
iant scussion of Henri Th , p . , p, omas s roman a clef about de Man in "'Le 
aryure, erhaps: Sto,.uTelling a cl L . (' b b ')" ("L . · 1 ' n ying a rupt reaches of syntax 
:::)~e, peut-etre ['brusques sautes de syntaxe']"; WA, 161-201,JD, f 77 cl 'ts a spectacular demonstration of Derrida's combination of eu-

ogy an scrupulous criti · · h th . . cism in w at he wrote about the legacy of others, 
e1r remains. It also in hi . I 

why he h h ' s anxiety a ways to have the last word, suggests 
may ave ad reason t be · b his 

0 
I ft . 0 arwous a out what would happen to 

pen 
;:"1fteegaDcy a. er his death. This was an anxiety about what would hap
a r emda," th · ft 

the death of D . at is, a er that particular end of the world called 
th emda, followed by its new beginning. "After Derrida" was 

e name of the special iss f ;t,f" • c written. ue 0 ir.iosau: 1or which this chapter was originally 

Derrida, in the intervi · Le M his death, . ew ~ 011.de published just two months before 
expresses his anxiety about his remains in the form of double 
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contradictory hypotheses. One uses a form of the word n:rte and has been 
cited already. On the one hand, Derrida feels that "one has not yet begun 
to read tne," and that "it is later on that all this has a chance of appearing," 
that is, that he will perhaps be seriously read at last, that justice will be 
done to what he has written, but only after his death. ()n the other hand, 
he has the feeling that "two week'> or a month after 1ny death, there will be 
nothing left [ii ne restera plus rien: nothing more will remain]" (LI~F, 34; /\V, 
35). He 'viii be forgotten co1npletely. Nothing will remain but those nov.-· 
unread books 1nol<lering in libraries. Happily, he was wrong about the 
second hypothesis. As for the first, it is certainly true that many books and 
t!)says about his work, such as this one, for example, have appeared since 
IJerrida's death. \Vhether, if he were around to read them, he would feel 
they do justice to his remains is another question. Probably not, though 

he would remain discreet and secret about that. 
No doubt I, by an ineluctable necessity, am repeating Derrida's double 

gesture toward his dead friends. I am pronouncing a eulogy for n1y de
parted friend, in a work of endless mourning that is like the end of the 
\Vo rid, my world as well as his. ,l\1y last chapter here returns to the question 
of mourning and to the way this book is a work of mourning, no doubt 
IJot a wholly successful one. At the same time I am trying to render justice 
to Derrida by putting him in his place, perhaps even, unbeknownst to me, 
trying to have done with him, so I can get on with it now that he is gone. 
The sun also rises, bringing a new world. All the many conferences and 
journal issues devoted to memorializing Derrida, such as the issue of A1o
s/lic in which this chapter first appeared in an earlier form, conspicuously 

have this double force. 
Derrida exploited with admirable amplitude and eloquence this double 

ac::t of faithful/unfaithful taking possession of a legacy for present purposes. 
He did this, in relation to the always uncertain future of destinerrance, in 
Specters of Marx. Destinerrance, as I have sho""n in more detail in Chapter 
3, means that whatever I write, whatever message I send, is, perhaps, 
though we can never be sure, destined to wander, to err. It is capable of 
functioning, but in unpredictable ways, in new contexts, by an implacable 
performative law. To be faithful to Marx today, for example, ""·e must be 
unfaithful to him. In Specters of Marx, this exappropriation is explicitly 
formulated as a new theory of performatives and as something different 

&om what Marx said in the Theses on Feuerbach: 

This dimension of perfonnative interpretation [dt l'interprit.ation performa
tive], that is, of an interpretation that rransforms the very thing it interprets, 

, I 
I 

I 
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I 



IOO 

will play an indispensable role in what I would like to say this evening. "Ao 
interpretation that transfonns what it interprets" is a definition of the per
fonnative as unorthodox with regard to speech act theory ["speech act the
ory" is in English in the French original] as it is with regard to the 11th 

Thesis on Feuerbach ("The philosophers have only interpreted the world in 
various ways; the point, however, is to change it." [Die PhiWsophen haben die 
Welt nur verschieden interpretiert; es ktimmt aber drauf an, sie zu veriindern.D 
(SMe, 5•; SM!, 89) 

Derrida's performative interpretation differs &om standard speech act 
theory in being unauthorized either by a pre-existing self or by a pre

existing conventional context. It creates or recreates both performer and 
context. In this case the context is the text of Marx, which Derrida's unau· 

thorized interpretation enters to change by a transformative interpreta· 
tion. An interpretation that transforms what it interprets is a scandalous 
deformation of the ideal of an interpretation that strives to be as faithful 

as it can to what it interprets, not to go one iota beyond what the text says. 
It differs from Marx's eleventh thesis on Feuerbach in daring to believe 
that interpretation itself, interpretation as exappropriation, can be revolu· 
tionary. It can change the world as much, or better, than tearing up paving 
stones and mounting the barricades. 

This essay is no doubt an example of what will happen, is already hap· 
pening, to Derrida's corpus now that he is no longer around to defend it. 
I can only hope that it is more exappropriation than misappropriation. 
Such an exappropriation is an unauthorized, legitimate/illegitimate re· 
sponse to the demand made on me to read Derrida and to take possession 
of what he wrote, for my own purposes here and now, in a new context. 
That context can be called, as the best name for the place in which we 
now survive: "The World Recreated Once More, after Derrida." 

CHAPTER 6 

Derrida Enisled 

Yes! in the sea of life enisled, 
With echoing straits between us thrown, 

Dotting the shoreless watery wild, 

We mortal millions live akme. 

-MATTHEW ARNOLD 

I r..ropose the following three hypotheses. . ,, 
1 r · "b there sug-

l. Heidegger defined the human being as Dasein, e1n~ I hi.I h 
. . fi · · critical-theorettca -p osop -gest that the assumptions 10 a cnon or m a h 

. d b t the mode of access eac i~l text about the nature of Dasem an a ou 
bttsein has to others in what Heidegger called Mitsein, tends to be conso

tia:nt with the conce~t of community each such writer .ha:' .. 
. . · that Dasem 1s 10 some way or 2. Unless you begtn with the assumption . 

. II M' · Mittiasem you cannot another fundamentally and primordia Y Jtsem 0~ , . '
1 

1·mde to 
. f ti n of Dasetn s essentla so I ~its1ly think your way out o an assump 0 th I like 

. "b · ·th" This is e case un ess, a. conception of community as eing Wl · . f li•·n· es all in 
N . b . ·th an agglomeration o so .... 

3llcy, you define this e1ng WI as . · a what Nan 
t!te same boat of solitude, that is, as all dwelling togethe~ 10,, D ·da ;:_ 

" ked commuruty. em C!alls a amtmunaut{ dlsoeuvrie, an unwor fth d ,.,.,._..unity in 
th. ti ued use o e wor ~,,,,~,,~ J)resses his reservations about is con n ll . uru·ty> Just 

S "Whyca 1tacomm · a. forceful passage in A Taste for the ecret: d to do to Blan-
. f fri ds have attempte • 

to confonn to what certain 0 our en • > r·J,r--M....:e] one' 
. N 's 'inoperanve """""""' ~ · ~ot's 'unavowable' commuruty or ~'! onl uestion is, why call 

l have no qualms about these commurunes; my Y q 

them communities?" (TS, 25). 

IOI 
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3·. J~cqu~ ~erri~a is unusual, if not unique, in explicitly denying that 
D~etn ~s Mit:sem . . His concepts of ethics and of community are consonant 
with this assumpnon of each ego's inescapable solitude. According to Der
rida, I remain alone, on my own, however much I may be open to the 
ethical demand each other, though "wholly other," makes on me. Each 
~e~d, moreover, as Derrida says in The Gift of Death (GD, 68; DM, 1)8), 
ts incommensurable with the demands made at the same moment by all 
the other ''wholly others." I discuss this aporia in detail in Chapter 9 of 
this book. 

Most modem and postmodern philosophers or theorists, in one way or 
~o~er, assume that our primordial, inalienable situation is a "being 
with others who are more or less like ourselves and to whose interiority 
we are granted some degree of access. I want to show this in some detail 
for a number of writers, along with some of Derrida's commentary on 
what they say, before turning to show how intransigent- even scandalous, 
D ·c1a .. th " 

ern lS lll e context of what these philosopher-critics say. 

Ver.rions ofMitsein 

My first ~~ chronologically earliest example, from Walter Benjamin. 
malres ~lictt the often hidden linguistico-Judeo-Christian growid of the 
assumption that I can know what my neighbor is thinking. In an ess,,-v of 
1916 "On L ~, 
lish ' . angua_ge as Such and on the Language of Man," not pub-

~.until after his death, Benjamin spells out this grounding. Derrida 
expliculy "~tpo " , · ) . 

,, r~ nes \a;ournt discussing this essay in "Des tours de 
Babel because as he sa f . " 1 . . 

ea.Ith [ . ' . ys, o tts over y erugmatic character ... , Jts 

: . ~bts:rtl and its overdeterminations" (Pe, 2oo; Pf, 211), in spite of 
expliat reference to the Tower of Babel. I shall nevertheless dare to say 

a word about one thread · B · . , 
to the . . m enJarmn s argument. With explicit reference 

account 1D Genests of man's creation and his assigned task of giving 

=~to all God's creatures, Benjamin says: "It is therefon the linguistic 
'TI !oo mn to nmne thintJ . •.• be communicates himself by naming them. 

o m does he commurucate himself?'" B . . . expli ·t1y theological · enJanun gives an ct 
~ . answer 00 the next page: "in the name, the menfill being of"""' 
;:=;,:.~~ -r ~ God. ''2 Well, how does that help "man" know what 

u;:uuws are th1nlring:i Ben· · th LU , Because ~· -Jl""Don e1u owingpagegivestbeanswer. _.1 

15 God' man 5 
mental being is linguistic, by way of the names he has given. 

s SUliogau; ID things and because human language is univer"1 C;~ 

' "%! 

.~ 
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communicability, language is the medium whereby my mental being is 
communicated to my fellows and their mental beings to me: 

If mental being is identical with linguistic being, then a thing, by virtue of 
its mental being, is a medium of communication, and what is communi
cated in it is-in accordance with its mediating relationship-precisely this 
medium (language) itself. Language is thus the mental being of things. 
Mental being is thus postulated at the outset as communicable, or, rather, 
is situated within the communicable, and the thesis that the linguistic being 
of things is identical with the mental, insofar as the latter is communicable, 
becomes in its "insofar" a tautology. There is 110 such thing as a content of 
language; as communication, language communicates a mental entity-somtthing 
communicable per se. 3 

One can see why Derrida found Benjamin's formulations in this early 
essay enigmatic and overdetermined. I would call them utopian or millen
nial, and more than a little weird. Benjamin speaks as though "man" still 
dw-elled, or could dwell, before the Fall and before the confusion of 
tongues in Babel. Though Benjamin does not explicitly draw this conclu
sion, it would follow that, if mental being is linguistic being, if the two 
overlap and are identical, then each separate man or woman exists bathed 
in a universal linguistic "medium" of communicability, based on the God
given responsibility to name things. Benjamin goes on after the passages I 
have quoted to write at length about "the concept of revelation" as some
thing that follows naturally from the "equation of mental and linguistic 
being."+ What is communicated in language is language, but that language 
is also, at the same time, mental being, apparently the same for everyone. 
That means that as soon as I speak (or, I suppose, write), regardless of the 
referential content of what I say, I am magically (Benjamin uses the word5) 
exposed to all other people because they too dwell within the same me
dium of communicability. This is an admirable confirmation of my hy
pothesis that you must begin with a notion of "being with" as primordial 

if you are ever to posit it plausibly at all. . 
Basic features of Raymond Wtlliams's assumptions a~ut com~w;"~ 

emerge in The Country ami the City and in the entry ' Co~~ty' m 
l\rywMJs.6 Williams is explicitly aware that his ideal co~uruty 1~ U~
pian, something never yet fully accomplished. One o~ his assumpnons ts 
the conviction that a true community is not just a relanvely ~all group _of 
people living together in the same place and sharing the ~e unmenwnal 
assumptions in kindness and muruality. A true commuruty must also be 
classless. Class strucmrcs, particularly those generated by capil2lism, de
stroy community. A second, aucial assumption is never stated m so many 
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words. Nevertheless, it is fundamental to Williams's thinking about com
munity. This is the presumption that the individual is and should be his 
social placement, with no residue or leftover that is not detennined by the 

surrounding culture. A small freeholder is a small freeholder through and 
through. I am my subject position. I raise wheat or Brussels sprouts, or 
make shoes, or work as a carpenter, or milk cows, therefore I am. Wil
liams's third essential assumption is that the warmth and mutuality of a 
true community depend on the way I know my neighbor. My social place
ment exposes me entirely to other people, with no corner of private sub
jectivity hidden away from them. I understand my neighbor or I am 
understood by him or her, in kindness and mutuality, because he or she is, 
through and through, his or her social role in a small group. This happy 
intersubjectivity works because all members of the group have in common 
a set of traditional habits and beliefs that thoroughly detennines what they 
are. This makes Williams's ideal, classless rural community a true Gemein
schaft. Wtlliams's agreement with Marxist assumptions about self and com
munity is indicated by the resonance between what Williams says and what 
Marx and Engels say in a passage near the end of the first part of Tht 
German Ideolcg;y: "Only in community with others has each individual the 
means of cultivating his gifts in all directions; only in the community, 
therefore, is personal freedom possible. "7 

Various other theories of community roughly contemporary with Wil
liams's ideas have been developed and may be compared to his. Some 
come before Williams's The Country and the City. Some are more recent. 
It is unlikely that Williams had read all these writers, or they him. Such 
theorists of community include Heidegger, Bataille, Blanchot, Nancy, 
Levinas, Lacan, Agamben, Alphonso Lingis-and Derrida.8 These writ
e.rs are by no means all singing the same tune. Many subtle discrimina
nons and careful readings would be necessary to do them justice. A full 
account of what they say about community would take a big book. Never
theless, all but Derrida-along, perhaps, with Blanchot-tend to assume, 
or .to want to assume, in one way or another, that Dasein is primordially 
M1tdasein. 

Husserl, in a passage in the Fifth Cartesian Meditation to which Der· 
rida refers a number of times, defines each ego's knowled~ of other egos 
as a. matter of analogical apperception. 9 The phrasing escapes solipsism, 
hut JUSt ~ely, since each word in the phrase distances the other ego from 

~ ~ousness. It is not direct perception but indirect apperception. It 15 
not_ literal penetration of the other ego but recognition that the other 

consciousness must be analogous to mine. Husserl was not satisfied with 
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th.is formulation and, so I am told, spilt much ink '.n his later years i~ 
attempts to persuade himself that being with others 1s part of .eac~ egos 
ronstitution, as he also does in the later pages of the Fifth Med1tat:1on, for 
e<ample when he hypothesizes "a community of men and ... of man-who, 

' f ' "IO even as solitary, has the sense: member o a commun1~., . 
Here is Derrida's commentary on Husserl's phrase analogtcal appe~

ception." It appears in "Rams," apropos of Derrida's ~wn exten~~d me?1-
tation on Celan's line "Die Welt ist fort, ich muss dich tragen. Derrida 
here ascribes to Husserl some of his own intransigence about my knowl

edge of the other ego: 

<l fth hen the world has retreated, In this absolute solitu e o e pure ego, w . . 
h · tituted in the ego 1s no when. "Die Welt ist fort," the alter ego t at is cons . . .. 

. d l henomenological 1ntu1t1on. longer accessible in an origtnary an pure Y P . 
h. C · W ditatiom The alter ego lS con-ilusserl must concede this in is artesian' e · h ch 

· · d'rectlv inside of me, w 0 en stituted only bv analogy, by appresentat1on, in 1 , ' • 

· . dent world. I must then carry carries it \vhere there IS no longer a transcen h ch , Id .:rives 
<l · I ] therew ere e"'or e· it carry you [te portei~ secon person s1ngu ar ' 'f 

' . . . I I nger carry the other or you, l way: that is my respons1b1lity. Yet can no 0 , I ·. I 
. If . th . ntuition of one sown ego ogica to carry means to include In onese , in e 1 . . If 

. 'thout appropnaong to one~e · consciousness. It's a question of carrying WI . ,, [ p--J tn 
· f "to compnse C01J1 u, '"' ' To carry now no longer has the meaning 0 If b ar oneself 

d . h If b t rather to carry rmese or e include to comprehen 1n t e se • u th . d 
, . . . ·abilitv of the o er, to"'ar toward [se porter vers] the 1nfin1te rnappropn . ' . · d f me that 

I dence 10 the verv tns1 e o ' the encounter with its abso ute transcen · 
6

) 
. . .d f [ ·hors de moil. (R, 161; B, 75-7 1s to say, 1n me outs! e o me en mot 

I' F.fth Meditation carefully, "'ord It would be necessary to read Husser s 1 ds herme-
D ·d , cominentary excee forword,todecidewhetherornot em as d. d s(R ,

5
,_,.

3
; 

I . · "R " all good rea 1ng oe ' neutical exegesis, as he c aims 1n ams 

B, 54). . F da ental Crmcepts ofit1eta-
Heidegger, in Being and Time and in The un. m . d' I fearure of 

b . "h . ther " is a pr1mor ta p ')Sics, asserts that Mitsetn, eing toge ' . h. , ulation in 
" . th " Here 1s 1s 1orm Dasein, his name for hu1nan being ere. f Dasein .... 

B . . .th' . thi g of the character o enig and Time: "This 'Wl IS some n . . ch Id the "'orld is 
B k I .th ft J Be1ng-1n- e-wor ' y reason of this with-Ii e rm a en f D · · a ·with-u1orld 
I .th 0th The world o ase1n is a ways one that I share WI ers. . B · in themselves 

[Mi I . . . B . 'th Others Their emg- -
twe tJ. Bemg-1n 1s e1ng-wz · rth I Heidegge' 

.td · J "ll Neve e ess, 
Within-the-world is Dasein-with [Mi asein · h d erience as Ge-

. th ..J:_ of everyday s are exp notonously condemns e lW>course " the ,, He most prizes 
nde, "idle talk," a falling away into dos Man, the Y· 

l 
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' I I 
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those moments when a Dasein becomes aware of itself in its uniqueness 
and finitude, its Sein zum Tode, its "being toward death." Such a Dasein 
may then resolutely decide to take responsibility for itself by "wanting to 
have a conscience (Gewissen-haben-wollen)." 12 What is for Williams the bad 
alienation of a character like Jude Fawley in Hardy's Jude the Obscure or 
Clym Yeobright in The Return of the Native is for Heidegger the condition 
of authenticity. Authenticity means taking possession, in solitude, of my 
"ownmost Self (eigemte Selbst),''n that is, of the possibilities special to my 
own Dasein, rather than living in submission to dos Man. 

Heidegger's valuation seems exactly the reverse ofWilliams's. Heideg
ger, it may be, is closer to the Protestant tradition of valuing private spiri

tual life than Williams. Williams gives short shrift to the Protestantism of 

his rur~l Welsh border villagers. He sees the local vicar as part of the 

op~ress1ve class structure. He values the dissenting chapels that were a 

resistance to the hegemony of the Church of England, 14 hut says nothing 

about the fonns of solitary spirituality those chapels promoted, for exam

ple, private prayer. In the Marxist millennium one will not have a private 

subjec_Uve life. ?ne will not need to have such a thing. 

~eidegger, in the discussion of Mitsein in Being and Time already cited 

and Jn a rem~kable passage in The Fundamental Principles of Metaphysics, 
asse:rs categoncally that Mitsein is aboriginal. It makes sense, says Heideg
ger Jn the latter, to ask whether we can ever know what is going on in the 
"mind" of · I b · an aruma, ut It makes no sense to ask this about 1ny knowledge 
of another human being. \Vhy? Heidegger's answer is unequivocal: 

With respect to man and the human potential for self-transposition into 
another human being 't .-.... · d th th · · b 
. . , 1 ._. .. nsp1re at e quesaon is superfluous ecause 
in~ sens: It does not know what it is asking. [Diese Frage ist iiberjliissig, sie 
weifl gt1JJtssermaflen nicht, was sie fragt.J For if the question is really directed 
toward man in his e · b b · ssence, it ecomes redundant to the extent that e1ng 
human means being transposed into the other, means being with the other 
[sefern Mmschsein heiflt: Verretztsein in den Anderen Mitsein mit drm 
Anderen]."n ' 

1 
suspect that Heidegger chose to assert so firmly that each Dasein is from 

the beginnin M . .__,_ . 
th . g tte.,,..,~-em, transposed into the other, set over into the 

o er, m order to make · "k · f 1· . . a pre-empnve strt e against the danger o so tp-
51~· He, it may he, wanted to avoid the perhaps insuperable difficulty of 
gettmg from · · tial li 
h an lD1 so tude to some kind of being together. He may 

ave wanted to ·d · . 
found himself. avoJ gettmg into the pickle in which Husserl permanently 
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Further confirmation that Heidegger presumes Dasein is Mitsein is 

given in a later section of The Fundamental Principles of Metaphysics, read in 

detail by Derrida in the eighth seminar of "The Beast and the Sovereign 

(T\\·o)." Heidegger argues that human beings are Welthilden ("world build

ing"), as opposed to the stone, which is We/tlos ("worldless"), and to the 

animal, which is Weitarm ("poor in world"). 16 In spite of Heidegger's 

stress in these seminars on Dasein's solitude (Eimamkeit), the process of 

WDrld building, through language, by way of Dasein's openness to beings 

in their totality and its ability to name things as such, happens through 

ctJllective action, as a result of the primordial being together of all Daseim. 
Here is Derrida's succinct and elegant commentary on Heidegger's 
,\1iteinandersein: 

Heidegger himself is in the process of making his path, of breaking his own 
proper trail when, claiming to translate Aristotle's genial but confused and 
insufficiently explicated intuition, Heidegger explains to us, he, that words 

are born of this essential accord (jener wesenhaften Ubereinkunft) of men . 

among themselves in their Miteinandersein, insofar as they are together, in 
th.eir IWiteinnndersein, in their being-one-for-the-other [/mr ftre-/'u11-pQUr

l'autre], ones-with-the-others [uns-avec-les-autres], open to being [l'itant], 
which surrounds them, to being [l'itant] as such. It is this transcendenc~ 
shared in Mitsein, in the common opening to being, that is the foundation 
[Grund] of their original accord and that as a result makes discourse [~ede] 
possible. Therefore it is always umgekehtt (reversed): it is not convenoon 
that comes to add itself to natural sound, that is, animal sound, in order as 

a result to make language possible, then human society pc>s~ible. On_ the 
C()ntrary, reversed, umgekehtt, it is transcendence, the opening to being as 
such and in totality {to the world), transcendence that, originall~ common, 
shared in the Miteinandersein, permits accord, language, convenoon, etc. 
And d L M"t · ndersein Transcen-one cannot separate transcen ence uom 1 eiw · 

dence, the move1nent that carries that connects to being [l'itant] as such, 
· fr th · I ' "f · h , being-one-\\1ith-the-IS om e start a soc1a movement, 1 you WJS , "' . 

other [un ftre-l'un-avec-l'autre] a A1itsein. There is no transcendence with-
th M . . ' 1. d h" h · n" of the mai·or themes of out e 1te1nandersein. Even so 1tu e, w IC IS o ... 

• L • • • • ] • UIUes transcendence uus senunar [Heidegger's seminar, as soon as it ass . 
d I . d h R b · nsonophilia Rob1n-an anguage also assumes as sohtu e as sue , as o 1 ' 

' . '. ·r · h [ l'tude assumes] Afitsein and sonocracy, Robinsonocentnsm, 1 you wts , so 1 
Miteinandersein. (BS, 8th seminar, my trans.)17 

Langu,ge I note would be in big trouble if this original intersubjectiv-
. ' ' D 'da ften 
lty \Vere a fiction if each human being were as alone as em 0 . 
_,_. ' . · · Ph"/osn•hual 
uauns each of us is. Wittgenstein womes a lot about this m 1 r 
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Investigations. How am I to be sure what my boss in the work-gang build
ing the Tower of Babel means when he says, "Slab"? This is one of Witt
genstein's examples of a command in a primitive language.is "Slab" may 
be the name of that stone toward which he points, but how do I learn what 
pointing means and that he wants me to bring him a slab? "Slab" may also 
be the name of a tool, or of a sandwich, or even a proper name, the name 
of one of my fellow masons, or maybe, unbeknownst to me, my own name. 
If Derrida is right, then we did not need to wait for God's decree at the site 
of the Tower of Babel to have confusion of tongues. Endless possibilities of 
misunderstanding exist even in a single community all speaking the 
"same" language. There was babble before Babel. Abyssal depths of specu
lation open up, in infinite regress, deep beneath deep, as soon as you begin 
to think along these lines. Heidegger, wisely, avoids this abyss by positing 
an originary being with as the basis of human language, though why we 
do not all therefore speak the same language might remain a puzzle. 

Various answers have been given to this puzzle. Examples would in
clude the episode of the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11:1-9; Leibniz's 
dream of a universal language; Noam Chomsky's idea of a more or less 
universal generative grammar, hard-wired into our brains and nervous sys· 
terns; the discipline of "comparative literature," which tends to assume 
th~t all literature can be translated into a single dominant language, En
glish, or French, or Chinese, or whatever; and Walter Benjamin's concept 
of reine Sprache, pure language. Paul de Man's "'Conclusions': Walter 
B~njamin's 'The Task of the Translator'" is a brilliant analysis of Benja-
min's essay 19 For D ·d ' di · f th f · em a s scuss1on o ese issues by way o an ex-
tended commentary on Benjamin's essay, see "Des tours de Babel" (Pe, 
1.91

-
22 5, the English translation, by Joseph Graham, retains the French 

tttle, pre~ably to keep the pun on detours", Pf, 2 03-35). Here is part of 
what Demda says about Benjamin's "pure language": 

~~ugh each language [says Derrida in exegesis, elucidation, and implicit 
cnt:1que of Benjamin], something is intended [vire1 that is the same and yet 
that none of the langu · I Th · d . ages can attam separate y. eycan clatm, an prom· 
1se themselves to a.....,;_ ,-. nJ b I · d I · th · · 

• •'-4ll1 ., o y y co-emp oying or co- ep oymg e1r in-

tentional modes [leur viries intentionnelks], "the whole of their 
~mplein.entary intentional modes." This co-deployment toward the whole 
15 3 replying [rtploinnentJ because what it intends to attain is "the pure 
lanm .. -" [.U · 

to-,;... . e reme Spracbe], or the pure tongue [Umgue). What is intended, 
then, by this CO-Operation of languages [Umgue.r] and intentional aims is not 
transcendent to the language; it is not a reality that they besiege from all 
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sides, like a tower that they are trying to surround [comme une tour Mnt el/er 
tmteraient de faire le tour]. No, what they are aiming at intentionally, indi
vidually and together, in the translation is the language itself as Babelian 
event, a language that is neither the universal language in the Leibnizian 
sense nor is it a language that is the natural language each still remains 
[reste] on its own; it is the being-language of the language [l'Ctre~langue de 
la Jangue], tongue or language as such, that unity without any self-identity 
that makes for the fact that there are some languages and that they are 
languages [qu'il ya des /angu.es, et que ce sont des langues]. (Pe, 22 r-22, trans. 
modified; Pf, z32) 

lt will not have escaped my readers that I am disobeying, necessarily, 
th.e Benjaminian rule that translation of a translation is illegitimate. I am 
commenting in English on the English translation of Derrida's French 
essay (though I have also read it in French) on Benjamin's essay in C':rerman 
{which I have read in English translation, as well as in German, whereas 
Derrida refers to the French translation by Maurice de Gandillac, as well 
as to the Gennan original), with the Hebrew of Genesis somewhere in 
the background. Paul de Man shows that in one place Gandillac resists 
Betijamin's rigor by making Benjamin say in French the exact opposite of 
what his German actually says. Benjamin says that "where the text per~ 
tains, without mediation, to the realm of truth and of dogma [der Wahrheit 

oderder Lehre], it is, without further ado [schkchthin], translatable."20 Gan
tlillac's translation says intraduisabk, "untranslatable." Derrida, in his sem
inars in Paris on Benjamin's essay, de Man says he has been told, at first 
followed this mistake, until a student pointed out his error and Gandillac's. 
"I'm sure," says de Man cheerfully, "Derrida could explain that it was the 
!l3.rne ..• and I mean that in a positive sense, it is the same, but still'. it is not 
the same without some additional explanation."11 De Man refrains from 
providing that additional explanation. De Man's basic language, the lan
gt:tage that came into his mind when he was really tired, was, he ?nee told 
tne, Flemish, his mother tongue. Benjamin's "Die Aufgabe des Ubers.etz
~rs" was a preface to Benjamin's translation into German of Baudelaire's 
Tabkaux parisiens, though in the essay he leaves a particularly obs~e 
prose passage by Mallarme in the original French.12 Talk about confusion 
{)f tongues! Where is the reine Sprache in all this babble? A word-for-word, 
"literal" translation, however, as opposed to a translation that expl~its the 
J>C>ssibilities of the translated language to make a creative equ~valent, 
Would be, to use a Benjaminian example, like those strange translations by 
1'riedrich Holderlin of Sophocles. "Holderlin's translations from Sopho
l'les," says Benjamin, "were his last work; in them meaning plunges from 
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abyss to abyss until it threatens to become lost in the bottomless dep~Bt.f 
language [in ihnen Jtiirtz der Sinn von Abgrund zu Abgrund, bis er droi'.IJlfl 
bodenlosen Sprachtiefen sich zu verlieren]."23 

In stressing, with Derrida, Heidegger's repeated assertion that lJmrrl 
is Mitsein, I am, as Arnold Davidson reminds me in an extremely held! 
response to an earlier version of this chapter, going against a strong tlli-
tion in writings about Heidegger. That tradition assumes that Heide~'°" 
doctrine of Mitsein is peripheral and superficial. Each authentic Dm,.., 
this tradition claims, is, for Heidegger, alone in its decision to take pl'.l'il-' 
sion of its ownmost possibilities of being. All Dasein is required to ii~ 
order to fulfill its obligation to the other person is let that other~ 
be. This ontology of solitude, as it might be called, is, it is assumed, fuM...~ 
mental in Heidegger's thinking. An influential paper by Levinas, d~ 
back to 1951, "Is Ontology Fundamental?" ("L'ontologie est-elle fona-.,, 
mental?"), asserts just that. From his earliest important work on, Le116..; 
wanted above all to define himself as different from Heidegger. I diu~ 
Levinas here only briefly for two reasons. ( 1) It would take a lot of Sftt ~ 
to do justice to Levinas's ideas about self, other, and community. (2)J: ~ 
relation to the other, in my judgment, takes precedence, in Levir2:'> ~ 
thinking, over any relation of the self to the community. The latter is~"' 
primary topic here, or rather, I want to show how the relation bereo t 

two persons is related to the relation of the self to the community. Tt '. 
two relations are by no means identical or subject to the same problemi:: 

Evidence of the priority of my relation to the individual other for U· 
nas is the way he insisted repeatedly that the face-to-face relation tt 
most interested him was not just my relation to my neighbor, in the~ 
of someone living together with me in my community and sharing!!" 
langua~e a~d my assumptions, but my relation to any other person, h, ... 

ever ahen, m all his or her inability to be known as I can know an illf" 
~ate object. In this ~ssertion, a link to Derrida's thinking may? 
g mpsed, though Demda goes somewhat beyond Levinas in the extnl
gance of his insistence that tout autre est tout autre, which, in one ofa 
meanings, can be translated as "Every other person is wholly otk· 
:"'hen Levinas uses the word communauti ("community"), he tends tolf 

It to name what is held in common by two persons in the face-to-b: 
encounter generated by language, that is, through the other's forceful~ 
even coercive invocation of me, or my invocation of the other.'4 

The relation between the two forms of invocation in Levinas is at 

plex, and perhaps changed over time. Levinas uses the word socialiti inr 
same way as he uses communauti, that is, as a name for the relation betwm 

Derrida Enisled II I 

two persons. Here are examples from "Is Ontology Fundamental?" "The 
point is to see the function of language not as subordinate to the conscious
ness we have of the presence of the other, or of his proximity, or of out 
community [communaute1 with him, but as a condition of that conscious 
realization. "25 "Expression ... consists, prior to any participation in a 
common content through understanding, in instituting sociality [socialite1 
through a relationship that is, consequently, irreducible to understand
ing."26 One does not, ordinarily, use language to invoke a stone or a screw
driver, or feel that one is "called" by these objects, but language (called 
by Levinas, variously, langage, discours, parole), is, for him, fundamentally 
necessary to the other person's invocation of me in a face-to-face encoun
ter, or to my invocation of him. 

Levinas answers his question "Is Ontology Fundamental?" with a re
sounding "No!" Ontology is not fundamental, not a universal ground. 
W'hy not? Ir is because my face-to-face encounter with my neighbor or 
with the other person generally (autrut) is something "otherwise than 
being" (autrement qu'Ctre), as the tide of one ofLevinas's important books 
puts it. The self-quotation on the back cover of a :French edition of Other
wise than Being or Beyond &sence (Autrement qu'Ctre ou au-deliJ de /'essence) 
expresses Levinas's position succinctly: "Ethics, here, does not come as a 
supplement to a preexisting existential base .... To be human means to 
live as if one were not a being among beings" (my trans.).'~ 

For Heidegger, on the contrary, in Levinas's reading, Dasein's solitary 
relation to Being in its occultation or withdrawal is fundamental. ,\1y rela
tion to other Daseim is peripheral, a matter of "letting the other be. "28 A!. 
Levinas puts it in "Is Ontology Fundamental?"; "To Heidegger, being
with-the-other-person-Miteinandersein-thus rests on the ontological re
lation."2'1 For Levinas, being with the other, in a face-to-face responsive
ness and taking of responsibility, is outside of being, not something that 
rests on the ontological relation. 

Levinas's polemic against Heidegger in this early essay, "Is Ontology 
Fundamental?," is based on a series of oppositions. He opposes the "invo
cation" of me by the other person (autrut), or of him by me, to knowledge 
or representation of the other. The latter would imply that he is an object 
among other objects that could be cognized and described. Levin_as _op
poses invocative speech to silent comprehension or objective descnpaon. 
Though Levinas does not use the terminology of speech act theory, one 
might say that his tenn invocation names a performative speech act, while 
his idea of knowledge or comprehension involves a constative use of lan-
gu L · . · f b. - to ob...,in knowledge of age. evmas opposes the 1nspect1on o o Jee~, .... 

f 
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them and of the universal "Being" they simultaneously reveal and hide, to 
the face-to-face "encounter" (renwntre) with the visage of the other. 
(fhough visage is an English word, it hardly sounds idiomatic today as a 
word for "face," so I shall leave it in French.) The Levinasian encounter 
is not accurately defined by the word Sein, "Being," as in Heidegger's 
Mitsein. Such an encounter is not only ethical. It is also properly "reli· 
gious," since the other person mediates the lnftni ("Infinity") that Levinas 
puts in the place of Heidegger's "Being," with a capital B: 

The relation to the other is therefore not ontology. This bond with the 
other which is not reducible to the representation of the other, but to his 
invocation, and in which invocation is not preceded by an understanding, I 
call religion . ... If the word religion is, however, to indicate that the relation 
between men [avec des hommes], irreducible to understanding [comprihen
sion}, is by that very fact distanced from the exercise of power, but in human 
faces [virages] joins the Infinite-I accept that ethical resonance of the word 
and all those Kantian reverberations. 10 

"His invocation" in this passage may be read, in my judgment, in two 
ways, either as naming my invocation of the other when I encounter him, 
as opposed to representing the other in a cognitive act, or as defining what 
I encounter in the other not as his representation but as his invocation of 
me. As the word religion here and its defiant Kantian justification suggest, 
an "invocation" is not just any kind of speech act. To invoke is to call 
forth, with a suggestion of magic power to raise spirits or even to raise the 
dead, as in Jesus' "Lazarus, come forth" Qohn 11:43) or in the way the 
narrator of Henry James's "The Aspem Papers" calls forth his idol, the 
dead poetJeffrey Aspem: "I had invoked him and he had come; he hovered 
before me half the time; it was as if his bright ghost had returned to 
earth."H The "Invocation" at the beginning of a church service calls God 
to be present in the church and to assist at the service. This invocation of 
the other, for Levinas, is a response to the other's invocation of me. 

The question about any "invocation," thought of a special form of 
speech act, however, is how one could ever verify what Austin calls its 
"felicity." How can one be sure in a given case whether what is invoked 
actually comes forth? Glendower, in Shakespeare's Henry IV, 3.1, boasts, 
"I can call spirits from the vasty deep," to which Hotspur replies, ''Why, 
so can I, or so can any man; I But will they come when you do call for 
them?" That is the question, all right. A similar question can be asked 
about the call from the other, whether from my neighbor or from God. 
Can I ever be sure that I have really been called? Derrida asks that ques
tion in "Abraham, the Other," discussed in Chapters 7 and 11. J,evinas, 
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however, seems more or less confidently to assume that when I am face to 
face with the other and am invoked coercively by him or her, or invoke 
the other, the invocation always works and is "felicitous." 

Further evidence that what is in question is an "invocation" in the reli
gious sense is the way Levinas explicitly names the calling forth of the 
other, here generalized as "discourse," a fonn of prayer: "The essence of 
discourse [discour:r] is prayer."1' \Vb.at, exactly, is prayer? Derrida devoted 
a whole seminar, the eighth in the unpublished seminars of 2002-3, "The 
Beast and the Sovereign (Two)," to this question. Prayer is a perforrnative 
similar to invocation. It is a curious kind of speech act that aims both to 
implore God and at the same time subtly to coerce Him. Prayer forces 
(;od's hand, at least in the sense of putting Him to the necessity of either 
answering or not answering my prayer. But how can I ever be absolutely 
sure that my prayers have been answered, that a felicitous outcome has 
been God's work and nor just the way things have naturally turned out? If 
my invocation of the other when I confront his or her visage, in response 
to the other's invocation of me, is a form of prayer addressed through the 
other, through autrui, to the Infinite, then it is taking a lot for granted to 
assume that my prayer will be answered in any verifiable way. Neverthe
less, Levinas assumes that the experience of what he calls "affection" is its 
own verification, a verification beyond any sort of conceptual knowledge. 
ln "The Idea of the Infinite in Us," in Entre N01JS, Levinas says: "In the 
idea of the infinite which as such is the idea of God, the affectirm of the 

' 
finite by the infinite takes place .... An affection which would have to be 
described other than as an appearing, other than as a participation in co_n
tent, a conception, a comprehension. An irreversible affection of the finite 
by the infinite. "J 1 The testimony to the "infinite," C':nxi, is not anything 
cognitive, not an appearance, not a sharing in some content, not.a con.ce~
tion, not a comprehension. It is just "affection," that is, the wo.rking within 
tne of an affect. That experience of being affected, however, 1s altogether 

t:Qrn.pe]ling, even persecutory, in its power over me. . . 
A ' . 1 thi « n· f me by the 1nfinue 1ew sentences later Levtnas re ates s a.nee on o 

torny limitless responsibility for my neighbor, a responsibility cha~ extends 
even to my willingness to sacrifice my life for that neighbor. s.1nce th~t 
responsibility extends to every other whatsoever, not just my ~~,g~~r 1~ 
the restricted sense of someone who lives nearby, the notion of sociality, 

d . h · this time as a name a vror near to "commuruty," surfaces ere agam, . 
for the extension of my responsibility for a single other to my .u~versal 
tesponsibility for all others: "It is an excellence of love, of sociality and 
' · d th "J4 That last fear for others' which is not my aOXIety for my own ea · 

I 

I 
f 
I 
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phrase is a negative allusion to Heidegger's solitary "being toward death." 
This opposition to Heidegger is made explicit in an essay about Heidegger 
in Entre Nous entitled "'Dying For ... "' ("'Mourir pour.,.'"). In the 
last paragraph of this essay, Levinas distinguishes sharply his idea of death 
from Heidegger's: "The priority of the other over the I [k moi], by which 
the human being-there is chosen and unique, is precisely the latter's re
sponse to the nakedness of the face [virage] and its mortality. It is there 
that the concern for the other's death is realized, and that 'dying for him' 
'dying his death' ['mourir pour lui' et 'de sa mort1 takes priority over 'au
thentic' death. "J

5 I die for the other by a species of unwilled transference. 
The same idea is expressed in the Preface to Entre Nous, as if to stress its 
importance up front, at the beginning of the book: "In the general econ
omy of being in its inflection back upon itself [sa tension sur sot], a preoccu
pation with the other, even to the point of sacrifice, even to the possibility 
of dying for him or her; a responsibility for the other {autnu]. Otherwise 
than being! It is this shattering of indifference-even if indifference is 
statistically dominant-this possibility of the one-for-the-other, which is 
the ethical event.'"6 The "idea" of community in Levinas's thought is not 
prior to my responsibility for a given single other, present to me, affecting 
~e, as visage. C<mmtunity, sociality, are, for Levinas, names for the exten
sion of my responsibility from one other to all others. 

Levinas sometimes uses still another word to name my use of language 
when I encounter another face to face, salut: "Man is the only being I 
~ot meet without my expressing this meeting itself to him .... In every 
~ttttude toward the human being there is a greeting [un salutJ-even if it 
Is the refusal of a greeting [comme refus de saluer]."11 Salut here does not 
mean a military salute hut a greeting, as in a "salutation" in which I wish 
the ~ther good health and good fortune. "To salute" also suggests the kiss 
of ~endly greeting or welcome, as in "He saluted her with a gallant kiss." 
Levinas does not overtly refer to that connotation. Nevertheless, there are 
suggestions, in Levinas's use of the word salut, of a bodily intimacy in 
the encounter with another. Titis is also implied in his emphasis on the 
c~nfrontation with the naked and exposed visage of the other when I meet 
him face to face. "The nakedness of the face," says Levinas, "is not a figure 
of speech [llllt' figure de sty/e)-it means by itself."lB In Romans 16:16, St. 
Paul, in the King James translation, exhorts the Romans to "Salute one 
another with an holy kiss. The churches of Christ salute you.'' To be kissed 
by a church! That would be truly an encounter. 

The difference between Levinas and Derrida is perhaps no more than 
a nuance, but it is the nuance of a considerable gulf. Both asswne the 
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singularity and absolute alterity of the other, but Levinas b~liev~s the 
naked visage of the other, when I invoke it in prayer or greeting, in re

sponse to its invocation of me, opens itself to me and opens to me th~ 
Infinite it mediates (though Levinas would probably resist that word medi

ates). For Derrida, on the contrary, the other remains always wholly other, 
even though that other, as for Levinas, makes infinite demands on me. 
Any Derridean ethics must be based on the complete otherness of ~e 
other. Derrida, moreover, resists, not entirely successfully, any conflation 
of ethics with religion. I shall return to these differences later in this chap-

ter, when I focus directly on Derrida. . 
I have hypothesized that a thinker's assumptions about the re~at1on C~ 

the other, that is, the possibilities of knowing the other or of being ~thJ
cally related to him or her, are consonant with that thinker's assumpoons 

· f th' · L · • is suggested by al>out community. Confirmation o 1s, 1n evinas s case, . 

hi l . . · th · f community That relaove s re at1ve lack of interest 10 e question o · . 
disinterest follows from his central concern with the face-to-face ethical 

f hin d "Infinity " in relation to one other person as a means o reac g towar • 
. . . 1 fi d nl uivocal reference to what a properly rel1gtous relation. n o y one uneq 

f lk · · ' ·n "Is Ontology appears to be a conununity, under the name o co ctzvtte, '. 
Fundamental?" In the last paragraph of the essay, Levinas hsts some ques
. . forth · · ti In one of these he asks nons that remain open for er 1nvesoga on. . 
, . 'th th th or the collectivity-wh1ch 'to what extent is the relanon Wt e o er 

· I · ·th the infinite?"J9 "Col-cannot be reduced to understanding-a re anon wt 
. I fterthought and not to !ectivity" seems added here more or ess as an a . 

. . fr th :vided for my relaoon to require an analysis any different om e one pro 

11utrui. I 
Derrida's view of the exclusiveness of the ethical relatio~, ~ p~ges. 

. L · • · though 1t 1s not 1deno-
d1scuss later indicate, is not far from evmas s view, .d d 

. r le a word Dem a ten sto cal. Levinas's use of the word autnn, 1or examp • A . 
~ · subtle difference. utroz 

avoid, as more or less a synomym 1or autre, 15 a d 
· hbor for example, an 

tends to mean specifically another person, my neig ' 
1 

. 
'd t keep open by a ways saying therefore begs a question Dem a wants 0 . 

1 
be 

autre, understood as rout autre, wholly other, that is, notiftce>f":,".' thy '
0
° 

M ·n Tbt Gt o ut:O er-
identified as another person like me. oreover, 1 

. d colk .. , , 
;~ . · hi association of autnU an cttvt e, 

riua stresses, in a way Levinas, m s . eruurnbly 
d d y response mcornm • does not, the way aU the others eman m ' . . bl 

tha r one call I must., mevita y, 
all at once, every instant, so t t~ answe . 1 sha11 discuss this 
betray all the others, thereby fraccunng the cornmuruty. 

in. detail in Chapter 9. 
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To investigate in detail the relation of Levinas's thought to Heideg
ger's, in one direction, and to Derrida's, in the other, along with Derrida's 
own ceaseless dialogue with Heidegger, for example, on the question of 
death, not to speak of the relation of all three to Kant's thinking about 
ethics, would take many seminars or books and much careful adjudication 
of nuances. Derrida wrote three important essays, one book-length, on 
Levinas. References to Levinas appear at many important moments in 
other Derrida essays. An example is a footnote in The Gift of Death , dis· 
cussed in Chapter 9. This note identifies the way Levinas's reading of the 
Abraham and Isaac story differs from Kierkegaard's and, apparently, from 
Derrida's own.40 As for Derrida and Heidegger, or Derrida and Kant, Der
rida wrote many thousands of pages on Heidegger in seminars over the 
years. He gave, moreover, a whole unpublished seminar on Kant's second 
critique, The Critique of Practical Reason. The latter contains, as the only 
part as yet published, the first version of the great Derrida essay on Kafka's 
parable "Before the Law." 

I have stressed, somewhat against the grain of expert received opinion, 
Heidegger's insistence that "being with" goes all the way down to the 
ground, so to speak, and is generated by the way Dasein is defined as shar
ing language with others. 1 have done so in part because I think it helps 
understand what happened in the later Heidegger, after the famous &hre, 
or tum. The sinister development of Heidegger's thinking about commu
nity, language, and nation, and his concomitant political commitment to 
National Socialism in the 193os is made possible, though perhaps not in
evitable, by the presuppositions about Mitsein in the works of the 192os, 
Being and Time and The Fundamental Principles of Metaphysics. Raymond 
Williams made somewhat similar assumptions about the need for commu
nity belonging and went, as 1 have shown, in a quite different direction. 
What happened with Heidegger was not foreordained, but it happened. 

Two different versions of community exist in Heidegger's thought, the 
bad, inauthentic one he calls das Man, the they, and a good one he calls 
Mitsein or Miteinantknein. The latter lays the ground for his concept of 
the German "folk" in the work. of the 1930s and 194os. A continuity be
tween early and late Heidegger therefore exists, despite his "turn." Hei
degger came to associate, in a single system of thought, "world," "spirit," 
the German language, and the destiny of the German people (Volk). De.-
rida has with admirable tact and care explored this complex of ideas in Of 
Sp;,-;t, Hrid<ggtr mid the ()u,st;,m (De l'espritc Heideggtr a la qumian), as 
well as in many seminars on Heidegger. Germany's destiny, Heidegger 
thought, was to save world civilization from what he saw as a disastrouS 
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"darkening" (Verdiisterung). He associated that degeneration especially 
· U · H saw both as the \.\fith the United States and with the Soviet nion. e f th 

. a· f das Man and the descent of a world darkening by way o e 
111carna on o hicall in the middle. Only 
triumph of technology. Germany was geogrnp Y h . (E . . ~;h 

Th 1 troducti to Metap ysus 1n1 .. -Germany could save the world. In e n rm th " ki 
"141g in die Metaphysik, 1935), for example, Heidegge: asserts at a;ni~g 
()f the question of being" "is indispensable if the pen I of world dark lgd 

. . th C nter of the Wescem wor is to be forestalled and if our naaon in e e k d 
. . l · · "41 The translation elides a ey wor ' is to take on its h1stor1ca m1ss1on. " . ,, le is 

b l . Vilk rather tamely as nation. for my purposes here y trans aung 0 d k 
• lk, Arya ho live in Germany an spea 

unly the German people or fo ns w d B . • with-
h k B ing or respon to e1ng s the German language, w o can spea e . ll d ti 

h ld · th nly philosoph1ca Y an poe -drawal German Heidegger e , is e o 
. ' . G k is dead German may even 

cally valid language, now that ancient ree . . . be d than 
. Ge n Getst is a tter wor 

be better than classical Greek, since rm~ . f th arngraph 
. A th beginning o e same p 

Greek logos for speaking Being. t e . R ,_,_ ..,_ede of 19JJ' 
l h" notonous eK1ora ... , 

Heidegger quotes with approva is own Wssenh "t] toward the es-
"Spirit is a fundamental, knowing resolve [Entsch ti 

f B . "41 
sence o e1ng. d th e time absurd nationalist assump-

Th.e same dangerous an at e sam .. Hokkr-
. ·tJer/" , Poetry (Er/iiutt1'Ungen zu 

rions inhabit the Elucidations of Ho tn s . "Homecoming I To 
lins Dichtung), for example, the foll~wing pa~age .;~"So it [the "reserved 
l<indred Ones" ("Heimkunft I An die Verwanhte~h - ,-

1 
·n the father-

. "fth sew o ave ca""" 
find," der gesparte Fund] will remam, 1 0 

Then there will be a kinship 
land [im Vaterlande]' become the careful ones".

11 
be h mecoming [Heim

[Ve7Wandrchaft] with the poet. Then there Wlf th ahist:rical being of the 
z. · · th furore o e 1<unft). But this homecoming IS e . '-Deutschen]."4 i As 

.A. de h · htiuben Wesens ue> 
German people [die Zukun1£ s gesc. tc. b "lli '"'""'V Heidegger makes 
J d ted m a n ant """"'· • etJ.nifer Bajorek has emonstra II 44 The same cluster 
Bolderlin here say the opposite of wh~t he reathy sa~iversity of Freiburg 

·d ' seminars at e of ideas reappears in He1 egger s m n·Utr/in 's Hymn "The 
of 1942 (that is, in the middle of World War ' 

0 

lster" (Holderlinr Hymne "Der Ister').
4
s . .J__ us and absurd. \\.'hat 

. siruster uaugero • 
I have said that such nonons are th' ·en more clearly, in a 

· · . th · b ghtinto eopen~ · · is disqweting about em is rou L:~rorica1 desnny 1n 
f . ty for our own u» 

'Way that causes me a frisson ° anxie ush be "to spread democracy 
the United States (said by George W. B be =t Newt Gingrich, then at 
throughout the world"), when I re~em ~ S House of Representatives, 
the height of his power as a leader m the · · 

f 

i 
I 
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gave a speech in Iowa in which he said that the future of civilization de
pends on the English language. English language, German language
take your pick. The same disquieting nationalist assumptions are expressed 
in both cases, though by way of making claims for different languages:',., 

Lacan is, somewhat surprisingly, in accord with Heidegger on the ques
tion of primordial Mitsein, as well as on some other points. Like Heideg
ger, Lacan posits in his own way "being with" or "being together," or 
what he calls a romplexe intersubjectif, as an aboriginal feature of the human 
condition. In the well-known section on la politique de l'autruiche (a charac
teristic Lacanian pun on the French words for "ostrich" and "Austria") in 
"The Seminar on 'The Purloined Letter'" ("Le seminaire sur 'La letter 
volee,' ") Lacan asserts that the king, the queen, and the policeman in 
Poe's story are locked in a pattern of political intersubjective coercion that 
repeats itself in different ways with different characters: "Thus three mo
ments, strucruring three glances, borne by three subjects, incarnated each 
time by different characters." 47 \Vhere does the ostrich come in? Here's 
how: 

In order to grasp in its unity the intersubjective complex thus described, 
we would willingly seek a model in the technique legendarily attributed to 

the ostrich attempting to shield itself from danger; for that technique might 
ultimately be qualified as political, divided as it here is among three part
ners: the second believing itself invisible because the first has its head stuck 
in the ground, and all the while letting the third calmly pluck its rear; we 
need only enrich its proverbial denomination [/a politique de /'Autriche, a 
reference to the cumbersome and self-defeating diplomacy and politics of 
~e Austtians] by a letter, producing la politique de /'autruiche, for the ostrich 
itself to take on forever a new meaning [un nouveau sens pour tmefour:r]. 48 

I suppose Lacan's cheeky boast is justified, since the passage has become 
a famous one, producing something like a Bouvard et Picuchet reaction in 
m~y ,~ople. '.'Autruiche"? "Lacan's politique de /'autrniche," like "the Pyr
amids · to which the hee-jerk response is: "How did they build them?" 

Lacan.'s complicated joke leads to his way of formulating the originary 
overlapping of subjects, his version of our inescapable itre avec. 

The plurality of subjects, of course, can be no objection for those who are 
long accustomed to the perspectives summarized by our [he means "my'J 
f~nnula: the '111Uonsrious is the discourse of the Other [l'inconscient, c'est le 
discoun de l'Autre]. And we will not recall now what the notion of the 
~ ef Sllbjects [l'inunixtion des sujets], recently introduced in our re
analysis of the dream of Inna's injection, adds to the discussion.411 
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For Lacan, as for Heidegger, the self is never alone and never has been 
alone, but is always already "being with" others. I and the others are all 
mixed up, immixed, all smoorged together, as Walt Kelly's Pogo puts it, 
by way of the language of the unconscious, which always speaks to me the 
discourse of the Other. This is why, for Lacan, the letter always arrives at 
its destination,su whereas for Derrida, in his critique of this essay by 
Lacan in "Le facteur de la verite" (literally: "The Factor [Postman] of 
Truth"), the letter never reaches its destination or may never reach its 
destination, so never really reaches its destination (PC, 489; <:P, 517). 
Chapter 3 of this book investigates Derrida's disagreement with Lacan 
about the efficiency of the postal system by way of the Derridean concept 

of rkstinerrance. 
Nancy's thinking about community, in The Inoperative l'ammunity (La 

communauti disoeuvrie) and Being Singular Plural (Etre singulier pl~rie~ is 
complex and somewhat heterogeneous. It is not easy to summar17,e in a 
few sentences. For Nancy, each individual is at once unique, singular, and 
at the same time plural, "exposed," in the etymological sense of "set out
side," to others. The singular is always already plural, "being "'·ith" others. 
Those others remain, however, fundamentally other, alien, strangers each 
enclosed in his or her singularity. A community, for Nancy, is, in Donald 
Pease's fine phrase, a "congregation of singularities." What we most share 
is that we shall all die, though each singularity >will die its O\\'O death. 
This means that each community, at all rimes and places, is disoeuvrie, 

''unworked," "inoperative." Nevertheless, the leinnotif of Being Sinr;ular 
Plural, a somewhat later book, is itre avec, being with. That book argues 
tirelessly that the plurality of "being with" goes all the way dov•n, so to 
speak, to each ego's bottom and also to the bottom of being in ~eneral. 
The first part of this assumption is something like Heidegger's claim that 
Mitsein is primordial but differs from Heidegger is ascri~ing thi~ cleavage 
t:o Being. Being is singular in its plurality, unlike the un1fie? Bein~ o~th~ 
ontotheological tradition or of Heidegger's thought. For Nancy, be1~g 
is always already divided and unified by the togetherness of a plural being 

with: 

That Being is being-with, absolutely, this is \\•hat ·we must. think. ·rhe 7l'!th 
is the most basic feature of Being, the mark [trait] of the singular plurality 
of the origin or origins in it .... What is proper to community, then.' is 
given to us in the following way: it has no other resource t.o a~~ro~nat~ 
except the "with" that constirutes it. the cvm of "comm~ty, .Its .1ntei:or
ity without an interior, and maybe even with, after its fashion, its mtenor 

, r 
'' 
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intimo mi. As a result, this cum is the cum of co-appearance [com-parution: 
"compearing" in English, " a legal term that is used to designate appearing 
before a judge together with another person" -translator's note], wherein 

we do nothing but appear together with one another, co-appearing before 
no other authority [instance] than this "with" itself, the meaning of which 
seems to us instantly to dissolve into insignificance, into exteriority, into 
the inorganic, empirical, and randomly contingent [a/iatoire] inconsistency 

of the pure and simple ''with."51 

I give, to conclude this section, even shorter shrift to what Agamben, 
Blanchot, and Lingis say about "being with." Each would merit a long 
discussion. For Agamben, the "coming community" will be agglomera
tions, not necessarily malign, of "whatever [quodlibetJ singularities," just as 
Lingis's title names "the community of those who have nothing in com· 
mon." Lingis's book asserts that the encounter with the stranger is essen
tial to human life today. Blanchot's The Unavowable Community (La 
cummunauti inav<>Uable) is a small book commenting on Nancy's The Inop
erative Community, in relation to Bataille's "acephalic" community. Blan
chot describes communities that are inavouab/e, unavowable, in the sense 
of being secret, hidden, shameful, but also in the sense of being incompati
ble with "felicitous" public speech acts. Such public "avowals" found, sup-
port, and constantly renew the communities we all would like to live in 
or may even think we live in, but they are absent from "the unavowable 
community." All four of these authors are less certain than Benjamin, 
Husserl, Heidegger, Lacan, or Nancy that "being with" is originary, but 
they are less radical than Derrida is when he asserts without qualification 
that each of us is irremediably isolated, as if alone on a desert island. 

"There Are Only Islands" 

All of the authors I have mentioned, except to some degree the last four, 
hold, in many different ways, that Dasein is Mitsein, or at least they have a 
strong nostalgia, a wish to live in a community that is defined as "being 
with," togetherness. Derrida differs from all these in the incransigence 
with which he affirms, especially in his last work, each Dasein's irremedia
ble solirude. He is deeply suspicious of Heidegger's Mitsein, as of the valid
ity of anything like Wdliams's celebration of a community of people who 
share the same assumptions and live in kindness and mutuality. Derrida's 
seminar of 1001-3 is, as earlier chapters of this book have observed, on 
Defoe's /IJJbinJon c,.,,,.. and Heidc:gger's Tbt F"""'1mmtal Conapa of 
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Metaphysics-an odd couple, as Derrida himself says. Derrida, in the first 
s.ession of this seminar, expresses his rejection of Mitsein in a paragraph 
quite extraordinary for its resolute confrontation of the consequences of 
each human being's isolation from all others. In this paragraph, speaking 
apparently for himself as much as for Crusoe's experience of solirude, Der
tida firmly asserts that each man or woman is marooned on his or her own 
island, enclosed in a singular world, with no isthmus, bridge, or other 
?Jleans of communication to the sealed worlds of others, or from their 

worlds to mine: 

neither animals of different species, nor men of different cultures, nor any 
individual, animal or human, inhabits the same world as another, however 
close and similar these living individuals may be (humans or animals), and 
the difference between one world and another remains forever uncrossable 
[infranchissahle], the community of the world being always consuucted, sim

ulated by a group of stabilizing positings [disporitift], more or less stable, 
therefore also never natural, language in the broad sense, codes of traces 
being destined, with all the living, to construct a unity of the world always 
deconstructible and nowhere and never given in nature. Between my world, 
the "my world," what I call "my world," and there is no other for me, 
every other world making up part of it, between my world and every other 
world, there is initially the space and the time of an infinite difference, of 
an interruption incommensurable with all the attempts at passage, of 
bridge, isthmus, communication, translation, trope, and cransfer that ~e 
desire for a world and the sickness of the world [mal du munde], the being 
in sickness of the world [l'itre m mal de monde] will attempt to ~' to 
impose, to propose, to stabilize. There is no world, there are only islands. 
That is one of the thousand directions toward which I would interpret the 
last line of a short and great poem by Celan: "Die Welt ist fort, ich muss 
d . irth (BS I minar my trans )51 JC:h tragen," poem of mourning or of b . , st se • · 

An . . th cl.fl between one world and an-amaz1ng passage! Since " e i erence 
<Jth · • bl " nununity is both constructed, er remains iorever uncrossa e, any co . cod "d 

· like Uecnve e e-
JJtimari)y by language, and therefore always, any co . '. . 

. __ , · This claim is shocking in its 
~strucnble " and in no way a natur,u gtven. 
ttin.orseless rigor, in its refusal of any of the copouts that almostlevd De~ndo 
I I · also asAmo aVI • '= se from Husserl to Nancy rushes to embrace. t 15 ' • 

h be use it goes agall1St what 
ton as reminded me an amazing I"""!!' ca li ' · fhis somewhat ear er 
CJtte tnight assume Derrida beli~d, on the basis 0 of Europe. One 
Work on hospitality on friendship, or on the concept ---I. . 

. ' . kind of "'5'"" .... emcss m 
tnighc take for granted that Derrida believes some 

' ' 



1'2 Derrida EnisteJ 

a community is a fundamental aspect of human existence, for example, in 
ethical decision. Careful reading of that earlier work. however, shows that 

Derrida tends to oppose quite sharply my relation to the other person and 
my relation to any community. The seminars on hospitality focus on my 
absolute, unconditional obligation to give hospitality to anyone who 
knocks on my door. This includes any stranger, someone from another 
community, someone speaking another language, or someone coming 
from another culture. Derrida's work on the politics of friendship focuses 
on the Vother relation named "friendship," "if there is such a thing," as 

one of the repeated leitmotifs of The Politics of Friendship has it. The other 
repeated leitmotif is the chilling phrase, cited by Montaigne and attributed 
to Aristotle, "O my friends, there is no friend." Even the earlier seminars 
on nation and nationalism aimed to put in question the notions that I am 

defined by my nationality or that a nation is a unified community. The 
Other Heading has as its goal the deconstruction of any presumption that 
Europe is a unified community: 

it is necessary [ii faut] to make ourselves the guardians of an idea of Europe, 
of a difference of Europe, but of a Europe that consists precisely in not 
closing itself off in its own identity and in advancing itself in an exemplary 
way toward what it is not, toward the other heading or the heading of the 
other [k cap de 1'11utre], indeed-and this is perhaps something else alto
gether-toward the other of the heading [l'autre du cap], which would be 
the beyond of this modem tradition, another border strucrure, another 
shore. (OH, 29; AC, 33) 

One further consequence of Derrida's asswnption that each of us is 
enisled is the following: not only am I isolated from others, with no isth

mus across to them, but they are also isolated from me, radically impene
trable and secret. This is said in an eloquent pas.sage in The Gift of Death: 
"each of us, everyone else, each other is infinitely other in its absolute 
singularity, inaccessible, solitary, rranscendent, nonmanifest, originally 
nonpresent to my ego (as Husserl would say of the alter ego that can never 

be originarily present to my consciousness and that I can apprehend only 
through what he calls 'appresentation' and analogy [que de ftl{O'I apprisenta
tiue et J11Ja/ogique])" (GD, 78; DM, 110). Derrida's assertion here of the 

radical inaccessibility of the other person is an important difference from 
Levinas. Levinas assumes that when I invoke the other, in something that 
can be called "prayer," he or she responds, however infinitely other are 

both the other person and the God I invoke through my prayer ro the 
other. The open, nude face of the other gives me access ro that other, 
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singular though he or she is, and through that access further access to the 
"lnfinite" behind or within him or her, however problematic that access 

rllay be. As Derrida puts this in The Gift of Death: 

E:ven in its critique of Kierkegaard concerning ethics and generality Levi
nas's thinking stays within the game-the play of difference and analogy
l:ietween the face [visage] of God and the face of my neighbor, between the 
infinitely other as God and the infinitely other as another human being. · · · 
But for his part, in taking into account absolute singularity, that is, the 
absolute alterity obtaining in relations between one human being and an
either, Levinas is no longer able to distinguish between the infinite altcrity 
eif God and that of every human. His ethics is already a religion. In the two 
cases [Kierkegaard and I;evinas] the border between the ethical and the 
religious becomes more than problematic, as do all attendant discourses. 

{GD, 83-84, trans. modified; DM, 116-17) 

Derrida's concept of ethics, on the contrary, as expresse?, ~or example, 
irl The Giift 0 f" Death follows from the assumption that the hm1tless call on 

') ' . h 
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Tom Mi:Chell, however, the recognition that there is something strange 
about this figure, namely, that it is a figure of a figure, whichever way you 
look at ic.5

i The stem mun in immune system is the same as the mun in 
community. It comes from Latin munus, meaning the obligation owed 
within the group, as the price of my citizenship, also a gift I may give to 
the community. Immune was originally a social term applying to those, for 
instance, the clergy, who were in one way or another exempt from the 
ordinary citizen's obligations. They were immune, indemnified, just as 
those who took sanctuary in a church were immune from arrest or just as 
legislators in some democracies today are immune from prosecution for 
some crimes. Biologists appropriated an entire social and political vocabu
lary, including the notion of aliens to the community or foreign invaders 
who must be repelled, to name the operation of the body's immune system 
and the catastrophe of autoimmunity. "When foreign cells or antigens in
vade the body, the immune system cleverly assesses those cells and then 
creates and multiplies antibodies designed to destroy the antigens, thereby 
securing the body's immunity. "Flu shots" create antibodies that are sup
posed to make a person immune to flu viruses, safe, protected, indemni
fied, invulnerable. In autoimmunity something goes wrong with the 
immune system. It starts creating antibodies that attack the body's own 
cells, as in diabetes, in Crohn's disease (experts assume), and in rheuma
toid arthritis, or as in some even more deadly forms of autoinununity in 
which a whole organ is attacked and destroyed. Derrida takes this already 
me~phoricaJ system of terms back from biology and applies it again to the 
SOCial body, the body of the community and its members, from which the 
terminological system originally came. As Mitchell observes, whichever 
side you look at is the metaphor of the other. 

Derrida's strikingly original insight, made with the exuberance and 
even wildness characteristic of "the late Derrida," is the claim that both 
immunity and autoimmunity are in one way or another characteristics of 
every community. Therefore community cannot be understood except by 
way of this structure. "[W]e feel ourselves," says Derrida, "authorized to 

m~e this expansion and to speak: of a son of general logic of autoimmuni
zauon. It seems indispensable to m today for thinking the relations be
tween faith and knowledge, religion and science, as well as the duplicity 
of sources in general" (FK. Bo, trans. modified; FS, 59). "Duplicity of 
sources in general" is a reference to Henri Bergson's The Two Sourtts ef 
Maraiity ..J Religiqn (La Jnz...,.,,, J. 16....,..J,ttJ.16 rtligiqn), nfu=I 
to more than once in Derrida's "Faith and Knowledge." Derrida empha
sizes that immunity and autoimmunity operate in any community me
chmically, spontaneously, inevibbly, willy-nilly, oot as a result of choices 

Derrida Enisled ,,, 
members of the community make or that the community collectively 
ma.kes. Every community strives to keep itself pure, safe, "sacrosanct," 
uncontaminated by aliens. At the same time, every community is inhabited 
by a suicidal tendency to shoot itself in the foot, as we say, in the act of 
trying to shoot the invader. 

Here is Derrida's careful formulation of the way every community gen
erates its own autoimmune reaction against itself, as well as using its im

mune system to repel foreign invaders: 

But the auto-immunitary haunts the community and its system of immuni
tary 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 .... 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, virtuality: in a word, to the dimen
sio:ns of the auto-immune and self-sacri6cial supplementarity, to this death 
drive that is silently at work in every community, every auto-ro-immunity, 
constituting it in truth as such in its iterability, its heritage, its spectral 
tradition. Community as rom-17Wfl auto-immunity: no community !is possi
ble] that would not cultivate its own auto-immunity, a principle of sacrifi
cia] self-destruction ruining the principle of self-protection (that of 
maintaining its self-integrity intact), and this in view of some son of invisi
ble and spectral sur-vival. This self-contesting attestation keeps the auto
immune community alive, which is to say, open to something 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 specualizing messianicity beyond 
all messianism. It is there that the possibility of religion persists: the n:li
gious bond (scrupulous, respectful, modest, reticent, inhibited} between the 
value of life, its absolute "dignity," and the theological machine, the "ma
chine for making gods." (FK, 82, 87, crans. modified; FS, 62, 68-6c}) 

This dense passage says a mouthful, as they say. It could be the object 
of virtually endless meditation, commentary, and interrogation. Several 
different figurative, semantic, or lexical systems are superimposed, in a 
characteristically late Derridean punning or etymologically echoing way. 
Multiple references to other work, Derrida's own or that of others, are 
obliquely made: to the concept of messianicity without messianism and 
that of spectra].ity from his own Specttn ef Mnr, to 1'2nt's work entitled 

}l,fjg;,m Within the Limits o[ae-Akm< (Die 111/igion ""1trbllhdtr Gmiun 
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de~ir(: for safe self-enclosure, is open to some limitless other. Derrida here 

_gi\.>fS -various contradictory names to this otherness, including "death" and 
i'the ftlture," though he scrupulously avoids calling it "God" or "heaven." 

~:""el'Y comrnunity, whether it wants to be or not, however much it tries to 

trtC!Cise itself in itself, is open to "the other, the future, death, freedom, 
1~t: com.ing or the love of the other, the space and time of a spectralizing 
l)tt:~5ianicity beyond all messianism." A messiancity without messianism, 

~~ 8peaers of lVIarx makes clear, is an inherent structural collective belief 
ip ~OAJe happy millennial future, such as "the democracy to come." This 

~(':lief, however, is detached from any belief that an actual Messiah will 

t[)l]lt). 
/\ tllore recent work by Derrida, the interview included in Philosophy in 

q Ti'lfle of Terror (Le "concept" du I 1 septembre), would add the word terror 
t[) tl-iis list of names for the spectral outside/inside other. The title of the 
iJ)te:rview Giovanna Borradori conducted with Derrida for this book, 
-;hl)t-t!y after the destruction of the World Trade Center but before the 

if'Jva~i()n of Iraq, is: "Autoimmunities; Real and Symbolic Suicides" 

('.. . '1-\Jtl)-1m1nunites, suicides reels et symboliques"). As this name suggests, 

tbe interview is an analysis of the post---9/11 so-called War on Terror. It 
:1flrtupriates, from "Faith and Knowledge," the notion that autoimtnunity 

i~ 3 i:haracteristic of every community, for example, the community of so
C-il\\ed terrorists and the community of those who call the United States 

~licit homeland, in an inextricable interpenetration of the two, terrorists 
i\t\d. terrorized. Both, for example, shared an interest in having the images 

CJf tht Twin Towers falling broadcast throughout the world as often as 
IJt1$.Sihle and for as long as possible. Osama bin Laden must have rejoiced 
lt\r~ty time he saw those videos, but our government authorities also re

i e;Jced. They rejoiced because they needed the effect of those images to 
)ll:>tify the repressive measures they wanted to put in place. Terror is not 
~Lltk fear of what has happened, but, as Derrida recognizes, of \\'hat is 

Cet-tiin to happen again at some indefinite time in the future. \\-'hat is 
Cett:iin to happen, sooner or later, is another "terrorist attack," as our 

go'\'ernment authorities, for example, the Secretary of Homeland Security 
£.i( the Director of the CIA, keep periodically telling us, just in case we 

rnigh.t start forgetting to live in a state of abject terror and so begin \\"On

Qe.ring where our civil liberties have gone. \Vhat is most terrifying is the 
~riviction that the terrorists are not outside but within, secretly present 
~ afltigens, «terrorist cells," against which it is extremely difficult, in the 
tr).dimpassible, to develop effective antibodies. The "other" is not outside 

I 
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but inside as an uncann h ti 
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ftattl t:ollapsing. In an attempt to get rich safely, and in view of a capitalist 
~illel)nium, the community of investment officers at financial institutions 
llkt:!: C:itigroup divided the risky subprime mortgages they had bought into 
\f~~t ate called by the quaint French name of tranches, slices. These slices 
Vet<! ttrixed with solider investments to spread the risk so widely and 
~hittly1 it was assumed, that it would in effect disappear. These "toxic" 

ijl\''CstJllents were in tum made protected, safe, by way of what were fool

i1'ihly~ssumed to be immunity antibodies, financial instruments called "de
..,ii'%tives'' and "credit default swaps." These were supposed to eliminate 
t::he li~k just as immune system antibodies neutralize foreign antigens that 
ha"'e lnv:aded the human body. W'hen the housing bubble burst, as any 
~.aitc! person could have foreseen would happen, the hollow derivatives and 
~~f;1ult swaps, "toxic" themselves because they were worthless, rurned 
~k;titi~tthe financial institutions they were meant to protect. The deriva
t::h~s <tnd default swaps would have destroyed the banks, in a spectacular 
k:Vftlf)le of autoimmunity, if government bailouts, funded primarily by 
ptititittg more money, had not rescued them. This is a yet further example 
0f ~l.Jto-co~immunity, since the huge increase in government deficits will 
Jf\ t:hc end weaken the United States further by inflating the currency and 
l::t} '1.aving even more of the United States owned by China in the form of 
tJ.$. 'l'reasury Bonds. The applicability of Derrida's autoimmumity model 
f:::{J the C\J.rrent world financial crisis is a good example of how powerful a 
Nle~n!5 of understanding it is. lnvesnnent bankers seem to have been led 
._,..ill}'-tl.illy to destroy themselves and their institutions in a way that con
fPA:ts Penida's notion of the inevitability of autoimmunitary self-destruc
t:J(Jt"J :J.$ inherent in any community. 54 The whole enormous Ponzi scheme, 
~ t: i~ worth noting, depended at every step on new telecommunication 
t-tchnologies like email and complex computer programs, which produced 
i::J~ci\'ll.tives and swaps that even experts cannot understand. That matches 
tJenida's insistence on the role of the prosthetic machinal in auto-co

~ 1llf1lll.flity. 
A fissure, fault-line, or cleft seems to exist, however, when what Derrida 

~llY~ :i.bout auto-co-immunity in "Faith and Knowledge" is juxtaposed to 
_.h\lt he says about the isolation of each "I" in the passage already cited 
f:f11ttt his last set of seminars. Derrida's theory of each community's self
ci~'AU.uive autoimmunity presupposes an organic or collective concept of 
~(}1\1.tflllnity that detennines, whether they wish it or not, the lives of the 
~llJJ'i:iciuals within it, while my citation from "The Beast and the Sovereign 
("tw~)1' defines each individual as entirely separate from any community, 
~ned on a bridgdess, isthmusless island. 
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How can these two features of the late Derrida's thought be reconciled? 
What bridge will allow a crossing from one to the other? A somewhat 
paradoxical connection between these two ideas is implied in a remarkable 
passage in A Taste for the Secret. Derrida, in one interview in that book, 
echoing Gide's denunciation of the family, resolutely defines himself as 
unwilling to belong to any family or community: "I am not one of the 
family [Jene suis pas de la Jami/le]." Why not? It is because every family, 
nation, or community is an artificial, deconstructible soucture built pre
cario~ly on some agreed-upon code. For Derrida, as opposed to Heidg
ger, it seems that only one kind of community exists, something quite 
close to Heidegger's das Man, "the they." Derrida gives it, in the English 
translation, at least, the dyslogistic name "the herd." There is, in Derrida, 
no glorification of the nation's "folk," such as Heidegger, nowriously, 
pronounced. 

Every community, moreover, for Derrida, is inhabited by the self
destructive autoimmunity he describes so eloquently in "Faith and Knowl
edge," written more or less at the same time as he gave the interviews in 
A Taste for the Secret. "Who would want to participate in something doomed 
to self-destruct? It would seem reasonable to want to hold oneself aloof 
from such a Mitsein, even though some people might argue that we should 
make do the best we can with what we have. We are all in the same boat 
and should love our neighbor within the context of whatever community 
we have. Derrida, however, above all refuses to belong to any family or 
com~unity because it is only in isolation from such belonging that a re
spon~1ble, responsive ethical relation to another person can take place. For 
Demda, the strange "with" of I/other relations between two persons, twO 

persons who~ wholly other to one another, can only happen in isolation 
fro~ an~ ~y or community. In The Gift ef Death, Derrida sees Abra
hams willingness to obey Jehovah and sacrifice his beloved son, Isaac, as 
~~ginatic of this isolation from family and community of true ethica1 
decision. Abraham says nothing about Jehovah's command to his wife 
Sarah or to any other member of his family, or to Isaac himself, when he 
takes Isaac off to sacrifice him (GD, 5J-8I; DM, 79_114; GD2 121-19; 
DM 163-73.) 

I would add to what Derrida says that Jesus affirmed one mtm: leave 
father and mother in order to follow him: "And every one that hath for
saken houses, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, for JlJf 
name's sake, shall receive an hundredfold and shall inherit everlasting 
life" rJ.A- ' \~•-tt. 19:29).55 Here is Derrida's eloquent expression of his refusal 
tu bel""!r-
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L.er 1ne get back to my saying "I am not one of the family." Clearly, I was 
pl~)'ing on a formula that has multiple registers of resonance. I'm not one 
rJ{ the family means, in general, "I do not define myself on the basis of my 
l1-elaflgi.ng to the family," or to civil society, or to the state; I do not define 
lf'J}'Sclf on the basis of elementary forms of kinship. But it also means, more 
~pratively, that I am not part of any group, that I do not identify myself 
»>ith. a linguistic community, a national community, a political party, or 
~ith. ariy group or clique whatsoever, with any philosophical or literary 
st:h()ol. "I am not one of the family" means: do not consider me "one of 
)'tltl," "don't count me in," I want to keep my freedom, always: this, for 
it1~, is the condition not only for being singular and other, but also for 
e1ltf'::ting into relation with the singularity and alterity of others. When 
jt)tll.eone is one of the family, not only does he lose himself in the herd 
~gge~ in the Italian version1b], but he loses the others as well; the others 
lltromc simply places, family functions, or places or functions in the or
tflJtic: totality that constitutes a group, school, nation, or community of 
'\lb}i::cts speaking the same language. (fS, 2 7) 

(Jo, the next page Derrida claims we would not say we want to belong 
r\> t:lle family or community if we really did belong to one or the other: 
'""'l'ht: desire to belong to any community whatsoever, the desire for be-
1~1\~Il.g taut court, implies that one does not belong' (fS, 28). This is our 
hapff chance, since my only road to responsible ethical relations to my 
()'i~hbor •the "wholly other," is by detaching myself from family or com
rl1utticy, or by recognizing that I am always already and for good detached, 
~fli%led. r must detach myself from the herd, or appropriate my detach
()1ettt, in order to escape the doom of autoimmune self-destruction that 
A.iw~~ awaits such deconstructible agglomerations. I must come to know 

dat I llm detached, and that it's a good thing too. 
'The different concepts of being with represented by Derrida and by all 

dit'~t fl"l()dem thinkers of being with I began by identifying are incompati
l:Jle, They cannot be synthesized or reconciled. // faut choisir. Which do I 
~~~e? I wish with all my heart I couJd believe in ~lliams's i~ea~ ~f a 
~f\P}'1 classless community or in Heidegger's assumpnon thatM1tse1n IS a 
*1tri.Jamental aspect of being human, but I fear that each man or. ~oman 
«ilay ~~ an island unto himself or herself, and that real commurunes are 
....-iote file the communities of self-destructive autoimmunity Derrida de

~he~. Certainly the United Stares these days, if you can dare t? ~of 
._, ~ one immense community, is a better example of Demda s. self
Wim<:ri:ve autoimmune community than of Wtlliams's community of 

Mi<lite~ md mutuality. 

! 
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I claim, moreover, to have confirmed through several examples the tri
ple hypathesis with which I started: (1) that the concept of community, in 
a given thinker, is consonant with his or her concept of relations between 
self and other; (2) that you cannot get from Dasein to Mitsein unless you 
assume from the start that Dasein is Mitsein; (3) that Derrida in his last 
seminars, almost uniquely among modem philosophers and theorists, af
firms the fundamental and irremediable isolation of each Dasein. For Der
rida, no isthmus, no bridge, no road, no communication or transfer 
connects or can ever connect my enisled self to other selves. There is no 
common world. There are only islands. Any community is an artificial, 
deconstructible, construct fabricated out of words or other signs. Any 
community, moreover, is self-destructively autoimmunitary to boot. One 
should not underestimate the consequences of holding that each human 
being is, throughout his or her lifetime, enisled. 

CHAPTER 7 

Derrida's Special Theory of Perfonnativity 

• ~t bY)?utheses that ground (or unground) this chapter are as follows. 
l. l?etfonnativity in the sense of the way a dance, a musical composi

Uri, ()f a part in a play is performed has practically nothing to do with 
~~ftnativity in the sense of the ability a given enunciation has to func
ticJri m 3 perfonnative speech act. "He gave a spectacular performance of 
~et'' does not exemplify nor does it refer to, the same use of language , ,, 
ls 4tlts Saying "He gave his solemn promise that he would be here at ten, 
V"tn though both are forms of enunciation, of speaking out, of uttering 
~lt;1tl.\s, even of doing something with words. I call these perfonnativity 
\J..b()l'J.~ (the speech act), and perfonnativity sub two (the performance of 
i \'ti)(:, Ut of a dance or musical composition). 

i. D<!trida's late work proposes a special theory of performativity. This 
11-.tvtY is without antecedent in previous theorists of speech acts .. 

i\. hypothesis such as the ones I have just proposed, is a genwne per
~flrul.ti"1e. A h~othesis fit.. the standard definition of a performative in 
~fitlnd speech act theory. Proffering a hypothesis is like a beL "~ ~t 
w::;,11. t ~l:l show that perfonnativity as performance style and ~nnao~ty 
~ tt\t felicitous operation of a speech act have almost nothing to ~o with 
*-t tlti.<:Jther. Considerable confusion, I hazard to say, has resulted. m some 
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quarters, from thinking the two kinds of performativity are the same, or 

almost the same." 
These pages are an extended version of what the admirable online ency

clopedia, Wikipedia, 1 calls a "Disambiguation Page," that is, a page that 

discriminates among the various more or less incompatible meanings of a 
given term. Wikipedia, for example, distinguishes nine different referents 
for catastrophe. I hold that it would be a catastrophe to blur different mean

ings of perfqrmativity. 
A hypothesis is something set down underneath as a foundation on the 

basis of which further inquiry may be carried out, from Greek hupo 
("under") and tithenai ("to place"). A valid scientific hypothesis must be 

capable of being falsified if it is mistaken. That is why religious fundamen
talists' claims that God created the world in 4004 B.c. or that the "cre
ation" manifests "intelligent design" are not valid hypotheses. They can 
neither be proved true nor proved false. You have to take them on faith. 
If I hypothesize that the moon is all made of green cheese, my hypothesis 
can be proved false by a trip to the moon and bringing back moonrock, 
no cheese, or indeed proved true if green cheese rums up there. My hy
pothesis about the more or less complete disjunction between the two 
kinds of performativity will, I hope, be confirmed by the investigation of 
some examples, even though it ungrounds some widely established disci

plinary assumptions. 
First, however, a word about the words performative and performativity. 

Neither word exists in The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Lan
guage, nor does my computer dictionary recognize these as valid words. 
My computer draws red lines under both words when I type them on the 
screen, even though many people, mostly academic people, now use both 
words all the time, in the most natural way possible. Usage becomes the 

norm. 
Performance is a word, all right. Here are the three relevant meanings 

of the five given in The American Heritage Dictionary: "the act of perform
ing, or the st.ate of being performed"; "the act or style of performing a 
work or role before an audience"; and "a present.ation, especially a theatri
cal one, before an audience." That seems clear enough. "Performativity," 

though it is not a word but a neologism, must mean the quality of a per
formance, the condition of someone who is capable of perfomring, or, 
perhaps, the object of investigation in "performance studies." Here is part 
of what Wikipedia says under "Perfonnativity." I am using Wikipedia here, 
and in what I say about Judith Buder later, as the best source I know for 
often highly informed and current received opinion about a given wpic or 
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~rit~t. Wikipedia, like any encyclopedia, printed or online, should be used 
~\}\vigilant suspicion. Any encyclopedia entry will be an oversimplifica
~O!J. T'he presumed "authority" may not be an authority at all, or may not 
f,c: '1i~t1terested. Other sources should be consulted. Wikipedia makes that 

~ll1ewhar easier by often providing links to other texts. My primary con
c~t'f\ hete is with what people think about "performativity," or aboutJu

cJitit :Sutler's Gender Trouble. In particular, I am interested in figuring out 
i..w a certain confusion in the "academic mind" came about: 

~erfrrrnativity is a concept that is related to speech acts theory, W the prag
~atic:s of language, and to the work of John L. Austin. It accounts. for 
~~tu1Jtie>ns where a proposition may constitute or instaurate the object to 

w~idi it is meant to refer, as in so-called "performative unerances.". [That, 
~tile way, is a skewed definition. A performative utterance, accordm~ to 
Al6tin> does not constitute the object to which it refers. It changes ob1ects 
JJlJ people that already exist, as when the minister's "I pronounce you man 
J.JlJ wife," uttered in the right circumstances, brings it about that the cou

?le is married.] 
Ue concept of performativity has also been used ~ ~ence and tech-

1\Cl!ugy- studies and in economic sociology. Andrew P1ckenng has proposed 
t'() shift: from a "representational idiom" to a "perfonnative idiom" ~ the 
!if\idyof science. Michel Callon has proposed to study the perforrnanve 
l\~p~tls of economics, i.e. the extent to which eronomic science plays a~ 
iltl~<ln:ant role not only in describing markets and economies, but also m 
ft"""1g them ["Framing them"? Just what does that mean? If economics 

. uld . "fram .. 
!\re perlonnative, as the author has just said, they wo. not Just k e 
Jllal:'kecs and economies, in the sense of setting them mto a £rame_worthin 
l\ll0i<Wing underst.anding, but actively change them, as a way of doing gs 

'-'ith woros.] ..• . . cl d · · · th SQC1aJ SCleDCCS ID U e 
Ocher uses of the notion of performattVlty m e . al 

the daily behavior (or performance) of individuals based on SOC1 norms or 
babits. Philosopher and feminist theorist Judith Buder has used

11
the ~~cept 

(Jfl,ltrforrnativity in her analysis of gender devdopment, ~:en..~ inn er 
S d ·ck descnuc:o ~-er rrr-

'ltlalysis of political speech. Eve Kosofsky e gwt d 
~ty as an ongoing project for tranSfonning the way we may e-

ti.iif:-.......and break-boundaries to identity.
1 

tudi ,, this ropic, according to 
Wi>ipedia's entty "Performance S es says. disci line in the 1¢os 

~~ 11origin narrative," was created as an acadenu.:..n ~en, I note. It W2S 

.,. :Ri~hud Schechner, Victor Turner, ~d ?the d Northwestern Uni
~ it1stitutionalized at New York University an at 

"INity.A=rding to W"~ 
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Performance studies is a growing field of "aaJ.demic" study focusing on the 
critical analysis of perfonnance and performativity. The field or post-disci

pline engages performance as both an object of study and as a method of 
analysis. Examining events as performance provides insight into how we 
perform ourselves and our lives. And understanding the perfonnative na

ture of speech-acts introduces an element of reflexivity and critique to oth
ernise descriptive accounts of social phenomena. 

Though performance studies has an anthropological component, as Victor 
Turner's role as a founder indicates, it centers on performances in dance, 
music, and drama, as well as on the performance of roles in daily life. If 
"performance studies" was created in the 196os, it precedes the work or 
the wide influence of Foucault, Derrida, and Butler, It even precedes, I 
believe, any substantial academic influence of Austin's speech act theory. 
The first edition of Huw to Do Things with Words was in 1962, but it was 
not, I suspect, widely noticed at the time. The original French version 
of Foucault's The Order of Things (Les mots et /es choses) dates from 1966, 
"Performativity theory" and current "performance studies," I suggest, are 
somewhat later hybrids combining speech act theory, Foucault, and the 
original performance studies, The lines of filiation here, to use a sexist 
word, are complex and inextricably entangled, as is the case with modem 
theory generally. 

The newest entries in Wikipedia, quite different from the ones I cited 
just two years ago in the first version of this chapter, confirm this duplicity. 
The changes in the entries are a good example of the way Wikipedia is 
constantly being revised and updated. You have to move fast to keep up 
with Wikipedia, Who knows what these entries will be by the time this 
book appears in print? The change is also a sign that "performance stud
ies" and "perforrnativity studies" are dynamic disciplines. Someone or 
several someones care enough about them to have made a radical revision 
of the earlier entries. Wikipedia now says about "performance studies": 

An alternative origin narrative stresses the development of speech-act the
ory by philosophers J. L, Austin and Judith Butler and literary critic Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgwick. Performance studies has also had a strong relationship 
to the fields of feminism, psychoanalysis, and queer theory, Theorists like 
Peggy Phelan, Butler, Sedgwick, Jose &teban Muiioz, Rebecca Schneider, 
and Andre Lepecki have been equally influential in both performance stud
ies and these related fields, Performance studies incorporates theories of 
drama, dance, art, anthropology, folkloristics, philosophy, cultural studies, 
sociology, and more and more, music performance. i 
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Su how does one get from "performance studies" to "perfonnativity"? 
!\.";I suspected when I began thinking about the genesis of "perfonnativ
il)I,'' Judith Buder's work, or the way it has been read or misread, is the 
titi~'ing link. \Vhen I click on the link to ''Judith Butler" in Wikipedia's 
U\try for "performativity," I get a little closer to the heart of the matter, 
!Jt' tn t!\.e root of the confusion. The reader will remember that I am more 
ir1ttr~sted here in what people think Butler said than in what she may 
aC-!U;illy have said. Her work has perhaps not always been read accurately. 
'(tiis m:ay be a case in which misreadings have wide influence and conse
qlJtJ\C:es. People often see what they want to see or expect to se~ .. Th~s 
~l\('lpens sometimes in reading. Butler may not have meant what Wzk1ped1a 
1;tys ~he meant, but she was read as meaning to say that, Once ~ore, the 
t~l'ft:nt entry (February 2008) is quite different from the one I cited two 
y~an~ ago: 

1'he crux of Butler's argument in Gender Trouble is that the coherence of 
th.e c:ategories of sex, gender, and sexuality-the natural-see~in~ coher
et)ce, for example, of masculine gender and heterosexual desire. in male . 
h(Jdies-is culturally constructed through the repetition of stylized acts in 

time. These stylized bodily acts, in their repetition, establish the ~ppea~
at)ce of an essential, ontological "core" gender. This is the ~ense in which 
Bvtler famously theorizes gender, along with sex and sexuality, as 
~rformative.4 

"Jh.e concept of perfonnativity is," Wikipedia holds, "at the core of 
!Jvtl~r's work. It extends beyond the doing of gender and can be under
l!tlod :ts a full-fledged theory of subjectivity. Indeed, if her more re~~nt 
ht11>ks have shifted focus away from gender, they still rreat performaav1ry 
~" theoretically central" (ibid.). Several of Butler's more recent boo~ 
}J(Jrfies That Matter (1993), &:citable Speech: A Politics of the Perfarmatzve 
(J 997), and Undoing Gender (2oo4), as well as che new preface of 1999 for 
r;,.,,qer Troubk--d.o some disambiguating of their own. They make 
~rttev<ls, to some degree, for the confusion between perfonnativiry as per

f('.l.flflance and performativity as speech act that Gender Troub_le ':'1° be rea~ 
~,. fl'Ste.ring, if Wikipedia is to be believed, Gender Trouhk, with ~ts acco~n 
f . . , · d h er immensely mfluenaal. fJ a Cet-ta1n perfonnaavtty, has rema1ne , ow~v , . 
~er a hundred thousand copies are out there 10 vanous languages, . f 

If l tum from Wikipedia's account of Gmdrr Trouhk to the ~k nsel • 
l t1od a much more complex and nuanced argument. This is especially th.I~ 
bUe if I read the new edition that includes the preface of 1999. A fu 
t~llJlt: of Gender Trouble would require many pages and would take me 
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away from my focus in this chapter on Derrida's new theory of performa
tives. A paragraph by paragraph and sentence by sentence interrogative 
reading of, for example, the preface of 1999, not to speak of all Butler's 
subsequent work, would be demanded. My much more limited aim is to 

understand and account for Butler's use of the word peifrmnativity. 
Gentkr Trouble has done much good in the world. It has done good by 

persuasively putting in question "normative" binary heterosexuality and 
thereby making a space for gay and lesbian sexuality and gender. Butler's 
primary target in Gender Trouble is not just habitual notions that sex and 
gender are innate, natural, and unalterable but, more specifically, the de
pendence of the feminism current in 1990 on just the ideas of normative 
heterosexuality that it ought to have contested. Feminism's acceptance of 
heterosexuality led it to exclude gays and lesbians from the "reaJ" and the 
"intelligible," almost as violently as did (and still does) the hegemony of 
primarily straight male social and legal power. Butler contests the reigning 
ideology of sex and gender by tirelessly, patiently, with pass.ion and with 
much nuance, arguing that sex and gender are not natural, biological, 
innat.e, and pre-existent but the violent product of iterated discursive for
mations that sequester as unnatural and "unreal" sexual and gender mi
norities in their considerable variation: ''Juridical power inevitably 
'produces' what it claims merely to represent; hence, politics must be con
cerned with this dual function of power: the juridical and the productive. 
In effect, the law produces and then conceals the notion of 'a subject be
fore the law' in order to invoke that discursive formation as a naturalized 
fowidational premise that subsequently legitimates that law's own regula
tory hegemony.''5 

Gender Tro11blt cuhninates in a "Conclusion: From Parody to Politics." 
which makes a powerful argument for political agency, for the possibility 
of changing the almost universal acceptance of binary heterosexuality as 
the nonn. Since binary heterosexuality is not innate but an ill\Won, a fic
tion, a "phanrasmatic constructi.00"(199), it could be otherwise. As Butler 
says in the preface of 1999: 

One might wonder what use "opening up possibilities" finally is, but no 
one who has understood what it is to live in the social world as what is 
"impos&ble," illegible, unreali7.able, unreal, and illegitimate is likely to 

pooe that question. .•. There;, no politi"'1 poiltion purified of I""""• and 
perhaps that llnpwity is what produces agency as the potential interruption 
and""""" of regulatory regUne.. Those who are deemed "umeal" •-
dieless lay hold of the n:ol, •laying hold that happens in - and • 
.,;w ina!Wtity is pnidua:d by that pac...m..;.. surprise. (viii, nvili) 

- . . ,. 
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"A \>:ital instability is produced by that perfonnative surprise": th.is is an 
iJ'tlt~ng fonnulation. It defines a performative as a "laying hold," and it 
d~liries that laying hold as creating an "instability" that comes as a "sur
ptis~." You cannot foresee this instability. It comes as a surprise, and by 
tt\en. it is too late. The instability gives a space for an "agency" that can 

dliiinantle normative heterosexuality. 
My primary interest here, however, is in the role of the terms and con

~p~ of peeformance, performative, and, especially, performativity in Butler's 
dli;c(Jllt'Se. The word performative, as a name for a speech ~ct, a use of 
W'tlrdsto do something rather than constatively name something, was). L. 
A.\lstin' s invention in Hw To Do Things with Words. Strangely enough, 
A.\lstiti is never mentioned in Gender Trouble, though the term speech act 

Dtc.!11.~ionally appears.6 Speech act theory is taken for gran~d in Gender 
~le, and the word performative is, as Derrida would put It, "~xappro
ptiated." No shame in that. Derrida himself more than once .P~ cre
~ti~ (m.is)reading, that is, strictly speaking, unfaithful appropnatl~~ ~ the 
tifb.t way to go. An example is what he says about our res_pons1bili~ ~o 
uuke a rupture with authority: "there is no responsibility ~thout a dissi
d~t and inventive rupture with respect to tradition, authonty, orthodoxy, 
~e. or doctrine" (GD, 27; DM, 47). Derrida says more or less th~ same 
tl\ing in Specters of Marx about his reading of Marx. in. a passage cited at 

ho k "This dim on of a perfonna-gt~tcr length in Chapter 5 of this o : ellSI 
tivt interpretation, that is, of an interpretation that transfonns th~ very 
.t.. • . . • l · di bl le in what I would like to u'Jng It mterprets, will pay an 111 spensa e ro . . 

. ) (B th th ~<;;_<:lltrt':.'I; are cited again 1~ythis evening'' (SMe, 51; SMf, 89 · o ese r---0 -- • uld h 
iJ\ a different context in Chapter 9 of this book.) Even so, it w~ 'ffeave 

. . . h h use of ,.-+--,,h-.. e d1 rs ~m helpful if Butler had spectfied JUSt ow er r·1~· .. -~-~ di 
frtl!f'l Austin's. For more on Butler's theory of speech acts, 10 this casela ' 

. uld be ........,,,,rv to go ro a ter l>':ltfu1:1native effects of hate speech, 1t wo ne~ / 
i..,.i., P,mtahk Speech: A Politics of tbe Peifunnatiu< (i997). . . d 

. . r--~-Trouble Demda ts mennone a If Austin is never mennoned m uc-nuc• ' th · __ 1 fer 
r.... · _L_n sh The overt eoretti.:;u re -
('"-~ tl!tJ.es, though crucially, as I snau ow. . . eoretical foun-
tJ'J~ in Gender Trouble are to Foucault (the most explicit r:..,,.h l . l 

· d F d in the f"'J ...... oana ynca d~t:it:Jti), to Levi-Strauss, to La~ .an reu ch and otherwise-Simone 
~lld chapter, and to certain ~nurusts, ~rcn d man others. Moreover, 
dt16.~auvoir, Luce Irigaray,Momque Witug •. an y .

005 
of Gmder 

tt\~ \\'ord performativity is hardly salient ~til th~olast .:;:i ~and 
'(h,,./JJt, and even then it appears only spanngly, ~ tbutriad-
....:.~ .. · •-"-,.,;,"""" often in pro=>Ity ro""' 
r"IJ"l'lfUmVe, and evenl"''J'" .. ---···---• -"'-- f 999> howeYer is to 
~" "1J4squerade, drag, and lltting Oflt, The r--- o I , 
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a considerable degree an attempt to explain just V.'hat Butler means by 
performativity. The word appears over and over in that preface. The con
flation of performativity sub one and performativity sub two is present in 
many of Butler's formulations, as when she says, "As the effects of a subtle 

and politically enforced performativity, gender is an 'act,' as it were, that 
is open to splittings, self-parody, self-criticism, and those hyperbolic exhi
bitions of 'the natural' that, in their very exaggeration, reveal its funda
mentally phantasmatic status"(200). The phrase "as it v.·ere" indicates a 
wavering that is explicitly and some,1rhat uneasily acknowledged in the 
preface of 1999, under the name waffie: "Gender Trouble sometimes reads 
as if gender is simply a self-invention or that the psychic meaning of a 
gendered presentation might be read directly off its surface. Both of these 
postulates have had to be refined over time . .:\1oreover, my theory some
times waffles between understanding performativity as linguistic and cast
ing it as theaaical" (xxvi). 

Having posed a distinction bern·een vohat I have been calling performa
tivity sub one and performativlty sub rn·o, and confessed to having waffled 
about that distinction, Butler goes on immediately to take back with one 
hand what she has offered v.·ith the other. She does this by way of a claim 
that a linguistic speech act and a theaaical performance are alv.·ays related, 
"chiasmically," though v.'hat she says hardly suppons the claim that one is 
the crisscross reversal of the other, v.·hich is v.·hat a chiasmus is: "I have 
come to think that the n.vo are invariably related, chiasmically so, and that 
a reconsideration of the speech act as an instance of pov.·er invariably 
draws attention to both its theaaical and linguistic dimensions. In &.:citable 
Speech, I sought to shov.· that the speech act is at once performed (and 
thus theatrical, presented to an audience, subject to interpretation), and 
linguistic, inducing a set of effects through its implied relation to linguistic 
conventions" (xni-xxvii). The rn·o kinds of perfonnativity are then super
imposed once more in the next sentences, and not in the crisscross of a 
chiasm: "If one \\·anders hov.· a linguistic theory of the speech act relates 
to bodily gestures, one need only consider that speech itself is a bodily 
act \\·ith specific linguistic consequences. Thus speech belongs exclusively 
neither to corporeal presentation nor to language, and its status as \\·ord 
and deed is necessarily ambiguous. This ambiguity has consequences for 
the practice of coming out, for the insurrectionary pov.·er of the speech 
act, for language as a condition of both bod.ii\- seduction and the threat of 
injury" (xxvii). 

It is true that language always has some form of embodiment, whether 
as inky marb on the page of my copy of Gender Trouble or as the sounds I 
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hreathe forth when I speak, acco1npanying 1ny speech, perhaps, v•ith sig
nificant gestures. It is a!so true that Austin allo1,vs that a boJily gc~turc, 
~uch "JS a judge donning a black ho11d to condcrnn a cri1ninal t11 he h;1ngcd, 
can s11hstitutc for a literal speech act, such as"! <>entence you to he h:inged 
l1v the neck until deaJ." 'fhe 1naterialirv of languagc, however, is an cx
c~edingly peculiar kind of nonn1aterial· materiality, as f)errida, Paul de 

i\.lan, and others have in different ways argued." '!'he relation of language 
co bodily gestures hardly supports the assertion that the theatr_ical and tht: 
linguistic arc "always related," even chiasn1i!.'.ally. ,\ g-1ven piece of lan
bruagc can go on functioning pcrforn1atively in an infinite variety of 1natc

rial c1nhodin1cnts and circun1stanc:es, including 1nany that are not rn any 

<lire1.:t V.'av incarnated in a hu1nan hodv. 
I conclude this brief atte1npt to rea~I so1nething of v.·hat Butler actually 

sars in (;l'nder 11-oit/1/e, as opposed to v.·hat Wikipedia say., she says, \\.-irh .a 
look at a crucial paragraph in the preface of 1999. ln this para~aph, l)c~n
J2's "Before the !~av.'" is unexpectedly, at le'JSt for inc, in 'J "perfornTJtl\e 
surprise," identified as the initial instigator of the thinking that \\·ent into 
Gender Trouble, especiallv Burler\ thinking ahout perfonnati\·ity. i·he '>Ur

pnse is generated by the fact that neither Kafka's ~arable "Before the 
La\\.'" nor Derrida's essav "Before the Lav.·" has anything to say ahout the 
V.'av gender and sex are .the result of a perforrnati\'e po\\·er that seem'> to 

co~e from an iinplacable social !av.· that is actually not ther~ but is phan
tasn1aric, an illusion, the projection of sornething that v•e frunlessly expect 

v.·ill reveal itself in the future. 
Kafka's "la\\.'" is a transcendent entity so1nething like the .\lo.,aic la\\· of 

the ()\d Tcstan1ent, and though Derrida's project may be the "c~ccons~c
tion" of that lav.· by v.·ar of sho\\.·ing that it is alv;ays conta~1~ated \\·1th 
"literature," that is, v.-ith the fictional, nevenheless Derrida s essa}' is 
haunted bv the undeconstructible possibility that this transcendent I~\\· 

· b ·. c · "bl "The ,·n·ccessible incites from its exists ut JUSt is 1orever 1naccess1 c. " 
place of hiding [/'inaccessible p-raroque depuis son retranrhm1ent]" _<BL,. 19 1

; 

DL . . ftb . rive formulaaons in hi~ , io9), says Dernda 1n one o e more pro\oca . . _- . 
'"Before the I a\\.'" Derrida's essav, moreover, ~·as on~naltr v.·ntten a~ 

. ~ · . th Ee.- I J n Kant's C1ltq11e of Prac-
part of a senes of senunars at e o e norma e o . 

· v • t' ·dea of a categoncal moral tical Reason that is as a commentary on n.;in s 1 

I ' ' v _,,_.' ble in the context of v.·hat 
aw. A section of Derrida's essav sets n..>111(;1 s para . I 
F . : ftb I law in a shame about gen1ta 

reud has to say about the on gin o e mora ' . r. 
· b F d's myth 1n 1otem 

andanalsmellsthatledbomosapiensto~'alkupng t. reu . 
1 

. k d 
_, T I d f th father by the sons 1s a so 1nvo e , 

tZ11a 1aboo about the prima mur er 0 e . . r D ·cl 
as is, in a foomote, Freud's friend Fliess's interest in bisexua ity. em a, 

~. 
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moreover, has provocative things inspired by Freud to say about the way 
Kafka's man from the country is intimidated by the nose, beard, and fur 
coat of the guardian of the law, but nothing overtly is said about the way 
either Freud's or Kafka's law imposes heterosexual gender distinctions (see 
BL, 192-99; DL, 110-17). 

Nevertheless, Derrida's invocation of Freud, in relation to Kant's idea 
of respect, may have started Butler's thinking. In the initial footnote to 
the long central chapter of Gender Troubk, "Prohibition, Psychoanalysis, 
and the Production of the Heterosexual Mattix," Butler says that she was 
teaching Kafka's "In the Penal Colony" while she was writing this chapter. 
The footnote refers directly to Derrida's "Before the Law." This is almost 
the only oven reference to that essay in the 1990 Gender Trouble, though 
the phrase "before the law" is at one point put within quotation marks, 
with a footnote to Derrida's essay (3, zo6). Referring in the first
mentioned footnote to Foucault's idea that power has become so diffuse 
that it no longer exists as "a systematic totality," Buder goes on to say: 
"Derrida interrogates the problematic authority of such a law in the con
text of Kafka's 'Before the Law.' ... He underscores the radical unjustifi
ability of this repression through a narrative recapitulation of a time before 

the law. Significantly, it also remains impossible to articulate a critique of 
that law through recourse to a time before the law" (215). One of Derri
da's primary concerns in "Before the Law" is the question of what makes 
a text literature, who decides a given text is literature and on what author
ity. This issue does not interest Buder in Gender Trouble. I conclude that 

if Gender Trouhk was instigated by Butler's reading of Derrida's "Before 
the Law," this is a spectacular case of the "dissident and inventive rupture" 
that Derrida praises as the most responsible response "to rradition, au
thority, onhodoxy, rule, or doctrine." Butler's reading of Derrida's essay 
invoked the perfonnative surprise of a new theory of sex and gender that 
could not have been predicted by its source, any more than Derrida's Spec
ters of Marx can be predicted by Marx's writings. Both formed a radically 
innovative break or rupture with tradition and received doctrine, in But
ler's case with the then dominant feminism as it excluded lesbians. 

Butler begins, in the paragraph in question in the preface of 1999, by 
making overt the way per/ormativity, a relatively infrequent word in Gender 
Truubk, has in subsequent years become the central focus of its influence. 
It is, moreover, Butler says, a topic she has turned to again and again in 
subsequent work, in a constant process of modification: 

Much of my work in recent years has been devoted to clarifying and revis
ing the theory of perfonnativity that is outlined in Gendn- Trouble. It is 

Derrida's Theory of Perfrmnativity '43 

difficult to say precisely what performativity is not only because ~y own 
views on what "perfonnativity" might mean have changed over nme, most 
often in response to excellent criticisms, but because so many others have 
taken it up and given it their own formulations. (xv) 

Performativity was a word whose time had come, like the word de~~'fJStnt(
tion, and, like deconstrnctiun, it has come to mean whateve_r people fo~u
late" it to mean or use it to mean to say, including the different meanings 

over time that a given theorist, such as Butler, ascribes to it. Another ~x
ample is the use of the word in the discipline of Performance Stu~ies. 
Though Butler, as I have shown, uses the words performance and .thea_mcaJ
ity in Gender Trouble, she nowhere mentions Performance Studies,_ J~St as 

she does not mention Lyocard's prior use of the word Per[ormat~vtty. It 
may be that she independently invented the word and a version of its con-

cept, even though others had already used it. . 
What immediately follows the citation from Gender Trouble I have JUSt 

made is the crucial reference to Derrida's "Before the Law" as the. t~xt 
that started Butler thinking about what she came to call performattvlty. 
That reference leads to what looks to me like a quite coher~nt and ~om-

. f th th f ....r tivity that 1s essennal to prehensive expression o e eory o per1onna 
Grnder Trouble. At the same time it is a remarkably dissident, performa-

. · d' f Kath's "Before the tively surprising, producnvely transposing, rea 1ng o . 
Law" and of Derrida's "Before the Law." The passage 1s eloquent and 

· B tl th I t word on what she means cogent. I cite it in extenso to give u er e as . . . 
by performativity. "What I have found by turning from Wtktpedza_ to ~ender 

. b" th I ·cal storv Wilt1ned1a tells: Trouble itself complicates qwte a It e gen ea ogt -J r 

I originally took my clue on how to read the performativity of gender from 
Jacques Derrida's reading of Kafka's "Before the Law.'' There the .one who 

waits for the law, sits before the door of t~e ~w, attributes a ~e~in :~r~e _ 
to the law for which one waits. The antic1panon of an auth~ntaove ~sc o 

. . th b hi h that authoritv is attnbuted an sure of meanmg is e means Y w c · d 
installed· the anticipation conjures its object. I wondered whether we o 
not labo~ under a similar expectation concerning gender, that it operates as 

. bed" I d an P'i'"t"V"rt.ition that ends up an interior essence that might 1sc ose • _t'"___ . 
th · ti · ates In the first instance, producing the very phenomenon at 1t an c1p · . 

then the performativity of gender revolves around this metaleps1~, th_e way 
' . d d , produces that which it in which the anticipaaon of a gen ere essenc . b 

. "d . If Secondly performativity is not a singular act, ut a 
post ts as outs1 e Itse · • th gh · •ru-1,· z.ation . · · · ffects rou its n '" repetition and a ntual, which achieves tts e . d 
in the context of a body, understood, in part, as a culcurally sustame tem

poral duration. (xv) 

; ! 
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A foomote to this paragraph connects the notion of performativity's de
pendence on repetition to Pierre Bourdieu's work (2o6), but surely the 
context is also Derrida's idea of the "iterability" of performative speech 

acts. That might imply, however, that Butler's had by 1990 read Derrida's 
Limited Inc. The new edition of Gender Trouble offers no evidence that this 
is the case. 

The genealogy I began trying to trace by way of Butler's work as an 
intersection or place of crossing is further complicated by the way Jean

Fran~ois Lyotard was already in 1979, eleven years before Gender Troubk, 
in The Postmodern Condition: A Report 011 Knowledge (1984i La condition post· 
moderne: Rapport sur le savoir, 1979), using performativity as a key word and 
a key concept. I shall now look briefly at that. Examples ofLyot.ard's use of 
the word are two chapter titles: "Research and Its Legitimation Through 

Perfonnativity," and "Education and Its Legitimation Through Perform
ativity." Lyotard meant by "the perfonnativity criterion" more or less that 
science, technology, education, and other social enterprises, in the post
modern period, do not depend upon preexisting principles of legitimation. 
They produce their own grounds through the performance of research, 
education, or other such "language games," as Lyotard calls them, follow

ing Wittgenstein's use of this term in his Philosophical lnvestigations.8 The 
rules or principles depend upon a social contract or bond. We agree to 
abide by certain rules in playing a game or in deciding what counts as new 
"truth" in science, and so on. Speaking of the way technology "masrers" 
"reality," Lyotard affirms: 

Thls is how legitimation by power takes shape. Power is not only good 
performativity, but also effective verification and good verdicts. It legiti
mates science and the law on the basis of their efficiency, and legitimateS 
this efficiency on the basis of science and law. It is self-legitimating, in the 
way a system organized around performance maximization seems to be. 
Now it is precisely this kind of context control that a generalized computer
ization of society may bring. The perfonnativity of an utterance, be it de
notative or prescriptive, increases proportionally to the amount of 
information about its referent one has at one's disposal. Thus the growth 
of power, and its self-legitimation, are now taking the route of data storage 
and accessibility, and the operativity of infonnation. (47) 

This is an amazingly prophetic statement. when one reftew that it was 
written in 1979. Think. if you can remember that f.tr back, what was the 
state of computing in 1979! W-tkipedia, as a self-generating and self-regu
lati.ng online encyclopedia, collectively created, is a splendid example of 

_,_; 
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the problematic self-legitimating databases that Lyotard so presciently 
foresaw . 

Though space here does not permit detailed demonstration, I think it 
can be shown that Lyotard's use of the term peifonnativity is an example 
of the confusion I am attempting to disambiguate. Lyotard begins with a 

more or less orthodox account of performative speech acts 3: la Austin (9). 
He then shifts, by way of Wittgenstein's theoiy of language games (ro), 
to the "pragmatic" (his word, 2 3) notion of perfonnativity as know-how 
(21), and, as the citation above indicates, to performativity as legitimation 

by an exercise of power, whether by denotative or prescriptive utterances. 
By this final shift, Lyotard has come a long way from Austin. It is not 
unreasonable to asswne that Lyotard's celebrated work may have had 
some influence on Butler (though she nowhere, as I have said, refers to 
Lyotard in Gender Trouble) and certainly on widespread received ideas 

about performativicy in the eighties and nineties. To put this another way, 
it almost seems as if the widespread (mis)understanding of Butler's theory 
of performatively produced gender in Gender Trouble is a special case of 
the "legitimation by power" Lyotard describes as a central feature of the 
postmodern condition. 

The entries in Wikipedia, plus what I have found in Lyotard, succinctly 
tell a story, the story of how university disciplines wandered away from 
Austin's quite definite concept of performative utterances in How to Do 
Things with Words to the instirutionaliz.ing of something called, on Butler's 
example, "perfonnativity" or even "performativity theory." Here i~ the 

little genealogical story: Judith Butler, so this story assumes, ~ppr.opnated 
Derrida's modification of Austin's speech act theory and marned 1t, under 
the impetus of feminism and nascent queer theory, to something ~ore or 
less alien to Derrida's work, namely, Foucault's Discipline and Punish and 
his History of Sexuality: Volume I, with Lyotard perha.ps hoverin~ in the 
background. On that basis, Butler invented a new and rmmensel~ mffu~n~ 
tial theory called perfonnativity, that is, the notion that gender is no~ in

herent but is engendered by disciplinary pressures th~t coerce ~ mto 
performing, that is, behaving, in a way society assumes 1s appropnate_ fo1 
a certain gender. "That very repetitive performance," once upon a nme 

said Wikipedia, with eloquent succinctn~, in the, old entry th~t has now 
disappeared, "produces the imaginary ficnon of a core gender, a~. well. as 
th dis · · be th surface/enen· or of •the body' and the mtenor e ttnctlon tween e 
core.' Paradoxically, it is a kind of forced, repetitive •doing' of gender. that 

itself prcxluces the jicti,on that an individual 'has~ a sta~le 'gender' that she/ 
he' is just 'expressing' in 'her/his actions.'" This nonon of what has come 

r 
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to be called "social construction" was so powerful and so attractive, it 
explained so much, that it has been appropriated, as Wikipedia tells us, 
under the name "performativity," in a variety of disciplines: in science and 
technology, sociology, economics, anthropology, drama studies, and the 
study of the "performances" of everyday life, as in "my son put on quite a 
performance when I tried to get him to do his homework." Perfonnativity 
theory has now become a discipline or an interdisciplinary project, for 
example, at the conference where the first part of this chapter was origi
nally presented in an earlier form. (See the Acknowledgments.) "Perform
ativity theory" has become an alternative name for what used to be called 
"performance studies.'' 

"Performativity," it now appears, means, among other things, the as
sumption that human beings have no innate selfhood or subjectivity but 
become what they are through more or less forced repetition of a certain 
role. It is as though someone who plays the role of Hamlet or Ophelia on 
the stage is in danger of becoming Hamlet or Ophelia, or perhaps no one 
at all, as the antitheatrical tradition from the Renaissance to Henry James's 
The Tragic Muse and beyond feared. 9 That is what "social construction" 
means. Everyday life is something like acting on the stage. You play the 
role of being straight, or gay, or an English professor long enough and 
you become straight, or gay, or an English professor. 

This is both a depressing and at the same time a tremendously attractive 
notion. It is something in the social world akin to what Freud. called the 
"family romance," that is, the child's belief that he or she is not really the 
offspring of his or her parents but a princess or prince in disguise. Though 
I am not Prince Hamlet nor was meant to be, I am not really an English 
professor either. I have been forced to become one by surrounding social 
circumstances and by playing at being an English professor for so long 
that it finally has come to seem like what I really am, at my heart's core. 
This is a depressing theory because it assumes I am not innately anything. 
It is an exhilarating theory because, apparently, it blows the gaff on the 
familial, social, ideological, and political forces that have made me what I 
now think I am by forcing me to enact repetitive performances of that 
role. Once I understand that, the way is open to change society so I can 
be different or even, so it appears, however difficult that might be to do, 
to take my identity into my own hands and "perform" myself into becom
ing some other person, some other gender, or some mixture of genders, 
or one person or gender today and another person or gender tomorrow. 

I find this genealogy of perfonnativiry theory fascinating. The wide 
influence of "perfonnativity'' shows the perfonnative force of a theoretical 
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formulation whose time has come. Of course, Butlerian performativity, as 
understood by her readers, has drifted pretty far away from what either 
Austin or Derrida meant by a performative utterance. That in itself, one 
might argue, is no great matter. We can make words mean whatever we 
like. "The question is ... , which is to be master-that's all," as I-lumpty 
Dumpty said. 10 Intellectual life moves forward widdershins, through cre
ative misinterpretation or exappropriation. It does inatter so1newhat, how
ever, if performativity theory, the theory that we are nothing, initially, hut 
potentiality and are forced to perform ourselves, under external discipline, 
into what we become, is identified too closely, and, I believe, illicitly, with 
Austin's or Derrida's theories of performative utterances. It is important 
not to confuse kinds. It is important not to be misled by the multiple 
inc(Jmpatible uses of the same word, its heterogeneity or plurisignificance, 
into seeing identities where there are essential differences. We must dis
ambiguate. Austin, Derrida, and Butler have radically different concepts 
of "performativity," though one can see how the first, Austin's, evolved 
into the other t\\-'O along somewhat different paths. 

Just what are those differences? 
Austin's How to Do Things with Wards is one of the most i1nportant 

philosophical works of the Anglo-. .\merican analytical or "ordinary lan
guage" school. It is a wonderfully witty, intelligent, and disarmingly com
plex book. Its essential clai1n, ho\vever, seems simple enough. Certain 
intelligible sentences, Austin claims, arc not constative statements that can 
be proved to be either true or false hut what .>\ustin calls, in a made-up 
word, "performatives." He considered at first calling them "perfonnato
ries," or "operatives," or "contractuals," or "declaratories" but decided, 
in a performative decision of na1ning, to call the1n "performatives." A per
formative is an utterance "in which to say something is to do so1nething; 
or in which by saying something ""'e are doing something." 11 

.-\ ~er~o~a
tive speech act is a sentence in "the first person singular prese_nt 1nd.1cat1ve 
active form" (iso) that, uttered by the right person in the nght c1rcu1n
stances, brings about what it says. Examples v•ould be: "I pronounce you 
man and ,,.,,ife"; "I proniise to finish this chapter in less than fifty n1anu
script pages" (a promise I have failed to keep); "I bequeath Ill}: \\.'atch t.o 
my brother"; "I christen thee the Queen ;\lary"; "I bet you sixpence 1t 
will rain tomorro\\.'"· or "\\.·e mav christen those infelicities where the act 
· h' d " '( 6) S ch •~nt•nces do not make statements of fact ts ac leve ABUSES I • u ·''- '-
that can be proved true or false. They bring something about, for example, 
that the couple is married, that the ship is no\\· named the Queen Mary, 

d " h " or that a certain kind of speech act is to be calle an a use. 

'' 
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All this seems simple and straightforward enough, though it was a revo
lutionary idea in philosophical thinking. The Austinian performative has, 

so far as I can see, almost nothing to do with the idea that I am disciplined 
into becoming such and such a person or gender by performing that role 
repeatedly. Austin's theory, as critics of it have noted, presupposes a preex
isting, stable, and perdurable selfhood as a condition of what he calls a 

"felicitous perfonnative." That enduring selfhood allows me to say "I," as 
in "I promise," and to be held responsible for fulfilling that promise to

morrow or whenever, without any possibility of saying, "Well, that was 
yesterday. I am now a different person. You can't be so naive as to hold 
me to a promise I made when I was a different 'I'?" 

Austin, moreover, far from thinking that "performance," in the sense 
of a performance of Hamlet in Hamlet or a perfonnance of the prima 
ballerina's role in Swan Lake, can be an efficacious performative, has an 
ingrained distaste for playacting or for pretending of any kind. How to Do 
Things with Words repeatedly stresses this distaste. "I must not be joking, 
for example, nor writing a poem," avers Austin (9), linking the hollowness 
of joking with a similar triviality and lack of seriousness in poetry. A "per
formative utterance," he roundly asserts, 

will, for example, be in a peculiar way hollow or void if said by an actor on 
the stage, or if introduced in a poem, or spoken in soliloquy. This applies 
in a similar manner to any and every utterance-a sea-change in special 
circumstances. Language in such circumstances is in special ways
intelligibly-used not seriously, but in ways parasitic upon its nonnal use-
ways which fall under the doctrine of the etiolatitmS of language. (2 2) 

"Etiolation" means whitening, enfeebling, as in etiolated asparagus, which 
is bred in straw away from sunlight and so remains white, tender, and 
never turns green. It is, in a manner of speaking, ghostly asparagus. So 
much for the idea that "performativity theory" in "performance studies" 
or in Butler's theory of gender has any consonance with, any resonance or 
Stimmung with, Austin's theory of perfonnative speech acts! One might 
even claim that Butlerian perfonnativity theory, as understood by Wik
ipedia, is the opposite of the Austinian theory of performatives. 

Matters are not by any means so simple with Austin, however, though 
a full explanation of that complexity would take me many more pages. The 
essential complications can, however, be stated succinctly. Austin himself 

describes the series of lectures that makes up Huw to Do Things with WQf'ds 
as a proc~ whereby he "bog(s], by logical stages, down" (13). This bog
ging down happens by way of the investigation of examples. These show 
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the idea that we sometimes do something by saying something getting 

ever more co1nplex and even contradictory. The bogging down also hap
pens through a proliferation of terms. Constative versus performative be

coines the tripartite distinction among locutionary, illocutionary, and 

perlocutionary utterances, and those three further divide into five names 

for classes of speech acts: verdictives, exercitives, commissives, behahitives, 

ex:positives. The mind boggles or bogs do\~rn! Moreover, the apparently 
firm and clear "dichotomy" between constative and performative utter

ances breaks down almost .completely. It "has to be abandoned in favor of 

more general jflmilies of related and overlapping speech-acts" (150). All 
constatives, Austin is forced to recognize, by examination of exa1nples 

from ordinary language, are a little bit perfor1native, and all performatives 

are a little bit constative. 
1'his bogging down is an extraordinary example of a great philosopher 

forced by his own thinking to qualify radically what he thought h~ w:s 
· · · f A ". ' ·tern even Puntan1-go1ng to demonstrate. Moreover, 1n spite o u~ n s s ' 

h · k' ·,· oem Hov) to Do cal assertion that we 1nust not e JO 1ng or wn 1ng a P ' 
Things v.:ith Wordf is full of jokes and of that form of poetry \Ve call narra

tion or storytelling. All of his examples, when you come to. thi~k. of it, 
· · · cdoches for 1mphc1t sto-reveal themselves to be rrun1ature stones or syne 

ries, for example, ''I give and bequeath my watch to my brother"(?). ''!any 
memorable Austinian examples are more extended stories, often 1ron1c or 
· k' · h h I f th '')' you can accuse a v.·oman of Jo 1ng stories, sue as t e examp e o e "' . . . 
adultery "bv asking her whether it was not her handkerchief v.·h1ch ~·as in 
X' · . . h " ( •) This is an allusion to s bedroom, or by stating that It was ers Ir · . 

Othello, by the wav. Huw to Do Things with Words is full of allusions, .many 
- . " h " ted above an allusion to of them Shakespearean, as 1n sea-c ange, quo ' . 

~ . I fan infelicitous perfonnatJve: i he Tempest. Another story 1s an ex:amp e o 
. d · th ng circumstances breaks when someone without authority an in e wro . h' th 

.. h hi d •ys "I name this s 1p e a bottle over a great new Br1us wars P an s • . 
th · fa first person singular Afr. Stalin" (2 3). Austin disproves e necessity 0 . 

. d" · b f, a felicitous perfonnanve pronoun with a present active 1n 1canve ver or . b II . 
b m someone a ferocious u 1s y way of another story. If you want to wa c 
. d "I wam you that a 1ero-1n the field and about to charge, you o not say, ,, 

, v · "Bull' (59) cious bull is in the field about to charge.' JOU JUSt say, · d. 
. without using, over an over, Austin cannot proceed with his argument . 

in a serious way, the mode of language he calls eti~la~ed, nons"enru~:g• ~;:~ 
. . h u1d say he 1s JUSt men o 

sn1cal on normal uses. No doubt e wo h h th ght a bit 
knows w o as ou examples,. not using them, but, as anyone 

I 

I 

'~ 

.f 



150 Derrida's Theory of Prrfarmativity 

about this distinction, it no more holds up than the constative/perfonna
tive distinction. You cannot mention a performative utterance without to 
some degree using it. 

I draw two conclusions from this spectacular bogging down. 
I. Austin's philosophical argumentation is not systematic and consis

tent but heterogeneous, just as is Butler's supposed performativity doc
trine, which is simultaneously distressing ("I am not innately anybody or 
anything"), and liberating ("I can therefore, perhaps, become anything or 
anyone I like"). 

2, It follows that Austin is, perhaps unwillingly and unwittingly, grant
ing some perfonnative felicity to performances, such as the performance 
of a wedding on the stage and in a play. After all, a "real" wedding is the 
repetition of a script that has been performed countless times before. This 
iteration does not disqualify a wedding, in Austin's eyes, from being felici
tous, from being a happy way to do things with words. Far from it, since 
its iterability (to use Derrida's term) is what makes a wedding ceremony "a 
conventional procedure having a certain conventional effect" (14). Butler's 
exappropriation (to borrow another word Derrida uses) of Austinian 
speech act theory in her performativity theory is, I conclude, after all not 
entirely unfaithful to its progenitor. This is so even though, so far as I 
remember, Austin never uses, nor would have been likely to use, the word 
"perfonnativity." 

What then about Derrida, whom Wikipedia sees, correctly, I believe, as 
the intermediary between Austin and Butler? Derrida is an essential stage 
in the progress toward present-day performativity theory. His concept of 
performatives is, however, fundamentally different not only from Austin's 
but also from Butler's. The bare facts of Derrida's own exappropriation of 
Austin are easy enough to specify. Derrida published in 1972 a strong 
critique of Austin's speech act theory entitled "Signature Event Context." 
A hapless American philosopher named John Searle then published an in
cautious attack on Derrida's essay entitled "Reiterating the Differences: A 
Reply to Derrida." I say "hapless" and "incautious" because Searle's essay 
called forth a long, often funny, and certainly violently polemical response 
from Derrida entitled "Limited Inc ab c ... "All these (except Searle's 
essay, which he, for some unstated reason, but one can guess why, refused 
to have included) were collected, in English translation, with a new "After
word: Toward an Ethic of Discussion" by Derrida, in Limited Inc. 

The gravamen of Derrida's accusation of Austin is the following, deliv
ered with Derridean panache but not without respect for Austin, though 
hardly for Searle: any form of words used in a perfonnative unerance (e.g., 
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"I pronounce you man and wife") can be used in more than one, ind~ed 
in innumerable different situations and contexts. Therefore, what Derrida 
calls "iternbility" is a fundamental feature of performatives. This iterabil
ity has more than one consequence. I shall name the three most important. 

For one thing, iterability means that, as Derrida puts it, the context of 
a performative can never be "saturated," that is, exhaustively identified, 
whereas it is a feature of felicitous performatives, in Austin's theory, that 
they must occur in the correct "circumstances," so those circumstances 
must, in a given case, be capable of exhaustive inventory. That, says Der
rida, is impossible. Therefore the distinction between felicitous and infe
licitous performatives, so important for Austin, breaks down. 

Second, iterability means that the parasitical or etiolated perfo~a
cives-writing a poem, acting on the stage, uttering a soliloquy, or making 
a joke, and so on-that Austin wants to "exclude," in a resolute a~athema, 
cannot be excluded. No such thing as a fully "serious" perfonnanve utter
ance exists as a unique, one-time-only event in the present. The possibility 

of the abnormal is an intrinsic part of the normal. 
Iterability, finally, disqualifies the r~quirement that a felic~to~~ per

formative must depend on the self-consciousness of the ego and its int~n
cions" the "I" who says "I promise" and means to keep that promise. , ,, 
Here are Derrida's own words, in "Signature Event Context : 

For, ultimately, isn't it true that what Austin excludes as ~nomal~, excep
tion, "non-serious," citati()Tl (on stage, in a poem, or a soliloquy) is the . 
determined modification of a general citationality--Qr rather, a general lt
erability-without which there would not even be a "successful" perfonna
tive? So that-a paradoxical but unavoidable conclusion-a successful 
performative is necessarily an "impure" perfonnarive, to adopt the word 
advanced later on by Austin when he acknowledges that there is no "pure" 

performative. . 
... given that structure of iteration, the intention animaong _the utter

ance will never be through and through present to itself an~ to tts con.tent. 
The iteration structuring it a priori introduces into it a deh1scence [this 

· f d pod] ,nd ' ... Jeft [brisure] ""·hich are word names the bursong open o a see - '" 
essential. The "non-serious," the oratio obiiqua will no longer be able to ~e 

I d d A · · h d L "ordinary" language .... Above all, this excue,as usonwtse,uom, . 
1 essential absence of intending in the actuality of utterance, this structura 

. .1 1.k h.b . ., any saturation of the context. In unconsciousness, 1 you 1 e, pro 1 t . 
~·• · I d · able in the sense required order for a context to be exuausove y etenn1n ' 

by Austin, conscious intention would at the very least have t~ be t~~lly 
present and immediately cransparent to itself and to others, smce It is a 
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determining center [ft:ryer] of context. The concept of-or the search for
the context thus seems to suffer at this point from the same theoretical and 
"interested" uncertainty as the concept of the "ordinary," from the same 
metaphysical origins: the ethical and teleological discourse of conscious
ness. (Lie, 17-18; Llf, 44, 46) 

This seems a clear enough and more or less complete dismantling of 
t~e theoretical scaffolding that Austin so elaborately constructs (only to 

d1s1nantle it himself) in How to Do Things with Words. Why, then, does 

Derrida go on using, in the long years after publishing "Signature Event 
Context" and "Jjmited Inc ab c ... ,"the notion of performatives as an 
essential feature of his 0\\-'11 philosophical argumentation? The idea of the 
performative speech act appears in many, perhaps most, of Derrida's many 
essays, seminars, and interviews after 1977. The performative is an essen
tial aspect of Derrida's ideas about the secret, literature, friendship, hospi
tality, perjury, decision, sovereignty, politics, responsibility, justice, death, 
temporality, religion, and so on. Performativity sub one permeates every 
corner of Derrida's late work. '\\'hy? The answer lies in the quite special 
and even scandalous concept of the perfonnative that Derrida developed 
in his late work by exappropriation, that is, through a taking over by way 
of creative distortion, of Austin's ideas. "Exappropriation" names the het
erogeneity of Derrida's relation to speech act theory. On the one hand, he 
ferociously ridicules it, "deconstructs" it. On the other hand, his O\\-'n later 
work would be impossible w-ithout it. 

In a11 the regions of Derrida's thought I have named, a more or less 
similar and quite un-Austinian paradigm of the performative utterance is 
an essential ingredient. The perfonnative is seen as a response to a demand 
made on me by "the wholly other" (le tout autre), a response that, far from 
depending on preexisting rules or laws, on a preexisting ego, I, or self, or 
on preexisting circumstances or "context," creates the self, the context, 
and new rules or laws in the act of its enunciation. This happens in a way 
that is anticipated by Austin's extraordinary statement: "As official acts, a 
judge's ruling makes law; a jury's finding makes a convicted felon" (154). 
Judith Butler's recent Giving an Account of Oneself presents a different ac
count of my response to the other, a more coercive one. What she says 
might usefully be set against Derrida's paradigm. ii 

Derridean performatives are essentially linked to his special concept of 
time as "out of joint," as diffirance. A Derridean performative creates an 
bsolute rupture between the present and the past. It inaugurates a future 
at Derrida calls a future anterior, or an unpredictable lt-venir, as in Der

rida's iterated phrase in his late work la dhnocratie a venir, "the democracy 
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to come." My response to the call 1nade on me is essentially a reciprocal 
performative. I must say "yes" to a perfonnative demand issued initially 
by the wholly other. My "yes" is a countersigning or the co-performative 
validating of a performative command that comes from outside me. ()nc 

model would be Derrida's analysis, in "Ulysses (;ramophone: Hear Say 
Yes in Joyce" ("Ulysse gramophone: ()uY-dire de Joyce") of Molly Bloom's 
"yes I said yes I will Yes." Another would be Derrida's extraordinarv two

hour, as yet unpublished, seminar on the f'rench locution je t'aitne (;'I love 
you"; the "you" is second person singular in the French). To say ;e t'aime, 
said Derrida, is not a constative statement of fact. It is a perfonnative that 
creates my condition of being in love. This makes me into a ne'"' per..on, 
the one who is in love with someone. That other person, in turn, has no 
access to my interiority and therefore no way of knowing whether I arn 
lying or telling the truth. My performative utterance, je t'aime, must be 
endorsed by your return performative, though you have no certain evi
dence that I mean what I say. You must say, in effect, "I swear that I 
believe that you love me. I love you in return." Another exan1ple of this 
saying yes, analyzed at length by Derrida in The Gift of Death, is Abraham's 
response to Jehovah's demand that he sacrifice Isaac. Jehovah says, "Abra
ha1n," and Abraham answers, "Behold, here I am" (Genesis 22:1). 

The admirably eloquent final pages of "Psyche: Invention of the 
Other" express succinctly Derrida's anti-Austinian concept of performa
tive speech acts: 

'fhe very movement of this fabulous repetition can, through a crossing of 
chance and necessity, produce the new of an event. I\'ot only with the sin
gular invention of a perfonnative, since every perfonnati\·e presupposes 
conventions and institutional rules-but by bending these rules with re
spect for the rules themselves in order to allo\\-· the other to come [laisser 
l'autre I'enir] or to announce its coming in the opening of this dehiscence. 
That is perhaps what is called deconstruction. (Pe, 44; Pf, 58-59) 

This passage offers an opportunity to distinguish further Derrida's 
thought from that ofLevinas. This distinction v•as a topic in the previous 
chapter. The "other" is equally importunate for Derrida and for Levinas, 
and equally dissymmetrical to the I, but that other is more explicitly per
sonified in Levinas, more a matter of my face to face encounter with my 
neighbor. The dissymmetry for Derrida, furthermore, is primarily a result 
of the complete otherness of the other, whereas it is for Levinas a matter 
of the disjunction between the infinite demands each neighbor or autrui 
makes on me and my own finitude as a respondent. Moreover, my re
sponse, for Levinas, is more programmed by the other in the form of any 
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"neighbor" and by traditional religiow; and ethical formulations of my 
responsibilities toward my neighbor. For Derrida, the other is "wholly 
other," and not much more than that can be said about that other. In 
addition, my response to the demand made on me by the wholly other is 
seen as radically innovative. It is seen as a perfonnative instituting the li
venir in an event that allows the other to come, all right, but that takes off 
from coming in a way that installs, in a "rupture,'' something altogether 
new, something gesturing toward the future, the avenir. For that novelcy 
and that rupture I must take full responsibility. In a passage in "Force of 
Law," Derrida specifies this difference from Levinas, at least in part, while 
saying that there would be much more to say about his differences from 
Levinas: 

Levinas speaks of an infinite right: in what he calls "Jewish humanism," 
whose basis is not "the concept of man," but rather the other; "the extent 
of the right of the other" is that of "a practically infinite right" ["/'itendm 
du Jroit d'autrui {est] un Jroit pratiquement infini'1 ("Un droit infini," in Du 
Sacri au Saint, Cinq NotnJelks Uctures Talmudiques, pp. 17-18). (FLe, 22; 
FLf, 49) 

This passage challenges Levinas's use of the word droit by developing a 
characteristically Derridean discussion of the three "aporias," as he puts 
it, of the relation between law and justice, droit and justice. These are 
discussed in Chapter 2 of this book. 

I conclude this discuss.ion of performativity in Derrida with a passage 
from Specters ef Marx in which the word pnformativity actually appears, 
the only time I have noticed it used by Derrida. The passage admirably 
encapsulates the Derridean paradigm I have been identifying: 

it is a matter there [in our relation to Marx's works and for Marx himself 
in relation to what enjoined him to write] of an ethical and political impera
tive, an appeal as unconditional as the appeal of thinking from which it is 
not separated. It is a matter of the injunction illelf [l'injonaion mbneJ-if 
there is one. 

'What also resonates in "Man's Three Voices" [the Blanchot essay Der
rida is discussing] is the llf1Ptlll [l'appeIJ or the political injunction, the 
pledge or the promise (the oath, if one prefers: "swear!" [a reference to the 
ghost scene at the beginning of Hmnla, a constant presence in Sptctm ef 
M4r.rD, the originacy perlorma!Mty [um pnfomu#iviJi origmam) that d"" 
not cooform ID preexisting conventions, unlike all the performa:tires ana
lp.ed by the theoreticians of 'J"«h 4£ls [in EngUsh in the original), but 
whooe furoe of....,_. produces the institution or the constitution, the lrw 
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itself [la loi mfme], which is to say also the meaning that appears to, that 
ought to, or that appears to have to guarantee it in return. Violence of the 
law before the law and before meaning, violence that interrupts time, disar
ticulates it, dislodges it, displaces it out of its natural lodging: "out of joint" 
[in English in the original; another citation from Hamlet]. It is there that 
differance, if it remains irreducible, irreducibly required by the spacing of 
any promise and by the future-to-come that comes to open it [l'a-venir qui 
vient 4 l'ouvrir], does not mean only (as some people have too often believed 
and so naively) deferral, lateness, delay, postponement .... The pledge [Le 
gage] is given here and now, even before, perhaps, a decision con6nns it. It 
thus responds without delay to the demand of justice. The latter by defini
tion is impatient, uncompromising, and unconditional. (SMe, 30-31; SMf, 
59-60) 

The reader will see how far both from Austin's perfonnative and from 

Butler's performativity, as understood by Wikipedia, is this concept of the 
political perfonnative as a response to an injunction that comes from the 

other, as the ghost's injunction to Hamlet does in Shakespeare's play. 

What is a bad thing for Butler, at least as presented by Wikipedia, being 
solicited and coerced by society to perform a certain gender role, is a good 

thing for Derrida when it takes the form of an injunction that comes from 

the wholly other. I conclude that one must discriminate quite sharply 
among different notions of perfonnativity. We must disambiguate them 

in order to avoid confusion of thought. We must resist chinking that gen

der socially constructed by performativity is like an Austinian promise, 
that either is like a Derridean perfonnative response, a saying yes to the 

wholly other, or that the performance of a Mozart piano sonata is like any 
of these. 

And yet ... And yet ... And yet-after all my efforts of disambiguation, 
I must nevertheless assert that these various forms of perfonnativity, dif
ferent as they are from one another, have a family resemblance, in the 

Wittgensteinian sense of that phrase. The social construction of gender is 

somehow a little bit like my first falling in love by saying "I love you." 
Both of these are a little bit like the way I am changed by playing Mozart 

and change Mozart's music too in the same performance of perfonnativity. 

All of these examples show the power of words or other signs to do some
thing, to act. 

I now turn to two moments in George Eliot's Dtmiel Dmmda that dem
onstrate the fundamental usefulness of perfunnativity theory both for un

derstanding what happens in literary works :and for seeing the essential 
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function of literary study as a way of understanding what is at stake in 
performativity studies.ii 

In one of those passages the heroine, Gwendolen Harleth, betrays the 
shallowness and inauthenticity of her selthood, the person her society has 
coached her into becoming, by the way she sings an aria by Bellini. Both 

her performance and the aria itself are sharply criticized by the true musi
cian in the novel, Klesmer, modeled on Franz Liszt: 

Yes, it is true; you have not been well taught .... Still, you are not quite 
without gifts. You sing in tune, and you have a pretty fair organ. But you 
produce your notes badly; and that music which you sing is beneath you. It 
is a form of melody which expresses a puerile state of culture-a dangling, 
canting, see-saw kind of stuff-the passion and thought of people without 
any breadth ofhorizon. 14 

In the other passage, which comes much later in the novel, Daniel De
ronda, the hero in this double-plotted novel, utters a solemn promise to 

the dying Jewish scholar Mordecai. Daniel promises to carry on Morde
cai's work after the latter's death: "Everything I can in conscience do to 
make your life effective I will do" (600). This echoes Deronda's earlier 
promise to Mordecai: "I will be faithful" (564). Both these statements are, 
in all strictness, forms of the speech act Austin calls a "performative." 
They are examples of how to do things with words. What do they do? 
They put Daniel in a new position, the position of someone who in the 
future will either keep his promise or fail to keep it. All promises do that. 
Promises are paradigmatic examples of performatives in Huw to Do Things 
with Words. Daniel, it happens, keeps his promises. 

Deronda's promises look at first like Austinian performatives. A case 
can be made, however, that they fit better the Derridean paradigm of po
litical, ethical, and religious commitment. Deronda's promise is a response 
made to a demand made indirecdy on him by the "wholly other," by the 
Judaic Jehovah, operating by way of Mordecai as intermediary or mediwn. 
Daniel at this point has no knowledge that he is acrually a Jew, so the 
promise is made without the context such certainty would provide. It is a 
Derridean leap in the dark, a fortuitous commitment. It is a proof that, as 
Kierkegaard said, in a passage Derrida more than once cited, "The instant 
of decision is a madness" (FLe, 16; FLf, 58). Deronda's promise makes a 
sharp rupture or break in his life. It makes him henceforth, in a sense, a 
different person, a proto-Jew. Daniel's promise is proleptic of his evencual 
retrospective discovery that he is a Jew and of his commitment to the cause 
of Zionism, as well as of his marriage to the Jewess Mirah. These events 
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form the denouement of the novel. "What grounds and justifies his decision 
comes after the decision, not before. The decision works n1etaleptically, 
the cart before the horse. Alternatively, one might say that the decision 
seems tnagica!ly to produce its own ground and justification. 

I am not sure this tempting reading is right. ()ne must "disambiguate." 
Looked at a bit more closely, Deronda's two promises to Mordecai reveal 
themselves to he perhaps something sui generis, neither quite Austinian 
nor quite Derridean. They fit Austin's description of a felicitous perforrna
tive, all right, in that both take the form of a first person pronoun plus a 
present tense active verb, or at least an implicit one: "[I promise] I will be 

faithful" and "[I promise] that everything I can in conscience do to 1nake 
your life effective I will do." Daniel's promises, moreover, are based on a 
preexisting "I" or "ego." He is presented throughout the novel as an ear
nest, self-conscious man of thoughtful rectitude. He is determined to do 
his duty when he can see it clearly. The whole fabric of English morality 
is firmly in place as a context for his promise making. He is free to commit 
himself to a vocation. His problem is that no overwhelming, life-deter
mining duty has as yet presented itself nor does he yet know just ~·ho he 
is. He is, in the whole early part of the novel, without a vocation and 
without knowledge of his selfhood. Now an irresistible duty does present 
itself. 

Mordecai's appeal to Deronda is based on a notion, borrowed from the 
Kabbalah, of metempsychosis. They are one soul in two persons. After 
Mordecai's death, Mordecai believes, his soul will pass into Daniel, and 
Daniel will continue his work of furthering the Jewish cause. He will work 
toward che establishment of a new Jewish nation. Mordecai is convinced, 
correctly as it turns out, that Daniel must really be Jewish. Daniel's prom
ises are made, though he does not yet know it, on the solid basis of his 
actual Jewish identity. It is not the case, as with Derridean performatives, 
that he becomes a new self when he utters a performative speech act in 
response to an appeal made to him by someone or something "wholly 
other" or that he is a blank slate that becomes a social self through the 
enforced, repressive, iteration of some form of role playing. 

Both Derrida's performativity theory and the one ascribed to Butler 
would have seemed appalling to George Eliot. She believed, with some 
nuances in that belief, in fixed, innate selfhood, or she saw those who 
lacked such a thing as in a parlous state. The drama of the Daniel Deronda 
part of the novel is that Daniel discovers who he already is, that is, that he 
is a Jew. Once he discovers that, he has no choice but to be faithful to his 
discovery. He joyfully does that. He keeps his promises to Mordecai. 

r 
; ~ 

. I 
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10 many modern readers, me included, this seems almost too easy. It 
is a strange wish-fulfillment version of the Freudian "family romance." 
The child's fantasies that his parents are not really his parents, that he is a 
prince in disguise, do actually come true. How nice it would be, a modern 
reader thinks (that is, someone who feels himself or herself, in Mon
taigne's phrase, as "wavering and diverse [omkryant et divers]"), if some 
unquestionable power would tell me who I already inalterably am. In 
George Eliot's defense, it must be said that the somewhat absurd fable of 
the Daniel Deronda part of Daniel Deronda was a response to a full sense 
of what might be so disastrous, from one angle of her double perspective, 
about the alternative Derridean or social constructionist theories of the 
self. These possibilities, it can be argued, she foresaw. Eliot's novels were 
written at the historical transition point between the sense that the self is 
innate, inalterably fixed, and the more modern idea that the self is alter
able, possibly a matter of free choice or of shaping by experience. The 
latter notion, however, has historical antecedents, not only in Montaigne 
but also, for example, in eighteenth-century French fiction. 

The aporia between reading Deronda's vocation in his promise to Mor
decai as a Derridean performative and reading it as an Austinian one is 
inscribed in the novel itself. Cynthia Chase, long ago, in a brilliant and 
still decisive essay,is put this aporia under the aegis of a contradiction be
tween the metalepsis that makes Deronda's promise to Mordecai the cause 
of its cause and the more traditional narrative logic that marches toward 
the inevitable and even, after a certain point, predictable discovery that 
Deronda has always been a Jew. Being a Jew is what he "really is." Basing 
her reading on a phrase in a letter to Deronda from Hans Meyrick, a 
minor character in the novel: "the present causes of past effects" (104), 
Chase identifies the narrative structure of Daniel Deronda as "a chiasmus 
or a metalepsis, a reversal of the temporal status of effect and cause: cause 
is relocated in the present and effect in the past" (162-63). "It is not the 
event ofDeronda's birth as aJev.· that is decisive for his story," Chase says, 
"but the knowledge or affirmation of it" (162). In "naming the cause as 
an effect of its effects, and the effects as the cause of their cause," Eliot is, 
Chase says, "identifying the contradictory relationship between the claims 
of realistic fiction and the narrative strategy actually employed" (163). 
Chase identifies the latter as like "the kind of magical metamorphosis 
found in fairy tales" (168). The frog turns into a prince; Deronda turns 
into a Jew. As Chase recognizes, the result is that the novel expresses two 
different notions of identity. In the more traditional one, identity is inal
terably determined by origin, and Deronda has only to say ''yes" to his 
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discovery of his Je\.vish birth. I-le really is a Jew. In the other notion of 
identity, Deronda's promise to Mordecai "presents character and attri
butes as preceding and causing the inference of origin" (163). Because 
Deronda makes his promise to Mordecai, he finds out that he is a Jew. 
Though Chase makes astute reference to speech act theory later in her 
essay, she does not explicitly observe that one of her own phrases suggests 
a proble1natic conflation between constative and performative utterances. 
She says Deronda's "knowledge or affirmation" of his Jewish identity, not 
"the event of his birth as Jew," is decisive for his story. 'rhis makes it 
sound as though knowledge and affirmation are perhaps equivalents. 'fhe 
metaleptic aporia she identifies, however, is expressed in that juxtaposi
tion. Deronda "affirms" his Jewishness before he has "kno\.\.·ledge" of it. 
This is both like and unlike a Derridean performative assertion of a voca
tion, since, for Derrida, you can never know for certain that the call you 
think you have heard from the "wholly other" within yourself is a genuine 
command or that it is intended for you. I shall discuss Derrida's quite un
Derondalike relation to his ov.'llJewish descent, as expressed in "A.braham, 
the Other," later in this chapter. 

Chase also mentions a faintly amusing or embarrassing feature of Daniel 
Deronda. This feature is the visible scar of its aporia. That aporia can be 
de-fined as Eliot's desire to have it, impossibly, both \.\.'ays with the question 
uf identity as it is related to perfonnative affirmations. The novel depen~s 
on Deronda's ignorance of his Jewish birth up until the moment, late in 
the novel, when his mother reveals to him the truth. In those days, how
ever, only 111aleJews were circumcised, not (;entiles. How could Deron~a 
not have known he was a Je~·? Steven 1\1arcus recognizes this problem in 
an essay of 1976 that Chase cites in a footnote. He \\."rites: 

It is only \1-·hen he is a grown man having been to Eton and ~am bridge, 
that he discovers that he is a Jew. \\·'hat this has to mean-given the con
ventions of medical practice at the time [that Gentiles \\.'ere not circum
cise<lJ~i~ that he never looked do.,.,n. In order for the plot of Daniel 
Deronda to \Vork !Jeron<la's circuincised penis must be invisible, or non-

. ' · · d t ·1 of \\·hv the plot does existent-which is one more demonstration in e ai , 

not in fact v.•ork. '" 

"Does not in fact work" is Marcus's epithet for the aporia Chase, and I 

following her, have identified. . ll th 
The context in the present book for the lapse on Eliot's p~rt is a_ . e 

I \.._ . ts to his 0 .,.,TI c1rcumc1s1on, (!auurate attention Derrida pays, 1n many tex , 
to Freud's, to Celan's, and to that of Jews in general, as the mark or scar 

j'. 
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of their election. Circumcision is an essential 1notif in Glas in "Circumfes
sion," in The Post Card, in Schibboleth, in Archive Fever, a~d in "Abraham, 
th_e Other." What Eliot forgot, Derrida obsessively remembered. That 
might serve as an allegorical sign of the differences between them on the 
issue of performative promises. \Vhat does it mean to be faithful to the 
covenant that circu1ncision seals? Does circumcision bind you to that cov
enant? Derrida was not so sure about that. 

'fhe other half of Daniel Deronda, the catastrophic story of G'"rendolen 
Harleth, can be read as a proleptic presentation and critique of the theory 
of performativity ascribed to Butler. The portrait of Gwendolen is one of 
the greatest and n1ost complex character representations in Victorian fic
tion. It is comparable to Tolstoy's representation of Anna Karenina in 
~ubtlety. It is not easy to say something worthy of Gwendolen's complexity 
in a few ~aragraphs. A shorthand approach can be n1ade by way of saying 
that she 1s only one of many characters in Daniel Derondn '"'ho are pre
sented by way of their pertOrmances. An essential theme of Daniel Deronda 
is singing and acting in public, literal perfom1ance, and what doing that 
means for selfhood. 

The novel offers itself to modern-day perforn1ance studies as a wonder
ful reservoir of Victorian theories of performativirv sub n.vo. Klesmer, 
mod_eled, .as I have said, on J.'ranz Liszt, whose work George Eliot much 
admired, is a great composer and pianist. Deronda's Jewish mother, he 
finally discovers, was a famous singer and actress, whose stage name was 
"Alcharisi." Mirah, foil to Gwendolen, is a good Jew-ish girl whom De
ronda saves from drowning herself in despair and ultimately marries, in 
anticipation of his ultimate role as a rescuer of the Jewish people. Mirah 
has been forced by her father to become a singer and actress, though she 
continues to resist these artificialities as alienations of her true self. This 
alienation drives her to suicidal despair. Gwendolen, on the contrary, is 
always deliberately playing a role. She is repeatedly measured by her futile 
attempts to become a distinguished singer and actress. 

Eliot's theory of performativity sub two is complex and perhaps even 
contradictory. On the one hand, Klesmer's compositions and perform
ances _are praised because they come directly from his powerful and com
manding personality. In his performarivity he expresses a preexisting self: 

Herr Klesmer played a composition of his own, a fantasia called FreudvoU, 
LeidvoU, GedarzkmvoU ["Joyful, Sorrowful, Thankful"]-an extensive com
mentary on some melodic ideas not too grossly evident; and he certainly 
fetched as much variety and depth of passion out of the piano as that mod
erately responsive instrument lends itself to, having an imperious magic in 
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his fingers that seen1ed to send a nerve-thrill through ivory key and wooden 
hammer, and compel the strings to make a quivering lingering speech for 
him. (79-80) 

C)n the orher hand, Klesmer's performances are the result of the long and 
a.r<luous acquisition of a skill that is like a craft. That craft you must -~tudy 
a:nd be taught by masters, as a patient apprentice. You do not just sit dov.'n 
at the piano a11d express yourself. You n1ust also sub1nit yourself to the 
lirnitations of your instrument, in this case the "1noderately responsive" 
piano. Nevertheless, Klesn1er can compel the strings to 1nake a quivering, 
li11gering speech for hi1n, as though he himself '\\-'Cre speaking through the 
't)unds he n1akes. G'"'·endolen's singing, unlike Klesmer's playing, is self
C(lnscious and artificial, whereas Mirah sings fron1 the heart. 1\1oreover, 
:\1.irah has been v,:ell trained. Klesmer praises Mirah's singing and severely 
C'fiticizes (;\\-'e11dolen's singing, in the passage cited in part above, to the 
latter's disn1ay, since she thinks she can rise in the v,:orld through her 
'inging and acting. She has no idea hov.-· much '"'·ork that will be or how 
u:ncertain success v.--ill be. Klesmcr disillusions her. 

,\1irah is another cup of tea. Iler bad father has forcibly separated her 
ft-am her rnother and from her 1nother's Jewish piety. He has compelled 
Iler to becon1e an actor and singer. She tells the asse1nbled Meyrick family, 
1vhich has given her sanctuary, that she has always hated acting. Her 
f<tther's n1isrress and her teacher, "an Italian lady, a singer" (252), predicts 
her failure: "She ,.,jll never be an artist; she has no notion of being any
body hut herself" (2 53). This conforms to the antitheatrical tradition that 
"l}'S being a good actor or actress is a priori incompatible with the integrity 
of a fixed selfhood that can commit itself in loving attachment to another 
person. J-Ienry Jan1es's The Tragic ,\fuse is an admirably subtle exploration 
of this the1ne. i\.1irah confirms her happy limitation (fron1 George Eliot's 
perspective) v.'hen she says, "I knev.· that my acting was not good except 
when it was not really acting, but the part was one that I could be myself 
il"l, a.nd son1e feeling v.·ithin me carried me along" (258). This propensity, 
S{Jmewhat paradoxically, makes her a gifted singer of songs that she can 
llse as a means of self-expression. "\Vhen she sings for Herr Klesmer, to 
~et his judgment on her chances of making a living in London as a singer, 
he shakes her hand afterward and says, "You are a musician" (541), though 
he says she should perform only in private drawing rooms, since her voice 
is not strong enough for the concert stage. Singing, for Eliot, seems to 
differ from acting in that good singing is not incompatible with having a 

S<:Jlid, fixed self. 

i 



Derrida's Thewy of Perfimnativity 

That leaves Gwendolen, the most complex case in the novel of the rela
tion between performativity and selfhood. Her performances should be 
judged in the context of the presentations of Klesmer Alcharisi and 

' ' 
Mi rah. Gwendolen is a good demonstration of Butler's claim that society 

coerces people, particularly women, to be something artificial and limited. 
Society imposes on women the ideological presuppositions of gender dif
ference, as if they were natural and innate. Gwendolen has been coerced 
to be what she is, interpellated. Her ideas and her feeble ability to play 

and sing are those of the ordinary genteel, middle-class, marriageable 
young woman of the Victorian period. She thinks she is a gifted singer, 
but Klesmer passes remorseless judgment. She has a "pretty fair organ," 
as he tells her, but she has "not been well taught," and her choice of Bellini 
is a disaster, since his music "expresses a puerile state of culture," "no cries 
of deep, mysterious passion-no conflict-no sense of the universal" (79), 
such as Mirah's singing exemplifies. 

Gwendolen's singing, as opposed to Mirah's, expresses her lack of au
thentic selfhood rather than her possession of it. V\'hen faced with the 
horrible, to her, prospect of becoming a governess, she arranges an inter
view with Klesmer to get him to assure her that she can have a great career 
as an actress-singer. She says to him, "I know that my method of singing 
is very defective; hut I have been ill taught. I could be better taught; I 
could study. And you will understand my wish;-to sing and act too, like 
C;risi, is a much higher position. Naturally, I should wish to take as high 
a rank as I can" (296). Klesmer tells her, as gently but as firmly as he can, 
and at length, that she has no hope of becoming a second Grisi. She is 
starting far too late, and even v.·ith years of arduous training she "will 
hardly achieve more than mediocrity" (303). 

Does this mean that (;wendolen has no fixed self? Not quite. Her pre
sentation is a wonderfully perceptive portrait of what Freud .... ·as to call a 
hysteric, though without Freud's etiology of hysterical sy1nptoms. She is 
subject to what today v.·e '"'"ould call "panic attacks." (;\.vendolen 's self is a 
strange combination of"an inborn energy of egoistic desire" (?I), a fool
ish desire for mastery over others, such as she quite mistakenly thinks she 
will exercise over her cruel husband (irandcourt, and a deep underlying 
hysterical fear of open spaces, of reality, and of death. After the panic 
attack I describe below, Eliot comments that "She was ashamed and 
frightened, as at what 1night happen again, in remembering her ttemor on 
suddenly feeling herself alone, when, for example, she was walking without 
companionship and there came some rapid change in the light. Solitude in 

any wide scene impressed her with an undefined feeling of immeasurable 

Dm·ida 's Theory of Performativity 

existence aloof from her, in the midst of which she \.Vas helplessly incapable 
of asserting herself" (94--95). 

Tn the remarkable event involving performativity sub tv.'O that Eliot is 
here co1nmenting on, Gwendolen thinks to dazzle her fa1nily and the other 
guests at ()ffendene by performing the scene in Shakespeare's The Winter's 
Tale in which Hern1ione is wakened by music fron1 her statuelike fixity: 
"Music, a\.vake her, strike!" It is a fine irony that Shakespeare's scene as
cribes to music the power to awake someone from a sleep that is like death, 
for example, the trance like sleep of Gwendolen's everyday alienation from 
herself. It is a further irony that Klesmer should play the music that awak
ens this pseudo-Her1nione. \Vhen KJesmer strikes a thunderous chord on 
the piano, a \\-·all panel flies open and (iwendolen is faced viith a hitherto 
hidden picture. 1'he picture shov.·s a dead face and a Aeeing figure. c;wen
dolen's sudden sight of the dead face and the fleeing figure brings on a 
hysterical fit of extreme terror. She stops her lifelong playacting for a few 
instants, heco1ning for a fev.' 1noments v.-·hat she really is. She is a person 
dominated by a hidden fear, fear not of anything in particular but of life 
itself, of its open, ungovernable spaces, which are fi1rever beyond her con
trol. For a moinent she is not performing at all: "Everyone \\-·as startled, but 
all eyes in the act of turning towards the opened panel v.-·ere recalled by a 
piercing cry &01n Gv.-·endolen, who stood v.·ithout change of attitude, but 
with a change of expression that v.·as terrifying in its terror. She looked like 
a statue in \vhich a soul of Fear had entered: her pallid lips \vere parted; her 
eyes, usually narro\.ved under their long lashes, were dilated and fixed .... 
C;v.-·endolen fell on her knees and put her hands before her face. She v.-·as 

srill trembling, hut mute" (9I-92). 
This pov.-·erful episode is proleptic of a scene much later in the novel 

dran1atizing Gv.-·endolen's guilty inability to help the drov.·ning Grand
court when he falls overboard from their yacht in the ,\1editerranean. "I 
sa-....· rny wish outside me," she tells Daniel when she confesses to him her 
Cllinplicity in Grandcourt's death (76I). Gwendolen's confession to Daniel 
Cl)tnes late in the novel. It involves rv.-·o nlore somev.-·hat anomalous speech 
acts, authentic cases of performativity suh one .• .\. confession is a performa
cive use of language in the sense that the one v.·ho confesses not only 
speaks the truth constativelv but also does so in a way that may have ' ', 
consequences . . i\ confession may be a way of doing something v.--ith word)>. 
lt may, for ex:ample, bring abo~t a trial a~d conviction if what is confessed 
is a criminal act. Since Daniel does not make Gwendolen's confession 
public, just as a priest keeps the secrets of the confessional, her confess~on 
leads only to Daniel's response. That response is an odd kind of promise, 
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quite unlike the ones Daniel makes to Mordecai. The scene of Gwendo
len's confession is quite painful, even embarrassing, to read, not only lJe. 
cause it marks the breakdown of Gwendolen's self-possession, but a!S( 
because it makes clear that Gwendolen sees in Daniel not only a moral 
savior but also a possible husband. For the first time she is capable of a 

genuine love for someone other than herself. Daniel's destiny, however, is 
to marry Mirah, even though some readers may expect or hope that the 
two halves of the novel will come together in a triumphant union of 
Gwendolen and Daniel. Eliot raises that hope only to dash it in a way that 
seems a somewhat cruel punishment of Gwendolen, however much she 
may deserve it. 

Daniel listens with immense sympathy and sorrow to Gwendolen's con· 
fession. He consoles her as best he can by saying that Grandcourt would 
almost certainly have drowned even if she had made extravagant efforts to 
save him. At one point Daniel's response to her detailed confession and 
pitiable hope that he will not forsake her is just to hold her hand. This is 
an unspoken promise that is defined, in a striking formulation, as like put
ting your name to a blank sheet of paper, signing a blank check, as we 
might say today: "He took one of her hands and clasped it as if they were 
going to walk together like two children: it was the only way in which he 
could answer, 'I will not forsake you.' And all the while he felt as if he 
were putting his name to a blank paper which mighc be filled up terribly" 
(755). Here a gesture, the handholding, substitutes for a literal speech act, 
in a way that Austin's theories allow. Daniel fears, however, that the blank 
sheet of paper with his signature on it, another perforrnative, will be filled 
up by Gwendolen's expectation that he will marry her. Later in the scene, 
after Gwendolen has described her "wickedness" in allowing Grandcourt 
to drown, she beseeches him once more, "You will not forsake me?" and 
he answers, "It could never be my impulse to forsake you," but "with the 
painful consciousness that to her ear his words might carry a promise 
which one day would seem unfulfilled: he was making an indefinite prom
ise to an indefinite hope" (765). 

Is this what Austin calls a "felicitous" promise or not? Yes and no. Dan~ 
iel certainly means it when he says it will never be his impulse to forsake 
Gwendolen, but she takes his words in a way different from his intention, 
which is simply to be kind to Gwendolen in her extreme distress. Daniel 
has a foreboding that he may be misunderstood. He has spoken his prom~ 
ise "with that voice which, like his eyes, had the unintentional effect of 
making his ready sympathy seem more personal and special than it really 
was. And in that moment he was not hitruielf quite free from a foreboding 

Derrida$ 1'beGry oj.Peiformativity 

of son1e such self-committing effect" (765). Daniel has not meant to com
mit himself, but his words, his voice, and his eyes commit themselves for 
him. This is a splendid example of the way a speech act may have unin
tended consequences. It may 1nake something happen all right. It may be 
a way of doing something with words. It 1nay, however, act on its own to 
do so1nething quite different from what the speaker means to do. 

'fhis doctrine of the unintended results of a speech act anticipates Paul 
de ,\.1an's notion of speech acts in "Promises (So,·ial C'ontract)" in Allegor1es 
of Reading, 17 as well as elsewhere in his late "vork.1~ l remember hearing 
him encapsulate this in a seminar by saying, "You ai1n at a bear, and an 
innocent bird falls out of the sky." The words you utter enter the interper
sonal, social, and political world, where they have the consequences they 
do when they are taken in a certain way. So1netimes your v•ell-meant 
v.·ords may have violent or cruel effects, as when Daniel unintentionally 
misleads Gwendolen into thinking he might love her. 1-Iis 'tt'ords operate 
011 their o\.vn, independent of his intention or y,·ill, as he half suspects . .1\ny 
perforn1ative I utter is like signing my name to a blank check or on a blank 
sheet of paper, leaving so1neone else to insert the amount I O\\'e or the 
obligation I have incurred. 

Can Daniel be held responsible for a breach of promise? That is a dif
ficult question. He has, after all, uttered those words and must take re
sponsibility for having uttered them. He has held c;wendolen's hand and 
promised never to forsake her. Dickens, in Pick-wick Papers, dramatizes this 
question in a comic but nevertheless profound "·ay. Pickwick's innocent 
note to his landlady, Mrs. Bardell, ordering supper, "Dear .\1rs B.~Chops 
and tomata sauce. Yours, PICJrn.'JCK," 19 seems to her and her lawyers, ab
surdly enough, a proposal of marriage. This leads to a suit for breach of 
promise, the trial of Bardell against Pickwick, which lands Pickwick in 
prison. Any fonn of words may have an unforeseen and unintended per
formative effect, such as getting you imprisoned. It might be better to 
keep silence. 

Derrida's theory of performatives is even more radical and disturbing. 
Be affirms that even silence does not protect you from radical breaches of 
promises you have never explicitly made. Derrida holds in The Gift of 
Death, as I shall show in detail in Chapter 9, that I have made an implicit 
promise to care for every person and animal in the world, every "other" 
whatsoever, even if [ have never uttered a word that can be taken as an 
overt promise. That limitless obligation leads to the aporia of responsibil
ity. I have no hope of fulfilling all my responsibilities to all those others, 
each and every one of them. I take care of my one cat, but I ought to be 
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feeding and housing all the cats in the world, all those cats that are dyin) 
of starvation and exposure every day. A thoughtful reading of the episodt 
of C;wendolen's confession in Daniel Deronda is a good example of the wa! 

literature is an exemplary place to investigate the complexities of perfonn· 
ativity sub one in its difference from performativity sub two. All the othe 

characters in the novel offer other examples, in a spectrum of possibilities 
Deronda's mother, "Alcharisi," is another case in point. She is no dou~. 

modeled on such famous actresses or singers as the Jewess Rachel (men
tioned in the novel) and the Italian Grisi (also mentioned). Alcharisi is "i 

born singer and actress" (696). This suggests that her talents are innate 
part of her selfhood as a gifted person. She was, however, also arduous!) 
trained. She became a celebrated actress and singer until she began to loSt 

her voice and sing out of tune. She then married a Russian noblemar: 
and became the Princess Halm-Eberstein. Even that persona, however, i~ 
make-believe, pretense: "I made believe that I preferred being the wife of 
a Russian noble to being the greatest lyric actress of Europe; I made be· 
lieve-1 acted that part" (703). 

The novel leaves no doubt about Alcharisi's great gifts and great sue· 
cess. These did not, however, make her a good or happy person. She delib
erately betrayed her Jewish heritage and her father's piety to become a 

singer and actress. She gave her son, Daniel, away to be brought up as an 
Englishman by one of the many men who loved her, Sir Hugo Mallinger. 
She thereby has cruelly prevented Daniel for many years from learning 
that he is a Jew, that is, from learning who he really is. Eliot is discreet 
about whether Alcharisi became Sir Hugo's misrress or the mistress of any 
of her many other suitors. Perhaps yes; perhaps no. 

Alcharisi's repudiation of her Jewish heritage can be read in a way ironi· 
cally like Wikipedia's version of Butler's early position, since Eliot disap
proves of what Butler is said to enjoin. Moreover, in a further irony, Butler 
is in her current work embracing her ownJewish heritage, for example, by 
interpreting Levinas, in a way more like Daniel Deronda than like his 
mother. Alcharisi deliberately repudiates the self her father and her Jewish 
community wanted her to be, that is, a good, subordinate, obedient Jewish 
daughter and wife. She chooses, rather, the freedom of becoming a great 
singer and actress. Alcharisi embodies the possible disconnect between 
acting and singing, on the one hand, and personal integrity such as might 
lead one to make promises and keep them, on the other. Her marriage to 
Prince Halm-Eberstein was a piece of insubstantial playacting not based 
on a solid selfhood. 

I 
I I 

Dernda's Theory of Pnformativity 

In a wonderful passage in the scene in which the Princess tells her son 
Daniel of his Jewish origins and the story of her life in an attempt to justify 
her abandonment of him to Sir Hugo, Eliot describes her highly theatrical 
performance before Daniel, a mixture of defiant self-defense and confes
sion, by way of an oxymoron, "sincere acting": 

'J'he varied transitions of tone with which this speech was delivered were as 
perfect as the most accomplished actress could have made them. '[he 
speech was in fact a piece of what may be called sincere acting: this woman's 
nature was one in which all feeling-and all the more when it was tragic as 
well as real-im1nediately became matter of conscious representation: ex
perience immediately passed into drama, and she acted her own emotions. 
In a minor degree that is nothing uncommon, but in the Princess the acting 
had a rare perfection of physiognomy, voice, and gesture. It would not be 
true to say that she felt less because of this double consciousness: she feh
that is, her 1nind went through-all the more, but with a difference: each 
nucleus of pain or pleasure had a deep atmosphere of the excitement of 
spiritual intoxication which at once exalts and deadens. (691--92) 

"Spiritual intoxication" names a spurious exaltation brought on by a:r-
ing a part. It has no solid base in self. Alcharisi's performance for Daniel 
is presented as a battle between her real self and the false self she has 
trained herself to become. "It was as if," says Eliot, "her mind were break-

. · 1· ti "(oo)She ing into several, one jarring the other into 1mpu s1ve ac on 7 · . 
has decided to tell Daniel of his Jewishness in a victory of her real, Jewish 
self, what Eliot calls "the poor, solitary, forsaken remains of self, that can 
resist nothing" (699), and of her father's desires for her over ~~r false, 
artificial, acting self. Eliot is here again faithful to her presuppositton that 
each of us has an innate, ultimately inalienable self, whatever ~mes the 
metaleptic structure of Daniel's story may play with that assumption. 

· D "d ' "Ab ham the Other" a storv It happens that we have 10 ern a s ra , ·.' 
parallel to Daniel Deronda's story as Eliot tells it. Derrida's relation to ~is 

· · d"« t from the one George Eliot own Jewishness, however, was quite 1ueren . , 
ascribes to Daniel Deronda. This supports my claim that Derond~ s prom
ises cannot be seen as straightforwardly Derridean performat:Jve~. De-

. J · h hen he discovers 1t. He ronda enthusiastically accepts his ewis ness w th 
. call" fr Jehovah He makes at accepts it as what he really 1s, as a mg om · . h. 

d th b . f fa ·1 and political comm1nnents: is preexisting selfhoo e as1s o mi Y . cl th 
marriage to Mirah and his work for the Zionist cause. Derri a'. on . e 

. I · I d and even self-contradictory 10 contrary, was reticent, intncate y mvo ute • . d . 
hi . 1 . hi Jewishness and to Ju a1sm. s public statements about his re anons to s 

. "' ' I' 
i 
' ., 

. . 



,68 
Derrida's Theory of Perfermativr 

I discuss "Abraham, the Other" ("Abraham, l'autre") briefly again i 
Chapter I 1 but need to identify here Derrida's essential hesitations, rri 

contrast to Deronda's eager acceptance of his Jewish identity. This wil 
help confirm my claim that Deronda 's promises are only quasi-Derridean 
~oing. full justice to this complex topic in Derrida's work, following jus~ 
Just this one thread in its intricate texture, would be a virtually intennim 
ble task. It would involve reading not only the essays and books, meTI· 
tioned above, in which circumcision figures but also other essays, such ii! 

"How to Avoid Speaking; Denials," Monolingualism of the Other, or tht 
essays by Derrida collected in Acts of Religion, plus all the important 
though scarcely distinterested, "secondary" literature on Derrida's rela· 
tion to his Jewish heritage, such as the other essays in Judeities: Questirm 
for Jacques Derrida, the volume in which "Abraham, the Other," appean 
Gil Anidjar's introduction to Acts of Religion (AR, 1-39), and, especially. 
Helene Cixous's admirable Pm-trait of Jacques Derrida as a Young ]ewm 
Saint.

20 
Moreover, "Abraham, the Other," like many of Derrida's late es

says, touches on most of the important topics in his work: responsibility. 
the gift, hospitality, forgiveness, sovereignty, testimony, the question of 
the third as wimess, khwa, messianicity without messianism, the new In
ternational, the democracy to come, and so on, not to speak of his concept 
of speech acts. I limit myself here to a brief sketch, a hypotyposis, of what 
Derrida says in "Abraham, the Other," with a focus on what this essay has 
to say about Derrida's special theory of perforrnativity. That is my topic, 
after all, in this chapter. 

On the one hand, in "Abraham, the Other" Derrida wholeheartedly 
accepts his "jewish descent": "I have never, absolutely never [au grand 
jamais], hidden my jewish descent [ma filiatiun juive], and I have always 
been honored to claim it" (AO, 6; AA, 16). On the other hand, Derrida 
immediately goes on to explain why it is that he cannot just say, Deronda
like, "I am a Jew. I pledge my allegiance to my Jewish identity. I promise 
that everything I can in conscience do to further the Jewish cause I will 
do." Matters, moreover, rapidly get intricately complicated, overdeter
mined, and even contradictory or, as Derrida says, "vertiginous" (AO, 28; 
AA, 36) when he begins giving the reasons why he cannot just say "Yes, I 
am a Jew" but must, rather, define it as "the question of my belonging 
without belonging to jewishness or to Judaism [la question demon apparttn-
1111Ct sans llppar!enanct a la judiiti OU aujudafrmt]" (AO, 8; AA, 17). Derrida, 
you can see, poses another question, not an answer, to the questions posed 
to him at the conference Judc!itCs: Questions pour Jacques Derrida. 21 Der
rida's responding question, moreover, can only he posed in a Blanchotian 
self-contradictory fonnula: "belonging without belonging." 

Derrida's Theory of Performativity 

Derrida begins by saying he is subject to a strange. injunction to. keep 
silent on this topic, though of course he breaks tha~.sde~ce by t~lki~g at 
length in this lecture. Perhaps his talking is a way to avoid speaking. He 

"I J " "I goes on to say he does not know what it means to say _a~ a ew ~r 

am a jew" or how important the capitalization, or lack of It, JS. Sometimes 
he capi~lizes "Jew," sometimes not. He s~ys he d~es ~?t know just h~':"; 
these locutions differ from someone saying to him: You are a Je~, 
"They "Y you are a Jew" or just "Dirty Jew! [sale Jui[~" (AO, 10; AA, 

' b " 1 " 19). I-le says that he does not know what it n1eans to e an e_xemp ary 
Jew that he is extremely suspicious of the logic of exemplar1ty. At the 

' h d · "C" c · " cited a notebook of same titne he recalls that he a , 1n 1rcum1ess1on, 

1976 in which he "played without playing" at calling himself"the last and 
least of the Jews [le dernier des Juifs]" (Ce, 154; Cf, 145). ~e goes on, 
· "C" c · " r try to define "rnv religion about which nobody 1n 1rcum1 ess1on, o , (' d · 
understands anything" and to speak of the way "the constancy of ~0 in 
my life is called by other names [s'appelle d'autres nrrmsJ" (Ce, 154, 1 55; Cf, 

I l t U -, the >w·holly other. To call 146), names such as, suppose, e tou a ,,, , . 
hiinself the last of the Jews, in the double sense of being the last ~ea! Jew 
left and of being hardly Jewish at all, echoes, perhaps, ,\1ary Shelley s no"":el 
The Last Man and Maurice Blanchot's ricit The Last A1an ~L~ dernu:r 

. . · h "B d L"nes" part of "L1vtng On I homme). The latter IS cited 1n t e or er I . 

Border Lines" ("Sunrivre I Journal de bard"): "But >w'lth m~ [the nar:r.itor] 
I f "thout even himself without present he would be the most a one o men, w1 ~ . 

th I ' th h th the last of all [J1ais moi prisent, 11 serazt le at ast one at e was- us . . . ,_ 
, . ce dernier qu'il ita1t,--a1ns1 u: tout plus seul des hommes, sans meme sot, sans 

demier]" (LO/BL 1 32-34, rrans. altered; P, 176-79). . 
D "d ' hr ' "the la•t of the Jews" also echoes, perhaps, a motif err1 asp ase " · · Old 

. th h . . . f the Hebrew Bible and of the Chnsnan 1n e prop enc wnangs o . h t · 
~ Th" . th th me of the righteous or saving remnant, t a is, 
.testament. 1s IS e e th th ·h ·ng after 
the few Jews who remained faithful to Jehovah r.t er an w 

1
°
1
n 

d f h ts had left unto us a srna remnant, strange gods: "Except the Lor o os J"k (' 
d h Id have been 1 e unto :ro-

we should have been as Sodom, an we 5 ou th nant of 
morrah" (Isaiah 1:9); "The remnant shall return, ev~n .e ~:~et will I 

J b h . h God" (Isaiah 10:21; see also Isaiah 4.2), 
aco , unto t e trug ty th h 11 the sword among 

leave a remnant, that ye may have some at 5 agh """th pe tries" (Ezekiel 
th . h h II be scattered throu e coun 

e nanons, w en ye s a . be h t emains a remain-
6:8). To be a remnant, the last of the Jews, lS to w a r Ch pt~r 

5
) 

der a reste or restanre (sherit in Hebrew).
11 (For ren_e, seef ,_ 

1
3__. ~- Ju'~ 

' . 11 h1msel ic <Kn11er IU'S 1.J~ 
Derrida's explanation of what It means ro ca . If d. 

. . d characteristically aporeac or se -contra ic
lS an extraordinary, long, an lines in the English cranslacion. The 
tory sentence that goes on for twenty 

I 
I 
I' 

i' 
i 

i 
I' 

I 



Derrida's Thewy oj"Petffff1ntltivity 

sentence turns this way and that in a twisting that gives a good idea of the 
complex rhetoric of "Abraham the Other" De 'd ' ' I . . k · h ' · rr1 as ronnu atzons in-
:~ ~·int e sen~;nce j~st following the one I am about to cite, "the figure 

Po~ ~arr~no, th~t is, ~e coven or hidden Jew in Renaissance Spain or 
ga w o .p~act:J~ed his or her faith in secret, while apparently a con

ven to Cathohc1sm, in order to avoid the lnq . ·a· UIS! on: 

I intr~ucJe myself [in "Circumfession "] both as the least Je\•/ish the most 
unwo Y ew, the last to deserve the titl f th · ' 
time, because of all th' b e 0 au enncJew, and at the same 

. . is, y reason of a force of rupture that u roots and 
universalizes the place [lint], the local th fa ·r 1 h P 
tiona! and so 

00 
h h I ' e mi la , t e communal, the na-

[
th .. ,: l . ' e _w 0 Pays at playing the role of the mostjev:ish of all 

ls P ay:ing at playing a role" would k D 'd 
or like Derond , h h . ma e err1 a more like Gv:endolen 

asmotertanhkeDe dh" !"th the only· surviv t: d ron a imse 'J> e last and therefore 
or ate to assume the leg'cy of . 

response or res ·b·i· b c generations, to save the 
ponsi 1 ity e1ore the assignati b , th . 

always at risk oft kin h. I on, or eiore e election, 
a g 1mse ffor another s h" th b I 

essence of an experience f I . . ' omet 1ng at e ongs to the 
0 e ection· as 1f the lea t Id d h also as if (you will h d ' s cou o t e most, but 

ave note , no doubt th t I h h "as if'' [ l d . ' a ouen ave recourse to the 
crnnme s1 ' an I do so Jntentionall [. d . J . 

\l.ithout being facile b I b 1· y a esse1n '\l.'lthout playlng, 
, ecause e ieve that a . h 

poetical or the literarv m· b certain per. aps of the as 1f, the 
·1· sum, eatsattheh f h 

to vou}-as ;•the one ,irh d' d ea rt o w at I want to entrust 
• '1 o tsavowe the d h 

the dogmas of belongrn· g b . th b I ~Ost, an w o appeared to berray 
, e1t e eongingt h . 

gion, even to the people th . 0 t e community, the reli-
. d" . ' e nation and the state a d ;r h' 
in I\ldual alone represent d th I d • n so on-as'-' t 1s 

e eastemandthh bl" 
very thing he appears to betra~' bv e . . ' . e yper o IC request of the 
trans. modified) · · P I')unnghimself. (AO, 13;AA, 21-22, 

I have cited this long sentence artl b . . 
features of Derrida's dene""tion ~ "Ay ecause Jt introduces two other 

b I
. f h . o- s in braham the 0th " F. . h' 

e 1e t at ethical decision is gen . nl ... ' er. 1rst 1s 1s 
· . mneo v1f1t1 fr fr . 
1ng la"- or prescnption. (See Ch · s ee om every preexist-

. apter 2.) He call thi " d . 
as "-ell as an ethics of decision a th" s s a econstrucnon 

, n e ics of res "b·r 
endurance of the undecidable to th I ponsi I Jty, exposed to the 

. • ea"'ofmd·· .. 
other 1n me, dedicated and devot d [ , , _'Y ec1s1on as decision of the 

be
. e rouee devou' J . 
1ng-able-to or not-being-obli""t d [' ee to apor1a, to a not-

d 
. o- e -to au ne-p"' P . 

fi'Olr] trust an oppositional bord be - ouvo1r ou au ne-pas-
er tween two f. 

that are apparentlv dissociable" (-\O • or example, concepts 
- I . . ' i7; M, 25->6) S . 
hrm v declares once more his re.c. __ .1 t .d . · econd, Dernda 

· . iusa o I entify h" If . 
conunwuty, group, nation, or congregati S imse with any family, 
"-here in ".,.\braham the Othe•" D .don. ( ee Chapters 6 and 8.) Else-

' ., em a trac hi es s resolute refraining, 

Derrida's Theory of Performath·ity '7' 
his saying "Don't count me in" to every appeal to belonging (including 
belonging to any Jewish co1nmunity), to the experience of official French 

anti-Semitism he had as a schoolboy in El Biar in Algeria: 

Ultin1ately, the paradoxical effect I wanted to describe schematically is that 
my suffering as a persecuted young Jew (common enough, after all, and not 
comparable to those endured in Europe-something that adds to all the 
reserve and decency that prevent me from speaking of it), this suffering has 
nu doubt killed in me an ele1nentary confidence in any community, in any 
fusional gregariousness, whatever its nature, and beginning of course with 
any anti-Semitic herding [attroupement] that alleges ethnic, religious, or na
tional roots .... an obscure feeling took shape in me, at first uncultivated, 
then more and n1ore reasoned, of interrupted belonging, a relation vexed 
from both sides: fron1 the side of the declared enemy, of course, the anti
Scmite, but also from the side of "my own" [du cOtf des "miens'1, if I may 

say so. CA..O, 15; AA, 2 3-24) 

l(J accept the judgment of those others who say "You are a Jew" and, 
as a consequence, to join the Jewish community, as Daniel Deronda so 
enthusiastically does in Eliot's novel, is, Derrida asserts, paradoxically an 
anti-Semitic gesture. It plays into the enemy's hands by accepting the dis
tinction between Jew and Gentile anti-Semitisrn prescribes. The young 
Derrida hated the Jewish school in . .\lgiers he "'as sent to after he \\.'as 
expelled because of his Jewish descent from the French one. He soon 

played truant. 
l'his originary refusal to belong to any group i'>, Derrida explains, the 

necessary basis of any valid ethical act. This includes the perfonnative 
response, the "yes" of vocational reaffirmation of a call made on 1ne, or 
apparently made, by the "wholly other." As opposed to Deronda, \\·ho sa"· 

his discovery that he "'as of Je"°·ish binh as an unambiguous sign of elec
tion, to vihich had only to assent obediently, Derrida sees election as ex
trernely problematic and uncertain. It is son1ething that n1u~t be put under 
the rubric of the fictional "as if." You can never be sure that you have 
reallv been called or that the call \\o'aS meant for you and not for ~omcone 
else.' 'fhis means that the life-determining vocational performative "ves" 
or the Abrahan1ic "Behold, here I am" is, for Derrida, in accord '\\'ith his 
special theory of perfonnativity, al\l.·ays an uncertain leap Ill the dark. 
"The instant of decision is a madness." You cannot justify it by '\\'ay of any 
preexisting grounds. It creates its 0\.1.-n grounds, as "·ell as the self of the 
decider, in the act of its enunciation. Derrida explicitly relates this to his 
theory of performativity. To say "I am a )C\.v" i~ a pcrformative utterance, 

··~ ,;-. . 

.,.,, 
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not a constative one. In this it is like sayingje t'aime. Like "I love you," 
however, "I am a Jew" is a performative utterance of a peculiar, anti
Austinian kind. It creates the self of the one who utters it rather than 

' grounding itself on a preexisting self. 

A perpetual disjunction, moreover, exists between faith and knowledge 
in this, as in any other, speech act, or, rather, you know without knowing. 
The utterance precedes knowledge, and you can never be sure, even after
ward, just what you did in that utterance, even though that nonknowledge 
is the ground without ground of the "felicity," the responsible responsive
ness, of your speech act. "To say 'I am a jew' [je suis juij), as I do," says 
Derrida, "while knowing and meaning [en voulant dire] what one says, is 
ve.ry .difficult and vertiginous. One can only attempt to think it after having 
said it, a~d therefore, in a certain manner [d'une certaine manifre], 'tt'ithout 
yet knowing what one does there, the tking [le faire] preceding the knowing 
[le ~~~oir] and remaining, more than ever [plus que jamais], heterogeneous 
to it (AO, 28; AA, 36). "In a certain manner"? \Vhat manner is that? 
\Vhat does saying that include or exclude? "More than ever"? More than 
what preceding speech act events? "1hy "more than ever"? Derrida's care
fu] reservations and. nuances do not really add clarity, except to indicate, 
~erhaps, that there 1s something exceptional ("exemplary"?) about saying, 

I am a Jew." 

I have sai~ that this nonknowledge is the groundless ground of the 
efficacy of this speech act. Derrida several pages later says just that: 

It is possible that I have not been called m• •nd · · I d d 
th ' ,,,., It ls not even exc u e 

at no one, no One nobody ever ""li•d 0 · , ... ' '. . '"" ,,,. any ne, any unique one, any
bod}. The poss1b1hty of an ongmary misundersta d' . d . . [ 1 

Ch " . ,, . n mg 1n esnnation c1. 
apter 3 on desnnerrance ] ts not an evil it j th h th . , s e structure, per aps e 

very vocation, of any call worthy of that nam .. of •II · · f ]] · ._, norrunation o a 
response and responsibility. (AO, 3~ AA, 41-42) ' 

This dubiety is quite different from Levinas's assumpti th th · 
f th h . . on at e visage 

o e ot er peremptonlv invokes my response As J h II · · 
· d·a . - · s a mention again 
Ill a nrerent context 1n Chapter 11 Derrida puts th' r f 

·fi I . . ' 1s strange ronn o 
unven able e ecaon under the aegts of Franz Kafka' d' b' I · . . . . . " s istur 1ng y comic 
1maginaaon, in his parable Abraham," of more than 

0 
'bl Ab . . , ne poss1 e ra-

ham, 1nclud1ng one ''rho comes' unsummoned [ungerufen]." Th. " th 
t\braham" is like the bad student in the back of a schoolroom his ? k" 

I -"'-'--hi · L__· __ 11 d h w orrusta -en y u1111.L'; s name is ucing 1..-.u e w en it is the good d · d 
. . . stu ent 1nstea 

who 1s being summoned, tn order to be rewarded for his good k 
·d • · I th f ~ . . him wor . Der-

n a s speaa eory o penormatJvJ.ty puts · in relation t h' J · h 
' 01sewis-

ness, and puts all of us at any moment of decision, pelpetually in the 
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situation of that bad student. "And perhaps," Kafka's parable concludes, 
"he had made no 1nistake at all, his name really \\·as called [u,irklich gen
annt], it having been the teacher's intention to make the re\varding of the 
best student at the same time a punishment [Bestrafang] for the worst 
one."11 "Is it really to me," asks Derrida, "at the back of the class, in the 
last row, that such questions must be addressed or destined?" (A(), 4; AA, 
r4). Ife means the questions that were asked him at theJudeities confer
ence. The reader will see how far this is from Eliot's notion of Deronda's 

joyful and unqt1estioning acquiescence in his election. 
I conclude this chapter by asking which kind of perfor1nativity does 

Daniel Derrmdn itself, I mean the whole novel, exemplify, if either? It is 
an exan1ple of both kinds of performativity, performativity sub one and 
performativity sub two. Dflniel Deronda is a performance, or reading it is a 
performance, like performing a ,\1ozart sonata by following the score or, 
in this case, since the novel is long, co1nplex, and echt Victorian, like per
for1ning a J,iszt piano composition. Daniel Deronda is also. an ex~ended 
perfor1native utterance of a peculiar kind. It generates a virtual literary 
reality that can he "accessed" only by way of the performative ei:1ca~ of 
the v,;ords on the page as I read them. Those words call or con1ure into 
ex:istence, like ghosts in broad daylight, G•Nendolen, Daniel, all the oth~r 
characters, their "worlds," and all that they do and say. The words do this 
in response to a spectral preexistence of the novel i~ potentia~ form before 
Eliot wrote it. l'his happens according to the quas1-Husserhan theory of 
literature that Derrida proposes in "The Time of a Thesis: l'~nctuati?~s" 
\lI', 3 7_38; DDP, 443~44). The novel's words on the page, .10 ex:erc1s~ng 

this sovereign po"\\-·er, in their break in tem~ral se~~ence (since nothing 
in Eliot's life social circumstances, or preV1ous wnnngs could have pre
dicted that she would write just this novel), and in their source as inven
tions or discoveries coming from something wholly other, are more like 
Derridean perforrnarives than like Austinian ones or like Butlerian per

fonnativity as understood by Wikipedia. 
I have shown in this chapter that one must distinguish carefully a1nong 

several different kinds of performativity in order to identify what is dis-

t . · b D m'd•'' "srv>cial theoru." I have also shown that these 1ncnve a out e r- · J 

d. · · · A .. ,. powerful tools for reading literarv works. They are 1scrirrunanons ..,_,_ , 
" d I " h '"ver so they must be used carefully, to avoid cutting e ge too s, ow.. , 

oneself. 

' ' ' 
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CHAPTER 8 

"Don't Count Me In": 
Derrida's Refraining 

Simon ~o~ Wortham's admirably penetrating and comprehensive 
Count~-~: Jaapus ~ lllld the Quest.Um of the University has 
traO:d ~ d~ J~es Der:"da s ~lex relations over the years both to 
the lllStltuDons m place with which he has been associated and to the 
counter-instirutions of various kinds that he was involved in founding.1 As 
Morgan Wortham shows, a contradictory ''with-against" movement has 
always characterized Derrida's relation to academic institutions to institu
tions generally, and to the traditions of philosophy as ~ academic 
discipline. 

The "third," neither/nor, or both/and is a fundamen-• fea fD 
• , • \.al ture o er

nda s thought or, better put, of his characteristic style, if k f . . . . . . one can spea o 
such a thing m a mularudinous wnang that is so hetero · I geneous m sty es. 
The opening pages of A TllSte for the Seem, for example, give several exam
ples of this m rapid-fire sequence. Derrida ... ~-- by saym" th "th . . . . ~ g at ereJS 

anth m~uncnedio~ tolythe system th.a:_~ ~d never renounced" (fS, J). He 
en rmm ate goes on to say wat econstruction, with be" · out mganb-

systematic, is on the contrary, and neven:heless, not only a search £ b 
itself a consequence of the &ct that the system. is impossible" ~ 0

)'•
0

dudt 
'Wba •th b" f"sean:hL-")li.'.'---1. \.LJo4• syntax. _ t IS e o JCCl o ruc . ~ for what? Search for 

systemabc coherence or search for proof that SJSb=m is impossible? The 
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sentence seems to want to say both things at once. (I have been unable to 
consult the original French, or the Italian, to see if they have the same 
ambiguity.) In the next paragraph, Derrida simultaneously assert<l his alle
giance to doing philosophy, even "systematic philosophy," and his non
allegiance, his commitment to doing something that "exceeds" the 
philosophical: "Mine, then, is an excessively philosophical gesture: a gesture 
that is philosophical and, at the same time, in excess of the philosophical" 
(TS, 4). Two paragraphs later, he defines his interest in the question of 
imagination in Aristotle, Kant, or Hegel as resulting from the way imagi
nation is two things at once: "there is something about it that has made it 
a threat to truth, intellect, and reality-yet a resource as well" (TS, 5). 
Derrida goes on immediately to generalize this as an interest in "the 
'third'" as something that both participates and does not participate, both 
at once, in any system built on oppositions: "And in the end everything 
we have said about the system comes down to a question of the 'third.' 
This third term can be taken as the mediator that pennits synthesis, recon
ciliation, participation; in which case that which is neither this nor that 
permits the synthesis of this and that .. , the third of neither-this-nor-that 
and this-and-that can indeed also be interpreted as that whose absolute 
heterogeneity resists all integration, participation and system, thus desig
nating the place where the system does not close" (fS, 5). The third is a 
dialectical Aufbebung that does not sublate but rather prohibits sublation. 

Some readers are driven up the wall by such formulations. H you have 
a taste for Derrida you must, on the contrary, find such formulations tan

talizing and challenging. You must be inspired to further thought by them. 
This first segment of the first interview in A Tarte for the Seem ends with 
one more example, in remarks about the way time is out of joint, 111/S den 
Fugen, and about the way this undoes any periodi:zation in the history of 
philosophy and makes our so-called contemporaries, that is, philosop?ers 
since Hegel, "non-oontempor.uy'' either to us or to one another, since 
''this dislocation of the present ... renders the present non-contemporary 

to itself'' (I'S, 7). 
All these X-not-X fonnulations occur in the first five pages of the first 

interview in A Taste for t:he &tnt! Another large-scale example, touched 
on only briefly in A TIU# for t:he Setrtt, is what Derrida has to say about 
friendship in Tbe Po/ilia ef Frimdrhip. On the one hand, Derrida was a 
touchingly loyal friend, fur eumple, m my unclouded friendship with him 
over almost furty years. On the other hand, a leitmotif of The Politics of 
Friendship is a senrence &om Montaigne, often attributed to Aristotle, that 
says "0 my friendl,: th.ere is no friend [Oma lmlis, ii n)' 11 mJ amy]" (PF, 
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1; PA, 11). The book can be defined as a deconstruction, or at least a 
making extremely proble1natic, of the usual idea of friendship. ()n the first 

hand, again, Derrida, in the inscription in the copy of this book he gave 
to ine, has crossed out "Politiques de" and n1ade it read: "pour Dorothy, I 
pour Hillis/ l'amitie, !'affection I et l'admiration de I Jacques." 

My citation about the "third" also exemplifies another so1nev.'hat exas

perating feature of Derrida's style (if "style" is the right \\.'ord for it). This 

might be called the continually displaced middle. J,ost in the scintillating 
abundance of Derrida's writings, the reader, this reader at least, seek~ a 
solid rock or anchor in the flux, so1nething around ,vhich the '\vhole," if 
it is a vrhole, even a nonsysten1atic whole, can be organized. J)errida ap
pears to give us such anchors, as when he says, "And in the end ever\'thing 
\.Ve have said about the system comes down. to a question of the thi;d ["in 
the end"? \\'hy say that? \\'hen do vie get to the end? \.\.'here is the end? 
!\nd" "JWh . th. 'I · · we · o is IS ~:e. s Derrida a plurality, other to hin1self, hetero-
geneous to himself, a divided or fissioned signature? He often savs so: 
"Every time there is a name-by •.vhich \.Ve n1ean proper narne-the, \.vord 

can ~e~ain the same w~ile naming so1nething new each time. 'fhe very 
poss1b1hty of the na1ne is iterability: the possibility of repeating the same, 
hut each time to name an other or to name the same othern·ise" (l'S, 
68)]. Let me repeat the citation, after this interpolation; "And in the end 

ev~~ing we ~ave said about the system comes down to a question of the 
third (TS, 5). fhat seems to give the reader solid ground to stand on, a 
fundame~t. ~"he problem is that before long Derrida is offering yet an
other ~u1te d1ffe~ent c~nter around which his writing can be organized, as 
when, 1n a later 1ntervtew in A Tastefior the Secret h · . " ] h. k h t . . . , e says, t 1n a ou 
nothing but death, I think about 1t all the ~;m• A d b · · 

u .... . • • n at ottom it ts 
what commands everything-what I do wh,t ] h I · h I , am, w at write w at 
say" (TS, 88). \\Tell, "vhich is the bottom, the third or death? I w;uld like 
to kno\\.·. 

The series of inten;ews of Derrida by Maun,,· F' · I (' · , . . ' o erraris an< ,-1ann1 
\arumo of 1993--95 collected In A Taste for the Se-et · h d . " contains ere an 
there statements bv Demda that succinctly summari h. · h · . . . ·. . ze is wit -against 
relanons to 1nsntunons and counter-institutions over th Th 

. . e years. ese re-
lanons are a salient example of Derrida's "third" M W h ' 

· • organ ort am s 
book fills out the historical details about these relations. 

On the one hand, Derrida repeatedly, in many place · h. . . 
I d h. fid 1. th d . . . s in 1s wr1nng, 

p e ges 1s e 1ty to e aca enuc mstJtutions already in I d 
. . . p ace an espe-

cially to the European philosophical tradition and to th 
1 1 . . . . e protoco s or 

studying and teaching 1t 1n France, even though no French u · . 
n1vers1ty ever 

"[)011 't l'ount ]\Ir In" 

appointed hin1 a professor. He taught always at prestigious but to son1e 
degree n1arginal institutions, since neither \Vas a university proper: the 
tt:o!e Nnrn1ale Superieure and the Ecole des Hautes f:rudes en Sciences 
ScJciales. 1\t the forn1er he was, at least initially, an agrigi-ripititrur. "A 
repeater, the agregC-rCpCtiteur," Derrida tells us in "\\'here a Teaching 
Bt-idy Begins and Ho\\' Jt Ends," "should produce nothing, at least if to 
produce mean~ to innovate, to transfor1n, to bring about the new [faire 
,1drenir le nollt'eau). lie is destined to repeat and n1ake others repeat, to 
reproduce and n1ake others reproduce: forms, norn1s, and a content" 

iV\·'A.P, 75; IJDl\ iz2). ·1'he n1ind boggles at the t~ought of Derrida as a 
"repeater." l\luch later, after promotions at the Ecole _J\'onnalc, he be
canie "Director of Studies" at the :Ecole des Ilautcs Etudes. He chose 
'"Philosophical Instin1tions" as his topic of research and teaching. "1\ly 

principal interests," he said, "have tended tov;ards the great canon of 
philosophy~Plato, Kant, Hegel, Husserl" (1'S, 4), to \\'hich ~'ietzsche 
Jnd l-Ieideggcr n1ust surely be added. ,'\n inunense proportion of_Dcrri
tla\ sen1inars over the years focused on careful, slo\11, patient readings of 
passages or texts bv J-Ieideggcr, as for example, the reading, in his last 
sernin.1rs, of ioo2~3, "The Beast and the Sovereign ("l"v;o)," of a fe\.V 
p<lssages fron1 lleidegger's sen1inars of 1929-30, Tbe Fundflntentol Con
(epts of",'Vfetaphysics _: i\1ore than once Derrida asserted his continued co1n-
1r:iitment to Ilusserlian phenon1enological procedures, the epocht or 
transcendental reduction, and so on. In "The Time of a 1'hesis: Punctua
ti<.)ns," he savs he still sees Husserlian phenon1enology as "a discipline of 
iflcoinparahl"e rigor" (TI, 38; DDP, 444). In .4 Taste for the S~cret, D_er
rida speaks of his fidelity to the French tradition of rn1crosco~1c read_ing 
JS a way of identifying the systematic hanging together of ~hdosoph1cal 
writings, "the way the text y,.·orks" (TS, 45_)· He le_arncd ~his, h~'says, ~t
the f,cole N<)rinale, especially from a certain Martial Gueroult: Even if 
[ protested against that discipline, against ~he uns~oke? n_orms of ~he 
d. · 1· f d·ng ,.,,<true that they continue to 1nsp1re in me an 1n-1sc1p 1ne o rea 1 , J • • • • • , 

eradicable respect. '[hose n1odels of phdolog1cal, m1crolog~c~l, Id even 
· I g•.c•I demands for me have neYer lost their 1rrecusablc say gran1n1at1co- o , 

Juthority" crs, 42-43). . . . 
Derrida's interest in counter-1nst1tut1ons would appear to go counter 

th. ,·tm·nt to the institutions already fir1nlv in place. "'J"he idea to is comm ... · . . 
of a counter-institution, neither spontaneous, ";!d nor immediate," says 
Derrida "is the most permanent motif that, in a \\.'ay, has guided me in 
my work" (TS, 50). Here is yet another assertion of what forn1s the center 
of Derrida's work, to be added to death and the third. t\ltogether too many 

" ., 
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centers! Nor was the counter-institution just an "idea" for Derrida. As 
Morgan Wortham has shown in detail, and as Ferraris in one of his ques
tions to Derrida in A Taste for the Secret succinctly summarizes, Derrida 

was directly involved in the setting up at least four counter-institutions: 

Greph, that is, the Groupe de recherche sur l'enseignement philosophique 

in I974i the Estates General of Philosophy, held at the Sorbonne in 1979; 
the Jan Hus Association in 1981, which got him arrested in Prague when 

he went there to run a clandestine seminar; and the foundation in 1983 
of the College intemationale de philosophie, of which he was the first 
director. 

Four features of these counter-institutions can be identified. (1) They 
are not "counter" in the sense of being wholly different, subversive, revo

lu~onary, unfaithful. They are, rather, attempts to put the institution of 
philosophy study back on track, so to speak, to make it more faithful to a 

tradition to which the institutions then in place were, in Derrida's view, 
being unfaithful, were betraying. (2) Derrida never remained associated 
with these counter-institutions for long. Though he was the first director 
of the College intemationale, he soon gave that up. His relation to this, as 
to the other counter-institutions he helped found tended to become more 

and more marginal as time passed. (3) None of these counter-institutions 
has had much influence or has changed institutional organizations all that 

~u~ ~ Fran~ or .elsewhere. All of them, says Derrida, were "counter
IDSOtutlons wtth onginal and rui ..... d ·ca1 ·d ( lb · · th r-~ on 1 eas a ett unrealized) on e 
subject of counter-institutionality" (TS, si). The operative word here is 
"unrealized .. ( ) In . · 4 a strange way, Demda moved counter to the institu-
tions to which he belonged by fulfilling to the lett th I f · . er e protoco s o mter-
pretanon he had been taught by tho.e IDS. b.tu • th I b , . uons emse ves, y 
Gueroult, Hyppolite, and others of his teachers £ I S thi , or examp e. ome ng 
of the same sort, to compare the lesser with the greate be ·d f . r, can sat o my 
own movement from Amencan New Criticism to th h · I · · · . . . e r etonca cntlctsm 
I now practice. I Just did what the New Crib.cs t Id d "R d . ometoo:ea 
closely. Ask questions of the text. Ask. just why is this th 1 th 
Wh · · fun · , Wha or at eature ere. 

at ts its cnon. t does it do? Do not ~ ythin b 
-1 an g a out a text 

that canno.t be supported by the words on the page." Strange things hap-
pen, as I discovered, when you do that conscientioust d ·th 

. d .bl In D ·c1a· th yan WI as open a 
mm as posst e. ClTI s case, e age-old assnmnh tha · • _,__ I ·----r~on t a great 
philosopher s wons orm. a system, plus the exhortation to · I · I 

"- led hi fi rytbing . nncro ogica 
rcawng, m to tty to t eve m. Behold! He found that u 
cannot do that. yo 
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The distance between trying honestly and patiently to fit everything in 

~d a taste for aspects of a given philosopher's work that tum out not W 

b~ capable of being fitted in is so narrow as to be almost nothing. After 

hl\-ving said that hi.s interests have tended toward the great canon of phi.los
{){)hy, from Plato to Husserl, Derrida goes on to say, "but, at the same 

til:fle towards the so-called 'minor' loci of their texts, neglected problem

~tjcs: or foomotes--things that can irritate the system and at the same 
tittle account for the subterranean region in which the system constitutes 

lPie!f by repressing what makes it possible, which is not systematic" (TS, 
4.....,.5). Well, is that being faithful to Guc!roult's micrological reading or 
n<Jt? As any schoolchild knows, nothing can be more insolent or subversive 

th.an a slightly ironic exact repetition of what someone in authority has 

sa..id. Derrida, as an agrtgi-ripititeur at the Ecole Nonnale was supposed 
tQ perform such iteration in his teaching. He was supposed to avoid think
in.g for himself. He was supposed just to repeat what Plato, Hegel, Kan~, 
ot' lfusserl had said. As Derrida tirelessly demonstrated, under the aegis 

of what he called "iterability," every repetition both iterates and alters. 
1'his happens at a minimum in the sense that the same words are uttered 
iA a different socio-institutional context and at a different historical time. 

though Derrida never defended himself by saying what I am about to 

s:\}', I think he would nevertheless have been justified in asserting: "I have 
bt:::el\ an obedient student. I have done exactly what you told me to do. I 
bl_jVe remained faithfully inside the institution or discipline of philosophy. 

l have repeated exactly and micrologically, and look what happened! The 
's.-ystem' disarticulated itself, deconstructed icselfbefore my very eyes. My 

obedient reading revealed what the system depends on hut that cannot be 

ir'ltorporated into the system, for example, the phannakon i~ P~ato:" 
I conclude that, for Derrida, the opposition between tnsnmnon and 

counter-institution is not really an opposition. It is, rather, a question of 

svpplementarity. The counter-instimti~n supplements the i~titution_by 
it'J.Qte adequately fulfilling its goals, that ts, the goal of a coUecuve :working 

r<Jgether on the basis of some kind of consensus. At the_ sa~e ~me, the 
co11nter-institution brings into the open what keeps the msatunon from 
ever fulfilling its goals. No doubt the counter-institutions Derrida 
fuunded or helped found were, not so secretly, attempts to institutionalize 

dieconstruction and its abyssal basis in respect for the otherness of every 
0ither. Nevertheless, a counter-instirution is still an institution, with its 
Oi'Wtl destined incompletion. That may explain why Derrida tended to re

Jl:Jain for so short a time in each of his counter-institutions. 

i 
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h ~v~rythith ·~g I hav~ said so far still follows from 1ny earlier "on the one 
an, atis,atraangoutofDer "d '·II . . . · 

1 
h ri a s a egiance to professional 1nstitu-

nons. ave not yet got to th h h that and h b . . e ot er and. I hope my readers have noticed 
ave een waiting with b t d b th ' h f. a e rea 1or t e other shoe to drop 

or or me to turn from one hand to the oth 
On the other hand, then Derrid . er.. . . . 

institutions d . ' . . a remains, ln spite of his allegiance to 
an counter-1nsntunons de I . . f 

lectivity °' t h ' ep Y susp1c1ous o any form of col-
oget emess, any institutio h " 

deep-seated and n, owever counter." His most 
spontaneous reaction t · · · . . . . 

what \\'illi,m F lkn . 0 invttatJ.ons to JOin something is 
au er using a S th · 

calls "refraining" Th. '. c ou emism or at least a "_Faulknerism," 
· is 1s, 1or example th · I when it rears back, r 

11 
. ' . e vio ent gesture made by a horse 

0 s Its eyes arches its n ·k d · b . . truck or corral Th . ' ec , an resists e1ng put in a 
· e resistance to sa · "X" . h saying "not X" " th . }'Ing wit out also in1mediately 

. or at esamenmeY"", h 1.. . 
refraining. \i\lhy is th' , Wh II . . is t e sty 1st1c marker of this 
. . is. Ya this re b k' · . 
1llog1cal, or logical-illo ·cal bas· . arin~ . ac t Vlh.at 1s the logical, 

A full gt is of this refraining' 
answer would take a n1ore or l . . . 

Derrida's v.·ork includin II th ess 1ntern11nable reading of all 
sketch or hypotyp, osis of g a e unpublished seminars. Nevertheless, a 

an answer may b · . h 
I begin this sketch by I kin e given in t e rest of this chapter. 

00 gataparaPT h b far the Secret already cit d . . o.ap a out co1nmunity in A Ta:.te 

db 
. ' e 1npart1nChat 6 1 . . . 

ou le, with and against taki . P er · t 1s charactensncallv 

h th 
' ngawayw1thoneh d h · h . . ' 

t e o er. In response to a q . c.. an w at It as given with 
·11 b uesnon irom Fe . b stI e v..-illing to subscribe t " . rraris a out whether he would 
. ,, . o a community C . 

es1s, Dernda begins by sa•,; h h 0 interpretation and al!egor-

d 
J.ng t at e has 11 . 

war or the concept of comm . no pro 1 em with using the 

d 
.b d . unity to name th . . escn e 1n such recent i.. ose assoc1at1ons of pe<>ple 

WOCKS as Agamb ' ,.,.. 
Nancy's The Inoperable Community d BJ ens 1 'he Community to Come, 

·., h. h 'an anchor's T.'h I nz •. ,, to ,,,,. JC I \1rould add Alf. L' . e navmvable l'o1nmu-
u , \' . . onso 1ngis's Th c . 
i1at.e, ·othmg tn C()1flmrm A- th e ommun1ty of" Those Ulho 

h 
. . n'> e two para=a h 'J 

ov,:e\-er, Demda radically puts · . o· P s on community develop 

b 
in quesaon th ' 

sue associations: "\Vhv call ,·, ... . e use of this word to name 
. . . ....ommuruty?" he ks 

tences not cited 111 Chapter 6, to say "If I h as ·He goes on, in sen-

d 
· · b ' ave alwa"" h · wor , it 1s ecause too often the d , 1~ esitated to use this 

, , war commun· , 
common [co-mmun], the as-one [""" J ity resounds with the 
. . me-un . . . [Bl b , 
is a commurusm "·here the co · · anc ot s communism] . . mmon 1s anythi b · 
placmg in common [mire en amtmun] of th ng. ut common: it is the 

d f b" · · · at which is I or er o su 1ecn.,1nes, or of intersuhi·ecti . no anger of the 
d · J b vity as a relati h OXIca - ern·een presences. Everything wo h on- ow ever para-

. f . . avebeen · h . 
tatn way o quesuorung community th saymg ere 1s a cer-

m e class. I tea sense, and 
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if\tersubjectiviry as ... vell" (1'S, 24-25). Derrida's allegiance to B\anchot, 
bt.")[)n<l alm<)St all his other l<'rench contemporaries, is, by the way, evident 

h~rl'. 
\Vell, just \~·hat is \Vrong, for Derrida, \vith community in the classical 

11.!!1'>e, or V.'ith intersubjectivity in the usual sense of the word, that is, as a 

11,11ne for the interaction between two subjectivities, present to then1selves 

ii) 1he present, v"hich have sonic sort of access to one another? Vlhy does 
he recoil or refrain frorn using these words or concepts? The ansv,..er is 
rl1at everything in Derrida's thought follows fro1n the fundan1ental as
'\11n11tion that everv sci for Dasein i~ absolutelv isolated fron1 all the others. 
l hJve discussed in, C~hapter 6 a remarkable p~ssage on this topic in Derri

(l~1"; last, so far unpublished, sen1inars. I cite it in part again here for its 
;t11[)born, iterated, intransigent refusal to allov.r for any sort of com1nuni
c;_1tk>n between one so-called subjectivity and another. The passage, in its 
l>)eak refraining, has great irnportance for 1ny understanding of Derrida: 

l~ctviccn 1ny v•orld, the "1ny \\·orld," \\·hat I call "my \1-orld," and there i; 
ri.o other for 1ne, every other \\·orld 1naking up part of it, benn:~en 1ny ,,,,·orld 
and every other v.-orld, there is initially the space and the tin1e of an infinite 
difference, of an intern1ption inco1nmensurable \vith all the atten1pts at 
passage, ofhridgc, isthrnus, communication, tran.;;lation, trope, and transfer 
that the desire for a \Vorld and the sickness of the voorld [ma/ du tnonde], the 
l>eing in sickness of the ""·orld [l'itre en ntal de 1nondc] \rill atte1npt to pose, 

to 1n1posc, to propose, to stabilize. There is no ""·urld, there are only is

lotnds. {BS, 1st sen1inar, my trans.)' 

'I'his passage, ifl may say so, says a 1nouthful, as they say. Its iterati,,.·e 

f)hrasing of "·ords in apposition, such as the late Derrida v.·as wont to 
4~0, saying the same thing over and over in slightly different terms, seems 
C'alculated to make sure the reader or listener does not think the slightest 
t::hink out of my windowless monad exists as anything other than an ideo
logical phantasm. A'> Derrida says just a moment before the passage cited 
"b:-:ive, "the community of the world [is] always constructed, sitnulated by 
fl. group of stabilizing positings [dispositifs], more or less stable, therefore 
<\l)() never natural, language in the broad sense, codes of traces being des
t_ined, ""1th all the living, to construct a unity of the world always decon
~tru.ctihle and nowhere and never given in nature" (ibid., my trans.). \\'hat 
t:his implies for the question of Derrida's belonging, in any serious v.·ay, to 
<.tl.iy institution, counter or otherwise, is a devastating refusal, since it as
~en::s clearly enough that both any instirution and any counter-institution 
<Jte fragile, spectral constructs, always deconstructible, never based on any 
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other than a phantasmal communi or . . . 
munication between th b ty on any true 1ntersub1ecttve com-

e mem ers of the in · · Wh belo~g to an instirution like that? Stltut1on. o would want to 

Nor is this an isolated formulation. 
Another example is a passage in a s 

to a degree insolent ans omewhat cheeky, defiant, and even 
wertoasurveyb th · IL. 

October 1
997

_ This su k d . Y e J0 urna tg;nes, published in 
rvey as e Dernda 

poses, to answer in two th ' among many others, one sup-

b 
or reepagesawh J · f a out "intellectuals" t d D . 0 e series o global questions 

. 0 ay. errtda's an · entitled, "But ... N b swer runs to eight pages and is 

(
"M . o, ut ... Never and Yi a1s ... , non mais · . · · · ' et· · · , as to the Media" 

· · · , Jama1s . et p 
Early on, Derrida says h, h d.ffi · ·

1
• ourtant · · · , quant aux medias"). 

as 1 cutyans · b . 
one person: "-well th . wenng ecause he 1s more than 

. ' ere JS (perhaps h ) decides (perhaps) to k . ' per aps someone within me who 
eep quiet. I say • . . 

are several of us [n""" someone w1th1n me' because there 
""" sommes plusiru I kn 

by positively claiming this 1 li '
1
s' as you ow, and 'I' will begin 

· pura ty cose t d' · 
vertzges], especially juridical a d J· . 0 izzying heights [au bord drs 
my head 'within me'" (PM n po ittcal ones, which are already turning 
b d e, 34, trans. modified· PM' e expecte to commit him If ' l, 2 30). How can he 

se to answer lJ h h more than one person, H . . a t ose ard questions if he is 

th 
. . · e is 1n a state of d' · 

at 1ntenor plurality. On th izziness to boot, as a result of 
ki " e next page D -d ma ng someone within m'" - c ' em a speaks for this dizzy-

fr - · in a 1orceful D 'd ain1ng that ridicules the term d erri ean gesture of total re-
s use so blith I · th 

When he thinks t -L e Y in e survey questions: 
, eau1es, spe>ks t d . 

vra · m· " • ea s, or wnte d y, JS someone in me apan from me" s, an \VOrks too in his O\VII 
deavor-a duty and a responsibili ) I rntkavors (there is also an en-
tellecrual" or even (if the wocd . ty1.,~

0 onger to function: either as an "in-
b I 

. tnte icctua/ in! 
e onging-social poli - I ma y defines a 

. ' oca , or cultural) as th . -
rure, nanon, language, religion and e ciozen of a community (cul
(~·ere this a "citizen of the worid") so on), as the citizen of a nation-state 
quenchable interest in "the animal:' or even ~s a "man" (~·hence my un
e!se~-here, ~ith much more spa" a da_crucral question, to be dev~lop'd 

F -L' " n Orne) or uus someone in m " ( d . · d th - . e un er:s1gned " ,, 
an e prescnpaons attached to them .

11 
so-and-so ), these concepts 

lems, and even presuppositions th . WI . al~·ays remain themes prob-
d · · at, in their I ' eterm1nanons the\- can be ,..;.. genera fonn or in pa~ I - · ~··en, are subm· d 'uCU ar 
t:Jque-a "deconstruction," if vou lik . th Itte to a questioning a cri-

d
. 

1 
- e, e necess· ' 

uncon 1tuma affirmati(l7l. ity of it corresponds to an 

Thus in a place of abrolutt resistan 
renance absolues]. (P.\le, 35, trans. m:W.~ rema~g [ck risistance et de 
P,\lf, 2 31) andam1ssingph- . d • .. se 1nserte ; 
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•':lbsolute resistance and re1naining": this hyperbolically total rejection 

~XJJtesses in a single phrase the gesture of rearing back, clenching teeth 
i 1nd lips, turning the head aside, that I am calling, in this chapter, "Derri

•h's refraining." "Absolute" means, etymologically, totally "untied," de
!a~hed. The use of the word restance here gives another twist to the words 

rerfeand restance, to which I have devoted Chapter 5. Derrida does not just 

fe111ain on the sidelines, outside the intellecrual game. He insists in an
titl•er- interview in Paper lWachine, you will remember fro1n that earlier 

Clt<tpter, that what "remains" is not just a leftover part of something whole 
h11t: ''inscribes in itself something of the infinitely other" (PMe, 15 1; PJ\1f, 
3~ 5). Using the word restance to help define his absolute resistance to 

hi:ing incorporated into any community and his unconditional affirmation 

1if his right to put eveiything in question, for example, the cliches in the 

S1ttv~y questions, indicates that this refraining is in the name, so Derrida 
is affirming, of a demand made on him by the wholly other that has a 

hi~her claim on him than any survey questions might have, any request 

ll1olt he speak as part of the "intellecrual community." 
A passage in A Taste far the Secret also echoes the one cited above from 

t]t(! last seminars. Each person's isolation is expressed somev,,hat less hy

lJt!r-bolically in this text, with a significantly different N;st, but just as 
~r--Jnly. I-lere is one of the relatively few places ~'here Derrida uses the 
'\\'t_>rd God tnore or less affirmatively, proffering and ~-ithdra~·ing it at the 

\JJbe time. Someone might be tempted to say, "Ah ha~ Derrida has come 

fJlJt of the closet. He really does believe in God. \\'e can recuperate him 
Within one form or another of traditional theology, perhaps so-called 'neg

:iti\'e theology,' perhaps even within some instirutionalized religion or 
Qt:her." That "someone" would do well to be "'·ary, hov.-ever. It is true that 

Ot:rrida was fascinated by the question of religious faith and ~·rote often 
alJn\J.t it, for example, in "Faith and Knov.·ledge," in the admirable pro

lllnged discussion of Kierkegaard's interpretation of the 1\hraham and 
[s:aac story in The Gift of Death, in the investigation of negative theology 
il\ ''£-low to Avoid Speaking: Denials" ("Comment ne pas parler: DenCga

ti(llls"), or in what he has to say about the religious basis of ideology in 
Spetters of Marx (SMe, 148; S.i\If, 2 36). "In the end," nevertheless, Derrida 
al"i'llys refrains. He always says, once more, "I refuse to ansv.-er that ques
tion." In "How To Avoid Speaking," Derrida argues forcefully that decon

st:111ction is not a form of negative theology. The title suggests that the 
w-hole essay is an evasive refusal to ansvrer, though, as the reader of Der

ri,Lia may have come to expect, the title has a double meaning: 

l 
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point of view, it is a question for me of a Leibnizianism without God, so to 
speak: which means that, nevertheless, in these monads, in this hypersolip
sism, the appeal of God finds place; God sees from your side and from 
mine at once, as absolute third; and so there where he is not there, he is 
there; there where he is not there, is his place. (TS, 70-71) 

. This quite extraordinary passage is a hyperbolic example of taking away 
with one hand what it gives with the other, and then giving it back again. 

On the one hand, Derrida asserts that each person's isolation within his 
or her windowless monad is absolute. "No relation is possible," no trope, 
transfer, bridge, isthmus, or translation. No translation carries anything 

over. from the original text. God is a baseless Leibnizian hypothesis to 

provide ~n .escape from this truly desperate situation, the situation of a 
hypersohps1sm, a Leibnizianism without God. On the other hand, in a 

fonnulation that says "both/and" or "this and that " Derrida recognizes 
the "place" of "the hypothesis of God," ''the appeal of God." The reader 

m~y remember my discussion in Chapter 6 of a passage by Walter Benja-
min that shows overtly the so · h.dd th · · b . meames 1 en eolog1cal basis of any e-
hef, even the most apparently s J · h w b" · · " " ecu ar, 1n a appy 1ntersu iectlvity. 
Only a God can save us " Heideg · 1 .d . I . · . . ' ger, notorious y, sa1 1n a ate interview 

in Der ~pzegel .. The word place (presumably lieu in Derrida's original 
French) is crucial here, along with the ,...,,.;c .ta1. . d <l h . h 

c ... e-1 1c1ze wor t ere, as 1st e 
reappea~nc~ of the nondialectical third that, as I have shown, Derrida 
says, earlier m A Tastefar the s t · . . . . . ecre , 1s essential to his way of thinking, his 
~ay of making way without making way. C'.-0d is, after all there where he 
is not there. That is his place. I suppose De .d b' h. h ·r G d · m a means y t 1s t at, even 
1 a o exists as the absolute third who sees c... .d d .d 

h 
. 1rom your st e an my st e 

at once, e 1s not there as a presence .1 bl 
ava1 a e to either of us as a bridge 

to the other. Therefore we are left in our sol.tud . I d . 
1 d 

1 e, as 1s an s or window ess mona s. 

Though Derrida appeals here to Leibniz h k . 
. h" • e ma es clear 1n manv other 

passages 1n 1s work that the section on our " I · : ,, f 
th h ana ogical appercept1on o 

e ot er transcendental ego in Husserl's F'fth C . . . . 
th · 1 c c . 1 artesian Med1tat1on is 

e cruc1a re1erence 1or Demda's assumptio th 
d. . n at each singularity has no 

1rect access v.·hatsoever to the 1nteriority of th . . 
' I R B . any o er s1ngular1ty. (See, tor exa1np e, , 161; , 75-76.) Each singularity· . 

b I is an island We can only 
guess, y ana ogy and by a perception without p . · 
. . . . ercepaon an appercep-

aon, that the other has an 1ntenonty like my own. ' 

It is on the basis of this double postulation, the stul . . 
I · J · d · gul · f h po at:Jon of the rad1~ ca 1so at:Jon an sin anty o eac "I" and the po tu! . 

s at:Jon of a wholly 
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{.Jther, a "God" who is "there where he is not there," that Derrida asserts, 

in an earlier passage in A Taste far the Secret, that he is not one of the 
family, that he refrains from belonging to any institution, regular or 

i;:;ounter. He also tells us why he refrains. I-Ie tells us what precious value, 

a price beyond price, is protected by this nonbelonging, this refraining. 
1\.1y entire chapter so far has been working toward the citation of this re-

1narkable passage and toward saying a few words about it in conclusion. 
fo~erraris has asked Derrida why he is fond of echoing Gide's indictment of 

the fa1nily and why he gives, as his "own private translation" of what Gide 

says, "lam not one of the family [ie ne suis pas de la fa1nille]": 

let me get back to my saying "I am not one of the fainily.'' Clearly, I was 
playing on a formula that has multiple registers of resonance. I'm not one 
of the family means, in general, "I do not define myself on the basis of my 
belonging to the family," or to civil society, or to the state; I do not define 
myself on the basis of ele1nentary forms of kinship [an ironic reference here 
to l,evi-Strauss and structural anthropology]. But it also means, more figu
ratively, that I am not part of any group, that I do not identify myself with 
a linguistic community, a national commWlity, a political party, or with any 
group or clique whatsoever, with any philosophical or literary school. "I 

.d " f ""d 't am not one of the family" means: do not cons1 er n1e one o you, on 

count ine in." (1'S, 27) 

"Don't count me in"! This is the most violent and total expression 

of Derrida's fundamental gesture or speech act of refraining that I knov. 
anywhere in his writings. Not only is Derrida an island, a windowless 

rnonad without access to C.-0d as third (if C:rOd does indeed exist as rnore 

than a placeless place or an unprovable h~thesis). D~rrida also v:a~1ts, 
and must want, to be an island. He defines himself as an island by refusing 

to belong to any community, group, or inst:irutio~ what~oever (cou~ter_ or 
(lthcrwise), including, for example, the community of deconstructtontst~ 
cJr that famous "Gang of Four," the so-called Yale ~Iafia. Like .:\1elville's 

Bartleby Derrida just says no, or rather, he says no v.'ithout saying no, or 
yes eith~r. "He doesn't say no and he d~esn't say yes," ~ays Derrida .of 
Bartleby. Derrida says, like Bartleby, politely but firmly, I v.·ould prefer 

not to" (TS, 27). 
In "Passions," Derrida puts forurard the concept of an absolute right 

not to answer. This right is associated by him especially v.·ith democracy 
and with its concomitant, literature, in its modern sense as the right to 
say or write anything and not be held responsible for it (POOe, 19-20, 
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28-29; PQ()f, 47, 65-67). "Passions" was written to fulfill an obligation 
to respond to a book of essays by various scholars about Derrida's '"'"·ork. 
Derrida conspicuously refrains fro1n doing that, though he says it is im
polite to do so. "How to Avoid Speaking: Denials" shows, perhaps, hov.' 
to talk without talking, without saying anything. In "The University 
Without (:ondition," Derrida projects a utopian university that allows 
putting everything in question, even the right to put everything in 
question. 

Derrida is this n1ultiple and n1any-layered gesture of refraining, 
through and through. 10 express this total refraining in terms of not be
longing to his family, as a synecdoche for all the other fonns of not be
longing-disciplinary, political, and institutional-niakes it all the more 
violent and even improbable. How can I not he a rneinber of 1nv ov1n 
family? Derrida's presupposition is that even this most inti1nate and ~ppar
e_ntly irrefutable form of belonging is an illusion, an ideological assu1np

t1on. Each man or woman is an island, cut off entirelv \Vithout anv bridge 
or isthmus to any other island, even to mernbers ~f· his or he; fan1i!y. 
Moreover, he or she ought to want this separation. 

_Der.rida therefore chooses his enisled separation. Ile desires it. He 
prizes 1 ~ above all else. "Why? The rest of the passage fron1 l1 TrL11r J"or the 
Secret cited above explains why: 

I want to keep my freedom •lw•y"· -1..· c · I d. · I ' ·" LillS, 1or n1e is t le con 1uon not on v 
for being singular and other but I I · ' · · · h . . . , a so or entering into relation with t c 
s1ngulanty and alterity of 0-1..,.r~ Wh · · . ui.._ ~. en someone is one of the fa1n1ly, not 
only does he lose himself in the herd but h• I h I II .c 

h 
, ... oses t e ot1ers as we ; u1e 

ot ers becon1e simply places fam"I fu · . · · 
. . , 1 Y nct1.ons, or places or functions in the 

organic totality that constitutes a <Tr h I · · f . . o·oup, sc oo, nation or con1mun1ty o 
subjects speaking the san1e language. (TS, 2 7

) 

Derrida's logic here is clear enough He presu h h 1 II 
· .c 1 . · mest atw at rea yam 
1s u1at a '-'"'ays renewed, al'"'"·ays different, alway< a· I I · I I . •verse an( 1nu np e, a -
Y/ays ingenuous, newborn, alwavs unique .,,.;nd I I All h . . . • • ~· ow ess n1onal. ot er 
people are hke me 111 being absolute singui,,,·~;,. T h. I I · u-.,s. rue et 1ca re auons 
must be ben.vcen these monads. Such relations h I fi d are to e le ne as n1y 
response to the demand made on me by the vers· f .c h II h .... 1onou1ewoyoter 
each other person IS. It Is my infinite responsibifty d · h 
reservation to that demand. 1 to respon wit out 

The model for this responding is religious not tn. tl lci .c · 
. . ' , s c y spea ng, eu11-

cal. The elaborate analysis of Kierkegaard's analysis of th Ab h d 
I · n G"' >[D h ..i: e ra am an saac story 1n i rJe '1• o eat , wscussed in detail i Ch · .c 

n apter 9, IS u1e 

"Don't C'o1111t Jle In" 

tUJlcst exploration of the quasi-religious, "pro/con," basis of Derrida's 

erhics. 1\s soon as I am one of the fa1nily, a n1ember of any group or institu
lion, or sec others as such inembers, I become "one of the herd." The 

()Cher;; also become herdlike. I lose mvself, but I lose the others as well. 

(Jnly by retaining niy separate singularity, outside of any fa1nily or instit11-
tinn, can I respond to other singularities as unique \'ersions of the \.\'holly 
O[h.er. 

In \.Vhat fol!ov•s this passage, Derrida relates his resolute refraining 
frt)!ll any belonging to his "unusual farnily history," his ~ituation, as he 

purs it in "C:ircumfession," as "a little hlack and very ;\rab Jev• lun petit 
,J11{/.11oir et trCs arahe]" (C:c, 58; C:f, 57), \\'ho did not fee] that he hclonged 

Co any of hi:-. local co1n1nunities, not to the :\rah one, not to the .French 
tine (\\·hich all his life treated hin1 as an outsider), and not to the Jc'-'"·i:-.h 
OJ\(;', either: 

'l"hc fact i~ that I h;lYt <l predisposition to not being one of the fan1ily, it 
v;a~n't ju~t n1y choice. I a1n a Jew fron1 .Algeria, from a certain type of 
co1nn1unity, in ·which belonging to Judaism was problernatic, belonging to 
[\lgcri~ \\a~ problen1atic, belonging to France v.-as prohlen1atic, etc. So all 
this prcdisposcd n1e to not-belonging; but, beyond the particular idiosyn
crasies of 1nv ov.·n storv, I \\-'anted to indicate the sense in v.·hich an "f"' does . . 
J10t have to be "une of the family." c1·s, z7-z8) 

It would be a mistake, in n1y judg:rnent, and a cop-out, to seize on thi\ 
<1Ut,ibiographical explanation and conclude: "\\'ell, that explains it. It is 
1'jlt:cial to Derrida's subject position. I can heave a sigh of relief and 
llel,1ng with a clear conscience to n1y family, tny nation, n1y university, 
\fly group of iike-1ninded scholars." No, we are, in Derrida's vie\\·, a!! in 

1;1Jfl1e form or another of his situation. His situation was no more than a 
~ingular form, his form, of the general human situation of not having to 
\,t' one of the fa1nily, of having an urgent ollligation not to he one of the 
fa.n.,ily. i\ly obligation to respond without rnediation to the v.·holly other 
11)C;).J1S I n1ust refrain from responding to any institution's demands. I 
1nust respond, rather, to an infinite demand for justice, as opposed to 
I-ight or !av.-·. This call comes from no existing institution or counter
i nstitution. \Vhile taking account of the context in '-'"·h1ch I find n1yself, 

lflf response enters the context to change it in response to a call from the 
fLt~re, the to~come, /'ii-venir. Derrida calls this "a messianism v.-·ithout 

t-<!ligion, even a messianic without messianism," and a fidelity to the "<le
rf)ocracy to come" (SMe, 59, 64-65; SA1f, 102, 110-11). ()ne important 
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fea~re of her or his context, for an academic, is the circumambient insti
~tlons already in place, including counter-institutions that have been 
installed. The latter then also become part of my context. I must, with 
the u~o~t urgency, refrain from belonging to any of these. This gesture 
of refra1n1ng is Derrida's fundamental and defining act, his ground with
out ground. 

CHAPTER 9 

Derrida's Ethics of Irresponsibilization; 
or, How to Get Irresponsible, 

in Two Easy Lessons 

My signature is the moment of highest responsibility 

in a deep irresponsibility. 

-TS, 85 

The ethical cm therefore end up making us irresponsible. 

--GD, 61 

Literature as Irresponsible Son of Scripture 

What in the world does Derrida mean by saying "the ethical can therefore 
e:nd up making us irresponsible [L'ethique peut dune etre destinie it irrespon
S<Jhiliser]" (GD, 61; DM, 89)? That is my central question in this chapter. 
le was first prepared for a conference on "inesponsibility" held at Nan
yangTechnological University from September 28 to September 30, 2oo6, 
rhough only the few first sentences plus the second half were presented 
rher-e. My goal is to show how one gets irresponsible, how one irrespon
:oibilizes oneself. I shall get help from Derrida, especially his The Gift of 
be11th. I need all the help I can get. 

I seriously considered going all the way to Singapore from Deer Isle, 
Maine, standing up before my audience, and saying "I'm sorry if it seems 
il:'l'esponsible of me, but I regret to say that I have not succeeded in prepar
itlg a paper for this conference." I would have then left the podium. Doing 
tbat was a big temptation. It would have saved me the bother of writing a 
!1'llper. Moreover, it would have perfonnatively manifested irresponsibility. 
ft \Vould have been perfonnative in two senses: as a speech act and as 
:a staged performance. Instead of that, I ended up, irresponsibly, with a 
ruatl.uscript twice too long to be read in fifty minutes. I read only part of it. 

l9l 

' ' 
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Like speaking for rn· h . h . o ours, sue an act as saving "J have no paper" 
an<l then sitting down wo Jd h I . • . u ave )een grossly 1rrespons1 ble of me most 
peo~le \\'Ou!d agree. It \\'Ou!d have been a little like John c:age's f~mous 
musical composition 4, " h' h . · 
h 

33 , w 1c consisted of four minutes and thirty-
t ree seconds of silence t h' h h 1. . ' o w 1c t e au' 1ence was supposed to listen 
attentively. Was that sile . h · · nee, punctuated bv \\-hatever circun1an1bient 
noise appened to be arou d JI · · 
h 

.
1 

n , rea Y music? i\ lot of any music consists of 
t e s1 ences ben.veen move . . ments, sections, phrases and notes. Silence is 
~·important part of music, indicated by "rest~" o~ the score. "Rest" in 

is case means the n1usician t k " ,, . of " . ,, · a es a rest, not rest 111 the Derridean sense 
remains I have explor ,d · ('h . . c in , apter 5. I\Tevcrtheless "rest" in the 

1nus1cal sense of silence mi h b <l · ' 
P (

, , g t e efined as what ren1ains when the 1nusic 
auses. ,age s performanc · h . '"":th h . . e JUSt gave t e silence, the "rest" in all senses, 
1 out t e 1nternipting nr t . W . h . . . . 

P 
£ . 

1 
. J es. as t at 1rrespons1ble of hin1? At least it 

er ormattve y (in both senses I h· , . . . 
about m · A <l . a"e inentioned) tnade an l!nportant point 

USIC. goo bit of mo ·t . · · . . . . . . 
not all or · d . s music in any tradition 1s silence. A'1usa.: is 

gan1ze noise To hear 1 f . 
In a similar '-"'a I . h. h a ot 0 silence is a v•ay of !earning that. 

y, m1g t ave argued th h I understand irr "b"l· at t e lest \Vol)' I could g-et vou to 
espons1 J Ity would be to • f. , 

gross irrespon ··b·1· per orn1 before your eves an act of 
51 1 ity, so you could . · h ' . 

irre.~ponsible r>f "" .b. . . see me in t e very n101nent of gctnng 
' 1rrespons1 ihzing" If H·d. myse. 

av. 0 I get irresponsible: 1-Iov.· . 
irresponsible? Pleas · h · inay I, 1n1ght I, can I, should I, get 

e, sir, ow do I t · . , 
chosen a phrase and · . . g_e lrrespons1bler I have deliberately 

its musical variation h · h .d. 
matic, though neverth I th s, '-"' IC sound niore or less 1 10-

e ess eyalsoso d r 1 might conceivablv be d . . un a itt e odd. Any one of them 
. use 1n ordinacy h b 

often. I have also chose h . speec , ut perhaps not all that 
. n a P rase using th k bl , . 

Idiomatic sentences us· th e remar a e English ~·ord get. 
. ing at '-"'ord ho h lfw . 

passive. I claim by w•y of th" ver a ay between actlve and 
. ' 1sword that· · h <l . 
just passively becomes irrespo "bl ' it is ar to decide whether one 

ns1 e bysom 
process of irresponsibilizaa· ' estrange, perhaps impersonal, 

. on, or v.·heth h . 
'-"·h1ch one can be held responsible. \Vhi;_r. 

0~~ a_s to do something for 
In English, or at least in .~eri IS It. Is It perhaps both? 

b I 
can, one sa"" "H d ,, 

ut a so "I Y•ant to get some .--h I b ;u ow o I get to Peoria? 
"" oco ate ars" "I 

to the subY.ray," "Ho~- did I got to be or got mugged on the way 
. so old~" "G 

saw a T-shirt ~ith the half-ironic exh . · or et ready!" Recently I 
' "Ge I D Ortatton "Git It D " j 
1or t t one " whatever "•"t" one, vernacu ar 

' maybeo · 
fronted with anv difficult task, "Le , : ne might say, when con-

. · tsgetitd "M 
Fnendship 's Garland, has his imaginary Ge on~. atthew Arnold, in 

nnan philosopher, Arminius, no 
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<]IJlJl1t :l. posr-F-Iegelian, urgently adjure the English to "(;et 'Geist"' (what

t\,(:f, exactly, that tneans). 1 Arminius speak~ as though the English do not 
h:..1v~ ellough Geist no'""' and as though getting more were something they 
r:i1\1ld deliberately decide to do. Many English, and Americans too, re1nain 
tV(:Jl. tr)day relatively Geistlos, '-"'ithout spirit in the sense of a gift for the 
1l<.1t]~(:rous irony or wit Arnold so prized and so admirably exemplified in 
h\s vvricing .. i\n example of Arnold's irony is the idea that the English 
.,iJiiL1ld be told to "Get 'Geist"' and that they might conceivably do so. 

5l1111ev,,hat surprisingly, to me at least, Derrida inserted a long and exu
b\;t,1:11tly perceptive footnote concerning r\rnold's "(;et '(;eist'" in ()/Spirit 

(( )S, 1 z 5-7; DE, I 14-16). Derrida comments on the untran~latability not 
'Jtily- 11f Gernian Geist but also of English get, so the phrase is "Babelian." 

·•lly· the v.·ay [in English in the original]," says Derrida: 

(~er Geist is barely translatable into French, and not only because of G"eist, 
iJllt lJccause of Get. ProjOund~y untranslatable [Profondtinent intraduisibfc] 
is the hidden profundity of the '""'or<l (;et v.·hich means hac·e, becrm1e, and be, 
,1\I three. Get Gei11: (1) have, obtain, gain, or apprehend ('ionie) Geist. (2) Be 
1'( become, learn ho'""' to beco1ne,yourse{f, Geirt. ,\nd r;eirt then functions 
i11'i Jh attribute (becorne "spirit" as one would say "get mad," "get drunk," 
"ect 1narried," "get lose," "get sick," "get well," or "get better" and as a 
11oun ("get religion," convert yourself)--in short, hecorne or have, yourself, 
!'{1int 1treif[devenez ou ayez, vou~-n1fme, !'esprit lui-rneinc]. (OS, 1 26, 

!t':l.05. rnodificd; 1)£, i 15-16) 

[J1:rritla's "get n1ad," "get drunk," "get lost," do"'"n to "get religion" are 
ifl f)1glish in his oribrinal French, to indicate their untran~latability. ?v1y 
c\tation and co1111ncntary, in their co11fusion of languages, are abyssally, 
rfnf()undly, Babelian. Derrida's examples n1ay be added to niy list oflocu
tiun' in ''get," along v.rith his observation that "get" says at one and the 

1<.1111e ti1ne "have it," "become it," and "be it." 
( Jne abbreviation used in emails and in instant messaging by computer 

a'tlept> is "G.U": "Get a life." The person to \'ihon1 this ironic command 
1,f i)(:rformative adjuration is addressed is presumably too uptight now to 
)1;l1'e l life. He or she could, the phrase implies, get a life by deliberately 
<ll(J<)siog to act differently, in a more relaxed and "cool" fashion. Jesus 
fJrfornised those who forsook father and mother to folio"' him that they 
1\f(Jtild get a new life, one more abundant, and everlasting to boot (Matt. 
11):~ 9; the Bible says "inherit everlasting life"). I have written an essay on 

1
vha.t it: means to "Get a life" by way of the computer." One final, in this 
(~ obscene, use of "get" is "Where can I get laid?" asked by a male in 
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search of a prostitute, as though getting laid is something that passively 
happens to a man rather than something he does and for which he can be 
held responsible. Putting it that way has always struck me as an extremely 
odd and irresponsible locution. 

So how do I get irresponsible? Normally, in these secular days, in ev
e~day life and speaking in everyday language, most people, I believe, 
think ?f getting irresponsible as some act or other whereby I fail to fulfill 
a m_an1~est familial, social, ethical, or political responsibility, a clear public 
obhganon that everyone sees and accepts as mine. I ought to do, and I 
know I ought t.o do, and e_veryone else knows I ought to do, something or 
other, or refrain from doing something or other and I do otherwise. As 
Ovid ut thi "I cl ' P s, see an approve the better course but I follow the worse 
[Video meliora proboque, deteriora sequorJ" (Metam~hoses, 8.zo.) I fail to 
~how up on time for dinner with my fa1nily because I have been out drink
ing beer with friends, and my wife says, with every justification, "How 
unpardonabl~ irresponsible of you!" Or I invest in the lottery the weekly 
wages on which my family depends for food, clothing, and shelter. Every
body .I know, the whole circle of my comn1unity, my wife, my children, 
my fri~nds: my employer, those with whom I attend church, conden1n me 
for acnng irresponsibly At th th d 
f 

· e o er en of the social scale and the scale 
o power, many people would d . . d 
G 

con emn as 1rrespons1ble an worse, 
eorge W. Bush and more or 1 th h I U ' . d ess e w o e .S. elected and appo1nte 

government for deceiving the Arn · I . , encan peop e about Sadda1n Hussein s 
presumed weapons of mass de tru · 1 . . . 

I 
. . s ct!on, aunch1ng the Iraq war which will 

cost at east two trillion doll d 1 ' 
d d I 

. b ars an a ready over six hundred thousand 
ea raq1s, y some counts a d f. . 
ki th 

• n or passing tax breaks for the rich that, 
ta ng e two acts together · 
th

• long h .
11 

: are running up huge budget deficits that in 
.... or s ort run wi ruin the U S 

l>m t•v; · th' (M · ·economy. We are, at the n101nent 
.... sing is essay arch 3 , 008) .th . 
f 0 h 

' , e1 er 1n a recession or on the 
verge o one. rt e U.S. government b h I 
sihle for failing to do anythin about can e ~ d unpardonably irrespon-

s I 
. g our part 10 causing global war1ning. 

ome egislators, as ~·ell as other people till II . • 
·d th I . ' s ca it "a great hoax" fhe 

ev1 ence at g obal wanrung is happenin d th . . · 
beings is more or less irrefutabl 1 . g an at it 1s caused by human 

. . . e. t 1s accepted b . ._ 
hie sciennsts It ,. ,·rre•p 'bl Y 99 percent nt respons1 · ~ ~ ons1 e to pretend oth . . 
"The evidence is not yet in." erwise, or to keep saying 

In all these cases (and one can think of innum bl 
irresponsibilitv is defined as some act or other erha e other examples), 

· ,per apsaph · 1 tor 
perhaps a speech act, like a lie, that goes aU<1in~t . ysica ac 

• . 0~"' some manifest and pub-
hclv agreed-upon responsible course of action or 

' expected speech. One of 

a 
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A11~ti.n's examples of a speech act situation gone awry is the marriage cere~ 
trttilly in which the bride says "l will not" rather than "I will."' That is 
1rr-t<;ponsible of her or, perhaps, who knows, the highest act of responsible 
ti;fl-.t1ning from giving herself away. Perhaps she has already given herself, 
;i~ vie. sav, to another man. In either case, irresponsibility is an act or 
111te1;h that is defined in relation to a clear, responsible way I should act 
r1r- st1eak. "Video meliora proboque, deteriora sequor." I see the better 
w~y. approve of it, and everyone else does too. But I do otherwise. That 

l)t :\~es me get irresponsible. 
1'his simple paradigm is, in my responsible judgment, a drastic over-

1itttplification or, rather, a misreading of the actual human ethical si~a~ 
ti1;:1n, l shall argue, follo\ving Derrida and against ~'hat most people thtn.k 
;it,{it1t h.ow to get irresponsible, that the act of acting or speaking respons1-
hl v, the act of fulfilling one's obligations to one's neighbor, family, com
~\~in.ity, nation, or (;0 d, leads directly and inevitably to irresponsibility. 
A-ctirig responsibly is itself irresponsibilization. 'fhe Bible says we should 
pt<1)"' unceasingly. (:hristopher Sn1art, the great mad e'.ghteenth-.century 
r:l\f(')ish poet, caused much trouble to those around him by taking that 
11)innttion seriously. Smart was in the habit of falling on his knees in the 
1tre~ts of London and publicly praying. Samuel Johnson, in a 1nernorablc 
r~s11t)U5e, said he would as lief pray with Kit Smart as with any other man. 
\\lh.<Jt, exactly, is prayer? How would I knov: I atn praying? C:an I _ever 
~il(l\N whether or not n1y prayers are answered? Is prayer by defin1non 
1(11itary, a direct and private address to the deity? ls it responsible to as~ 
( ;1

1
,J for help, or will I act n1ore responsibly if I depend on n1yself alone~ 

J)1i~s such a thing as public or collective prayer exist? Hov.' is it different 
ft''lfl1 private praver?~ Derrida, as I mentioned in Chapter 4, devotes a long 
'~ct1oh. of the eighth seminar of "'fhe Beast and the Sovereign (Tv.ro)" to 
tl-te q1.J.estion of praver. Families that pray together stay together. \\'a" 
~1n;1 1'1: acting respon~ibly when he blocked traffic and nlade a spectacl~ of 
)\in1sdf by praying publicly? V./ouldJohnson have been acting reo,pons1bly 
if, l\S he suggests he 1night have done, he had fallen on his O~Ti creaky 

k nces beside Smart and joined him in praying? 
'JO shift to another example and to speak (irresponsibly) of a fictive 

(..'h;tfac:ter as though she were a real person, did Sethe, in rfoni !Vlorrison\ 
f3t/CJ'1..!td act responsibly when she cut her beloved baby daughter's throat 
~'t.h a handsaw to prevent her from being taken back into slavery? In all 
~~e1'e cases, I shall argue, the person made himself or herself irresponsible 
l)y ;,11,;ting respcnsibly, in a strange act of irresponsibilization. 
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Is it unforgivably irresponsible of me to talk about a fictional character 
as if she were a real person? Christopher Smart and Samuel Johnson were 
flesh and blood people. Though now long dead, they once walked (and 
prayed) in the streets of London. Belief in their once bodily existence is 
based on more or less irrefutable historical evidence. Morrison's Sethe is 
based on a historical personage, true enough, though Morrison changed 
the historical facts in crucial ways, as a novelist is privileged to do. Just 
what does it mean, in any case, to say "based on a historical personage"? 
Sethe is, despite that relation to history, a fictional construction, a virtual 
person created through language. She can be met only on the pages of 
Bekived. The words about Sethe are references without referent, like liter
ary language in general. 

It is irresponsible to confuse kinds. Derrida's chief example in The Gift 
of D~ath o~ what he calls "irresponsibilization" is Abrahan1's v.'illingness to 
sacrifice his beloved son Isaac in response to Jehovah's secret command. I 
shall discuss this later on. V\'hat is the difference between these three 
kinds: a historical cxa1nple, a literary example, and an exainple from a sa

~re.d text lik~ ~enesis? Derrida, in the second essay in The Gift of Death, 
Literature in Secret; An Impossible Filiation," distinguishes 1nore or less 

~~:rply ?etwee~ ~ s~~red text ~nd a literary text, though asserting their 
possible ~ltanon and seeing each as always conta1ninatcd by the 

other. \\'hat is the difference among these three kinds of writing? I need 
to know, since it would be irresponsible to confuse them. 

On the one han~, a literary text, such as Beloved, is referentiality without 
reference. As Dernda puts this in "Literature in Secret": 

~vel)_' t_eu that is consigned to public space, that is relatively legible or 
mtelhgible but wh . , ose content, sense, referent, signatory, and addressee are 
not. fully determinable realities-realities that are at the sa1ne time non
~~v~ or i~une from aU fiction [tits realitCs pleinement diterminahles, des ria-
l1tes a la fois non-fictives d fi · d 1· GU pures e toute cnon], realities that are e iv-
ered as such by some inru· · d . . • 1non, to a eterm1nate judgment--can become a 
literary object. (GD2, I 31; DM, 173, 175) 

t\ literary text hangs in th · 1 'k th. · · If . e air, 1 e some 1ng unearthly revealing 1tse 
in a flash, in an instant of ·11 · · ' . I um1nanon, and then disappearing like a mete-
onte, to borrow Derrid • h , ' 8· 86) I . . . asmetap or(GD2, 132-33, 139-4o;DM, 177-78; 
~ )-. · t is impossible to be sure, for a text taken as literature, who is 

e signatory who is spe•ki h ·d ] .. k ' ng, to w om, and just what is being sa1 . 
say ta en as" because as D ·d fr I · . . , em a o en asserts, nothing identifiab e 1n 
grammar, diction syntax "' h t . d. . . fr ' • r e one 1snngu1shes a literary text oJil a 
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~~ t~ft:flrial one, such as a newspaper story. Any text can be taken as litera
!JJ-fe, though it n1ight in so1ne cases seem perverse to do so. A literary text 
1~t:1'~ its secrets, whereas you can, at least hypothetically, find out vihcther 
'fJ.t f)~v.rspaper account is lying or not by checking it against extra-texn1al 
;a"t'.~- It is i1npossible to do that .,..,jth literature. For Derrida, this conncc
'.Jt:JI\ elf literature with the secret, "if there is one" (as he often says), is 
fit11ll:1inenta\, as many assertions by him attest. Ilere is one categorical 
;..;.~er-ti()fJ, Speaking of the enigmatic phrase he uses as a leinnotif in "Liter
lCJ.lrl.? ill Secret," "Pardon for not meaning [PardGn de ne pas voulo1r dire]," 
l,.trt-id<t says: "And being up in the air is what it keeps its secret of, the 
..;t:r«:t (,fa secret which is perhaps not one, and \~rhich, because of that fact, 
~()l\£,,1nc:es literature" (C;D2, 132; D1\1, 176). lfyou cannot figure it out, 
~t.:ti\lhcr its secret, or even tell for sure .,vhether or not it hides a secret, it 

1'.~~t ]le literature. 
(}ti the other hand, a sacred text, such as the story of 1\brahan1 and 

l~~a<.; in Genesis or the infinitely moving story of Mary Magdalene's recog
h\ti(_;11 (lf the risen Christ in the Book of John, is, funda1nentalist belie\'ers 
;~~t>tti~, historical fact. "fhese events really happened. We know they really 
~V~l1tl)ed because the accounts of them are the word of (;od. :\loses n1ay 
~'11'~ written the Pentateuch, which includes (;enesis, but he v.Tote it at 
(~(J.\'o dictation. God guarantees the historical truth of the Abraham and 
l'-i\l1at." •t()ry and the rest of the Bible. "Jesus loves me. 'fhis I know./ 'Cause 
th~ Eible tells me so," as the hymn I v.'as taught in Sunday School as a 
~hilt! {)lits it. Jesus' disciple John wrote the Book of John, so believers 
l~~tlJlJ(!, as an act of bearing responsible witness to what really happened 

l~d v.-hat he knows really happened. 
Wer-rida nevertheless asserts an "impossible filiation" berv.--een literamre 

a:t1d the Bible. \\'hat is the connection, the filiation, the sonship, the affili
a'\:1011: 'fhe answer is that both depend absolutely on the secret. l\o one 
a\l1L»tig- the human characters in the story, including Abraham, has any v.'ay 
'1fkflo\\1ng just what was in Jehovah's mind when he spoke to A.braham, 
-J.J\f ·what was his motive or intent in demanding that Abraham sacrifice 
l~'l:l~. Abraham in his mrn, as the sacred text affim1s, keeps both Jehovah's 
Ctl!f'r.111-.ind and his (Abraham's) intention to obey it secret from his v.·ife 
;;~r<lh, from the rest of his family and retinue, and from the destined lamb 
(~ir the sacrifice, his beloved only son, Isaac. Kierkegaard, in Fear and 
tt&-P~ling, makes much of Abraham's silence. Jehovah is "wholly other." 
f1e £:'.1.rtnot be fathomed. He keeps his secrets. Abraham keeps his secrets 
t~:lrh The Abraham and Isaac story is a story of secrets, in the strict sense 
G'f£lie secret as something hidden that may not by any means be told. 
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. Lit~ra~, however, if Derrida is right, even a strange linguistic mete
ontethlike Pardon de ne pas vouloir dire," taken as literature also d-..1. 
on esecret dk · ' .. ~ 
b 

an eeps Its secrets. The difference is that literature illicitly 
orrows from Scripture · rd 1 call th in o er to compose secular texts, as religious peo-

ple e~. Secu1ar texts, what we call literature-novels poems, and 
P ays-explo1t the "bili · · . ' . th . poSSl ty of wnung m such a way that the words hang 
tn ekau-fanli d keep ~impenetrable secret or secrets. After having said that 
a mar o terature ts that it hid · es its secret, Derrida goes on to ask: 

Literature? At least that which fo li h . • r several centuries, we have been calling 
terature, w at ts called lit · E 

cannot not be inh . d erature, tn urope, but within a tradition that 
from it whil diente ~m the Bible, drawing its sense of forgivenC$ 
son sms du~ e 5~~ tune asking forgiveness for betraying it [y puisslmt 
I am here inscrib. ""':..,Jui tiemandant a la fois pardon de la trahit]. That is why 
the . ly. mg e question of secrecy as the secret of literature under 

seenung unprobable sign of an Ab h · · . 
sence of literatur · . . ra amic ongm. As though the es-

e, tn its stnct sense in th th th' nl retains in th '111 • e sense at is Western wo 
e v"est, were essentially d d Greek culture (GD escen ed from Abrahamic rather thm 

· l, 132; DM, 176-77) 

Derrida says "Abrahami ,, th 
that all three " li . c ra er than "biblical" to be faithful to his claim 

re gions of the Book," J d · . . . 
depend equally and absol I u aism, Islam, and Chrisnaruty, 
enigmatic foundation. All ute Y 0~ the Abraham and Isaac story as their 
ti.on of literature This . ~ t follows, would have the same concep-

• is a qwte specifi his . I d . 
It supports Denida's cl . c tonca an cultural asseruon. 
and the Bible. a.un about the uimpossible filiation" of literature 

It is perhaps worth noting . . 
conception of"world litera '.1:1 passmg, that this would disqualify any 
cal and means the same rn:; wh that ~es the word literature is univo
as it does when applied to lLnnkt en ,ap~bed to Chinese or Indian poetry 
would be irresponsible to • 'Tmtem Abbey," or Bleak House. It 

assume such · · 
qucnces for pedagogy, in these ..i ... _ uru~aty. Considerable consc-
of textbooks and courses . ...,,,, of globalization and the proliferation 
heterogeneity. m world literature, would follow from this 

Derrida', cryptic pbn.e "Pardon d 
untranslambly idiomatic, resonaru:, e ne pas vouloir dire" is more or less 
implications. It may mean ''I beg and full of shimmering contradictoIY 
but also "I beg pardon for not f?'11: pardon for not meaning anything'' 
means "to wish to say," but it wishing to speak." Vrndoir dirt Iitenlly 
French. Je war din so and so:!!!;~ enough, means "means" in 

mean 50 and so." Denida proffers ·,.: 
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ltls odd phrase as a miniature example of literature. The word pardon in 
the phrase suggests, according to Derrida, that literarure, as the betrayal 
of Scripture, sacred texts, the Bible, must continually, in one way or an
other, beg pardon (from whom? from God? from constituted authorities? 
fl-om the reader?) for falsely imitating Scripture, for pretending to be what 
it is not. Or, on the contrary, literature must beg pardon just because it 
dDes, blasphemously, succeed in being Scriprure, in hiding secrets just as 
Scripture does. 

The first great text in the vernacular in Western early modernity, 
Dante's The Divine Comedy, great-grandfather of its filial descendents, all 
those works of modem Western literature, both does and does not pretend 
to be Scriprure, or like Scripture. In the "Letter to Can Grande," 1 Dante 
discusses allegory but does not make it clear whether he means The Divine 
CO'flt.edy to be taken as what used to be called "allegory of the theologians" 
ar as "allegory of the poets." Dante scholars have been arguing ever since 
~bout which The Divine Comedy is. On the one hand, in the letter Dante 
defines allegory in the traditional four-level way that definition was used 
to read the Bible. He affirms that the Comedy should be read the same way. 
On the other hand, he also refers to Horace and to medieval poetic genre 
theory in describing it as a "comedy," that is, as a form of poetry. He says 
that in the Comedy "The form or the mode of treatment is poetic, fictive, 
descriptive, digressive, transumptive; and along with this definitive, divi
sive, probative, improbative, and setting examples [Forma sive modus tract
llnJi est poeticus, fiaivus, descriptivus, digressivus, transumptivus; et cu:m hoc 
definitivus, divisivus, probativus, improbativus, et e:remplorum positiuus]." If 
the form is poetic and fictive, however "transumptive," it can hardly be 
like Scripture, which is assumed to be, at the first level, literal, represent.a
ti<lnal truth. On the first hand, again, Dante cites Paul in Corinthians 2 

t 2:2-4, as if it applies to the pilgrim·protagonist in the Comedy: "I know a 
m.an ... (whether in the body, or out of the body, I know not; God kno
\\feth), caught up to the third heaven ... , and [he saw secret things of 
God], which it is not granted to man to utter." (1 cite the translation of 
Dante's Vulgate Latin, not the King James Bible.) The "man" here is no 
doubt Paul himself, however much he demurs in t2:5: "Of such an one 
\\fiU I glory: yet of myself I will not glory, but in mine infirmities" (King 
]::a.mes version). But who is the protagonist, "actor," or "agent" of the 
C1J'11edy? Is it Dante himself or a poetic, fictive invention? Everything 
hangs on the answer to this question. Here the "Letter to Can Grande" 
is ambiguous. Dante refers to the protagonist or agent as "he," for exam
ple, in saying of the speaker in the poem "he says [Jicit]." Who is this 

., 
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"he":i D "T th · ~nte says, he agent (protagonist), then, of the whole as well as 
b e ~art ts .h~ who ~as been mentioned, and throughout he will be seen to 
e [ g~ rgttur tottus et partis est ille qui dictus est, et totaliter videtur esse]." 

Translating agens as " t · ,, .k 
d 

. . pro agon1st strt es 1ne as a little hazardous. The 
rea er looks 1n vain howe i; . . . f h " ' ver, or any previous 1dent1fication or definition 
0 t e agent," though he has b · d · . . een mentione 1n passing as the same 
person in the Paradiso as j th I ,.r, d 

d rh rh 
. n e n1erno an the Purgatorio. It might be 

argue at e title D · h . . d' ante gives is poem in the "I~etter to Can Grande" 
Jn icates that the prot · · D . . h" agontst is ante himself and that the poet is describ-
ing is own achlal visionaru · " . Ar h. . Fl . . -; experiences: Begins the Co1nedy of Dante 

ig 1en, orenane 1n binh t · . . . erii F,1--· . . . ' no In custom [lnc1p1t Comoed1a Dan tis Alagh-
' wrentmt nattone non moribus] "Th , 1 " f" f h ' · e rata ambiguitv of the little v•ord 

0 , or o t e possessive in L · · Dante"" . aan, means that the title may 1nean "by 
, concerning Dante " or b th 1 I 

decidable Th "L ,, d ' 0 
· cone ude that the question is un-

. e etter oes not gi fi 1 b . . . Th D · ve a rm textua as1s for a dec1s1on. 
e great ante scholar Chari S S · 1 have known bett rh I d es · • ing eton, who can be presumed to 

er an o about th 1 . be allegoru of rh rh I . ese inatters, c auns the Contedy must 
-/ e eo ogtans and th f; rure, not poetry rk 1 ~, ere ore, so to speak, a fonn of Scrip-

' 1 e, say, vvordsworth' Th Pr l graphical poem N s e e Ude, also a long autobio-
. oone,tomykn Id h . 

Scripture, though why not' A 
0 

ow e ge, as cla11ned The Prelude is 
Divine Cmnedv in m . d · g. °? ~ase could be n1ade. In the case of The 
. J' YJU gment1t1s1mpos ·bl h 
JS intrinsic to the qu.,,a· f rh si e to c oose, for a reason that 

on o e text's rd· 0 h 
the experiences Dante's ii . . va 1 ity. n t e one hand, unle.~s 
visionarv reality the P p gnl m claims to have had really happened, in 
.. : 1 ' oem oses all val'd" Wh . 

gh1en 1mao-ined on his h k 1 try. o cares what Dante 1\li-
0- ' own oo so to k h II 

to be like? That would mak 'T'•.' 
0 

. . spea • e , purgatory, and heaven 
. e l ve tvtne Cmn d I . ence ficaon, which pech,p . . 

0 
e Y an ear y exa1nple of sci-

. s1t1s. n the th h . . . 
JS granted, uniquely among t . 

0 er and, if The D1v1ne Cmnedr 
exts In modem w; -

allegory of the theoloo-ians th . . estern vernaculars, status as 
. o· 'en1t1sablash ... th 

unique, the one and only sacr d rh . · P emous 1m1tatton of e 

f 
·mful e text, e Bibi S I . :n -unfaithful son of Seri . e. ecu ar literature, as the 

pture, is penneat d b h. 
The Abraham and Isaac st . '"'- . e Y t 1s aporia. 

. · d" ory in ~nesis and M · , tv.o quite 1fferent uses of Ian ornson s Beloved are 
seems clear enough. Matters are guaged ' though strangely affiliated. That 

b 
ma e somewh t 

ever, y a fearure of the Abraham d I a more co1nplicated, how-

h d 
an saacsto rh D . 

a remembered when I began t . ry at err1da (so far as I 
. 0 wnte this ) . 

all his lengthy analysis in The Gift of D essay nowhere mentions 1n 
gaard's analysis of it in Fear and Trembl" eath of _the story and of Kierke
vah's eternal secret from Abraham mdg.AbDernda emphasizes thatJeho-

an rah , ·1 am s s1 ence, his eternal 
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secret from his fa1nily and from Isaac, are essential to the event. 'fhe bibli
cal text, hov.:ever, does give away both secrets by v.Titing them dov.'n. 
Readers over the centuries of all three of the religions of the Book have 
been in on the secret. 'fhe reader is told that "(;od did te1npt 1\braha1n" 
(Ci·en. 22:1), something he does not say to Abraharn hin1self, though after 
the event God tells 1\braha1n that "because thou hast done this thing, and 
hast not ·withheld thy son, thine only son"(Gen. 22:r6) he \Vill hyperboli
cally bless him and all his descendents and give them great pov.'er and 

sovereignty: 

And the A.ngel of the LoRD called unto A.brahan1 out of heaven the second 
tin1e, .A.nd said, By tnyselfhave I sv.:orn, saith the l~oRo, for hccause thou 
hast done this thing, and hast not withheld thy son, thine only son: That in 
blessing I will bless thee, and in multiplying I 'Nill multiply thy seed as the 
stars of the heaven, and as the sand which is upon the ~ea shore; and thy 
seed shall possess the gate of his encniies; An<l in thy seed shall all the 
nations of the e<trth be bles~ed; because thou hast obeyed 1ny voice. (Gen. 

22:15-18) 

\\.''ov.·! That is quite a promise! The careful reader \\·i!l note at least t\>'o 
peculiarities of this text, at least in the King James translation. First. in 
Genesis 22;1 c;od speaks directly to Abraham. In the verses just quoted, it 
is the t\ngel of the Lord as intern1ediary \\/ho speaks to t\brahan1, even 
though he speaks in the first person, as Jehovah . • 4ngel, ety1nologically, 
llleans "1nessenger," frotn (;reek 1111gelos. \\'hy the change? c:an it be that 
\\·e 1nortals, even .A.braham, can, at least son1e of the tinie, only hear the 
voice of c;od indirectly, by \\'ay of soine intennediary, :-.ome tnessenger of 
the v•ord of c;od, an angel, or i\Ioses, or \\·hoever \.\-TOte c;enesi~? Second, 
Jehovah explicitly gi.,·es av•ay an oath that he says he ha~ secretly sv;orn for 
hin1self alone. He says, "By myself I have sv,;orn.'' 'fhis is another way this 
text gives secrets av.·ay. God's oath is a speech act. For mortal:-., a felicitous 
speech act must be in so1ne \\·ay publicly attested, and it must be based on 
something outside itself, a sovereign authoritr, as when someone ~"·ears 
an oath \\·ith her or his hand on the Bible.,\ secrt.:t engagement to tnarry 
is no valid alliance. Perhaps only God, or a god, can felicitously sv.rear an 
oath in secret or swear an oath "by hirnself," on his o\\·n, not basing the 

oath on anything out-;ide he \\'ho swears it. 
It is true that the biblical text says nothing \vhatsoe\·er about v.·hat went 

on in Abraham's mind. 'l"he Bible reader, hov•ever, is told that God called 
out Abraham's name and that Abraham ans\\·ered, "Behold, here I am" 
(Gen. 22:r). Abraham keeps absolutely silent about this exchange both to 
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ts wife Sarah and to Isaac the . 
reader of the Bible Imo ' h desnned sacrificial lamb just as only the 
"wh · ws w at Abraha · .1 ' ere ts the lamb for a b a: . n1 sa1u to Isaac when Isaac asked, 
M umt 01rer1ng'" (G 

Y. s~n, God will provide himself a 
1 

· en. 2 2 :7): "And Abraham said, 
This is a wonderful double iron . amb for a burnt offering" (Gen. 22:8). 
out divulging the truth h y, since Abraham tells Isaac the truth with-
that ' w ereas though . . 

moment, God does provide ~ la It is a secret from Abraham at 
of a ram caught by its horns . mb for the burnt offering in the fonn 

Some of my symp th in a nearby thicket. 

fi-
wel! have said "\.Vhy ado~s ~~e~a~ut tobthe rain, by the way, which might 

om the ra ' e to e me;" D 'd I 

h 
m s perspective in "Ra ,, · erri a ooks at the storv 

am' dA.a ms·"() · . ., s an ton's ram the infi . · ne imagines the anger of Abra-
~' figuratively, the ~olent r:~el;.evolt of the ram of all holocausts. But 
th Y ~e? [Pr.rurquoi moi?J" (R 

1 
e .ion of all scapegoats, all substitutes. 

at this story marks th . ' 57, B, 65). Some biblical ~"h I I · 'fi e 1mmem · I ~ ... oars c atm 
sacr1 ce t? animal sacrifice. orta mo1nent of the shift from human 

The Bible d Ab h oes not say that Ab h 
tr ra am brought with him eve;a a.m. or Isaac, or the two young men 

' anlsge double event. Abrah~m at J"h1d anything to anyone about this 
over aac's thro N • e ovah's c d . com at. o reader can doubt · omman , raised his knife 

mand. Abraham then stayed h' h that he would have fulfilled God's 
command of th An I ls and and b . :r 
We I kn e ge of the Lord. Ab h su Stltuted the ram at the 

ony ow about' b ra amandls k II of God It ecause som aac ept a this secret. 
' or whoeve eone-God or M away as r wrote Genesis betr d th oses as amanuensis 

the Book we saby, and told the story ~n w::J'eh h e secret, gave the secret 
are ased An h c t e three 1· · 

who can hear th · yone w o can read the . . great re 1g1ons of 
Abraham d'd e story read aloud in church Bible in any language or 

Th I not completely know. can know the secret that even 
. ough I thought I had se . 

missed, I was en something in the b 'bl. 
"L. . wrong, as I might hav 1 ical text that Derrida 

iterarure 10 Secret," D . e expected In f. fu 
to the Abraham a d I ernda compares Kafka:s "La orce l passage in 
b h. n saac story. Kafka n etter to His Father" 

m
y is father, ~r by anyone else. It was im ev~r meant his letter to be seen 
eant to remain se () aginary a fi · 

"i\fax Brod d cret. ne remembers that Katia ction, a literary work 
. ~o estroy all his manuscri . commanded his friend 

~1~g happily (or unhappily) Brod didpts after his (Kafka's) death 
failures " hi h . not do Kafka , some-

ins ' w c. in a sense they are, both in th thought they were 
. autable and in the sense of ofte b . . e sense of being ulti 1 

His Father" contains a fiction .thin". emg incomplete. Kafka's "L mate y 
the fath th WI a fiction an · . etter to 

er to e son hold' th • unagm~T"\T l fi-mg e son responsible for all .-1 etter om 
his own troubles 
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and for the father's troubles too. Derrida takes evident pleasure in formu
lating the vertiginous exchanges of imaginary accusations and pardons. 
'fhe son imagines the father pardoning him for his transgressions in a 
fiction within a fiction, but this is really Katka pardoning himself for, or 
accusing himself of, forever unpardonable filial ingratitude. All this, hov1-
ever, is done in secret, in a letter that Kafka had no intention of sending 
t(l his father and no intention of having published so all the world could 
read this amazing fiction or literary work. In a similar way, it is only by a 
kind of accident that Jehovah's secrets, Abraham's secrets, and Isaac's se

crets are given a""·ay, mrned, one might even argue, into literature and 
published in innumerable languages where all who can may read. Here is 

what Derrida says. The brief segment (GD2, 143-45; DM, 191-92) 
should be responsibly read and co1n1nented on at length, but I, more or 
less irresponsibly, cite only the essential sentences of the comparison, and 
I cite thetn in English translation, ""·ith only a little of Derrida's ·French: 

this secret letter bccon1es literawre, in the literality of its !etter(s), only 
once it exposes itself and risk~ becoming so1nething public and publishable, 
an archive to be inherited, still a phenomenon, one of inheritance, or a will 
that Kafka doesn't destroy. For, as in the sacrifice of Isaac, which took place 
\\o'ithout wimesses, or v.·hosc only surviving witness wa~ the son, namely a 
chosen beneficiary who saw his father's torrure<l visage at the 1non1ent he 
lifted the knife over hin1, it all comes down to us only in the trace left by 
an inheritance, a trace that remains legible but equally illegible. 'fhis trace 
left behi11d, this legacy, also represents, v.·hethcr by design or by uncon
scious i1npn1dencc, the chance or risk of becoming a testamentary utter
ance within a literary corpus, becoming literary just by being left behind [in 

fhance ou le risque de devenir une parole testarnentaire dans un corpus littiraire, 

devenant littiraire par cet abandon m€me]. (GD2, 144; D.\-1, 191) 

Does writing down God's, Abraham's, and Isaac's secrets, "abandon

ing" the1n to public language, necessarily and inev--itably rum the story 
into literature? It is not entirely easy to answer that question, as Derrida's 
fon11ulations indicate. It is only "a chance" or "a risk." Derrida stresses 
the way literature depends upon making public a text that has 1neaning 
but that is detached from any ascertainable referent. 'fhe Bible makes 
the Abraham and Isaac story public, therefore, perhaps, turning it into 

literarure. 
Matters are not quite so simple, however. One distinction between the 

Bible and secular literature is that the later is freely open to translation 
into any language, whatever the losses may be in doing that, whereas the 

1' 
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former was for centuries k t · h . . b th R . , ep int e ong1nal languages and was considered :e ~o:~oarn Caththohc Chhurch to be bound to those languages, as though 
sure at Je ovah spok H b 1'h I . 

centuries over that u . . e. e rew. eo og1ans puzzled for 

e th 
q est:J.on. This notion of sacred languages holds how-

ver, even ough the Book of A ' Chri · · d cts asserts that the worldwide spread of 
Stlan1ty epends on th ·ft f 

Pentecost Th' h e gi ~ tongues bestowed on the apostles at 
• 15 gave t em the ability d th 

every language. God's Word to sprea e Word everywhere in 
siah has come th N ' the Gospel, the Good News that the 1\1es-

' was, e ew Testa · 1· into any languag 
1 1 

ment imp ies, translatable without loss 
e. n an ana ogous wa Am · b "academic" d y, erican ook publishers, even 

ones, ten to assume th t th. . 
works can be tran I d . a any 1ng, including all literary 

' sate Into Engli h · h 1 cism neverthel H b s wit out oss. For Ro1nan Catholi-
' ess, e rew (or Aram · ) d . 

as the only faithful . aic ' an Ko1ne Greek were viewed 
carriers of the word f G d 'th . 

having a secondary authori T 
0 0

.' w1 Latin translations 
but the learned in effie t hty. ~at nieant the Blble was unreadable by all 

' c,t epnest-;and J M language many memb fth c ergy. ass was said in Latin, a 
ers o e cong · d.<l 

Only within my 1;c . h regation 1 not understand. 
.ietlme ave Ma b II 

vernacular. For many d" sses een a owed to be said in the 
or 1nary par· h" i; 

years, it could be said that th B'bl is inners, or ahnost two thousand 
·u e1eandtheM hd tt, Greek to them " Th fa' hful ass were, as t e a age has 

. e1t hadt k" 
were truthful reporters · th . . 0 ta e it on trust that the priests 

h 
. in e1r (sometlm ·) 

t e Bible says. The gr I . es vernacular sermons of what 
. eat revo utton perf. d b 

manon was not only a n orme Y the Protestant Refor-

1
. ew stress on the d" I . 
1ever and God bypa" th . irect re at1on between the be-

. ' sing e 1ntermedi · f 
and icons, but also the t . anes o all those priests, saints, 

, sys ematic transl t" f h . . 
v.'orld s vernaculars so an Ii a ion o t e Bible into all the 
or himself. Those ~ernac:.ia terate _pers~n could read the Bible for herself 

G 
r versions incl d d · 

erman translation, but also th I ~ e , signally, Luther's great 
Wycliffe Bible, Tyndale's Bihl e hear,: English translations, including the 

Ki J 
e, t e Breeche " B"bl 

ng ames Bible, from which 1 h b s 1 e, and ultimately the 

I 
ave een maki . . 

not a earned man. ng n1y citations, for I am 

If we think of the Abraham and 1 · d' saac stoty fu in our or mary Western sense f th r a moment as "literature" 
. I 1· o e word th . h essenaa to 1terary narrative th th ' en it as that peculiarity 

h 
at e storyt II kn 

c aracters do, even implausibly e er ows more than the 
. th . more. An exam I fr 
ts e episode in Rememhrtl1lce ef T!-. . Pe om literature proper 

M I 
. rizngs Past ID h' h 

arce, ts endowed with miraculo kn w 1c Proust's narrator, 

B 
, . d us owledge of h 

ergotte s nun at the moment of hi d w at was going on in 
. . p ' s eath.6Bergo . th .. 

wnter m roust s novel. Bergotte di . . tte is e disttnguished 
esmaPansm .. useum, sitting on a 
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bench looking at the little patch of yellow wall in Jan Vermeer's great 
painting VieW of Delft and thinking that he must make his own writing 

style more like that, more chaste and pure. 
Marcel claims to know what Bergotte was thinking and feeling even 

though he was not there. He would not have been able to penetrate Ber
gotte's mind even if he had been present. It is certainly irresponsible of 
Marcel to pretend to secret kno\vledge he could not possibly have had. It 
is, moreover, one might argue, irresponsible of Proust, by a "literary fic
tion," to ascribe to his narrator such knowledge. ()nly Bergottc knew what 
he was thinking at the moment of his death, as he looked at the great 

Vermeer, and he took that secret to the grave. 
'fhe convention of free indirect discourse in third person narration pre

supposes the quite implausible transparency of the characters' minds to 
the narrator's clairvoyance. This is so even though the characters are not 
shown as being aware that the narrator is spying on them. Literature and 
the Bible may keep their secrets, but they also abundantly, and perhaps 
irresponsibly, give those secrets away. The reader of Genesis kno'""·s more 
than Sarah f>r Isaac knew, even more than Abraham kne'""·· If we think of 
the (;enesis story as being written by i\1oses under Jehovah's dictation, 
then a reasonable explanation for hov.· the text knows all those secret.<> is 
given. It still remains, nevertheless, an impenerrable secret as to '""·hy Jeho
v-ah would have chosen to make public, '""·here anybody can read them, the 
secrets that, if Derrida is right, re1nain eternally occult, hidden by the 
silence of God and by the echoing silence of Abrahan1. Jesus promised his 
t!isciples, in his explanation of the parable of the sower, that they would 
learn God's secrets. The disciples ask, "\\lhy speakest thou unto them in 
parables?" And Jesus answers: "Because it is given unto you to know the 
tnysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it is not given" (i\1att. 
I 3:10-11). A little later i\-latthew says, echoing Psalms 49:4 and 78:2: '\.VI 
these things spake Jesus unto the multitude in parables; and without a 
parable spake he not to them: That it might be fulfilled v.'hich was spoken 
by the prophet, saying, I will open my mouth in parables; I '""·ill utter 
things which have been kept secret from the foundation of the world" 
(Matt. 1 3:34-35). The New Testament, and especially the parables of 
Jesus, can be defined as giving away the secrets that the Old Testament 
had already kept secret by giving them away, for example, in the readable/ 

unreadable story of Abraham and Isaac in Genesis. 
Thinking of all this boggles the mind just a little, my mind at least. 

Does giving away God's secrets, along with Abraham's and Isaac's, make 
the Abraham and Isaac story literamre? It would be grossly irresponsible 

,. 
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of me to say so. Courses in "The Bible as Literature" are taught with the 
best will in the world and do much good. Nevertheless, they are subject 

to a double danger: either to smuggle in too much religion along with the 
"literarure" or to falsify the Bible by treating it as if it were merely a 
literary text, not sacred Scripture, which makes special demands on the 
reader. But how can you, or should you, avoid doing both if you read the 

Bible stories seriously? 
And yet ... and yet ... I believe Derrida is right to say that all Occiden

tal literature is the unfaithful or perjuring son of the Bible. This means 
literature uses the Bible's ways of storytelling. All allegory of the poets is 
perhaps a guilty, unpardonable form of allegory of the theologians. Dante 
irresponsibilized himself when he walked into this double bind by writing 
The Divine Comedy, even though the (.,'omedy, like all Western literature, 

has an "impossible filiation" to Scripture. 

Well, Haw Then Can I Get Jrrrsponsible? 

With these examples of responsible irresponsibility in 1nind, I ask again 
my guiding question: How can it be that one gets irresponsible hy acting 
responsibly? I had thought, once more, of, irresponsibly, stopping just 
here, after this long prolegomenon, still on the threshold of coming clean 
about irresponsibility. However, since I am, of course, nothing if not scru
pulously responsible, I shall continue. I shall continue by trying to show 
how one get.'> irresponsible, how one irresponsibilizes oneself. I shall get 
h~lp fr.om Derrida, especially his The Gift oj"Death, already more than once 
c1t~d, just as I have used Ovid to help me express the ordinary conception 

of1rr~s~onsibility. I need all the help I can get. 
Is n 1rresp_onsible of me to use Derrida in this way, to speak for 1nyself 

by way of using Derrida's words and argument, as though they were my 
own? How can I responsibly, in conscience, as we say, sign with 1ny own 
name a chapter that owes so much to his thought and writing? l answer 
that my excuse is that I am only following Derrida's own practice. All that 

he. says so eloquently and persuasively about irresponsibilization in The 
Gift ot: Death is said i c.. · 'J n commentary on, 01~en more or less 1n paraphrase 
of, what had already b••n ·cl b th · h 

y • • ...... sai y e contemporary Czech phdosop er 
Ja~ Patocka, _in his Heretical Essays un the Phifusophy of History,1 and by 
Kierkegaard m Fear amJ Tremhi' J · th h · d . mg. t Is as oug Derrida were possesse 

cl
by thetr ghosts and speaks for them, like a spirit medium. Derrida is so 

ependent on PatoCka and Ki k cl th · · d er egaar at at one point he feels obhge 
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to draw himself up and assert his heretical difference from PatoCka's her
esy: "What I have said might seem faithful to the spirit of PatoCka's heresy 
at the same time that it is heretical with respect to that very heresy" (GD, 
~?; DM, 47). This is an odd moment. Does Derrida protest too much? 
Does he reveal in The Gift of Death, perhaps inadvertently or uncon
sciously, his own irresponsibility? At the end of the paragraph from which 
I have just cited, Derrida relates this "heresy" regarding PatoCka to the 
tiecessity of an odd sort of irresponsibility in the heart of responsibility: 

"there is no responsibility without a dissident and inventive ruprure with 
tespect to tradition, authority, orthodoxy, rule, or doctrine" ((;D, 2 7; 
DM, 47). He says more or less the same thing in Specters ofI\,farx about 
his reading of 1\1arx, in a passage cited at greater length in Chapter 5 of 
this book: "This dixnension of a perfonnative interpretation, that is, of 
an interpretation that transforms the very thing it interprets, will play an 
indispensable role in what I would like to say this evening" (S1\1e, 51; SMf, 
89). Though I do not lay claim to anything at all like Derrida's inventive 
rigor, I an1 prepared to say the same thing as Derrida says about his heresy 
in relation to Patocka, concerning my saying again in my own words \\'·hat 
Derrida already has said about what PatoCka and Kierkegaard have already 
said about what the Bible (in the case of Kierkegaard) has already said. I 
atn, I claim, inevitably speaking for myself, however hard I try to be no 
more than faithful to what Derrida said. W'hat I say is, no doubt, another 
case of performative interpretation. Even an exact repetition alters what it 
repeats, at the very least with a soupi;:on of irony or by way of the violence 

involved in wresting a citation out of its context. 
ls it unforgivably irresponsible of me to speak about Derrida, Patocka, 

Kierkegaard, and the Bible in clain1ing to speak for myself, or can I, or 
anyone else, for that matter, perhaps never do othern·ise? .<\re \\''e perhaps 
(ondemned to speak for ourselves by respeaking the words of the other or 
the words of an interminable string of others, going back to vanish some
where near the "things which have been kept secret from the foundation 
of the world" that Jesus clai1ned to expose (1\1att. I 3:3 5)? I shall therefore 
cheerfully and somewhat defiantly, responsibly and irresponsibly at once, 

sign this essay with my own name. 
Derrida may allude to this double bind in the first of my epigraphs: 

''My signamre is the moment of highest responsibility in a deep irrespon
sibility." A.5 the surrounding context in A Taste for the Secret makes clear, 
signing my name to a contract or to something I have written is the mo
llJ.ent of highest responsibility because it is a way of saying: "l wrote this. 
I take responsibility for doing so, along with all its consequences, whatever 

' I I 
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they may be, and however unpredictable and unintended they may be." At 
the same time, because my signature implicidy claims, falsely, that I am 
one unified person, ego, or consciousness and that I go on perdurably 
remaining the same person from moment to moment, day to day, month 
to month, year to year, throughout my whole life, my signature is an act 
of "deep irresponsibility" because it makes an illicit claim that I am one l 
"The other is in me before me: the ego (even the collective ego) implies 
alterity as its own condition," says Derrida in the sentences in A Taste for 
the Secret leading up to the citation I have made in the epigraph. "There 
is no 'I' that ethically makes room for the other, but rather an 'I' that is 
strucmred by the alterity within it, an 'I' that is itself in a state of self
deconstruction, of dislocation .... I am not the proprietor of my 'I,' I am 
not proprietor of the place open to hospitality. \Vhoever gives hospitality 
ought to know that he is not even proprietor of what he would appear to 
give. The case of the signature is analogous: usually interpreted as one's 
very own mark, it is instead what I cannot appropriate, cannot make my 
own" (TS, 84' 85). Then follows my epigraph. If Derrida is right, then 
who do I think I am, at this moment, to claim to be signing responsibly 
for all that congeries of heterogeneous other people I am from time to 
time, as I speak through, or am spoken through, ventriloquized, by a 
swarm of others: the Bible, Kierkegaard, Katka, PatoCka, and, especially, 
Derrida? This is a Babelian babble of confused voices in different lan
guages-Hebrew, Danish, German, Czech, and French-all speaking at 
once, through me, though in English translation. This happens by a form 
of speaking in tongues that can be called mechanical, prosthetic, mediatic, 
or mediwnistic-all those printed translations on my bookshelves. Speak
ing or writing at all is a way to get irresponsible by becoming multiple, 
legion. 

Well, just what in the world does Derrida mean by "irresponsibiliza
tion"? Or by saying, as my second epigraph from Derrida puts it: "The 
ethical can therefore end up making us irresponsible [L'ithique peut done 
itre destinie ii irrrespunsibiliserJ" (GD, 61; DM, 89)? I return once more to 
that initial question. lrresponsibiliser and irresponsibilisatian are not French 
words, at least not in my Petit Robert: Dictiannaire de la Langue Fra11faise, 
t.houg~ ~errida uses both. Their English cognates also do not exist in 
~y clicnonary I know, not even in the Oxford English Dictionary, though 
"U:~nsiblen~" is given in the latter and defined as "the quality of 
bem~ ~ns1ble, irresponsibility." Is using those words irresponsible of 
Demda? D~ he commit an act of irresponsibility toward the French 
language, which he so often claims so much to respect? He says it is the 
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tlf\ly language that is his, though, as he also says, it is not his, but that of 

the French colonizers of Algeria. The reason Derrida needs these words 

ft1ust be that he wants to move from calling irresponsibility the quality of 

bei1J.g irresponsible, or calling irresponsible the quality of an act, to mak

n1g irresponsibility the result of an act, son1etimes perhaps a speech act, an 

"'"!that is in any case explicitly defined as ethical. I make nlyself irre~rionsi
t)le by acting responsibly, in an act of auto-irresponsibilization. \Vhat in 
tJ1~ v.'orld does this incan? How does it happen that I irresponsibilize 1ny

s.elf in the act of 1naking an ethical choice or behaving ethically? 
·rhe y:ord or the concept of irresponsihilization appears in four related 

r-egisters, strata, or sediments in The Gift of Death . . -\JI derive front, or arc 

~tt least apparently special to, ()ccidental cu!rure, with its t\\'in roots in 
c;reece and Palestine. These four forms of irresponsibilization appear to 

(,::(Jrt1e in historical sequence from pre-Platonic mystery religions or D10-
l1.)"Siac religions, religions that seek or endure spirit possession, to the day

light of Platonic dialectic and the birch of individual hu1nan ethical 
l:'<.:Sponsibility in the \i\.'est, to the biblical disqualification of (;reek and 

Homan philosophy, to present-day, everyday, ordinary, post-£nlighten
t11ent acts of taking responsibility or performing apparently ethically rc

!;p()nsible acts that mav not, at least in appearance, have or need any 
tdigiotL<; sanction at all for their validity, for the \ray I have "done the right 

rhi11g." An exan1ple, a scandalous example to some, that Derrida proffers is 
f~eding and caring for my pet cat, surely an innocently responsible v.'ay of 

Joing the right thing. _ 
1'\everthelcss, in spite of this four-stage historicity in \\restem ethical 

history, Derrida indicates that the first stage doe~ not disappear in the next 

!'iti.ge, the Dionysiac in the Platonic, nor any of the pre\iou'> stages in any 
Llf the later ones, but that all the previous ones are mysteriously, secretly, 

perhaps disastrously or ruinously, perhaps happily, present in each .succe~-
5ive stage after the first. Derrida, following PatoCka, puts ~his afterh_fc, this 

survival, under the psychoanalytical aegis of the terms 1ncorpo~·~t1011 and 

H{Yression, and under the aegis of the Platonic, Christian, pohnc~I, an_<l 

ll · · · " h d' ' -· n '" savs Derrida "1s e1degger1an term ronvers1on. T e wor con\ers10 ' . , _' . 
tegularly rendered [by PatoCka] by such \vords as 'turning back (obrace111, 
tr4) or 'abour tum' (obrat, 115_ 17).~ The history of secrecy [d'.1 snret), the 

t'Ombined history of responsibility and of the gift, has ~e spiral fonn of 
these turns [tours] intricacies [tournuresJ, versions, rom1ngs back, bends 

I - ' , Id "t to a histon· of revolu-v1rages), and conversions. One cou cotnpare 1 • 

tions, even to history as revolution" (GD, 8; DM, 2 3). 

I 
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Nevertheless, as the historical line spirals back on itself in continual 
revolutionary conversions, each new tum does not lose entirely the previ

ous ones. Each new circling carries within itself all the previous ones, in 
either incorporation or conversion, as Derrida eloquently asserts: 

Historical conversions to responsibility, such as PatoCka analyzes in both 

cases, well describe this movement by which the event of a second mystery 
does not destroy the first. On the contrary, it keeps it inside unconsciously, 

after having effected a topical displacement and a hierarchical subordina
tion: one secret is at the same time enclosed and dominated by the other. 

Platonic mystery thus incorporates orgiastic mystery and Christian mystery 
represses Platonic mysteiy. (GD, 9; DM, 2 5-26) 

What does it mean for my question about irresponsibilization to say 

that the orgiastic is nevertheless retained as incorporation in the Platonic 
turning from the dark cave of the mystery religions to the sunlight of the 

soul's gathering itself into itself responsibility and ascending to the sun of 

the Good? What does it mean for irresponsibilization to say that the Pla
tonic, including its incorporated orgiastic remnant, is retained as repres

sion in the mysterium tremendum of the Christian mystery? It means that 
an element of irresponsibility is present in all these historical rurns. What 

irresponsibility? It is the irresponsibility of orgiastic ecstasy. In the orgias

tic I am taken out of myself, am put "beside myself," as we say, and am no 
longer responsible for what I say or do. I get irresponsible. "Who can blame 
me for what I do when I am in a trance, am possessed, or am in a Dionysiac 

frenzy? Socrates had his daemon, who (or "which"-which is it?) gave him 
orders in dreams: "'Socrates,' it [the dream] said, 'make music and work 

at it.' "
9 

Abraham was ordered by Jehovah to do the most irresponsible and 
hideous act imaginable, to kill his beloved only son, in a rerurn of the 

repre~sed orgiastic in Old Testament religious mystery, just as Jesus, 

speaking as the Son of God, as a member of the Trinity said to his follow-
" And ' en;: everyone that hath forsaken houses or brethren or sisters, or 

f th ' • 
a ~r, or mother, or wife, or children, or lands, for my name's sake, shall 

receive.~ hundredfold, and shall inherit everlasting life" (Matt. 19:29). 
~I Christian believers must pass the test God set for Abraham. All Chris

tian~ mus~ repeat Abraham's willingness to sacrifice Isaac and abnegate all 
fan~dy alliances and responsibilities. One must choose. Either family and 
SOClal r ·bill · -~DSl nes or Jesus. Jesus was pretty clear about this. Similar 
admomnons are repeated in all the first three Gospel accounts. Few nomi
nal chmch-~; •• Chrisn· I Chri ' ' c-~ ans, at east to my knowledge, follow st s 

Dl'fHda 's Ethics of /n-esponsihilizatirm "' 
clear command. Christianity, moreover, is explicitly defined as the rejec
d.on of both Judaism and of Greek philosophy. & Paul says in 1 Corinthi

ll(ls J ;2 3: 1'But we preach Christ crucified, unto the Jews a stumbling block, 

;1(ld unto the Greeks foolishness." 
PatoCka sees authentic religion, by which he means Christianity, as fun

Jta!Ilentally requiring a sense of the responsible self. "In the proper sense 
tlf the word," says Derrida, speaking for PatoCka and for himself at the 

5<Jme time: 

religion exists [i/ ya religion] once the secret of the sacred, orgiastic, or 
demonic mystery has been, if not desttoyed, at least do1ninated, integrated, 
and finally subjected to the sphere of responsibility .... "The demonic is 
to be related to responsibility; in the beginning such a relation did not 
e"ist" (PatoCka, l 10). In other words, the demonic is originally defined as 
irresponsibility, or, if one wishes, as nonresponsibility. (GD, 2, 3, trans. 

modified; DM, 16-17, 17) 

If che second turn is the replacement of orgiastic prereligion with Pla
UJnism, though the orgiastic is still incorporated in Platonism, and the 
third turn is the repression of the Platonic in Christianity, though it is still 
ft:tained in repressed form, what is the fourth conversion or &hre? 

The fourth turn of the screw is the turning of the previous three stages 

itttl} secular Enlightenment ethics of intersubjective, fa~ilial, civi~,. ~nd 
political responsibility, with its accompanying notion of 1rrespons1b1hty. 

1\00ut this fourth stage I shall speak in a moment. Here is Derrida.'s m~st 
~\.lcc::inct account of the first three as PatoCka (and Derrida as ventr1loqu1st 

tUr PatoCka) see them: 

l~he histoiy of the responsible self [moi responsible] is built upon the heritage 
and patrimony of secrecy, through a chain reaction of ruptu_re~ and rep~es
sions that assure the very tradition they punctuate with their interrupnons. 
Plato breaks with orgiastic mystery and installs a first experience ba~ed on 
the notion of responsibility, but there remains something of demont~ mys
tery and thaumaturgy, as well as some of responsibility's corresponding 
()olitical dimension, in Platonism as in Neoplatonism. Then come~ the mys
terium tremendum of the responsible Christian [du chritien resp(l!IS1h!e], sec
{)nd tremor in the genesis of responsibility as a history of secrecy. (GD, 7, 

trans. modified; DM, 22-2 3) 

The third and fourth turns however, are investigated most extensively, 

itt The Gift of Death, not by ~ay of PatoCka's Heretical &says but, in ~e 
[.,tt two chapters of the book, by way of the Abraham and Isaac story m 
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Genesi~ and by way of Kierkegaard's reading of that story in Fear and 
Tr~lmg .. Derrida reads Kierkegaard reading Genesis. I read Derrida 
~~a ing Kier~egaard reading Genesis. It is in these chapters that Derrida 
is_c~vers or invents the word irresponsihilization. I focus on chapter 3 "A 

qrn .onner (savoir ne pas savoir)," translated by David Wills as "-whom 

~0~1:~:o ~?~0~ Not to Know)" (GD, 53-81; DM, 79- 114). The 

th
. 'Sponszbzltzatzrm appears in that chapter. To whom should I give 
15 essay? To Jacques Derr'd ~ 'T' h 

• , I a. lO t e memonr ofJzcques Derridz' It 
1sntmuch f 'ft A I · "J • 

.
0 a gi · t east it would be a true gift, since I could expect no 

compensanng rerurn It was d.ffi I · 
I I 

· I cut to give Derrida gifts. He alwav-; or 
a most a ways for example · · d . ,_, 
th h . ' ' lnsiste on paying for lunches we shared. Now 

at e is dead I can at last · h · ·1r 
P'y b' k

. ' give Im a gi , such as it is, that he cannot 
c 1n return. 

The word irrPM "b 1· · 
to (Kn . -ronsi 1 zzatton appears in the section of "\.Vhom to Give 

owmg Not to Know)" th ](j k , at comes after Derrida has been reading 
er egaard s focus on Abrah ' ·1 "Iii ams st ence. That silence is not simply an 

unwi ngness to hear his wifes h' h 
Isaac' h b . ara s reproac es or to respond to his son 

s orror at e1ng the victi ffil .. d . th ( m 0 1c1 e, nor 1s it si1nply a desire to keep 
e secret a secret that he ab I I 

command t h" . so ute Y does not understand) of Jehovah's 
0 1m to sacnfice his N Ab h , . . his recogru·" f I . son. o, ra ams silence 1s based on 

... on o a tota 1ncom b·1· b the I f . mensura I 1ty etween absolute ethics and 
anguage o universal ethic U · I h. 

2nd publicly h d 
1 

d s. niversa et ICS can be publicly expressed 
sare.canoandft. 

that it is b d ' . ' 0 en must Justify what I do by showing 
ase on a responsible . 

obligations t c II h response to my universally acknowledged 
omy1e ow umanbe' Ab I . 

Abraham's savi " ,, " tngs. so ute ethics, on the contrary, 
i·ng yes or Here I am" t G d' 

compact with G d uld o ro s command, his one-sided 
:i:o ,co not be d · 

ham were willin t d expresse in any language, even if Abra-
He can only e•pg 

0 
tryh"to 0

11
s?. He could not explain himself if he would. 

" ress 1mse in · · "ddl 
anything as in wh th iroruc ri es that speak without saying 

' a e says to Isaac· "God .11 . . 
the burnt offering" (Ge . · w1 provtde himself a lamb for 
hie command Ab h n. ~ 2 .B). As long as he is faithful to Jehovah's terri-

' ra am 1s conde d .1 speaks. "T yrann.i II . 
1 

mne to s1 ence, however much he 

I 
ca y, Jea ously [Faroucbem t . ,_ . . b 

ute responsibility] r fus . en, JOwusementJ, 1t [this a so-
e es to present itselfb f. th · · of asking for accounts d . . . e ore e vtolence that consists 

[
. . an Jusnficabons to · 
a e:nger la crrmparoti J b f. • reqwre summonses to appear 

DM, s
9
--90). on e ore the law of men" (GD, 62, trans. modified; 

It follows that acting accordin 
that leads straight . . . ~ to absolute responsibility is a process 

to 1rrespons1b1hty b _, 
named in the neologism . "bi . Y. a te~pora.1 sequence that can be 

t1Y'esjHmsi lizat1on. First you are responsible, and 
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rhen you do something, saying "yes" to God's incomprehensible and se
C(et demand, for example, and by doing that you get irresponsible. Here 
i!s the sequence in which the word irrespomibilisatirm appears, in an act of 
inauguration. I mean by this that Derrida uses a word unheard of before 
JJld not in any dictionary. This happens as if in response to a de1nand 
!ttade by Derrida's process of thinking or writing on Derrida himself or 
Dn his fingers as they type. He needs the word, though up to that moment 
it did not yet exist. A fairly long extract is necessary in order to show the 
rendons and sinews, so to speak, of Derrida's robust thought process as he 
rhiaks again in his own words what Kierkegaard has thought or, to tell the 
rnith, thinks beyond or around, in extraordinary arabesques or flourishes, 
what Kierkegaard says in Fear and Trembling: 

The ethical involves me in substitution, as does speaking. \\'hence the inso
lence of the paradox: for .-\brnham, Kierkegaard declares, the ethical is a 
temptation [1'€thique est la tentation]. He must therefore resist it. He keeps 
quiet in order to avoid the moral temptation which, under the pretext of 
calling hi1n to responsibility, to self-justification, ~'ould make hi1n lose his 

ultimate responsibility along with his singularity, make him lose his unjusti
fiable, secret, and absolute responsibility before God. This is ethics as "ir
responsibilization" [irresponsibilisation], as an insoluble and paradoxical 
conrradiction between responsibility in general and absolute responsibility. 
A.bsolute responsibility is not a responsibility, at least it is not general re
>ponsibility or responsibility in general. It needs to be exceptional or ex
traordinary, and it needs to be that absolutely and par excellence: it is as if 

absolute responsibility could not be derived from a concept of responsibility 
and therefore, in order for it to be what it must be it must re1nain incon
ceivable, indeed unthinkable: it must therefore be irresponsible in order to 
be absolutely responsible. "Abraham cannot speak, because he cannot say 
that which would explain everything ... that it is an ordeal such that, please 
note, the ethical is the temptation" (1 I 5). 10 

The ethical can therefore end up 1naking us irresponsible. [L 'rth1que peut 

Jone Ctre destinie ii irresponsibiliser.] (GD, 61; D;\,l, 89) 

.\ more literal translation of that last sentence \\'ould be: "The ethical 
Ctih t:herefore be destined to irrresponsibilize." Derrida needs here an ac
t:ive verb, even if it is an invented one, not an adjective. The reader will 
itD1e that Derrida's thinking here, like Kierkegaard's, depends on a kind 
of super-Protestantism. Derrida insists on the absolute singularity of each 
rerson, his or her incommensurability with any other person, and there
f<:Jte his or her eternal inscrutability or secrecy. Each person is "excep
tional or extraordinary," hence inconceivable, unthinkable, and, strictly 

1'· 
j 
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speaking, unspeakable. That is because language deals in concepts and 
generalities, whereas "absolute responsibility" has to do with "uniqueness, 
absolute singularity, hence nonsubstitution, nonrepetition, silence, and 
the secret" (GD, 61, trans. modified; DM, 88-89). 

Ordinary language involves the possibility of substitution and repeti
tion. Any apple can in speech be substituted for any other apple, and each 
apple repeats all the others, at least in the sense that it is yet another apple, 
whereas absolute responsibility is like a singular apple that is unlike any 
other apple that is now or ever was, like the apple Eve offered to Adam. I 
am, according to Derrida, an eternal secret to 1ny fellows, and they are 
eternal secrets to me, even those closest to me-my wife or my children, 
for exa1nple. I have discussed in Chapter 6 a passage in A Taste far the 
Secre~ t~a~ defines this presumption or basic Derridcan presupposition as 
a Le1bn1z1an monadism without God as guarantee of harmony between 
one monad and another (TS, JI). 

~hapter 6 ~!so cites a remarkably intransigent passage in Derrida's last 
seminars. This passage asserts that there is no passage. It categorically 
asserts that each of us is marooned, like Robinson Crusoe, on an island 
~at is my singular world, separated by "the space and time of an infinite 
difference, of an interruption incommensurable with all the attempts at 
passage, of bridge, of isthmus, of communication, of translation, of trope, 
and of rra_nsfer," from any other island world (BS, !st seminar, my trans.). 
For Demda, it is "Every man is an island," not Donne's cheerful and 
hope~I, c?nventionally Christian, appeal to the human coinmunity: "No 
man Is an island unto himself." 

The reader will also note that the long passage I cited above must use 
the sa°_le ."'ords to describe two kinds of responsibilitv and irresponsibilicy. 
\Vhat 1s 1rr "bl · I · · · . espons1 e in genera ethics is responsible in absolute ethics, 
and vtce versa, hut \\'e do not have special words for these two uses. Abso-
lute responsibility is "ind d th" k bl ,, Th. . ee un 1n a e. is means also that ordinary 
lan~age, French or English, stu1nbles and stutters in trying to express it. 
Dernda stammers and d. h. d . . 

. , contra 1cts 1s \VOr usage, 1n trying to say how 
~e hig~est responsibility, Abraham's before God, is also the most unfor
givable irresponsibility Ro0 ·b·1· · · · · · · · . . . · ...... pons1 1 1ty 1s 1rrespons1b1hty and 1rrespons1-
b1lihr S "b·li · ' 

·1 
1

. respons1 1 ty, 1n a whirling that boggles the mind, like being 
caught 1n a revolving door. 

The reader will also not fi II th · . . 
.d ha e, na y, at, 1n a way charactensac of Der-

n a, w t he sa"" here de d nl . 
... 1- pen snot o yon a rhetonc of paradox even 
msol~nt" paradox, but also on what might be called an "all or nothing" 

rhetonc. That contributes t kin · h 
o ma g it a r etoric of aporia and impasse, 
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ir1 which you have "had it" whichever way you n1rn. This impasse results 
t(J a considerable degree fro1n the way what Derrida says is carried in
:;tantly to a kind of hyperbolic extreme, where no room is left for co1npro-
111ise or for some middle tern1, half this and half that, for someho\11 having 
it br1th ways; "Absolute responsibility ... needs to be exceptional or ex
tr-aordinary, and it needs to be that absolutely and par excellence." 

'I~his third mrn in Derrida's four-turn vortex or corkscrew is relatively 

e<:1sy for someone brought up in a Protestant C:hristian tradition, as I was, 
!{> understand and perhaps even accept. Of course 1ny responsibility to 
(~(>d is secret, absolutely demanding, and absolutely incom1nensuratc with 
iny responsibility to n1y fellov.·s. 'J'he Bible tells me so. The most irnpor
ta.nt prayer is private prayer, a secret between n1e and God. Jesu~ ~aid the 
"firsr and great commandment" is: "Thou shalt love the Lord thy (;oJ 
1l'ith all thv heart and with all thv soul, and with all thy 1nind." Jesus then 
a<lcltd, as ~kind <;f afterthought, ~he second commandment, \vhich is "like 
Ul:1t()" the first, but not said to be "great"; "Thou shalt love thy neighbor 
as thyself" (Matt. 22:37-39). \.\'hat is the likeness? An analogy in differ
e11ce? A mere similarity in gra1nmatical expression? Is love of <;od the 
~:l rne love as I have for my neighbor? Probably not. 'fhough the passage 
in A1atthew may sound as if you can love God with your v>'hole heart and 
~t the san1e tin1e love your neighbor as yourself, it is pretty clear elsewhere 
i1) th.e Bible from the storv of Abraham and Isaac on dov.·n to the sayings 
!Jf Jesus, cha't this is not th~ case. You cannot do both things at once, have 
}'CJ\Jr cake and eat it too. 1'hat is one reason it is ~o hard to get to heaven, 
~5. hard as getting a camel through a needle's eye. \\.'hich takes prece<l~nc_e, 
l(l'\-'e of God or love of my neighbor, is made clear in what Jesus said, in 
what Kierkegaard in Fear and Trembling, calls a "hard saying [parole· · · 
rtt:df]" (as cited by.Derrida, GD, 64; D1\1, 92). The text in questio~ '.s Luke 
t'l-:z6, cited by both Kierkegaard and Derrida (GD, 64; D:\1, 92)." I he text 
ira Luke echoes a text I have already cited from i\-latthev.·. Here is the v.'ay 
Luke puts it: "If any man come to me, and hate not his fath:r, and mother, 
~n<I wife and children and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his ov.·n hfe also, 
1 ' · .' I " (I k 6) J' •d or "rude " saving though 11~ cannot be nly d1sc1p e .u e 14:2 · •a· , • . . . 
tltj~ is, all this part of Derrida's discourse makes _good se_n~c v.·1th1? ~ _cer-

. p ·fi II v' k"ga•rd1an trad1t1on This ls so, lJtti rotestant or even sped ca y ruer ... · . 
' . . d · I thi •·-ble scandalous and even 1n-•1Cl\\'ever intransigent, para 0X1ca , un TIK.a ' ' . 

. . h th s·ble Kierkegaard and Derrida l..'ilfllrnensurate with language 1s w at e 1 , ' 
· · "- th d church-going Protestants ~:i.y, and however unlikely 1t may uc at goo , . . 

'I · · I fb rru·ng)esus'd1sc1plesonthe \v~ I not figure out a way to w1gg e out o eco 

tcnns Jesus proposes. 
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The fourth revolution, however, is the specifically Derridean twist in 
his doctrine of inevitable irresponsibilization. It is also, perhaps, the most 
scandalous and troubling. \Vhat Derrida says in the fourth turn builds on 
the third but is actually quite different from what Kierkegaard, or indeed 
the Bible, says. It is closer to Levinasian ethics, as Derrida indirectly indi
cates in a footnote spelling out "the logic of an objection made by Levinas 
to Kierkegaard" (GD, 78-79; DM, 110-11). Nevertheless, Derrida goes 
well beyond Levinas's discourse about the "visage" of the other to develop 
a theory that I irresponsibilize myself just through responding, as Levinas 
might put it, to the face of the other. Kierkegaard sees Abraham's willing
ness to sacrifice Isaac as beyond the ethical and its general rules, as prop
erly religious, whereas Levinas sees the crucial moment of the story to be 
the return to the ethical when the Angel stays Abrahan1's hand and reinsti
tutes the prohibition against murder that Levinas sees as the crucial effect 
of the face-to-face encounter with the other, with autrui. 

Derrida's version of the fourth turn goes by way of a shift or sleight of 
hand in transition from the third that the reader may not even notice, so 
much is it an effect of prestidigitation. One odd feature of Derrida's ac
count of Kierkegaard's Fear and Trembling is that he conspicuously refrains 
from using the distinction between the ethical and the religious that is so 
important for Kierkegaard. That distinction has vanished fro1n Derrida's 
account. He speaks, rather, of absolute ethics as against general ethics or 
of Abraham's "hyper-ethical sacrifice" (GD, 71; DM, 101). Similarly, Der
rida repeatedly makes clear that he thinks "God," "Jehovah," "Jaweh," 
"J\VH," "Elohim," and so on are just nan1es for the unna1nablc, the abso
lute other, as when he says "the absolute other: God, if you wish" (GD, 
69; DM, 98) or: 

And this name which must always be singular is here none other than the 
name of God as completely other, the nameless name [Jr nam sans nom] of 
God, the unpronounceable name of God as other to which [auquel; not 
"whom" but "which"; I am bound to the unpronounceable name, not to 
God as a person] I am bound by an absolute, unconditional obligation, by 
an incomparable, non-negotiable duty. (GD, 67; DM, 96) 

This is the first, almost imperceptible shift. It is imperceptible because it 
agrees so closely with the tradition of negative theology to which Derrida 
had such a complex relation of denegation, as in "How to Avoid Speaking: 
Denials." ~eve~eless, these slight linguistic touches get Derrida off the 
hook of hemg a Kierkegaardian Christian. 

. The second shift, or twist within a twist, is even more important. Der
nda asserts, or takes for granted, that my neighbor, or indeed each living 

/)errida 's Ethics of lrresponsibilization 

rhing, is just as singular, just as wholly other, as is the absolute other we 
1r1;iy name God, if vie wish. Derrida says, "I can respond only to the one 
{<Jt to the ()ne) [Je ne peux ripondre ii l'un (ou a /'Un], that is, to the other, 
oJlly by sacrificing the other other to this other [qu 'en lui sacriftant l'autre]" 
((;D, 70, trans. modified; DM, 101). A lot hangs on assimilating lowercase 
''(Jne" to uppercase "One," my neighbor to God. \Vhat han~ on this 
a1-;sirnilation, this little "or," as if you could say it either ·way, is the fourth 
tlJtn. This is a new fonn of irresponsibilization in which by fulfilling 1ny 
r~sponsibility to one neighbor I inevitably and automatically get irrespon
sible in relation to all the others. 

I am responsible to any one (that is to say to any other) only by failing in 
Ill}' responsibilities to all the others, to the ethical or political generality. 
And I can never justify this sacrifice, I must always hold my peace about it. 
\Vhether I want to or not, I can never justify the fact that I prefer or sacri
fice the one (an other) to the other. I will always be secretive, held to se
crecy in respect of this, for there is nothing to say ahout it. (GD, 70-71, 
ti-ans. 1nodified; DM, Ior) 

One exainple Derrida gives of this wholly unjustifiable preference has 
given scandal to some, since it seems, to some, to trivialize ethics. How
ever, thev n1iss Derrida's point. Every hour of every day, he forcefully 
a~serts ~e are like Abraham on Mount Moriah with his knife raised over 
his so~'s throat. The experience of this form of irresponsibilizarion, this 

ll'~Y of learning how to get irresponsible, is, Derrida insists, th~ ~ost .ev
eryday and ordinary thing imaginable. It is not some high falutin , phtlo-
1c,ph ical, or theoretical construct, a mere thing of language. It happens 
t[> anyone all the time, and is proved on his or her pulses, whether they 

al::knowledge it or not. Anyone who loves cats, as I do, will ~~~ers~and the 
force of Derrida's exainple of this fourth form of irrespons1b1hzanon: 

}{ow would you ever justify the fact that you sacrifice all the cats in the 
world to the cat that you feed at home every day for years, whereas other 
cats die of hunger at every instant? And other people? I-low would you 
justif)' your presence here speaking French, rather than there spca~ng to 
others in another language? And yet we also do our du~ ~y beh_av1~g th~s. 
There is no language, no reason, no generality or me~1auon to JUSttfy th'.s 
,, , 'b'l. hich leads us to ahsolute sacnfice. Absolute sacn-U1.t1mate respons1 i 1ty w . . . "b'l' 
fice that is not the sacrifice of irrespons1b1lity on the altar of respons1 11ty, 
but the sacrifice of the most imperative duty (that which binds ~e to ~e 
th , I , , I) m· favor of another absolutely 1mperaove o er as a s1ngu artty m genera . d DM ) 

duty binding us to every other. (GD, 71, trans. modifie ; • 101 
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l'ou will see how Derrida' 
rhetoric. Just taking • r"1rgunlent here depends on his all or nothing 
1 care o a ot of cat · 
cave me behaving irrcspon "bl d s is not enough. 'fhat would still 

are dying of hunge , s1l y towar all the other cats in the world that 
I r e\ery {av, as well . h 

te etechnologicomediati 
1 

b· 1. . . as ot er people. ()ne feature of 

I 
c go a 1zat1on is that - - . 

compete with gr'phi . '»e get instant 1nfonnation 

d 
c pictures and video .. b II h ' 

an natural disasters IJ h -~, a nut a t e fiunines plagues 

d 
a overt e world ab AlDS . Af ' ' 

an genocide in Darfur d ' out · in rica, starvation 

k 
, 1nur ers by the d I 

qua es and tsuna1nis in S h A . ozcn cveiy ( ay in Iraq, earth-
! ct· H ·out s1a hurrican, · 'r 0 1 n ia. ow can W" fulfill ' cs in 1" ew r eans floods in 

,_ our re· ·"h"J" · ' 
ones and at the sa1ne tirne fi. lfilj~pons1 I it1es toward all these suffering 
neighbors? 1 our responsibi!itie.~ to our iinmediate 

I-I ere is Der · d • r1 as niost eloquent and . , .· . . 
everyday but universal doub/ b. I , . niost exigent expre.~sron of this 
, d e l!l( 1 his do bl I · I xcee s any particula r . · · u e iin', according to him, 
h . . r re igion or cultur, It . . 

uman cond1t1on anywh . . c. ts a universal feature of the 
. ere at any tinie. l"h, ... 

tion that bccornes, later h . c passage turns on the forn1u!a-
· 1 d" on,t etopicofext· j J 1· · enttt e Every Other!·· lxTL II ) ent c ( 1scuss1on in chaptec 4, 

·' \I\ uo Y ( ther" ("'r I out autrc est tout autre")" 
am responsible to the other as other I . . 

what I do before hint B t f ' ansv.'er to h11n ;1nd I ans~-cr for 
t th b I . u o course what I . l I . 
0 ea so ute singularity f h ' . Jill\-~ ine t tus en 111v singularity 

'P .k 0 tcother 11ni·l"J · ace orris of absolute sacrifi. "J"h ' net late Y propels n1e into the 
of the th · ice. ere arc ·1] I . . in, e 1nnun1er,bJo g 

1
. ' soot HT~, :1n 1n/1nite nun1ber 

b ,_ enera 1ty f h 
y the san1e responsibility o ot ers to whorn I ~hould he hound 

Kie k d ' a general and u · I r egaar calls the ethical d ) n1vcrsa responsibility (wh~t 
q . [la or er lean uest demande], the obli · · not respond to the c.11! the re-
ficin h th gation, or even the I ' gt e o er other the oth h ove of another without sacri-
fIOut aut ' er ot ers. E'vt',..,, oth . r. ) . re est tout autre] . '-' ei 10nl' 1s c;:'1'11· (bit) other 
(GD 68 DM 'e"el)' one else i · . I · · 

' ; 1 , 97-98) s contp etely or \.\-·holly other. 

The reader will see th 
savi Yi e remorseless, ware . h . 
· - ng. ou could escape this logr·c I rtig t logic of v•hat Derrida is 
premises. He as. fi on Y by denying • . sumes, rst of all th one or another of his 
such as iny ca~ · b I ' at each person h 1 .. . ._, IS a so utely singular 'fh • eac 1v1ng creature, 
other, 1s complet I th · at means th th eyoertom,,c ·. at eotherevety th -., 1ore1gn in , 
as o er to every other other. Tout autre 'est comprehensible, secret, as well 
no access to the other, however eve tout autre. Even though I have 

an absolute demand on me, imp~ses o~ ~~er ~second assumption) makes 
to res.pond responsibly, to take responsibilian irresistible obligation, a call 
my wife, my children, my cats. Since th ty, as I take responsibility fo, 

ere are so m 
any others, an infinite 

/)er1-ida 's Ethics of'lrresponsibilization 

1l 11111\ier, each of ,.vhom rnakes the san1e ethical demand on 1ne, I cannot 
f\ii~:.;ibly fulfill n1y obligation to all of them (third assu1nption). It follov.'s, 
i\1ct"efore, that I n1ust sacrifice all the others in order to act responsibly 
c1: 11\':1ni the one I choose, my one cat, for example, over all the other cats 
(<.JIJd people) v.·ho will starve because l do not respond to thi.:ir cries of 
hti!lger. I cannot in any rational v.'ay justify that choice or that decision, 
;111:' IU(>re than I can justify falling in love with one \'.'Oman over all the 

tlther\Ao'On1en in the \'.'orld I 1night have n1arried. 
[)errida's expres~ion of the way this entirely logical and irrefutable con

i:Ju,,ion (if you accept the premises) leads to "paradox, scandal, and apo
t"i~." at the lin1it of conceptual linking, is eloquent and intransigent. It 
tl•Jt!~ n<>t leave any \Vay out. ~fhc concepts involved are bound together in 
;I tiy;ht net that is an inescapable trap. l'he reader becon1es like the mouse 
it1 Kafka's parable \l'ho conies to a dead end in its attempt to flee the cat. 
"'ft)U only need to change your direction,' said the cat, and ate it up. "

11 

'l'he sin1pk: concepts of alreriry and of sinbrularity constitute the C\inccpt of 
d11ty as n1uch as that of responsibility. l\s a result, the concepts ofresponsi
l>iliry, of decision, or of duty, are condemned to paradox, ~candal. and apo
rja. Panidox. scandal, and apor1a are the1nselves nothing other than 
s11crifice, the expo~ition of conceptual thinking at its lin1it, at its death and 
fitiirude. As soon as I enter into a re!anon with the other, •sith the gaze, 
I( iok, request [/11 dnnande], love, cornmand, or call of the other, I kno\\-· that 
I l<ln respond only hy sacrificing ethic•;, that is, by sacrificing v;hateYef 
r>hliges rne also to re~pond, in the same v;ay, in the sa1ne in;tant, to all the 
\Jthcrs. I offer a gift of death, I betray, I don't need to raise rny knife over 
t1ly son on tv1ount Aloriah for that. Day and night. at e\·cry instant, un all 
the j\'Jnunt i\'loriahs of this \\-·orkl, I an1 doing that. raising 1ny knife O\"er 

w·hat I love and 1nust love, over the other, this or that other to v.·hon1 I O\\·e 
4bStlh1te fidelity, 1ncoin1nensurably. (GD, 68, trans. 1nodified; D\1, 98) 

()ne might think, or hope, that . .\braham's case \\·a~ exceptional. I-le 
\·\'~S, after all, a great patriarch. His act v•as the basis of the three hrreat 
reJihJ-j()DS of the Book. II is progeny, by V.'ay of Isaac, ultimately included 
.f CstJS Christ, the Messiah .. A..brahan1 is not so rnuch to be emulated as ad-
1Jlir.ed. Surely God (if you \'.'ant to call the "nameless" that) will not re
•)lJire of you or me anything like Abraham's sacrifice of his lo\·e for his 
( rl\ly son to his love for God. The radical strength of Derrida's argument 
r.~re is to say "no" to this cop-out. l\'o, he says, each one of us, every 
iflstanr of every day, is in exactly the same situation as Abraham on Mount 
J\1oriah with his knife raised over Isaac. Abraham's situation is exemplary, 

f);if<Jdigmatic, not exceptional. 
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The other, more than a little scandalous, and certainly radical feature 
of Derrida's argument is to transfer Abraham's relation to Jehovah and 
Isaac to my relation to any two of my fellow men and women, or to any 
two cats. The concept and practice of sacrifice are religious through and 
through, fundamental aspects of rnore or less any religion in the world. 
Derrida has paradoxically, scandalously, and aporetically transferred by 
analogy the concept and practice of sacrifice to everyday ethical situations. 
He has done this by what might be called an allegorical transfer or an 
allegorical reading of the Abraham and Isaac story. I must sacrifice all the 
other cats to my loving care of my one cat, just as Abraham sacrificed 
Sar~h,_Isaac, and all his social obligations to his willingness to obey God's 
temfying command and just as Jesus demanded that we should hate father, 
mother, and all the rest if we want to follow him. Derrida has put that one 
cat I c~r~ for in the place of God in the biblical story. 

~his is, to say the least, an extravagant and hyperbolic, not to say para
doxical and even scandalous way to describe the concrete facts of my ev
eryday situation, whether I am religious or not. Nevertheless, I confess in 
conclusion, my own life experience confirms the truth of what Derrida 

says .. On the next page after the citation I just made, Derrida explicitly 
applies what he has said to his own life situation: 

~y Pr_eferring_what I do right now, simply by giving it my time and atten
non in ch.oos1ng my wock, m · · · · · j d ' . . Y acttvity as a citizen or as a professor1a an 
profess1?nal philosopher, v.Titing and speaking here in a public language, 
Frenc~ in my case, I am perhaps fulfilling my duty. But I am sacrificing and 
betraying at every moment all my other obligations: my obligations to the 
other others whom I know oc d 't kn th b·11· ·th . . on ow, e 1 tons of n1y fellows (w1 -
out. mennorung the ani1nals ~at are even more other others than my fel
lows?, my fellows who are dpng of starvation or sickness. (GD, 69, trans. 
modified; 0,\1, 98"""99) 

Derrida goes on to say that fulfill" hi ' · · . . . 1ng s pro1ess1onal duties also means 
betraying his family his son (he h d ) ,, h . 

. ' a two , eac of whom is the only son 
I sacnfice to the other everv one b · .

6 
d . . 

. . • -/ e1ng sacn ce to every one else in this 
land of Monah that is our habitat every second of every day" (GD, 69; 
DM, 99). 

This comes home to me in the · · 
. , most 1nbmate, personal, and singular 

"'·ay. I began this chapter by asking "How do 1 get . .bi ,,, G . 
S. . irrespons1 e. omg 

to 1ngapore to give part of the ch I 
. . . apter as a ecture was a way to get 
irresponsible, since I had to betray all my . fa .

1 
bl. . , 

th . . . exigent rm y o igaaons 1or 
e ume I was a\\ay from home mcluding ··"- th d. h , d. ' w..,,.uug e is es, 1ee mg 
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t:h~ c:,tts, buying groceries, all the thousand little things one must do i~ a 
tii)U5ehold. During the time I was department chair at Yale, I us~d to t~1nk 
~j[ the time, more or less every instant of every day, about how 1mposs1ble 
ft was to satisfy three equally exigent obligations: the obligation to my 
Cr1lleagues and to my university in my capacity as chair, my obligatio~ to 
fllY u-ue vocation of teaching and writing about literature, and my obli~
t:i(.\n5 to my wife, children (and cats). It was paradox, scanda_l, and apor1a, 
feliitt the blood and felt along the bone. I have in my own hfe proved on 
111y pulses the process of irresponsibilization. Over many years'. day _and 
lli~ht, at every instant, I have become better and better at this serious 
,Bitl'Jt: of "how to." I have learned 1nore and more every day about how to 

,Bet itresponsible. 

' , 
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Derrida's Politics of Autoimmunity 
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t.-11at is already happening, with rapid ice-melt in Greenland, the North 
!'.'<)le, .ind Antarctica. A modest fuel-efficiency standard for gas-powered 
v't!ltides has been passed and signed into law. The United States is still 
rt:si~tirig global rnandatory carbon-emission standards. No solution has 
1-)~cn legislated for the proble1n of the eleven million "illegal i111n1igrants" 
I i>itig in the United States. l-lardly anything has been done to make health 
"-'~rv ltniversal. The sub-prime mortgage debacle has precipitated v•hat 
t)latiy econornists say is already a recession. 'fhis recession, if it is that, has 
t.1~cn brought on by tax cuts for the rich, gigantic deficits, huge military 
"'fl~11ding, and the limitless greed of what is called, with unintentional 
i fr1t1y, tfi.c "banking and financial industry." That sound;, as if they manu
fi-lct\Jrt:d something, whereas they just make 1noney out of money. ,\·1any 
c,v~~rs~as investors are shifting frorn the dollar to the curo a;, a more stable 

l.::1.tffci-tcy. 
13y the time this llook is published, in the su1nmer of 2009, the United 

St:t Ce'\ \\-·ill have had presidential and congressional elections. Tht:se elec
t:ir1t1s will detern1ine the future, if there i~ any, of U.S. constitutional dt
ff1il£:r;1cy-government of the people, by the people, and for the people. 
'fj1_i~ is l>Ur hope for v.'hat Derrida calls "the de1nocracy to come." "I"his 
i;:-hi\pter f(1cuses on the question of \.vhat aid Derrida's political thought can 
~i1'C llS, you and me, in deciding what to do in the v•ay of political action, 
•1'l\N, ~t this ino1ncnt. ()f one thing I am sure, hov.rever, and that is that it 
i6 ()\1r duty to vote in Noven1ber 2008. 'fhis chapter ends voith an identifi
(.:"~[j()t\ of Derrida's concept of political duty. That concept 1nay help to 
',_ln\ler-stand what it might n1ean to say it is our duty to vote. 

f'inal update, Dece1nber 14, 2008: Since I added the previous para
~~.\Jihs, 1nuch has happened in the United States. 1'hc bad ne\vs is that the 
~~l:d and stupidity of a fe"'' hundred people in the banking and financial 
''i1\<lustry" have plunged not just the L1nitcd States but also the v.·hole 
\.\.1)f'ld into the worst recession since the 1930s, v.·ith no end in sight. 1'hcy 
l1a\/t done this with a gigantic Ponzi scheme based on subpri1ne mortgages 
vntl their derivatives. This airy pyramid v.-·as aided and ahctte<l by the de
ttWJhitors in Congress and by the executive branch of our government. 
~I'h~ flnancial collapse has also happened v.·ith the connivance of rating 
'C~tllpanies like .~oody's, which are supposed to identify risky or v.·orthless 
J1atJer-. The stock market has lost much of its value. Unemployment is \\'ay 
l.l?. Thousands of people are losing their ho in es through foreclosure. U.S. 
~ot(J companies are on the verge of bankruptcy. The bailout of the banks 
ilriJ financial institutions has put .<\merican taxpayers on the line for as 
il!Uth. as seven trillion dollars. This enormous sum, some experts say, will 
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be required to put the banks back in a position to lend to one another and 
to citizen borrowers. See the Op-Ed piece by Frank Rich in the iVew York 
Times for December 14, 2008, for a good account of this catastrophe: 
http:/ /www.nytimes.com/ 2008/ 12/14/ opinion/ 1411ch.html? _r = 1 &th& 
emc =th. Talk about self-destructive autoimmunity! 

Meanwhile, practically nothing has been done in the United States to 

stop global warming, to save the environment, to improve health care, or 
to fix the education system. The infamous prison at Guantanamo Bay still 
flourishes. Our reconstruction of Iraq has been a costly catastrophe, cost
ing billions and billions, much of it wasted or purloined. An Iraqi journal
ist just today threw two shoes at George W. Bush during a press 
conference in Baghdad called to celebrate an agree1nent with the Iraqi 
government that will keep U.S. troops there three more years. Throwing 
shoes at someone is a Muslim insult. "This is a goodbye kiss, you dog," 
the journalist shouted. 

The good news is that Barack Obama has been elected President of the 
United States, along with an increased majority of Democrats in the 

House and Senate. This gives some reason for hope. I was 1nuch touched 
by the way people from all over the world e-mailed me to congratulate me 
on this event, as though it were a personal triumph for me, which it was. 
Obama is appointing an impressive centrist group of distinguished experts 
to Cabinet and Agency posts. They differ considerably from one another. 

That means Obama will have much power and responsibility to choose 
among contradictory pieces of advice. That siruation will require from 
him immense courage, intelligence, and bold action. The problems he 
faces are gigantic. A recent essay in Harper's, for example, is entitled "The 
$10 Trillion Hangover: Paying the Price for Eight Years of Bush."1 Never
theless, I and millions of other Americans now have a glimpse of light at 
the end of the dark runnel of the last eight nightmare years. 

I return now to what I wrote in the fall of 2006; 

Things are not going at all well in the United States today, not to speak 
of the rest of the world. Our sad situation is clear enough, though many 
~four citizens are still in denial of it. We are engaged in a disastrous war 

m Iraq that was based on two great lies and a lot of sinaller ones. We were 
told that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction and that he 

was in cahoots with Al Quaeda, both lies. We were told that we would be 
greeted with open arms and with bouquets of flowers, whereas just the 
opposite has happened. We were told that the war in Iraq would cost per
haps. forty billion dollars and that Iraq oil would pay for the rest, whereas 
no oil revenue from Iraq is footing the hill and the present estimate of the 
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war's cost is two trillion dollars, probably still an underestimate. Every

rhing that could go wrong in Iraq has gone wrong. Iraq at the moment I 
write this is in the midst of full-scale sectarian civil v.·ar. Bush and Co. are 

still in denial about the gravity of this situation, though they are beginning 
to adn1it there are son1e problems. They think a "troop surge," that is, 
escalation of our occupation, \viii bring stability to Iraq. 

Vle were pro1niscd that invading and occupying Iraq would make us 

);afer at home. Exactly the opposite has happened. Iraq has nov.' bec~me 
what it was not before our occupation, a breeding ground for terrorists. 

Iran is winning control of Iraq as a result of our invasion. Our standing or 
c:redit in the world has diminished in1n1easurably. We are now the ob1ect 

t?f widespread hatred, distrust, and disdain, in part because v.·e ~re a rogue 
state that ignores international law and the Geneva convennon, not ~o 

speak of our O\\'n Constirution. Nobody can be sure what mad act v.·~ will 
t'lcxt commit. \'le torture and hold indefinitely without charge detainees 

· • · ] l. 1 ' t secret prisons ina prison falsely clauned to be extra-terrnona. v•e opera e · . 

~round the "''arid, where prisoners are held and tortured through \l'hat is 

I fd bl k, "E traordinarv Rendi-t:;11l€d, in an extraordinary examp e o ou espea x. • 
tion." V\le have suspended our o\vn precious civil libernes through s~me

thing with the chilling Orwellian name, doublespeak once more, ~f The 
Patriot Act." The Department of Homeland Security has conspicuously 
failed to secure our ports, our borders, or our chemical plants and nuclear 

flower plants. \\'e are immensely more insecure than \~'e ·were before, 

trembling in a terror that we have ourselves created, like ~obi~son Cruso.e 
when he sees the print of a naked foot in the sand and t!11nks It may be .his 
<>\vn footprint. The '-"'ar on Terror has conspicuously failed to do anything 

more than rnultiply the terrorists, in spite of Bush's.b~ast that we wo~ld 
() b. L d "de,d or alive " and eliminate the terronst e:aprure sama in a en, ' 

th h t c•ptured or killed some ter-threat. That does not mean at we ave no . 
rorists or "foiled" some terrorist plots, but the internati~nal terrorists are 

h d h d d nster that is everywhere at an invisible, anonymous, y ra- ca e mo . . 
. h I d That monster mulnp!ies QtJ.ce, especially, we fear, in our own oi:ie an · 

exponentially the more we make war on it. D .d 
The misnamed War on Terror has made us live in ter~or. ~ ern a 

, 'T'." ,f 1/. this terror JS directed not 
has argued in Philosophy 111 a J tme 01 e:rur, f the \\'orld Trade Center 
toward what has happened, the destruction ° h II ." ht 

. th p but toward w at we are a .... ug 
twin towers and part of e entagon, . th th Cold War 

. th fu ething worse an e ' to believe wi//happen m e ture, som .
11 

be th. I·•• than the 
"th rst " It wt no 1ng .....,.,, 'omething without precedent, e wo · 



I I 

It 

I' ,, 
II 'I " 

,, 
I' ,, ,,,1 I I' ,,, ,,,., 

"' ''· 1 ..... I "' d,., 
"' "'· "! 

'"' 
I ,, I, ' "n ' I " 11 • • 

! ' 'i'' 
p11r11111h ,.,,1 .. ,,1,,,," l""l'I· I,,,,'" ri 

"''' \1,-,1,,11, l'111()"''·"'"'•nl., tl,. 

'l ' \ \ 
, ... 

" ,,, ,: h "'>I 

'' 

'' 

" 

' ~ ·'.1'1 



n8 Derrida's Politics of Autoimmunity 

Conswner Reports tested got fourteen mpg on gasoline and ten mpg on 
ethanol. Not one single ethanol station, I arn told, exists as yet anywhere 

in the whole Northeast. Our health-care system is a shambles, as are our 

pension systems and our educational system at the primary and secondary 

levels. We have enormous, urgent domestic problems that are not being 

addressed by our laws and regulations, but exacerbated. 

Our situation is truly terrorizing, but most frightening of all is that 
hardly anyone is doing anything about it. (1 add no,~r, on January 14, 2007, 
that the winning of the House and Senate by the Den1ocrats in the No
vember 2006 elections has meant the passage of a whole series of laws by 
the House in the first hundred hours of the new session. These laws would 

begin to address some of the problems I have listed, if they make it 

through the Senate and are not vetoed by President Bush, a big if.) (.i\ 
further addition, February I2, 2008: Bush has vetoed some progressive 

laws. Some he has signed with the explicit proviso that he has no intention 

of carrying them out. He has signed them with his fingers crossed, so to 

speak, thereb~ nullifying any good effect they might possibly have had.) 

The sadness is that we have the scientific and technological knowledge, 

plus the econom'.c resources, to address all these terrifyingly urgent prob

lems, as w~ll as give everyone in the world the equivalent of what is at least 

a lower~m1ddle-class existence in the United States today, plus health care 

and retirement security. V/e could still turn things around if we act fast 

enough and decisively enough. So far, the new Dernocratic Congress has 
made only a beginning. 

H h th. · ·d ow as is su1c1 al situation co1ne about? \Vhat possible explanation 
can be found for such , to d · b h . u - estructive e av1or on so 1nany fronts at 
once? \Vhat can or should we (I mean you and me here and nou·) do 
about it? These are the m t · d' · ' · ki os 1mme 1ate questions that face any thin ng 
person today in the Un't d S ( d · · I b . 1 e • tates an 10 other countries around our go -
ahzed \VOrld)· How ar d 

· ewe to un erstand our situation and how are we to 
act to ameliorate it;i I-I · h Id 1·k . · ow are we to o off the end that terrorizes us, 1 e 
a specter 1n broad daylight;i M · · · · · · d J 

k · Y question 1n this chapter 1s 1nore lim1te · 
as w·hether Derrida'. r · I th h . 
. s po Itlca oug t can help us citizens of globahza-

tJ.on to understand thi II 
th s emergency and to decide how to act. We need a 

e help we can get. 

It used to be said (fim d) th D . , .. . canar at emda s wr1t1ng and deconsrruc-
uodn ~e~erally are apolitical. They have nothing to do with politics. Der
n a JS Interested mor I I · 
th . __ , . e or ess exc us1vely, it was thought, in such arcane 

eoreb<..:a1 issues as wh th · . 
e er wnttng preceded speech (who cares?), or 
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whether human temporality and human language can be defined as "dif

ferantial" (with an "a") or whether speech acts are a product of "iterabil

iry." The presumption that Derrida was apolitical was always false. Look 

at Positions (1971) or at the political features of the discussion of Rousseau 
in OfGrammatolog;y (t967)! 

With the publication of Specters of Marx, The Politics of Friendship, Apo
riar, and other such late works as Philosophy in a Time of Terror and Rogues, 
Q()t to speak of ten seminars on "Kant, the Jew, the German," on hospital

ity, on witnessing, on perjury, on capital punishment, and on sovereignty 
(t\l'o sets of ten for the latter), it became more or less impossible any 

longer to say that Derrida was not concerned with politics. 

People who v:ere bad readers or just in bad faith then shifted to the 

claim (second canard) that Derrida and deconstruction are conservative or 

reactionary politically. That claim is no more viable than the first, but it 

does require reading Derrida, no easy matter, to decide just ~·hat his poli
tics were. Derrida wrote so much about politics in his last decades that it 

lllight even be possible to assert (not quite truthfully) that he became al

fllost exclusively a political philosopher, a political theorist, or even a polit
ic:-al scientist in the strict, disciplinary sense. He wrote so much about 

r<llitics that it would take a long book to give a full account of his political 

tlJ.ought. In a short chapter like this one, I can only make a sketch. 

:-.J or did Derrida's politics remain purely theoretical. He did not remain 

it\ his ar1nchair in his study or safely before his computer screen. He took 

st:ands. 1-Ie acted politically, often in ways that were risky. He suffered 
a11.ti-Semitic persecution by the French in Algeria during \Vorld '1\rar II. 
l!e resigned from Tel Que! because he was opposed to Maoism. He chose 

never to join the Communist Party, at a time ~·hen it was difficult not to 

jnin it if you ~·ere, as he u·as, an intellectual on the left. He took a public 

at"Jcl somewhat unpopular stand of qualified solidarity during the student 
rt: hellions in France in '68. Years later, Derrida got himself arrested in 

C:r..echoslovakia for giving a clandestine seminar there. He attacked apart

hi;;::id vigorously and visited Nelson Mandela in South Africa. Specters of 
,\fArx is dedicated to Chris Rani, an avowed Communist and a hero of the 

resistance against apartheid. Hani was assassinated in South Africa on 

April 10, 1993, just as Derrida was finishing his book on i\1arx. That book, 

with its measured praise of 1\1arx and criticism of capitalism, was given as 
lectures at the University of California at Riverside on April 2~ and 2 3, 
lS)~J- Doing that was a courageous political act in itself. D~rnda o~en 
~poke out in the United States against U.S. legalization of capital purush

.trtent. He accused us, correctly, vigorously, and publicly, of being the only 
~ 

~I 
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so-called first-world country still to have capital punishment. He harbored 
a homeless African immigrant in his home outside Paris, allowing that 

man to use Derrida's address as his address in order to avoid deportation. 
At that time in France, an immigrant could stay if he or she had a valid 
address. Derrida did not just sit around and think or write about politics, 
however complex, contradictory, "aporetic," and an1biguous he may have 
seen political action to be. That should never be forgotten. 

Derrida is in many places quite explicit and specific about our obliga
tion to act as well as to think politically. Here is one example in "Force of 
Law," part of which I have already cited in Chapter 2. In this passage, 
Derrida declares our obligation to pass new emancipatory laws to deal 
with a whole series of specific contemporary social problems, and he ex
plains the precarious ground of unpredictability on the basis of v.'hich we 
should enact such legislation: 

Left to itself, the incalculable and giving [donah·ice] idea of justice is ahva}rs 
very close to the bad, even to the worst for it can al'.1-·ays be reappropriated 
by the most perverse calculation [le calcul le plus perversj. It's always possi
ble.' · · ·This requirement [L'ordre de ce ii faut) does not properly belong 
either to justice or law. It only belongs to either of these two domains by 
exceeding each one in the direction of the other. Politicization, for exam
ple, is interminable even if it cannot and should not ever be total. To keep 
this from being a truism or a triviality, we must recognize in it the following 
consequence: each advance in politicization obliges one to reconsider, and 
so to reinterpret the very foundations of law [/es fondements m&nes du droit] 
such as they had previously been calculated or deli1nited. 'fhis \vas true for 
~xample in the Declaration of the Rights of 1'1an, in the abolition of slavery, 
In all the emancipatory battles that remain and will have to re1nain in prog
ress, everyv:here in the world, for 1nen and for women. Nothing seems to 
me less outdated than the classical emancipatory ideal. . . . But beyond 
these identified territories of juridico-politicization on the grand geopoliti
cal scale, beyond all self-serving interpretations [au-deli de tous !es ditourne
ments et arraisonnements intiressis], beyond all determined and particular 
reappropriations of international la\\·, other areas must constantlv open up 
~at.at first seem like secondary or marginal areas. 'fhis 1narginaiiry also 
signifies that a violence, indeed a terrorism and other forms of host11ge
taking are at work (the examples closest to us would be found in the area of 
laws on th~ ~eaching and practice of languages, the legitimization of can
ons, the military use of scientific research, abortion, euthanasia, problems 
of.organ transplant, extra-uterine conception, bin-engineering [Derrida 
might now have added "stem-cell research"], medical experiment11tion, the 
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social trcattnent of ,\IDS, the macro- or micro-politics of dru~, the hon1e
]ess, and so on, v.'ithout forgetting, of course, the tream1ent of what ~·e call 
ani1nal life, animality [l'inorme question dite de l'animalite1. (FLe, 28-29; FLf, 
61, 62, 63) 

\\'ell what are the main contours, the chief presuppositions, of what ' . 
rtiv- title calls "Derrida's Politics of Autoimmunity"? These presuppos1-
ti(;ns might be called the conceptual foundations of Derrida's .political 
thought and political action. The reader should be not too certain ahead 
{>ftitne that all these concepts will seen1 transparently reasonable and open 
to clear cognition. Derrida deliberately and self-consciously v.'ork~ at t~e 
tnargins of conceptual clarity, in a borderland realm of paradox and apona, 

· k kn 0 ' tu of the "event" of as any careful reader of his wor ows. ne 1ea re . . . 
9/1 1, the destruction of the World 11-ade Center, according to Derrida, is 
that: it exceeds the concepts and language that we had in place, before that 
event, in the discourse of politicians and the 1nedia, even though, as Der
t'ida insisted in the weeks after 9/11, it was not an event in his sense of the 
word because it could have been predicted. If 9/ I I v.•as nevertheless.a gen
Uille "event" as Derrida came later to hold, that was because, predictable 
though it ;as, when it happened it was incommensurate ""1th previous 
fo11ns of understanding. '!'hat does not mean v,re should not try our best 

. . h th th ' of om present situation that to understand 1t, along \\."It e o er 1earures 
t began by sketching out. It does 1nean, ho""·ever, that ne""· conceptual 
flJrmulations are necessary in order to try to do that. . 

. . d · · portant indicanons about -rhe passage I have JUSt cite gives some 1m 
t)errida 's political thought and action. " . 

1 1. It tells us that Derrida remains faithful to ~·hat he calls ~e classicat 
~mancipatory ideal." I think he 1neans by this phrase the Enhghteninen 
. th U S D 1 tion of Independence and ideals that led for exatnple, to e · · ec ara Id 

, r. d cythatwou l3il[ of Rights that is, the dream of an ega itanan emocra . . 
' th 1 d for the people. This ideal l1e government of the people, by e peop e, an . f 

. ,, . D ·d • phrase something never, o J:<> a "deinocra(1' to corne, in erri as ' . . h h 
· 1. h d D ·<la recognizes this v.· en e l:::(JUrse anywhere fully accomp 1s e . ern . . 

' th · and v.·ill have to remain In speaks of "emancipatory battles at remain ,, 'I'h U . ·d 
. Id • and for v•omen. e n1te f)rogress, everyv.·here 1n the v.'or , 1or 1nen 

,. h di d model of such a democracv · ">tares is at this point ar Ya goo th D ·d · . 
5 

useful 
b I 11 the reader ar em a see · i. The passage cited a ove a so te s . . d 

. I . h t "at first can seem like ~econ -f)olit:ical action as often taking Pace in w a db I on the 
h th d for new an etter aws a rv and marginal areas," sue as e nee . d I! 

· th 1 uicimizat:Jon of canons, an a teaching and practice of languages, e ei:,. 
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!
the or_herDqui~e spe~fic, local, and what might be called nitty-gn"tty prob-
ems ID emda's hst U fu_j j" · 

falutin' "·urid" I' ... Se. po ltJ.caJ action is not abstract and high-
Bush's de;lar d1co-.po_ 1t1.c1zatt?n on the grand geo-political scale," such as 

e m1ss1on to bring West l d talism and CL __ . · . ) ern-sty e emocracy (meaning capi-
1u1sttan1ty to the whole w Id G d 1· . . d ·fi or · oo po 1t1cal action is local 

an spect c, such as passing g d I d th . 
abo'"" b" . . 00 aws an en enforcing them about 

' ... on, 10-eng1neenng d II ' mals l I . an stem-ce research, the treaunent of ani-
fact;ri:;a gas ~uleagl~ '.or our automobiles, permitted air pollution by our 

' or un1versa 1z1ng health insurance. 
3· The context of the I h . draws b I . p~ssage ave cited is the distinction Derrida 

etween aw and JUstlce Ti 1 wfu . 
existing laws prepro d . : 0 act a lly is not to act justly. Pre-
. gram ec1s1on and act for e I · d , d · · 
1n a court of law h . . . • xamp e, a JU ge s eosion 

• w ereas Justice 1s alwa · I have discussed · Ch . ys new, inaugural, and unheard of. 
' In apter 2 Derr d ' d" · · rice A · · d ' 1 a s 1sanct1on between law and jus-

. Just JU ge, according to D ·d 
judgment becaus h h . em a, remakes the laws in every just 

' e eors eactsinres th . larity of each case J . . ponse to e uniqueness and singu-
. usnce 1s a response h D . other " Th . . to w at ernda calls "the wholly 

. at means Justice is "inc I 1 bl " I . 
either beforehand ft a cu a e. t resists rational calculation 

or a er the fact Th· . . . 
of the resistance to . . · is concept of justice 1s an example 

cognition I spok f b fu thinking and acti N e 0 a ove as ndamental to Derrida's 
. on. o one and nothing I 
1an imperative tell h" h •no genera command, no Kant-

, s lm e must allow th A.c..· · . . 
use his address or th h h I at nirtcan immigrant to Pans to 

at es oudfed d k of all the others wh d . e an ta e care of one single cat out 
o are ying of h 

scandalous example D .d . . unger every day, to cite a somewhat 
em a gives In Th Gift ·'D I have discussed that e 

1 
. e t o, eath (GD, 71; DM, 101). 

thi 
xamp e Ill Chapter s· . . . . , 

s means that it can easil be a . 9· 1nce JUstJce 1s "incalculable,' 
bad person can always ~'I ppropnated by the bad or by the worst. A 
commanded me to do say dacted unlawfully because the 'wholly other' 
justice." so an so. I claim I acted according to a higher 

This means that "incalculable 'u . . 
to try to avoid the bad th J stJce requires us to calculate" in order 
· or eworstttl' · · . 
Just authoritarian reoim I . . ' 0 a itanan1sm, fasc1sn1, or some un-

1:>· e c aiming so · 
means measuring what d . vereignty. Calculating in this case 
[ I 

we oaga1nstthat" J · I . . ,, t a so means calcul ti b c asstca emancipatory ideal. 
er a ng as est we ca h ·11 e11ect, for example of 

1 
n w at W1 be the actual practical 

· · ' new aws abo t II in Its novelty aod pr . d u stem-ce research, something that 
onuse oes not fi 1· 

search. Derrida stresses th t ear 1er paradigms of medical re-
l tir atwegetnohel · d · aws. vve are forced to mak PIO 01ng this from pre-existing 
· 1· ·. re ethevervfi d · in po 1t1cization ohr -J oun anons of law: "each advance 

iges one to recons'd d 1 er, an so to reinterpret the very 

lJerrida 's Politics of Autoimmunity 233 

f()undations of !av.· such as they had previously been calculated or de
limited." Moreover, since what Derrida calls destinerrance, discussed in de
t~il here in Chapter 3, means that we can never anticipate just what will 
C,e the results of our political choices and decisions, our calculations about 
the incalculable are always risky and dangerous. Nevertheless, a decision 
i~ demanded of us. Derrida stresses the urgency and immediacy of the 
(,bligation to decide. I must decide, now, even though I never have enough 
i11formation to n1ake tny decision and act anything other than a more or 
less con1plete leap in the dark, as when I propose marriage to this one 
\\-'Oman out of all the other possible ones or vote for one glven candidate 

r-ath.er than another. 
4. l)ne phrase, uttered ahnost in passing, in the passage I have cited is 

(Jf great in1portance in understanding Derrida's politics. "Politicization, 
fDr example," says Derrida, "is interminable even if it cannot and should 
tlot ever be total." The develop1nent of the hurnanities in recent years 
toward becoming a branch of the social sciences, toward cultural studies, 
wornen's studies, postcolonia!ism, identity politics, and so on, admirable 
<ts these developments are, nlight be defined as an exa1np!e of interminable 
l7oliticization gradually taking over the whole field. The slogan no\v 1night 
IJe, not Ja1neson's "ah.vays historicize" but, for 1nany scholars in the hu-
1-i1anities, a new gesture that could be expressed as "always politicize." Der
r-ida conspicuously, in the final phrase of the sentence just quoted, resists 
t:har totalizatit>n: "even if it cannot and should not ever he total." Derrida 
in a. nun1her of other places explicitly refrains fro1n being totally engulfed 
IJy tlie politicization of everything. Signs here and there, for exa1nple, in 
J='apers given at social science or anthropology conferences, suggest a tum 
i fl those fields to questions of language and literature. If humanists in re-
1.".'.ellt years have been influenced by political scientists and anthropologists, 
the latter have, in turn, been deflected by v,·ork in the humanities toward 

<"J nev,· interest in literantre. 
\.\by resist the politicization of everything? .~ striking passage in A 

Taste for the Secret, analyzed in detail in Chapter 6, gives the anS\\'Cr. In 
that passage Derrida says, firmly and defiantly, "I am not one of the fam
ily'~ and "Don't count me in." The passage makes clear that "family" here 
ls a synecdoche for all forms of belonging, intellectual, social, and political 
(LS, z 7). \i\'hy does Derrida resist being one of the family? His ansv,·er is 
specific and cogent. He must refrain from identifying himself with any of 
these forms of belonging, including any political belonglng, becau~e what 
he really is is something entirely singular, sui generis. Therefore his most 
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~ . ~ 
portant transacnons are extra li .cal , · 

on him by th I -po t1 responses to the demands made 
If matters ::mtiete othem~ss of other singularities. "-i .,:; 

began by sp .~ _g ~s badly tn the United States and in the world asl 
refrain from ~efi .g. tt ~s easy to understand why someone might want to 

citizen of the uru:g s:: !:rs~lf entirely, or even at all, ~ say, a 
however, does not I. h n~ht,tovote. Whatlhavewdso&r; 
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These tenns, however, are not just a random series, each segregated 

from all the others, each having il'I own separate logic. Nor do they, taken 

t<>gether, fonn an easily definable, coherent system. They are, rather, a 
reticulated or wrinkled intellectual surface in which each concept is de

fined by all the ochers and each is necessary, in its tum, to define each of 
the others. Or, rather, each is a way of working chat depends on the others 
tQ function and is necessary, in turn, to the working of the others. In 

innumerable aleatory combinations, they work. They do work. Used 
tightly, they are a way of doing something, or they name the doing of 

sornething that can be called a political action. 
Let me move out onto this surface by way of Derrida's concept of the 

event, in French, fvinement, something that comes from French for "to 
come," venir. A true event, for Derrida, is a happening that is unpredict

;ible, that oomes from who knows where, from the wholly other, that 
comes suddenly, unexpectedly, without precedent, and that constirutes an 
inaugural break with what came before. A true event is something incom
tnensurate with our pre-existing conceptual grids. Examples are, perhaps, 
the destruction of the World Trade Center, though Derrida denied that, 

ilt least at first, or a just act or decision, as opposed to a merely lawfu1 one. 
:Perhaps the real event of 9/11 was the stupid, self-defeating, autoimmune 
reaction to it by the Bush administration. The extent of the damage they 
have done to the United Stares was to some degree unpredictable because 
it was so hyperbolic and happened in so many areas at once: the seemingly 

inten:ninable wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, worsening health care, the un

constitutional Pattiot Act, torture of prisoners, ignoring the human causes 
of global wanning, further suicidal deregulation of financial institutions, 
and so on. The Bush years have formed a decisive break in American and 

'World history. 
One of the most conspicuous events, or set of events, these days, is 

-what we English-speakers call "globalization," or what the French call 
'111<11JtiiaJisation. Derrida prefers the latter term because it calls attention to 

the source of the concept in the Christian idea of "the world" as a unity 
waiting to bear the Gospel and be Christianized. Our present-day global

ization is a more or less secular version of biblical or Augustinian thinking 
in terms of the whole world, considered to be a totality under God's provi

dcnc;e. I say "more or less secular'' because the Christian roo~ remain in 
even the most secular venions of "the religion of capital." The traditional 
rotioD of separate and sovereign nation-sta~ does not prepare us to deal 
Yi.th· --· · · tic globalization. Globalization has 
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~,,.·ithout promise, or untenable promise, of this new form of globalization. 
=-;~~aking of Heidegger's saying, without elaboration, "yes," when asked, 

i fl<\ iamous interviev,.· in Spiegel in 1976, whether he foresaw the coming 
IJf <\ti ;lbsolutely technologized state, Derrida comments, "It goes without 
s.a:'ing that nothing resembles an 'absolute technological state' [f'tat absolu
f'-J1(1'Jl technique] less than that >vhich I have spoken about under the terms 

.r-Pith, messianicity, democrary to come [democratie a venir], the untenable 
~1tC)tnise of a just international institution, an instirution that is strong in its 

i ll:;tice, sovereign without sovereignty, and so on" (PTT, 191; Ci 1 S, 17 1). 
~lhe proper response to an event, whether that event is good or bad, 

ti1r Derrida, is an active saying "yes" that sees the event as 1naking a de
\T);lJ1d on me for a responsible response. The proper responsible response 
~5 t() use the occasion to \vork toward fulfilling the prornise of the de1noc:
,.~'-"Y to come in the light of the nondenominational messianicity without 

\T\~Ssil'!nism that is an inextinguishable faith seemingly built into human 
11atl.lrc. Derrida calls it a "universal structure" (PTT, 190; C11S, 171). 
t ~1-lppose he means an indestructible belief that, perhaps, just perhaps, 

;lc("<irding to the strange Nietzschean and 1--Ieideggerian logic of "per

Ji~t''·'' -..vhich he discusses so eloquently in Politics of Friendship (PF, 26-48; 
·f1:\, 4- 3-66), perhaps the good time '"'·ii! come. ;.,T evertheless, like the uto
fli~ 11 democracy to come, with which rhe messianicity vvithout messianistn 
ii t:lusely associated, the messiah, as Derrida insists repeatedly, will never 
CtJ1l1e. The den1ocracy to come will always remain an unfulfilled "per
h,111~," always still yet "to come." It is this faith or hope, this untenable 
(l(tlrn.ise, that leads Derrida to make those small political acts I have 
llJ111ed, even though he recognizes that the law of destinerrance means that 
(1ll.t acts, like whatever we write-letters for example, or this essay-are 
1l!!~ti11ed to wander and err. They reach their destination only by forru

ittJ\JS and aleatory accident. 

l ha~·e often cried, elsewhere [says Derrida in "".\lo /\pocalypse, I\."ot Now," 
o:.mmenting on l-Ieidegger's confidence in a Geschick des Seins, a sending of 
Being], to stress the divisibility and the irreducible dissemination of the 
plurality of rnvois ["dispatches"]. \''hat I have called "destinerr:ing" [des
tinerrance) no longer gives us 1.>Ven the assurance of a sending of Being [d'un 
e[)voi de /'etre], of a gathered-up [rassemblm1ent] sending of Being .... 'fhe 
destinerring of the envois is linked to a structure in vthich rando1nness and 
incalculability are irreducible. I am not speaking here of an undecidability 
or- incalculability that can be factored into a calculable decision. I am not 
speaking of the margin of indeterminacy that is still homogeneous to the 
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order of the decidable and the calculable. As in the lecture "Psyche: Inven
tion of the Other," it would he a question here of an aleatory dimension 
that is still heterogeneous to every possible calculation and everv possible 
decision. (Pe, 405-6; Pf, 381)l ' 

This fonnulation leads me back to the Derridean concept that is most 
useful for understanding and perhaps responding constructively to the di
sastrous situation we are now in, in the United States and in the world: 
the terrifying logic of autoimmunization. "What is this logic? As I have 
demonstrated in Chapter 6, the logic in question arises fro1n Derrida's 
appropriation for politics of the terminology of autoimmunirv in the living 
bo~y. Here is the essence of what Derrida says: any conunu~iry, such as a 
nation-state, has a built-in, "unconscious," and incurable tendency to de
stroy itself, in a suicidal act that Derrida calls "auto-co-immunity." Just as 
the ~ody may turn its immune system against its own organs, so any com
munity or state, in its attempt to protect its borders, to achieve homeland 
s~curity, an~ to make itself safe and sound inevitably turns its self-protec
tive mechanisms against itself. 'fhis makes things \\'Orse rather than better. 
Ir can. lead to the auto-destruction of the con1munity or state. 1'he most 
~la:rrung aspe:t of "'·hat Derrida says about political autoimmunity is his 
1ns1stence on its inevitability and universality. Just knowing ahout it does 
not prevent it from happening. It applies everywhere at all ti1nes whenever 
human beings gather themselves into a com1nunity or state. 

In a brilliant analysis, in Philosophy in a Time of Terror (PIT, 94-99; 
CiiS, 144-52), of the "'·ay the destruction of the World Trade Center on 
9/i 1 "''~s, perh_aps, a true event, Derrida uses this frightening general logic 
of auto1mmun1ty to illuminate, better than I have seen any other co1nmen
tator do, the "'·ay 9/1 I was a case of autoimmune suicide real suicide for 
the "terrorists" bor · ·d ' . . , sym tc su1c1 e for the United States and for the global-
tzed "'·orld that depended on th U · d S · · · · e n1te tates as its econo1n1c, military, 
cul~ral, _and ~echnological sovereign po~rer. Derrida does not much em
phasize, in this case, as he does in "Faith and Knowledge " the religious 
base of auto-co-immunin• in n ...; f ·fi h 1· ' · j I 

. . . ·1 Ouon.~ o sacr1 ce, o 1ness, sumva, an( 
?1essia~city. He emphasizes more, in Phil-Osophy in a 1/me ofTnTor, Freud-
ian notions of mourning "P' · th . . 
D 

. • ess1on, e unconscious, and traumansm. 
emda stresses the \\'av 9h C , . . 1 was a consequence and extension of the 
old \\ar, sin_ce the United States had, during the Cold War in one way 

or another trained and support d fth . ' . . . e many o e terronst groups. This tra1n-
>thng wRas ~ of Its cl~destine, CIA-operated opposition to the Soviet and 

en uss1an occupanon of A£gh · (Th . antstan. e collapse of the Russian oc-
cupanon, by the way, ought to have forewarned us about the eventual 
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ll1l!t(>me of our invasion and occupation of Afghanistan. It was and is 
d('il1t1ed to failu1e, as it was for the British in the nineteenth century and 
f!)t- tl'.e Russians 1nuch more recently.) The 9/11 terrorists were trained to 
~)" in. the United States, used our own planes as bombs, and employed 
dc::\1ices, like cell-phones and co1nputers, developed in the United States. 
'l'bitir hatred of the United States was generated by li.S. acts of terror an<l 
i11tpc::rialist aggression abroad, though those were intended to protect our 
~~l.::lJrity· and sovereignty. It was a spectacular example of autoimmunitary 
Ji)gic, the suicidal turning against ourselves of weapons, machinery, and 
ii!~ 1 1ltigy that we had developed as a kind of i1nmune system to protect us, 
!!) ~et!p the LTnited States safe, indemnified, even holy, the sacred "ho1ne
l~1"\(J." TJerrida also stresses, as I have said, the way the "terror" generated 
fl)' 9!11 and kept alive by the media (enJless shots of the tv>in tn\\·ers 
/~!ling) and by the Department of Homeland Security (heightened alerts 
t•i "yeH{:iv/' or "red" \vhenevcr it is decided we might be forgetting and 
11J.iehr begin to notice that our basic civil rights are being taken av.·ay) "'·as 
fl11r J terror of \1rhat had already happened. It was fear of son1cthing "'-orse, 
''tl1t wor-st," something that has not yet happened, something cenain to 
J13tlpt:n in the future, for example, a rain of nuclear bombs from Xorth 
:Ki::,ty;ot <>r from Iran, or a "dirty bomb" exploded in the streets of i'>.'ev.· 
i'ti fl ()r Los Angeles by some unknown and anonymous terrorist group. 
·i-r.t :Republicans, in the lead-up to the 2008 presidential election, at
tt!l1pted to exacerbate that terror of some immanent act of terrorism, 
'\it-(1rse than 9/1 r," as Bush said in mid February 2008. Only the Rcpuhli
t.'.at1~. they argued, can protect us from the terror that they haYe generated. 
!l~trida also, finally, in a passage I have already cited in C~hapter 6, asserts 
t~)\t <ti] efforts to repress or forget the terror that is firmly lodged in the 
tJJ1-t:!Jl1.seious of every U.S. citizen just makes the terror "'·orse, in a fearful 

•'n1;,I cerrifying return of the repressed (PIT, 99; Ci rS, 152). 
f·~verything that has happened in Iraq, in the L'"nited States, and in the 

V.·t~rld since Derrida gave that interviev..· in October 2001 has confirmed 
llr'\\· !'r<>phetically right he was. All the suicidal autoimmunitary actions I 
tletail red at the beginning of this essay attest to that. Everything "-e have 
tlp.-ie tD attenuate our terror has only made it v.·orse. Our right-~·ing poh
lic~a11s capitalize on this terror, endlessly and deliberately regenerate it, in 

,-lr(:ltr to keep D.S. citizens in subjection. . 
"\\1hat should \Ve do in this terrifying situation? \\'hat does Derrida 

~l1~~~sr chat we should do? The logic of autoimmunization, the reader v.·ill 
l1av~ tlDted, has one positive aspect. It keeps a community, a political en
l'.iiy, upen to the wholly other-for example, to the democracy to come. 
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That means we can, must, and should still work, according to the classic 
emancipatory ideal, as best we can in the concrete situation in which we 
find ourselves, to move, even if only an inch or a centimeter, closer to the 
democracy (perhaps) to come. It is our responsibility, our duty, to d? so. 
The present Democratic Congress is making some moves in that direc
tion. We may even dare to hope that our political situation may change 
after the 1008 election. (Added December 16, 1008: as has now happened.) 

Nevertheless, it will not do to be too cheerful or sanguine about our 
ability to fulfill this measureless responsibility. One reason for this, as Der
rida powerfully argues in The Gift of Death, is that the fulfillment of one 
specific, exigent political responsibility means "irresponsibilizing" oneself 
in relation to all the other equally exigent political obligations. Each re
sponsibility is wholly other to all the others. One cannot fulfill them all, 
though each is equally demanding. Beyond that, however, as Derrida says 
in a remarkably concentrated passage in Rogues (Vtryous), the last book for 
which he was able to read proofs during his mortal illness, the punctual or 
stigmatic instant act of exercising sovereign decision, by way of the crary 

' I ' in "democracy" ("rule of the people"; etymologically, cracy means ru _e, 
demos means "people"), inevitably infects the self of the one who acts Wlth 
suicidal autoimmunity. The passage is a good example of the way a swarm 
of Derrida's key terms are often at work in a given shon passage: 

Finally, and especially, however one understands erotic sovereignty [/a SOU

veraineti cratique], it has appeared as a stigmatic indivisibility that always 
contracts duration into the timeless instant of the exceptional decision. 
Sovereignty neither gives nor gives itself the time; it does not take time. 
Here begins the cruel autoimmunity with which sovereignty sovereignly 
affects itself but with which it also cruelly infects itself. Autoimmunity is 
always, in the same time without duration, cruelty itself, the autoinfection 
of all autoaffection. It is not some particular thing [quelque chose, ceci ou ce/a] 
that is affected in autoimmunity, but the self, the ipse, the autus that finds 
itself infected. As soon as it needs heteronomy, the event, time and the 
other. (Rog, 109, trans. moclified; Vf, 154) 

This concentrated passage says a mouthful, as they say. Its aporetic 
logic is extremely concentrated and even enigmatic. "Cratic sovereignty" 
would appear to name the son of authoritative, unreserved power a sover
eign or a chief executive, such as the president of the United States, has or 
sometimes claims to have. The immediate contexts in Rogues and Derrida's 
many discussions of sovereignty in relation to ethical or political decision 
indicate, however, that each of us, in a "demo-cracy," in which sovereign 
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.6 1 d 'braham s saving f ·uch an act ~'() s:act't ce saac an .""l. : • Th consequences o s 
~lr J)errida of the moment_ of dec1s1:;tlie :ame time they are altogeth~r 
~re de-vastating for the decider, bdut ..... to conic." A.brahan1 hecon1cs 

d the" emocra..,, · fili-
()10Ce%ary as a move towar ·irv of an intent to commit . . 
\llo'i[ling to murder his only belove~ son,~ .... ~ since ..\ioses on 1\1t. S1na1 
c::idte:. As Abraham could not yet ave th B",ble did retroactively know, 

th ·ho redacted e 1 C;::<tl\1-e later, but as ose .,.. 
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this would have been f ·1 "Th a a1 ure to obey 0 f h .1. au shalt not kill" (E d , , ne 0 
t e en Conunandments: 

XO. 20· 13) lh ·"IJ' 
sary to the founding of th J . ·h · · at v..i ingness, however, is neces-
thou hast done th" h' e C'N1s people, since, as Jehovah says "because 

Th 
. is t ing, and hast not withh Id h , , 

at in blessing I will bl h . e t y son, thine only son: 

d 
ess t ee and 10 I · 1 · see as the stars of th h ' niu tip y1ng I will 1nultiplv thv 

h 
" ( e eaven, and as the sa d h. h . , . 

s ore Gen. ii·i6- ) S h . · n w 1c 1s upon the sea 

h 
· 17 · uc auto1mmunit . 

are t e only way forward h ary acts, according to Derrida, 
repetition of the same ins~t e. only!. way. tc~ break the catastrophic, endless 

Se J • • tutJona ized 1n1ustice 
vera intricate P'g . A . · 

0 h 
es in por1as that 

t er Heading about pol" . , 
1 

d . conunent on passages in The 
h 1ttca uty (dei' ) .11 c apter, perhaps clarify D .d , h oir wi , as a conclusion for this 
·. ernasardev 1 . actton. It 1s hard not 

0 1 
. h ' en crue \\'tsdon1 about political 

b .. nyintesensetht'"h ecause it 1s perhap' m h . · a it is ard to take but also 
'd. . oret anahttleobs· h n a is quite specific abo t h .. cure, ard to understand. Der-

r h d 
u w at our politic I I . 

0 t e uty of those h h . . a { uty 1s. lie speaks in tenns 

E 
w 0 ave inherited F . 

a uropean. The Other H d" .uropean traditions. l-Ie speaks as 
th fi ' ea ing, as Derrid h e rst Gulf War. His qu .~; h a 0 serves, \\'as written during 
' d 11· esuon t en was· "\Vh h ns, we 1ng on this isth h" · · at s ould \\'e good F.urope-
0 h I . mus, t is 'cape ' d . t er leading glves ten . ' 0 now, 1n this situation?" The 
£ h minus one or plus . . 
or t at moment, seven of h" h h . . · one com1nandments or duties, 

"sam cl " w IC e cites 1n Ap · h e uty, as he says All · onas, t ough they are all the 
",po . "E . are exemplificati f h r1a. uropeans' "du ,, fi . " ans o w at Derrida 1neans by 
mem " h ty, rst, ts to res d h ory, t e memory of E pon to t e call of European 
enclosed tradition within wh~rhopeh, Europe, that is, as a unified and self-
equ 11 E ic t econce t fd . a Y uropeans' duty h P 0 uty was developed. It is 
"1s ' owever to open E not, never was, and never .

11 
b, F up urope's shoreland to what 

edl h " WI e ,urope " Wh , . y, t e same duty [mi!me d . ,, . · at Derrida calls, repeat-
dictates critici_zing, "'in-bo~~;~~o d~ctates "w~lco1ning foreigners." It 
~oth Co1nmun1st "totalitaria d £J:' and-practice,' and relentlessly," 
nng an e d . n ogmat1sn1 that d h n to capital, destro d d • un er t e pretense of put-
and at th . ye emocracy , d h ' e same ti.me, "a religi f . n t e European heritage" 
under ne\1-' gu· ,, Th on ° capital that · · . 1ses. e same d . . 1nst1tutes its dogmatism 
"critique" h"l . uty en101ns bein f · h" · w 1 e sub1ecting that tr d" . g ait 1ul to the tra<lition of 
that thinks d . a 1t1on to " d . . an exceeds it witho t a econstrucnve genealogy 
can do it The d u compromisin · " . · " d · same uty enjoins faithful g it, a neat trick if you 

a emocracy that must have the tru ness to the "democracy to come" 
finally a· " . s cture of . ' , ictates respectm di« a pronuse" Th d 

h
·1 . g uerences id" . · e same uty, 

w 1 e contradict ·1 , 1oms m• · · , ' on y, respectin "th . ' nor1t1es, singularities" 
from OH, 76-78; AC, 75-

77 
ingM, e

8
uruversality of formal law" (cit:d 

' ' 1 - 19; Af . ' 4o-41). This seems clear 
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~.lJ.(flJf{h. It gives answers to the question Derrida goes on to pose in The 
('Jt!Jl!f' Heading, "\iVhat are you going to do TODAY?" (()1-1, 79; AC, 77). 

t·~:1t.:h one of us should act today, for example, as Europeans, in the midst 
,if th~ first Gulf \\rar, by casting a vote, sending a letter to the Editor, or 
)ti.\rching in a protest, so as to do our best to advance specified causes. lt 
i\ <)lstJ easy enough to see hov.' these injunctions can be adapted to fit my 
~ir\Jation now, as a citizen of the United States, in the midst of the endles~ 
'\\\tr <>n !'error. Some small, in the end insurmountable proble1ns re1nain, 
flti~·cver. The duties that Derrida identifies are contradictory, "aporetic." 
flt 1w ca.n we respect the enclosed unity of Europe while welcoming for
i:i~l'\~ts to our shores? How can we respect differences while respecting 
t!it: t1niversality of law? To act responsibly in response to one of these 
i:J11 tics is to act irresponsibly toward its contradictory counterpart. ,\lore
(1\1 i'r, the reader might well wonder just what is the basis, the foundation, 
t~"t-! gtound of this so-called duty? VVho or what enjoins me to do these 
]lt~s,ihle/impossib!e things? I-low can I be sure this is really my duty, the 

"~:ln"\eJuty'' in different, contradictory forms? 
Derrida's answer is given in the intricate argumentation of the pages 

iL•~t rreceding and follov•ing the citations from '[he Other lleadinp; I have 
lJ.l:\ile. You n1ust read these pages for yourself, meticulously, but I gi\·e 
~1.;:tr a succinct and sketchy precis. Derrida asserts, explicitly contra Kant, 
tl\flr the duty he has in 1nind is an "over-duty [sur-drvo1r]," "urhose hubris 
af'l~ es~ential excess dictate transgressing not only the action that cnnfor111s 

ti! di.ff)' (confonne au devoir] (Pjlichtmiissig) but also the action undertaken 
~/"l of the sense of duty [par devoirl (aus Pjlicht), that is, v•hat Kant defines as 
t\)~very condition of morality" (Ae, 16; Af, 38). \\'ell, if Derridean duty is 
fl~lt Kantian, then what i~ it? It is, says Derrida, an "aporetic" duty, a 

'"~iJ1g-le 'do11ble, contradictory imperative'" (A.e, r6; 1\f, 37). 
\Nhat in the \1-'0rld can that mean? Derrida has here defined "aporia" 

lli1-lrh ~s a dead end, an impasse, a "no thoroughfare" and, at the same ri1ne, 
J~ Jrl "experience" in the root sense of a transgression, a passing through. 
·{~<i ~ay "the experience of aporia" is to utter an 0X}1noron, ~ince "experi
l.".flce'' ineans living through, passing ac,Toss, v.rhilc ·'aporia'' 1neans being 
~'(IJC:kin a dead end. In an initial, more usual sense, an aporia is the encoun
rt:r '\\ith a border, an edge, a frontier, a barrier or closed door. In the 
;~c<-,nd sense, an aporia is an experience of the limitless, the interminable. 
,>\ti ~poria in the second sense differs from an antinomy, u-·hich might suf
fit"C for the first sense, that is, as a name for a hovering between rn·o con
C"fldictory but equally imperative concepts or demands. The second sense 
()f 3poria names the contradictory demand made on each of us by the 

i 

1 
.; 

; 
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"wholly other." 'fhe other asks me both to act in an entirely new, unspon
sored, unprecedented, even lawless way, vihile acting in conformity with 
law. I have discussed at greater length this strange Derridean concept of 

decision in Chapter 2 of this book, though with a focus on ethical rather 
than political decision. "In order to be responsible and truly decisive," 
says Derrida, "a decision should not limit itself to putting into operation 

a detenninable and determining knowledge, the consequence of some pre
established order. But, conversely, who would call a decision that is with
out rule, without norm, without determinable and determined law, a 
decision?" (Ae, r7; Af, 38). Nevertheless, the contradictory political deci
sions and acts Derrida enjoins in The Other Heading under the heading of 
"the same duty" are, precisely, without rule, without norm. Only such po
litical acts will, perhaps, move forward toward the endlessly receding hori
zon of the "democracy to come." This is expressed in challenging and 
even scandalous terms in the sentences that just precede the ones I have 
cited about the anti-Kantian "over-duty": "'fhe most general and there
fore most indeterminate form of this double and single duty is that a re
sponsible decision must obey an 'it is necessary' that owes nothing, it must 
obey a duty that owes nothing, that must owe nothing in order to be a duty, a 
duty that has no debt to pay back, a duty without debt and therefore with
out duty" (Ae, 16; Af, 37). 

"A duty without duty," "a duty that owes nothing"-these are the 
aporetic formulations that best define our permanent political situation. 
They also may explain why this duty without debt, which is enjoined by 
the wholly other, exposes us, always, to the terrifying logic of autoimmu
nity I identified earlier in its political dimension. Nevertheless, each of us 
must take political action now, whatever the risks. It is our duty to do 
so. This duty, however, owes nothing. It does not obey any identifiable 
injunction to act in such and such a way. Since such a duty without duty 
always invokes "heteronomy, the event, time and the other" in all their 

aporetic uncertainty, it also puts into play our collective irresistible, in
eradicable penchant toward autoimmune reactions. Each of us, and all of 
us collectively as we are segregated into communities or states, are "at 
war with ourselves," to echo the original title of Derrida's last interview.4 

Political action, for Derrida, is therefore always a leap in the dark. This 
leap is always shadowed by auto-co-immunity, but it is nevertheless our 
duty to take it. 

CHAPTER I I 

Touching Derrida Touching Nancy 

But 0 for the touch of a vanish~d h~nd, 
And the sound of a voice that ts still. 

"Break Break Break" -TENNYSON, ' ' 

. h d "th wandring steps and slow, They hand 1n an WJ . • 

. Through Eden took thier sohtane way. 

-Mil.TON, Paradise Lorr 

. h doth touch. Of touch they are, that, without touc ' 

-sYD!'iEY, Artrophil and Stella, 9 

_, t dire] to tamper "''"ith, to change. 
Here "to touch" means to say (~eu .' . · ,.·,,blv a setting in 

' . · n·thus1t1s1nv' . t:o displace, to call into quesno , . , : 
. , kinetic expenence. motion, 

L h Jean-Luc .\'ancy DERRIDA, e tom: er, 

G Handle on Le toucher Ho-& to et a 

h . d dJ Hov.' can I touch, in a 
D "d no""· that e1s ea. h 

fl<JI'/ <:an I touch err1 a, d . enselv coinplex text c ~Tote 
th . mense an imm , . I ~hVlJt!ly chapter, on e un_ ·r . he contingent, the tangentta as a 

t<1Vching touching, the tacnle, taco icyd, t theme in \·\'estern philosophy 
, . ~·ork1 an asa 1 · 

t1 . "'e io Nancy s immense ' . . D.d. Franck Jean- ,ouis "~"· H . d er Levin as, 1 ier , . 
f,"-111 Aristotle to Husserl, ei egg ' F.1 .. Ra,·aisson :\laine de B1ran, ,., f el Kant e 1x · ' 
(J;t&tien, and, by way o Immanthu ' II 1' .. ·ant such as the touch at one 

I.cl ch atsa .. • 
21td Qthers? One it e tou ' d 1· before flv1ng off at a tan-

1. k on a rurve ine - .. ~i:i.int th.e tangent in~ ina es "f Derrida is right, v.·hat I v.·ant is im-
~t:nt.; This chapter v.·1ll sho""· that, I 

(li\Ssible/possible. th th v.·av to touch Derrida or to 
fi hdo~TI at e , k \\·ould seem, at rst tone ' _ h as his immense text on 

. . d what he ~Tote, ~uc 
1 I~ t[)llched by him IS to rea r Problems of translation arise from t 1e 

N ~11r'll, Le toucher, Jean-Luc l\iancy. . . h "-ith this l)()()k in a chap-~1 · h"b" gernng1n touc 
\r(Jrd go as always. They in I tt d d as On Touching~ Jean-

' . th . · t1 has been ren ere d 
1, .. il'J English, given at 11_5 tt e be . a dash in the English an a 
lt~Niruy. \Vb.at is the difference Neen 

'4> 

l ., 
l 
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c_omma in the French between the tw . 
ttve co1nma connects th . d 0 segments ot the title? The apposi-

fi 
e secon half of h · 1 rst half than the vagu d h . t e tit c n1ore intimately to the 

er as which n · d' 
connection. The French . 1' iay in icate separation as much as 

I 
artic e and no L h 

ated as "touch" or " h" ,, . un e touc er can certainlv be trans-
. I touc ing, taking t h . . , 
is a so a verb in French D . uuc e1 as a substantive. But toucher 

'so errida' · J I 
referent of le, taken as sate a so means "to touch it." The 

a pronoun, seems to b 
proper name Jean-Luc Nan · e, or 1nay be taken as, the 
cates. The .French title cy, as the co1nn1a of apposition perhaps indi-
. can 1nean "to ·h · J 
ing that, J mean Jeon L N uc ing ean-1.uc Nancv" or "touch-

a - uc an "1 o . 
apostrophe: "10uch that .f cy. r the proper nan1e rnight he an 
m h 1 you can,Jean-J uc .l\,T. ,, D . . 

ore t an once speak·· d' 
1 

~ ancy. crnda in the book 
· If " 1recty to N •t~e , the French tit! h' . anL)', as I shall show. I.ike the text 

. es unn1ers with I . I· . . . 
cannot easily or fully b . I niu tip c 1d101nat1c 1neanings which 
with h e carr1e( over into E r ·h I h ' 

t ese problems as best 1 . ng ts · s all keep in touch 
Alfred Lord 1. , can as I go along. 

l~ ennyson s dead friend A 
ennyson read Ifallam's l A rthur lfallan1 touched hin1 when 

fain . etters. t least th t · h " ous passage 1n his Jn M . a ts\\! at Iennvson sa)'S in a 
emoriam· · · 

~~word by word, and line by line . 
e dead man touched m f ' 

And II . c ron1 the past 
a atonce1tseem'd~tJ ' 

l'h 1· . ., ast 
e 1v1ng soul was flash'd . on mine 

And mine in thi ' 
Ab s was wound, and whirl'd 

out empyreal heights of tho h 
And came on that wh. ·h . ug t, 
Th Jc is and ca I 

e deep pulsations of the, world.4ug lt 

To this I can only say "Wow!" " 
of the world"! \Vh · That which · "t ""fh t · 0 would not wish t " is · c deep pulsations 
0 r~ach, through words the d d 0 come on" or "catch" them? And 

read1n D . . ' ea other! At h , . g. oes anything of this h t c sinall expense of a little 
seem possible, since Derrida's so~. appen when I read Derrida? It would 
that 1n k · . wnt1ngs have . d' · . .a es It possible to say of a . f a ist1nct1ve, inin1itable voice 
ten this." o th . . given ragment "D · . r ra er, since it is a u . err1da 1nust have wnt-
~dore ap?ropriately say that Der~d=s~ion o~ ~rit.ing, nut talking, I should 
o -fashioned, metonynu' as an 1n1m1table "hand "Th · · c way to spe k f . at is an 
give.n person's handwriting. Lady Dedla ko. the distinctive features of a 
ogruzes the law document .,h li oc ' in Dickens's Bleak " h d " e g mpse nousr, rec-
;n 'as being in her dead lover's hands·;:ong those Tulkinghorn has in 

o the end for her · at recognition,·" th b · . · " e e@nrung 

;1;,r1chin'! D~da Touching Nanry '47 

tt'iglish, like "French, is full of idioms using "hand." We say "Let's 
~~vk~ l1<1nds on it" when patching up a quarrel or "I give you 1ny hand 
C.i!Jl ir~' when making a promise or sealing a contract. The French say, or 

u111\/d to say, according to Nancy, "Touchez liJ.' in order to conclude an ac
c.t~Jd <ir t() ter1ninate a disagreement ["Touchez Ill.'" . . pour conc/ure un 

t...>cPPr1J 011 po11r terminrr un diffirend]. " 5 That is the way grain sales are con
e. 111-J!!t::'.d lly Henchard in Hardy's The Mayor of C'asterbridge, before Farfrae 
c. t'1fllt.:salong and changes that to the indirection, the prosthetic technicity, 
",,( • -p:1per contract. I say 1 am "touched to the heart" by sotnething or 
"'~-\let', l,ut heart and hand are connected bv the idea that the third finger 
~ ··t lite.: left hand (counting as first the one ~ext to the thun1h) is "heart in 

I l,tfl,l." I suppose that is because it has a vein or artery coining directly 
· :·r,1)]1 the heart. Hence we \Vear \\redding rings on that finger. At least that 
• :1 ""!\~t my n1other taught n1e. I "put n1y hand on 1ny heart" when swear

·n ~ '1,i)egiance or when making a solemn promise. I n1ay also sanctify an 
· \\tk by swearing ,vith 1ny band on the Bible, for example, when in the 

,.i_tn~1s box I pro1nise to tell the truth, the v.·hole truth, and nothing but 
'f,.t. truth. so help 1ne (;od. A recently elected member c1f the U.S. House 
,f !Z.e1'resentatives, Keith Ellison, the first ;\-luslim in that august body, 
I<:\ ~i: offense by suggesting that he might take the oath of office with his 
~Al\CI Oll the Qur'an rather than the Bible. "Give the little lady a hand" is 
~1) if)vitation to a round of applause by clapping hands. It is extremely od<l, 
.,, Jlt'tl you think of it, to say I can give n1y hand. Surely that is a gift that is 
1,-,.~t'~l hack in the mon1ent of giving, except, perhaps, v.-·hen you say "I'd 
~i..,.e 111y right hand for it," though I never heard of anyone v.-·ho actually 

1litl that. A fa1nous Zen koan says: "This is the sound of tv.-o hands clap
pi..nt." Clap! ""\\That is the sound of one hand clapping:" Dicken~'s Pip, in 
rF'trf,{l &pectations, was "brought up by hand." \\'"hen I need help, I say, 
''l 1l~ase give me a band." In English, ""'e engage in "hand-to-hand con1-
l,~t.'' though the French say corps-ii-corps. \\le play a hand of cards or deal 
\f1111eo1;1.e a hand. V/e say "Fate has dealt me a losing (or '""inning-, usually 
]i)~j11g) hand." The heroine in melodra1nas says to the hissing villain "l)n

httntl tJ1e, sir!" I ask: "1-Iu"' can I get a handle on Derrida's book on 
l..J'a1\1..y?" We say: "Don't you lay a hand on me" or "He didn't lay a hand 
"(l 111.C." "'I'll see if I can lay my hands on it" is a pron1ise to look for 
~111,.;:thing you have misplaced. Spiritual power passes froin person to per-
1(::11! by a "laying on of hands," as in the biblical story of Isaac's blind 
lrl~'Giflgof Jacob rather than Esau, the younger son in place of the eldest. 
r-'h~ thief or policeman says "Hands up!" A "handmade" object of 1nanu
~wre, a piece of handwork, or handiwork, is assumed to be better than a 
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machine-made one, for example, a piece of lace. One says "Please hand 
me the salt." The "Get-Ready Man," in James Thurber's sketch, shouts 
out through a megaphone, "GET READY! GET READ-Y! THE WORLLLD IS COM

ING To AN ENn!"6 He might just as idiomatically (and religiously) have said 
"The end of the world is at hand!" Heidegger, notoriously, makes use of 
German idioms using Hand in Being and Time. He speaks of the way some
thing is zur Hand, "to hand," and he makes a crucial distinction between 
material objects that ju.~t happen to be there, vorhanden, "present-at
hand," and other things, such as tools, that are for man's use, prepared for 
manipulation by human hands, zuhanden, "ready-to-hand." My hammer, 
my pen, or even my computer is zuhanden, though Heidegger hated the 
typewriter and would have hated the computer even more. He thought 
handwriting was the only valid writing. Derrida has written an admirable 
essay about the motif of the hand in Heidegger, "Heidegger's Hand 
(GeschJecht II)" ("La main de Heidegger [Geschlecht JI]''). I shall return later 
to this essay. A wonderfully specific passage near the beginning of Hardy's 
The }.fayor of Casterbridge gives a list of ready-to-hand farm implements as 
they were offered for sale in Casterbridge shop windows: 

Scythes, reap-hooks, sheep-shears, bill-hooks, spades, 1nattocks, and hoes 
at _the iron-monger's; bee-hives, butter-firkins, chums, milking stools and 
pails, hay-rakes, field-flagons, and seed-lips at the cooper's; cart-ropes and 
plough-harness at the saddler's; carts, wheel-barrows, and mill-gear at the 
wheelwright's and machinist's; horse-embrocations at the chemist's; at the 
glover's and leather-cutter's, hedging-gloves, thatchers' knee~caps, plough
mens' leggings, villagers' pattens and clogs." 

The hyphens here indicate the inherence of these manmade objects in 
the uses for which they were intended, while the apostrophes indicate the 
way _these shopkeepers make by hand what they sell, in that doubling of 
making and made that distinguishes even the most primitive manufacture. 
One must make a tool to use to make a tool, use one hand-crafted stone 
to chip away another stone to make it a spearhead or a flint-scraping tool. 
1\s Helen Tartar reminds me, the Confucian Analects say, "\Vhen making 
an axehead, the model is not far away." A "hay-rake" is for raking hay 
while "th ddl ' " · h h ' e sa er s is a s op w ere cart-ropes and plough-harness are 
made by means of other hand tools and then sold. All these items depend 
on the hand for their use. They are prosthetic extensions of the hand. The 
hand is already, in a manner of speaking, a prosthetic ettension of the 
body, a si~al exam~le of what Nancy calls "ecotechnicity." 

To connnue my list of hand idioms: a woman "gives her hand in mar
riage" · H,....+.,., Tb u , as In ...... , s e r1and ofEthelberta. We say that someone who is 

-:UJfhi~.1{ Den-ida Touching /li'ancy '49 

.1~·ie1 al:: fixing things is "handy." A jack of all trades is a "handyrnan." \'v'e 

f$i\1h;oJndle" something into place. Of an errant child who \Vas corrected, 
.~i;,1 1-, "His parents took him in hand." A used article, usually clothing, 
:.~it yti\.l receive from an older sibling, from your parent'> or grandparents, 
• •fr't1il1 some older relative is called a "hand-me-dov.'n." ()ften a hand
~e;,.,_Jr1wrt i, a relic of the dead. "The hack of my hand to you" 1s an insult, 

.;:.;:. thi1n1bing one's nose, which, as Joyce puts it in the Aeolus section of 

.fV1r)>t.r, means "K. M. R. I. A.," or "Kiss my royal Irish Arsc."' I have 
~· · d · h h f h" " the)' appear in Lr ~1"\''ht:re d1scussc kisses, t oug not o t e arse, as 
AAl1~(, 4 Kisses will reappear here later on. . . 

'<'ff~ttd" in the sense of idiosyncratic style is one item 1n this tangled, 

1~ ll;J-la<..:td multitude, which includes manipulation of things v.·ith the 
· · · · lapping "thumbs 'J..9111'.:fl. hl11d gestures, or hand s1gns-po1nt1ng, waving, c , -

~i'" (fJl' J()Wn), and so on-as well as hands shaking one another, clasping 
.:J:'"'lt h;l nd with the other in prayer, or just holding hands "''1th another 
·c~;-·i; 1 i1t~ JS in the touching last lines of Paradise Lost descri_hing .i\da1n and 
:...,.it ~ft~r the fall. They have been exiled from Paradise into the thorny 
.. , I h lk h d · h d , 5 earth Iv fallen lovers •t.<)lJ.t'rl""Jess. Neverthe ess, t ey wa an 1n an , · . . " . 
itl~ d(1

1 
ti.ind touching hand in a way that is almost a self-to_uch1ng: Th_e~ 

:l(lt
1
tj \11 hand with wandring steps and slov.· I Through Eden ~oo'k th1er 

. h II th" by wa)' of Derrida s com-'l•)Jl='ilrl.f' Way" (12:648-49). Is a return to 1s _ 
. . · · " h t · "touching 1nyself l'""'- tat)· on Nancy's Jingu1snc "1nvennon sr touc er 01, 

, . h M.I ' Ad nd Eve do The tangle of )-•Jll»J11t1g you." That ts w at, 1 tons am a -
. F h \\l d t sa>' as the French .Jrt<rlli~ is not quite the same 1n renc . e o no . ' · 

. · h h d " f "now " but v•e do sav .ct,, A'tl11t:enant literally "holding 1n t e an , or , _ · 
· ' · · " <l "matnte ·~,-.ru~t.'uvre," "manage," "inanufacmre," "maintain, an . . -

h d c "h d" buried v.·1thin them. 
~~'\,,'.~,~'all of which have the Frenc war 1or an . 

r::Jel"tida, in [,e toucher, is most interested in the hand as ~e1ng, for so 
. " " ft ch and in the idea that the 

l.::llr'\Y i1hilosophers, the premier organ ° au . h th 
f If h · t so manv ph1losop ers, e 

111:.i~'l:l ,1~ tool, sign, or means o se -touc is, or . " h II 
. , ,, h D ·d 11 the "humanual. I s a Uo.l Jl<;lVC attribute of' man, w at err1 a ca s 

~"l .. f!l to this. d .. 
_ . . . bl "h d" H. han ''rnnng v.·as more 
!~Jet--tida certainly had an 1n1nuta e an · ts ,

1 
d 

1 
d 

h d "f then Paul de,\ an an use 
.n1l'\!1~ indecipherable, except Ya epts, 1 · th D 

. d · her some Jetter or o er er-
:"'1;rlettd a whole lunch hour try1ng to ectp . 

• . N' H The most important parts 
1 .. ~ ~~d sent me from Pans to • ·ew aven. H . 

I I "bl The difference between e1-
#tr\ ~ o:it the end and were the east egi e. th h.I H . d g 

.d 'fi d by bserving at,~' I e et e -
iet.tg""~et' ~nd Derrida might be I enn e 0 

. . t h's 

ift 
"- d . . Derrida began by wnnng ou J 

~tr ~rurk to Handschri , iran wnnng, . d fi II moved to 
. . h d the typewnter an na Y ~JnOJ.ts wtth a pen, then c ange to ' 
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the computer th h h ' oug e resisted e ·1 · 
moment struggling to d . h h" -ma1 until the end. Scholars are at this 

ecip er is hand . . . 
preparation for publishing the II writing in his early seminars in 

B furth ma. 
"h y ~ er metonymic ex ten . . . 

an?, the distinctive features of~;~~. one,, ~1ght. n1ean, by Derrida's 
Derrida, as we know fr) th style in a given piece of writing. 
S l , tm o er essay fi O' es I Eperons: Les Sty/" d ;-.. r· s, or exan1ple, .)purs: Nietzsche'r 

c. e iv1etzsche (S 6 ) comes 1rom stylus Th· h p, 3 , 3 7 , was aware that rf'll/e 
l . · 15 appens by \ira f . . "J 

P acement, that 15 from th . . . Y 0 3 nietonymy, a sideways dis-
f ' e writing 1m I 

0 as the special feature< f . P emenr to what we ordinarily think 
th' " 0 3 given a th ' ing or other by Derrida I d. . u_ ors way of writing. I read some-

. h · ts 1st1nct1ve 1· · wit confidence "D "d · sty istic features lead me to sav 

D 
· ' erri a 1nust hav h d " err1da's hand h ,, · e a a hand in this" "I · "H ,, . ere, or "1'his . . . , recognize 

and, 1n this sense . inust conie from Derrida's hand." 
cha · ' survives as distin ·t" . nges in the various techn 

1 
. 

1 
c Ive, pace Heidegger through 

typ 
. · o og1ca 1nedi t" .1 ' ewnter to electric typ . a ions useu, fro1n pen to manual 

I h 
ewriter to 

s all follow in th' h coinputer to printed book 
th h ' is c apter the "d· . 

e and as a recurrent theme 0~ ~1• ing thread or pointing finger of 
present book each focu, . n1ot1f in Le toucher. 'fhe chapters in the 

d on a sing! t 
wor reste, the tenn irresp ·h·i· ~ erin or then1e in Derrida's work: the 
On! i th· ons1 11sat1on the h . Y n is way can the . . ' t cine of being late and so on r b r requ1s1tem· J • ' • 
_ine Y 1ne, and page by page h icro ogical attention, word by word, 
inwhatl · · ,tow atDerril h . write 1n my tum 1 t II (a wrote e reflected perhaps 
this as I sh II . · 0 ow Derrida'· h ' ' ' a specif)' later in th· h s own 1net odology in doing 
~y choice of the hand th is c. apter. 

tranly sine h h eme in Le tou h · . . ' et e and is only c er is n1ade son1ewhat arbi-
1n this b k D . one among ma . 1· · 

d
·a 00 · emda touches . ny sa Jent and recurrent motifs 
Juerent · again and alT',1 • . contexts each time I . h h o· in on each of these niocifs in 

1ng· part · m1g t av h ' .' es extra partes. Or the str e c oscn heart. ()r body. ()r spac-
wntten a yea b i: L, ange phrase j I<' ·'' . . r eiore 1us death th n reuu s penulan1ate note 
1ng about it IP • at says "Ps ch · ' D . syche ist ausgedehnt . Y e IS exten<leJ, knows noth-

(
,hernda have inade extended co ' We1Ss nichts dai:ion]." Both Nancy and 
, apter 12 mmentaries 0 h' 

0 
. · n t is note. I discuss it in 

r I might have focused 
untouchable H on the motif of th r . · ere are examples of th. e 1m1t that is touchable-

We can touch on! is recurrent theme: 

IP 
. yonasurfa h' . e//1f:u/e]ofalim· ce,w1ch1stosa h. 

the limit" i . '.t (and the expressions" y, t e skin or thin peel 
we shall h rresis~bly come back as leitm t~~~uch at the limit," "to touch 

ave to inte<p ) on1:s 1n m fN 
prived of a body . . ~t · Bur by defin.ition I" . ~y ~ ancy's texts that 

· Ltnut is not touched d inut, lmut itself, seems de-
an doesn h. . ot touc Itself, it does not 

Ut i l11.!lf l1e t:ouched, and it evades touch [Elle ne se touche pas, elle ne se faisse 
)..-J11 lo~tb(•r, elle se dtrobe au toucher], which either never reaches it or trans

f'f(~;.:~ it always. (O'f, 6; Lf, 16, trans. modified) 

Wh t) ~Vperficies of these surfaces, as noted earlier, are limits~expo<;ed as 
•t.;'l(f1 ((q"fme tel/es] to a touch that can only ever leave the1n intact, un

:c.1,1ll'~t.."d :and untouchable. (OT, 14; 1;r, 26) 

U:Jh t it1fittite leap that separates thinking from pondering [Le saut infini qui 
't.iitrt~i' /.a pmsie de la pesfe;pesie also n1eans "weighing"], just \\-·here they 
·l""':rt.-J.aiJl inseparable (at least insofar as thought is not lin1ited to rcpresenta
·i:·,,~ <)f the body to the objectivity of neurons) is but the leap, in the very 
~·"'l]'t:r.i. <'[1.Ce of touching, betv1een the touchable and the touchahlc, at the 
i ~~'it. thus between the touchable and itself as untouchable li1nit. It is 
'."':'~'-1.:!1ing- that touches on the liinit, the limit that is its own and not its ov•n, 
:1>1.•ti~ to say, on the untouchable whose border it touches. To touch on the 
.i··~, it ls n<Jt, for contact, just one experience among others or a particular 
ltf~'-..lr<' ~one never touches except by touching a limit at the limit (C)T, z97; 

L.JI", .! J.l> trans. 1nodified) 

U:J( ! tllight have chosen the theme of the exactitude for ""·hich Derrida 
c.1i(~~1\ rraises Nanc.-y. '[he ""·atchers around Psyche's extended body, 
~-:..11iflf or dead, know exactly what she does not know, that she is cx
~1" d(':'.l ~lJ.d that she knows nothing about it: "They kno\\c it \\-'ith a knov.-·l
{:f!:. t]i~t i1 exact (one of Nancy's master words, to ""'hich we ""·ill 
~u~ntl)' return: exactitude is the very thing, the big deal for this thinker 
:IAA\:itt-trje ert la chose, la r;rande ajfaire de ce penseur], who thinks exact~y 
;fjel·~iJl~ other than what one thinks [pense] in general or ponders [pese] 
·,11e"11il)'u.nder the word exactitude, and yet ... )" (O'f, 15, trans. modi

c&I n', i7J. 
O'Jr- il'J\JC:h could be said about the theme in Le toucher of syncope or 

:#tJ'lif•tiGn (diastole \\'ithout systole, thesis v•ithout antithesis, a suspen
,.,~t1~~~Ling dialectic). The word syncope, according to the A1l1erican Hen
;;w1{:Ji('f'io'ttt.1ry, means: (1) the omission of part of a ""·ord, as in "bos'n" for 
'c·~-=~1l"Aifl "; (:z) ''A brief loss of consciousness caused b~· tran;,ient anemia; 
;w\()1)1\·" Syncopated 1nu~ic puts the stress on a normally \\'eak beat. It 
ifi:J'I ~ he:tt. One of Nancy's books is called The Discoui·se oj· the .~yncope: 
~,,/,ft(t/.Jus(Le discoursde fa syncope: 1. Logodaedalus). 10 Derrida refr.:rs often 
:. t l!i-i~ hook He also uses the \\'ord syncope to allude to .:\"ancy's heart

m:OstJl>flr operation. 
•()~I :fnight have focused on what Derrida sa}'S about "ision in relation 

1ttl)Vtt.i11g, as in the odd recurrent phrase in Le toucher, """·hen our eyes 

' l 
,} 
I 
) 
.'1 
'i 
.I 
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touch, is it day or · . . 
.1 is it night' I d 

1 nuit?J" (()"f, 
1 

_
4
. LT · quan. nos yeux se touchent, fait-iJ jour ou fait-

to reach out som' h' r I-i4), \.vh1ch Derrida looks at so carefully ~'ng 
f 

. ' ew at blind! . i h . '~,. 
gra fit1 on a wall in Paris y, an( touc it. I-le says he first saw it as 

Or I co~Jd have take~ as the w· . 
ahout the kiss wh . . . ay into Le toucher ,vhat Derrida salN 

·11 a·. ' ose salience In this b k I . ,. 
wi iscuss again i h. · 00 have else\vherc discussed and 

· h n t is chapter fr th 
mig t have approach d L ' 001 ano er perspective. 11 Or, finally I 

· e etoucherbyw . f b . ' niques, technicity te h . a} 0 prost et1cs, transplants tech-
to h' . ' c nics, and ecot ·h · . '. uc 1mposs1ble while k . ec n1cs as they n1ake 1mmedrnte 

Prosthetics is a . eeping the self fro1n being touched by death 
. d part11.:ular!y ri h · I · 

ri a, after mentioning th . c vein. t takes a long tin1e before Der-
~takc, for Nancy and fo ~1ssu.e here a~d there, n1akes clear just \\·hat is at 
mgocn · . r err1daton in th·· 1 . • nn1n1medial~' b ' e appea. to a un1\'ersal d1stanc-

b · v ywayof" h · 
su sti_tute, and so fo.rth" (OT 2 prost. es1s, tra~~p!ant [gr~ffej, inetonymic 
stake1snolessthanthed"· '. 86• trans. rno<lil1cd; r:r, 322). \\That is at 
to Nan • th ispers1on of essen • · 1 • · cy s ought f. · ce into 1nu titude. Fundamental 
other ' or exainple in 70 I · . •as yet untranslated b ' e noperntn'e Co1nmunity, in his 
ra/, his book about inters,ub?ok_ 0 .

0 coi~rnunity, 11 or in Being S'inf;ular Plu-
tagt go II · Ject1v1ty 1' 1 . b . . ' es a the way do ' s t e conv1ct1on that division par-
a shared d" · · wn to the botton1 k · ' iv1s1on as in h ' so to spea . It is nevertheless 
meansb th" '. t e other side f h . ' ' 

. 0 sheanng", d ,, ·b . 0 t e pun 111 partnue. The \.vord 
the1d f h · 0 s anng"l'h h '' ea o s ar1ng in p . · nug Nancy tends to einphasize 
of"divid · anage, as 111 "sha , ,, . . 
c e •n parts for distrib . ,, . . re a meal, the prunary meaning 
ior exampl · h unon is still th . e, JO t e title of . · · ere as an overtone in his uses, 
s1011/Shan·ng >f'r · one ofh1s book·· L 
Wh 

. o voices). Food · . . s. e pni"fnJ!,e des "1.'0l'x (The Divi-
at might c_ 1 must be d1v1d d · d 

. ut: ca led "a sh d 
1 

e in or er to be .~hared, p11rt11g{. 
written e!s ·h are P urality" · f . ey, ere concerning N , . is, or Nancy, aboriginal. I have 
community a d · ancy s 1Je b . n intersubjecti . as a out pa1111ge in relation to 

A.s Derrida observe . Vlty.H 

k I s, sav•ng "th . ey ocution · N ,. ere1sn 'h' 
t h th 10 " ancy, as in "Th . 0 t e son1ething or other" is a 
ouc; ereisn 'h' ere1sno'th 'h 1 , 

"Th" I . . . 0 t e res extensa ,, 15 D . e O( y; there is no 'che 
is mu tiplic1ri., · ernda ad I b b · · -, · · . chall ' s t e and to this lrst: 

sort: of the self th enges every 
la ch . J And ' e body propec '"d th presupposed unity of whatever 

' air. of th h ' e flesh /d · fied) Th. . e and, I would add" (O u soi, du co1ps pro pre et de 
· ts univers J . T 28 · L -i' · "the · 'th , a multtplicity mea th ' . 9, . .t, 324; trans. mod1-
re _is no e technical " N' ns ere is no "the" hand. Sauing 

recognizes not · ' as 1 ancy also sa · '· 

no 
"th ,, ' h _Just one example in a c • Whys, Js, however, as Derrida 

e tee rucal " ~enes. ~ B . . compromises th . Y· ecause sapng there 1s 
proper of essences" (OT 

28 
. r::r e uruty or oneness [/' ., . I' .. :1 

, 7, , 32 J). Derrid , unz e ou un1ateJ 
a s expression of this adds 

..... _______ _ 

:i.0tt1jl1lftl.nt touch to his reading of Nancy, as well as to the reader's 
:J.J,(tit).flding of Derrida's own sense of what is at stake in techne, in these 
;:~,,_,ft-flbots, prosthetic limbs (including hands), organ transplants (in
_]:::1(\k heart<>), cloning, stem-cell research, gene alteration (\\'hich some
~-. n:1i~ht save people from dying of the pancreatic cancer that killed 

:m'-!a). 
[ 1n:1u&t look a little closely at the sequence in which Derrida discusses 

'-~~-i~it:y. Derrida begins (\vell, cQ11tinues) by citing three passages from 
N(y', ;11! fr{lm "A Finite Thinking":t6 "And this is why ... there is 
'-':[\~· technical ["la technique"], merely a multiplicity of technologies"; 
:~~~' t<.:chnical is nothing other than the 'technique' of compensating 
··I d~· i~pplier] the nonimmanence of existence in the given";" 'The' tech
~l--"-~1•.f'lderstood this time as the 'essential' technicity that is also [aussi 

·:r1.: th~ ir:reducible multiplicity oftechnologies----compensates for the ab
cc.ce iif 1J(}thing [rien]; it fills in for and supplements nothing" (OT, 287; 
.:, .. l J.>'-"l:J). These passages are more than a little odd, if you look at them 
.~] y ft.nd think about them a little, even out of their contexts-always a 
.1.::i~Rto-..:ts thing to do. It seems intuitively correct to say that there is no 
Jti.~·~ 1~<.:hnical, merely a multiplicity of technologies. Of course that's 
~eot, fht.: reader thinks. Right on. Then that reader may realize that the 
~~~I.:: h~re is a celebrated essay by Heidegger, "The Question Concerning 
-:;:::.~ ... ~l£1gy" ("Die Frage nach der Teknik"). 17 That essay certainly does 
£>~)-~\:here is an essence of technology, a "the" technology. One quar
-$~\V"itl>. !-leidegger at one's peril. A lot is at stake in "The Question Con
:i:r11t1g Technology," as numerous commentators, including Derrida 
ti-~lf, ha.-ve demonstrated. Nancy dismisses Heidegger a little too casu
-:r;avd {}bliquely, without really arguing, at least here, with ""·hat Heideg
:: -''fl.r.;~ Derrida, on the contrary, has engaged Heidegger on technology 
:rf.ol1d-....-to-hand combat, or in a wrestling match, in numerous seminars. 
""IN~ liOeCDnd and third citations from Nancy are even more odd. Gener

""!• :;
1
1e<:Jkiflg, we are likely to assume that technologies, even if they are 

_;r,.)y'-~:1 plurality with no common essence, are a replacement or an exten
... r::t,CJf~()rtlething or other pasitive, as the telephone aJ!o,,.,·s us to talk and 
~ tiitt! another at a distance, as a supplement to talking to someone 
;i~ii: \

1
y-, that is, as a supplement to the limitations of voice and hearing, 

'liJlt~ ~1Ci~t: and are not nothing. i'o, says i'ancy finn\y, "the 'essential' 
i:lhr\ici1=} [so technicity d-Oes have an essence after all, even though one 
!Sfi'~llJ~ by the clothespins of quotation marks, like a ""·ord hung out to 
;r/ tb\Jt i5 11/so the irreducible multiplicity of technologies" does not ex
~._j ~e human power or other or supplement it. It "compensates for 

I 
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the absence of nothing [a phrase that can be read two ways, as saying, on 
the one hand, that nothing is absent, that technicity compensates for a 
hole, an absence, nothing, and, on the other hand, that technicity compen

sates for a substantive nothing, like Heidegger's das Nichts or Stevens's 
"nothing that is not there and the nothing that is," in "The Snow Man"11; 
it ["the" technical] fills in for and supplements nothing." One sees wh~t 
Nancy is saying. If my hean were gone and there were nothing there m 
my chest, I would be, "technically," dead. I must, so to speak, die and be 
resurrected from the dead in a heart-transplant operation. When I have 
lost my hand in an accident, the prosthetic hand fills in a place in my body 
where there is nothing. A little more is at stake here, however. Nancy, I 
think, wants to assert that technicity compensates for a nothing at the base 
or origin. For Nancy, however, there is no "the" base or origin, such as 
Heidegger's Being with a capital B. 

Derrida's commentary on the three citations he makes from Nancy on 
technicity seizes a different handhold from mine in the passages. Derrida 
stresses in his own way that Nancy deconstructs essence at the same rime 
as he reaffirms essence. This duplicity is, Derrida affirms, the center of 
what Nancy says. It is an exemplaty moment in Derrida's commentary. It 
is also a good example of the way Derrida takes with one hand what he 
gives with the other. I shall return to this formulation. Derrida praises 
Nancy for his "exactitude," his radical rigor, and at the same time shows 
the limits of Nancy's thought, tactfully putting what Nancy says in 
question: 

As regards this example (which would be precisely more than an example, 
an exemp13.l)' exam.pie) I would be tempted to up the ante a little more [de 
pousser la sumchtre un pru plus loin). The "there is no 'the' technical" isn't 
just another "there is no 'the' ... " among others [ un "ii n 'y a pas 'k' 1m 'la"' 
pa,,,,; ks autres], a sample in a homogeneous series. No, it would give us a 
privileged access, under this name or another, to all the instances of"there 
is no 'the' . · . "'s, and thus to something like the "essence of technicity" 
that precisely "there is not." Hence a quasi-transcendental dizziness [k ver~ 
tige quasi tT'1'1JSt'mdantal]. For there is the process opening onto the possibil
ity of~ supplementary- substitution, onto a metonymy that compromises 
the Wl1ty or proper oneness of essence. It is because there is some [de la] 
technology (which there is not) that there isn't this or that, and so forth, 
and that one can. te~t or multi.ply examples to infinity, gestures that de
construct the umty itself or the JJrOPerness itself of all essence or even all 
"being" [k pruprt'lllimeJe llltlteasmntJOirede tofu' "itmst'1. (OT, 

2
87, crans. 

modified; LT, 313) 

j~. ' 
' 
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. d f. ha ·n with his own hands, 
n fa.Y '()good. Nancy is here pdraise olr "Vlde!nstructed" unity and 

._ ·th hi wn wor s as too s, soi~ "t3~ or Wl s 0 th li That phrase 
T ' all down e ne. 

~l:'fn-~~. ?ropriety, ownnes~, ~nen~~ a little ominous, however. It 
ahl! 'f '41t<tsi-transcendental dizziness s. b , d rs this quasi-

. d thin to hnng a out 10 rea e , 
dC111'"1 "t ~llJ'- te SoUnd like a goo g . d ta!" has appeared 

. Th d "quasi-transcen en trtr~cJe11ral dizziness. e wor ·n ar later as the name for 
!llP.t tb;an (}nee earlier in the book .andl~ re~~an transcendental that 

~·'~ ii'1plicit appeal to something! b' e a I n "quasi-transcendental," 
, , I v_ . scendenta utonya . 
1s1 ·~~I )'a ~nnan tran I to an essence of technic-

ln th. e Nancyappeas wke~•tfrl"iitmeans. tscas' b t kindofcounterfeitor 
ityl:Ut fel\~Y is not a transcendental essence u a 

"~I· ks~'nce. . funny money that could not , N turns concepts into 
Ji._\'lotto.n tha~ ancy d to bu something appears elsewhere 

ber1~iec:J, draw interest, or be use y describing Nancy as a 
, th f. II · ng exuberant passage . 

in1a 11,fJr#.(r, as 1n e o owt . f th Western philosophical trad1-
sJtd1't~ fift: wasting the great lexicon od eh s "essence" but in such a 
, II th gust wor s, sue a • . . t!iI.trlJ'Jtt~ uses a ose a~ I "~ cendentalizing or ontologiz1ng 

_L unous y 1rans 
1\11!!!! t:.() use mem up, us · hi , he spends like a madman, to 

, d wn to 'touc ng, 
eP.itllli•flt th.at comes 

0 fa . 'Ola ruine], the resources, · , ['Id' e cumme un u,;usqu 
1 

, I 
ilix::J)i()l ~f nun r tpens . f the transcendental-onto ogica · , , I d the interest o tltr~it, tile capita' an tary simulacra" (OT, 271, trans. 

. t me tomone d H1?~~e$th.em,1tseems o ' . I funny buttocallNancyaspen -
-·~ l t.T J06). This is devastanng y . ' 
''-"II~~ ' ' like high praise. 
tlri:1 llJ.~tltlfl hardly seems d I •'n what follows the long paragraph 

tak h irnaecear . be llth;li~ at s e ere s. 'th "t hru"cal thereaderwdlremem r, · th isno' e ec ' 
ld:lilltiVe· Saymg. ere a to "deconstruct the unity itself or the prop
is.teo;Jlf'~it1g co Demda, aw Y all 'being' [itant]." (The French word 

, u fall ssence or even ' ·~J-~ t~I~ ~ e d to Heidegger s Sei~1uu:s, some-'d h re correspon s . 
ii.I. ~d by Dem a e ' . h u· d Sein which would be itre m . ed to his yposta ze ' · 
ti. llJ. ~1ng, as oppos . . English words.) Deconstrucnng . . . . does not ex:1st 1n 'f 
FIT~. !be Jisancnon seems to be an unequivocally good thing, ' . one 
~ ~J propem~ the great tradition of Western phdosbelieving m essence, as 
lm.-M tlJ~t · a m ti6cation. 
°'I~ ~nded to do, is ys uite so simple, as the next paragraph 

i..... r matterS are not q th " "th 
-. ....,~ ' .bl Derrida argues, to do without the " e or e 
~ .it Ui lnJPOSS' e, calls it. (""Where was it one first heard of the 
tk': ll:f- \V.ilace Stevens . ''The Man on the Dump."'9) You cannot .... " asks Stevens m 
ui~~ ~~ ___ _.:i_ ·thout an implicit appeal to the "the." You cannot '*""""!'W WU~ ... 
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"do philosoph " ·th 
selves into co:ce w~ ~ut. recourse ~o words that reify or generalize them· 
depriving him rJ' · ayifng there 15 no "the," says Derrida, "would risk 
of all disc r-'1a"'Y,. l ~ all conceptual deter1nination and, at the limit, 

ourse a 11n1te de tout 4· J h · 
most irrespons,·ble . . . iscoun· - anding over discourse to the 

· emp1r1c1sm" (OT 8 . latter I supp Id b . . ' 2 7, trans. n1od1fied; LT, 32J). The 
• ose, wou e 10 thi description of d"fti . ' s context, an endless enumeration and 

though N _ i erenlt kinds of what are all, falsely, called "techniques," 
ancy is not ar from "" . verv end of C . an irresponsible e1npiricism" when, at the 

·; orpus,1napassageDe "d · 
disintegrates "the" b d . rri. a cites a couple of pages on, Nancy 
endless grotesque I" to f b s;ce there Is no "the" body, into a potentially 
"the living bod ,, 

1r5 0 

1
°
1 

Y parts. He does this in such a way as to tum 
yomyseortheh· c cornse or ,·nto th ". ot er tnto a 1rag1nented, dismembered, 

-r ' e images" th f h toward Nan.-v den· h ereo • t ough Derrida, in his generositv 
-l• 1es tat this· th . · 

calculated [tres exact ts e case. The list, he says, is "exactly 
. ement calcule1" (OT 8 , ·:r . 
image [une imag'] fl d • 2 9; L , 325): "A body 1s an 

o ere to othe b d" 
stretched from bod t b d r 0 ies, a whole corpus of images 
areolas half-moonsy[I 

0 

1
° Jy, ]~cal colors and shadows, fragments, moles, 

. ' unurs,na1ls ha". d . . hes, meatuses foam t ' irs, ten ons, skulls, nhs, pelVIses, bel-

. . ' s, ears, teeth d r . 1· hqu1ds [liqueurs] ve•· . '. roo 1ngs, sits, blocks, tongues, sweat, 
' ns, pains and JO d VVhat is the force of th ' ys, an me, and you !rt moi, et totl." 1 ~ 

f 
e repeated word i . h. a· 1· o apparently heterog . mage 1n t 1.~ cxtraor 1nary 1st 

. . . eneous items · h · h h 
1nv1s1ble are set side by side "th"''" w ic ody parts both visible and 
me, and you'" The 

1
. WI blocks [blocs]" and "11ains and 1·oys md 

· istmayh" ' ' 
toward a climax in" d e very exactly calculated" to accu1nulate 
. an me, and you " b . . 

tJ.on of "the" body · d" ' ut its n1a1n effect is the disinte!Tr.1-
. into isparate "i ,, ci·-

along with the pluralizati f inages, '"'"hatever that word means, 

f ". "b on o a body int I. I 
0 its ody pans, that is . . 0 mu tip c exa1nples of any one 
N . , perhaps into "t ,, h 

ancy, JUst before the P"''g . ' . mages t at are always multiple. 
·d II e JUst cited · r1 a, te s the reader wh th . • in sentences not quoted by Der-

Th 
at ese images 

are. e explanation,·,, 1·tt1 b are not-not exactly what thev 
Ieoscur·· ' ' · 

between-bodies is theic · , e, since it works by negations· "The 
. images takin _ 1 . · 

nesses, sail Jess phantoms h g P ace. The linages are not like-

h 
., . orp antasms It' h b . 

anot er, n s being born int th · s ow od1es are offered to one 
d th · . 0 eworld[ · e ge, e setting into glory of!" . mtse au mondeJ, the setting on 

s bl h irrut and radian "11 lir . , em ances, p antoms or ph'"ta ce. vvell, 1f images aren t 
th . ' .._., sms--all . 

eses for the things themselves--th 'one might say, technical pros-
basis of what Nancy says in g !en what are they? I suppose on the 

enera about t ch ' 
proper proper, that images are the ou no touch, and the im-
son, to "you," and the way ''you" 

0
;;; I offer my body to the other per-

your body to . . d. me, tn an 1mme iacy 

'57 

~h<· :[I, t~1-1rtediate or always mediated, a "birth to presence,"" or bring-
1n~:t::t:'1 tht: 1>.,rorld (mise au monde) that is a glorious visible manifestation 
or,i.;1~ l~~t i~ at the same time indirect, intangible, metonyrnic, and un

gralfil-t:, t10 Jnore than "i1nages." 
, ~ ~' lrt as you open your mouth and speak, or put pen to paper or 

ha:.r:f, fr1tl1()llter keys, Derrida wants to say, you are in complicity \\"·ith 
th:~~!~ll\f)tJC)h of essence. The only escape \vould be silence. Philoso
pb. ·.-~\.:JlO'-"", (lo not go in much for silence. Derrida imagines a diaboli

c;i. r'~ '1:tt'rf\onically ironic Socrates saying to Nanc.,y, "I'm not asking 
yo.1:-it "'<~,,,. fnr an enumeration of techniques, but what you 1nean to 
s~~H·t-.1 ~'(JU term the1n techniques in the plural. In what way are they 
tfi'1•f'j1:\t~? [En quoi sont-el/esdes techniques?] and so forth" (OT, 287; LT, 
r :"":!i;;.:ithtr r-,~ ancy nor anyone else, I included, can escape the "the." It 

faL. ":~'lt~ts into any locutions one uses to deconstruct the "the": "'fhe 
de:.t:::{r.- tJi' defining fdifini ou difinissant] article is already engaged or re
qcl.tli.~· t:h~ discourse that disputes it. It is \\"·ith this lirnit and within this 
tr::,'-'.'·ti.'11\ ti"J.at Nancy is to he understood, in this wrestling 1natch of 
th:,_tr 1~ [t·/I ce coryis fl corps de ill pensie]" (CJT, 287, trans. modified; LT, 

r D:lt i~il ~<J.nd-to-hand combat one alv..·ays, it appears, loses. 
:t>::ri .<l,l th en goes on to draw the conclusion that not only is there 

rn He"' cJ~Ct)nstruction but also no "the" deconstructions either, since 
!\, . .,.,,.; gr1al might be defined as an attempt to deconstruct the "the." It 
fo_, .• , :tl\)f\l the nonexistence of "the" deconstruction(s), as Derrida says 
or-.t:,, Jle~t page, that Nancy's project of deconstructing c:hristianity, 
of~ ~ Cnt.io11ed in Le toucher, is doomed to failure. This is ~o not only 
ht:~~ tfi~re is no "the" Christianity to be deconstructed but also because 
tb:: 11-Jar-t JlO "the" deconstrucrion(s) either. l"hat has not stopped 
I\:.)";1 tf~t""fl publishing, after Derrida's death, a book called Dis-Enc!-Osure: 
TrX>r~ion of Christianity (La DicUJsion [Diconstruct1on du christian-

iSI' r..:.1 ,'" 
:rfi• l (.etQ.rn to this question of who gets the last v..·ord, or the last fall, 

rn:S--lii ttl.e wrestling match between Derrida and I\'ancy. l"he ineradica
bl::r-·1~triot:e of Christian presuppositions in apparently secular or "En
liror~ttr'\'lel1.t" concepts like mandialisation (the French '\\'ord for 
"~,J~)f 93tittn"), "the materiality of the body,''' 4 or political "sovereignty" 
is.~!'Jijr.,g J)errida never tired of demonstrating. It is one of the leitmo

ti1fth~~ l~ie seminars and books. 
1Jtldie VhJ}' to his assertion that "Christianity" cannot be "decon

SCll~f~ :t}e:nida makes an instructive contrast bet\.\.·een Nancy's "typical 
~.a, ''there is no the ... ,"and his own "if there is any," such as 

#lb 
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'.'the gi~, if there is any [s'il yen a]," or "forgiving, if there is any." It is an 
tnstructtve contrast because it goes to the heart of Derrida's difference 
from Nancy. ~rhough Derrida doesn't exactly say so but affirms, rather, 
that ~ancy's locution and his are just "two irreducibly different decon
structJve gestures," nevertheless one may read between the lines and see 
that Nancy's lac ..; " · ... _J_ · Nan Uuo~, a nef!at1v~ rrwuuhty ('there is no .. .'),"sets for 

cy the trap Derrida has 1denafied of using the "the" to confute the 
"th " h e, w ereas in Derrida's "if there is any [s'il yen a)," "the 'there is' 
~rns to~ conditional [au conditionnel]" and thereby escapes that trap: "And 
tf there ts any' doesn't ' h · , . . say t ere ts none [1/n'ymapasJ but rather there 

isn't yth. h ' ' an tng t at could make roo1n for anv proof knowledge constative 
or theoretical determ · · c · · ' ' . . 1nat1on, ior any iudgment--especially not any deter-
minant Judgment" (01' 88 . , 2 , trans. n1odified; LT, 324, ~23). The last 
phrase is another pa · · l . · 
h 

ss1ng tangentta swipe at Kant. Derrida \vould never 
ave the temerity to pco I , · · · I £ pose to try to ' econstruct (.hnst1an1ty not on y 
or the reasons I have given, that is, because there is no "the" christianitv 

and no "the" d . · · b . . e_co~structJon(s), but also because the n1ost that can be said 
a out Chr1st1an1ty is "Christianity, s'il yen a." 

After this eX()rbitant dt. . · I fl . . 
I 

gress1on or' e ectton at a tangent fron1 the cull'e 
was following I retu h 

h 
• rn to t at curve and assert again that 1 choose the 

and as my guiding th d · rea , as just one handy way among many ways to 
get a handle on Le tou h I I h. · h 
L 

c er. 'o t 1s wit a so1newhat despairing sense that 
e toucher calls for a virruall di 1· h . . . ki · Yen ess tne y hne and page by page reading, 

stlc ng to what Derrid II " h I 
d 

a C..':1 s t e etter of the text." You see what hap-
pene , dear reader when I 11 d I . . . f d. . ' a owe mysc f to he inveigled into a bne 

1scuss1on of Derrida o N . . . h " II n ancy on techn1c1ty, as one of the lines I mtght 
ave o owed, hut chose n t li II Th. d E . h 0 to o ow. 1ngs rapidly got out of ban . 
ven tn t e case of hand h . . d h. s, or ot er topics I discuss, I 1nust choose synec-
oc ic examples read so1n h full . . h rnth h · ew at care y (1t is never careful enoug ), 

er t an an exhaustive re · . . d. N h 
1 

· pertoire, to avoid that interminable rea 1ng. 
evert e ess I fear 01 h ·u b even th h '. . Y c apter Wl e exorbitant, the longest in this book, 

oug tt fails ever real! h D .d th. mi 
1 

. 
1 

Y to touc ern a. I shall return later to 1s 
cro og:ica methodology f d. 

ospeciall · th. b k 0 rea ing as practiced by Derrida passim, but 
yin ts oo. 

I also want at the sa · . 
motifs · L ' me ume as I single out the hand fro1n the tangle of 

in e toucher to identify d · · · c thi b k ' IStJnctJve reatures of Derrida's "hand" in 
s 00 · I want to figu h . . about N . . re out, ypothencally, just why Derrida wntes 

ancy in Just the way he d I ~-'· in Derrid , . . oes. want to understand what is at Sl.<U'e 
in his p nha slusd mg JUSt this style or hand, since he had more than one nib 

e o er morethan h d · ' one an to choose from. I want to engage in 
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: 1 v.·r~~tling n1atch with Derrida, mano a mano, one in which I am certain 
t :!J l1~~e. or, rather, I \\'ant to do combat with Le toucher, to see if I can 
: l(fl1)\lly- t(:>uch him or it. I would then be able to cry "Touche," as in a 

•t1t1ci fli-\' rnatch. Derrida at least once calls attention to this locution, as I 
~ 1h.11ll ~flow. "Touche" is pronounced the same as toucher. 

\\/h~never I hear the word touchi, I think of the Thurber cartoon in 
1l-i1.:ti <'.'ne fencer has just severed the head of his adversary, with a single 

· \1'<>'11'~ 1)fh.is sword, so that the head is flying off from the body. The victor 
·.J. JI, £1t1C: "TouchC!" Is touching the other, if it ever happens, alv.-·ays lethal, 
1 \1~l1.e<~ ding? If so, it would be a piece of good luck if I can never touch 
'lit1-,tfler, get in touch v.-·ith him or her. I also remcrnber another cartoon 
n {~ie f.;ffiJ Yorker that v.·as 1nade up of a sequence of pictures sho\.ving a 
<l-lif)t(JJ' IVOrking v.-·ith a hamn1er and chisel on a n1onu1nental sculpture of 
1 l11r•lJa-n figure. In the end, in the last frame, the sculptor gives one final 
1ra.1il 1 t::ip with his hamtner on the chisel, a finishing touch, a last touch. 
·r11e \\l"J11le thing instantly disintegrates into a thousand fragments. 

l\'hy are these cartoons funny? Is the disintegrating sculpture cartoon 
i1t ~tle!,<!ory of so-called deconstruction? Deconstruction, as practiced by 
11 ~rt-id a, 1nost often respectfully, "gratefully," and at length, reads a given 
l(f:t \\ic:h the most sympathetic intin1acy. The rcadin!): then makes one 
~•1al "tiinid" interrogation or statement of demur, upon \vhich the whole 
tr11'.t t~!ls into fragments. I shall return to this catastrophic happening later. 
Ir ln'il;h. the called a catastrophe theory or a chaos theory of Y/hat so-called 
rJ~~i4•1~i:ruction does. Senne small butterfly v.'ingbeat of a question leads to 

~ flitfricane in which a system of thought collap.~es v.-·holesale. If tJeideg
~f.:"t, fot"" exa1nple, is v.Tong in distinguishing so sharply bern-·cen man and 
Ii"\~ t 1\ll lf'r animals, 2 ' as every \\lest em philosopher from Plato and Aristotle 
11~ [,~tc"tn has done, then his whole theory of Dasein, of .'\1enschheit, corncr
\f{ln~ ()fh.is thinking, is invalidated, along with his philosophy as a whole. 
l'':r\'iJo. tactfully suggests just this in his last seminars, "'J'he Beast and the 
\~ l«f::tcign. (f wo),'' which I have discussed in other chapters in this book. 

/,ffr-,ucher, I hcgin my hand to band, or face to face, eyes touching eyes, 
'J1t•.)1.Jll ter by saying, is one of Derrida's most extravagant, st~ang~, and 
~~/~t\1£)]ic, even outrageous books. It is unusual, for one thing, in the 
\C.J~lJiri.cins of its composition. Unlike much of Derrida's v.-·ork, the v.-'holc 
~r ~1 l\()1: prepared for om! delivery as seminars or lecrur:_s. (Jnly the first 
~::cite ll'~s written in response to a commission. Peggy Kamuf had asked 
i.)tr"(1J::a to contribute an essay for an issue on ~ancy of Paragraph, an 1s.<>ue 
h~t ~l\ie was editing. He did that, in 1992. The essay came out in 1993. 
t)~(Y"tJ::a was, for some reason, not satisfied with that. J\1y present essay 
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c~uld be defined as an attempt to guess why he was dissatisfied and why 
his book got so long. In subsequent years Derrida added and added to the 
first essay until finally he published in 2000 a big book, Le toucher, Jean
Luc Nancy. & Derrida says in the Foreword, dated September r998-
September 1999: 

?~ab~e f!ncapable] today [\Vhy was he incapable? Not enough time, or was 
it 1ntnns1cally impossible?] to transform the central topic of this essay and 
make it less unworthy of Nancy's thought, and particularly of the powerful 
book<; he has published during the past five years [cinq dernitres annies; he 
~eans, I guess, between the time of the first essay in 1992 and the publica
tion of Le toucher, Jean-Luc Nancy in 2000, though that would be more than 
five ~ears], I have contented myself here with changes in the form of the 
text, interpolated passages [d'incises]-some of them admittedly long ones
and notes added retrospectively. 

Th~ age o'. this text is thus manifold. [Ce texte a done plusieurs Jges.) It 
sometJm~s skips several years from one sentence to the next. And so, to
geth~r with the reader, I could have played at coloring in the strata of an 
archive. (OT, x; LT, io) 

It Id b · · wou e lnteresnng to have such a version. The reader could then 
see w~at were first thoughts and what were afterthoughts. The finished 
book is not really finish d D ·d · k . . e , as err1 a more than once observes 1n the boo 
itself. It is only arbitrarily I d ff L h · hi al . c ose o . e touc er 1s made of different arc v 
strata laid down at differ t · · ·bl · I 

d 
. en nmes, vis1 e, 1f the interpolations were co -

ore differently like a er · . . . . • oss-secnon cut in igneous rock formed 1n layers 
at different times by '" · 1 . . . . ccess1ve vo can1c erupnons. It certainly would be 
1nteresnng, and possibl 'th d , . e w1 to ay s computer pro11TI1mS to have a ver-
sion of Lr toucher ·m th d·a:: 0

-- ' 

I 
WI e 111erent strata dated and marked in different 

co ors. Probably the d t f h . L-' . . a es o t e Interpolations are lost forever by the 
tecuuical condinons of · . 
D 

.d , h . composinon on the computer. Perhaps, however, 
em as ard dnve '"/ . . . s, s 1 Y rn a, retain dated traces, like those the "Decon-

strucnon Machine" d ·bed · t 
1 

. ' escn in footnote 28 of this chapter is designed 
o pu venze. Those strata · I d ·r ' 11 Im th h may inc u e, 1 we could recover them for al 

ow, oug Derrida do · . ' · d fr . . es not say so, material imported and then revise 
om seminars given years d . serl or Ari tl . an years prior to Le toucher, se1ninars on Hus-

sto eorMamed B' R . . . 
S 

·th h h . e iran or ava1sson. This is the case as Jason 
m1 ass own b'lli . ' '! Tb G m a n ant dtssertation,26 with the part of Speders of 

,i arx on , , r erman Ide /,o d th ,, 
h 

0 &'Y an e Theses on Feuerbach" that takes 
up t e argument Marx mak th II . 
M D 

.d es at a ideology is basically religious. For 
' an:, as em a notes ITW<>t"ifi d li . . . . · I .fi . ' -··J -~ e re gtous belief 1s the basis of all 1deolog-
1ca mysn canon. 
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''Jl\e i:::omposition of Le toucher coincides with Derrida's transition from 
~ri-fir\g()n the typewriter to writing on the computer, just as he had much 
!~()ie:t' ~()\red from handwriting his seminars to typing them. Derrida was 
''d~~\C1J1. typist, like Northrop Frye. I remember on two occasions acciden
x11~1 C)\>efhearing the staccato, machine-gun-like sound of Derrida typing. 
UTJt-j~ 'tiappened once in Zurich when I was outside his hotel window on 
:l;i~ gYfJlJJ1d below and heard him typing in his room up on the second 
:lf-0~Jt \\l'J.at was, it happens, "La difft!rance." This essay was presented 
CJ:'l,a..lly IJ.i:er that week in Paris before France's important philosophers as
;'*r:\1bl ~d, I heard this daunting sound once much later when Harold Bloom 
WiCJ I h~ard Derrida's ferocious typing when we came up the stairs to his 
W!YA'1:1:11.~flt in Ezra Styles College at Yale to pick him up for lunch. "Shall 
!We iJJier-rupt him?" we asked one another, eyes touching eyes. "Yes!" we 
>;;N.J. '\t\·llo knows what important insight or invention, what intellectual 

~·~l\~ 1 IV'a> lost forever through our mischievous malice. 
i:4lJtposition on the word processor, as anyone knows who does it, 

c..jfic1~~~ it is more silent than the typewriter, much less open to touch by 
1¥"f)' i:~ f the ear, lends itself much more easily than writing on the typewriter 
rjl; Vit-to~lly endless revision and interpolation. The traces of just when 
r::iil1f.t.: changes were made disappear forever, unless you make extraordi
l.1i\'Y ~nd awkward efforts to preserve each successive version, for example, 
~ lt-epillg innumerable backups of each stage of the writing. Talk about 
Rf]'(J1rtie~~ and technicity! Heidegger, as I have said, hated the typewriter, 
i~t ~~ Plato devalued writing as opposed to speaking, and Heidegger 
~4ltl l\a'l'e really detested the "word processor." It would have ~e~i_ne~ to 
1"ilN ~ s~lient example of the way technicity is cutting Western ctVJh_zanon 
c,Ai[f' ffi1Jl1- ":Being." The computer is reinforcing the oblivion of Being by 
~~~~~riding handwriting, Handschrift, as an essential concomitant of 
•~'tliiJ\kitJ.g.'' This seems, I must say, nonsense to me. Writing on the com
R )'1- f:tr- is a.s much done "by hand" as were Heidegger's scri?blings_ with pen 
U!J:Ji. ~ft~t, which he wanted to think were so much more immediate, ":ere 
llley:it ~ tnuch closer to "what is called thinking" and therefore to B~i~g. 
"H:·1-t Jlet1 is as much a technical prosthesis as is the computer. Try wnt1ng 
• \i ""1 yo\lr naked finger! "The" hand itself, not to speak. of the pe~, though 
a ~-&tt.': is lJC> "the" hand, is already a technical, prostheuc, extension of the 
I ~rV1r\ ot' of the heart that thinks. Those who are computer adept have the 
t ~~liNg that the fingers on the keyboard are doing the thinking, that the 
I '6~al:."'d, the computer, and the screen are extensio~s ?f the hand and 
t lr\t~:fs, an.d that the whole assemblage is doing the thinking f~r you. The 
• ~#l!(:1ut.ier, when I take it in hand and "touch" the keyboard, thinks for me 
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and writes down those thou h th ing more or I . g. rs_ as ey occur to me as a small voice speak-
into wotd thess o1n· its owl n inside of me I outside of ine and chen turned 

s at u umate y appe th high! d. d . ar on e screen at the endpoint of this 
Y me 1ate transacnon. 

The existence of a doublin in D . d , . bv all th 
1 

h g ern a s process of thinking is indicated 
· ose Paces w ere he holds a d' I . . a passage I cite b I . h. h 13 ague with himself. An example is 

eow1nw 1c he' · h. If . at the sam ti dd . . n~agtnes imse talking to himself and 
e me a ress1ng an tmaITTn h Derrida's "u . . ,, t,- aryreproac to Nancy. This was not 

nconsc1ous enO'<lg d · . . Derrid th .d I . o- e in conversation with the "conscious" 
a, e t ta king to the b talking t h ego, ut two perfectly conscious Derridas 

ooneanot er each f h" hh d be "the real De• ·d ,,'Th . 0 w ic a a perfect right to claim itself to 
.ri a. e unmen I 1· relays from the k b d se Y comp 1cated and invisible series of 

ey oar to the word p · " 1. . .Microsoft Wo d h . rocess1ng app 1cat1on," such as 
r Ott emorepnm"ti M W. somewhat perverse! . . 1 ve ac rite that Derrida persisted, 

y, 1n using to th " h" " · h · Memory" (Intel C D ' . e c 1P W1t its "Random Access 
ore 2 no runn1n G. h 

a MacBookPro) t th "h d d . g at 2 
· 3 3 iga ertz in my laptop, 

,oearnve"h gigabytes in m . ' w ose extraordinary powers (two 
Y present machine th t · measurement or , t' ' a 15 i,ooo,000,000 bytes by decimal 

, imes 1,073 74 8 b th . . another common d fi . . ' r, 24 ytes, at is, 2 times 1024
3 

by 
e n1t1on· a byte· · h b' . . . one in the binarv . ' 15 eig t its; a bit ts either a zero or a 

• 1 counting system "program" apptopn· t d ~omputers use) the word processing 
aes an organ d h . screen where ze• d izes, an t en 1n an instant to the 

, .oes an ones are tu db k. spectacular exampl f h . rne ac into letters and words, is a 

d
. e o w at Dernda (and N . h. 
1fferent way) mea b th b ancy 1n 1s own somewhat 

. n Y e a senc f d. · . in a ubiquitous det . . . e 0 any irect 11n1ned1acy or presence 
our1ng technicity th · 1 hand touching its 

0 
th h at is a ready present in the unaided 

wno er andorth h I f touching the othe . e an( o another, touching oneself 
. r' se toucher toz · ki . 
impossibly long sente . ' or ptc ng up the pen to write. This 

nee is meant t · h . 
place in an instant as I 0 mime t e series of relays that take 

soon as pre f th As I might have f.o kn ss ?ne 0 e keyboard's keys. 
re own Derrtd h · If of the computer in th . ' a lmse talks about the tecbnicity 

"S I e operung parauraph f h I . ave (Untimely p . c o· 0 t e ast section of [.e toucher, 
ostscnpt 1or Want f F'. I apparently begun a d th ' 0 a 1na Retouch)." "Salve" was 

c n en abandoned " ·t II d" D . ror seven years a • s a e on err1da's computer 

h
. ' s one says a comput " II ,, ' 1m to reflect on th . . er sta s or 'freezes." This leads 

e interverung dra . h . ogy and on the way th . maac c anges 1n computer technol-
e computer is a 1 as a shon circuit or bs I . spectacu ar example of "technicity" 

0 tac e to immed· th 
srubbom resistance of th "h d . iacy at comes up against the hard, 

li 
c e ar dnve" · db er 1ootnote, with Kant' h ' associate y Derrida, in an ear-

s ardness (die Hiirte), as held against him by 
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i1(?;gel, and with Nancy's obdurate rigor, exactitude, and a certain emo

tic.nal hardness, all examples of the resistance at the limit of "exscription," 

v.·l-.ere touch touches the untouchable: 

(A supplementary touch or past retouch left stalled long ago [Wiste na
guCn en panne], almost seven years ago, on my computer, that is, in a place 
where the relation between thought, pondering [W prnsie, W pes{t!j, lan
guage, and digital [a play on "digit, finger" and the computer's "digital" 
cade of ones and zeroes] touch will have undergone an essential mutation 
of ex-scribing [de l'ex-crire] over the past ten years. A description is needed 
of [J/ J'iiudrait dlcrire] the surfaces, the volumes, and the limits of this new 
magic writing pad [an allusion to a famous essay by Freud, about which 
Derrida had, many years before, written a brilliant essay, "Freud and the 
Scene of V.-'riting" {"Freud et la scene de l'i!criture"; \hlD, 196-2 3 I; ED, 
:93-340)], which exscription touches in another way, with another kind of 
"exactitude," precisely, or "punctuality," from the keyboard to the memory 
of a disk said to be "hard." All I have written, then, is--see Chapter r 3 n. 
:6-on die Hiirte, about the hard, hardness, hardship-obduracy of dura
tion or enduring [.rur la dureti de ce qui dure ou s'endure]. On resistance, as it 

were [en somme] .... ) (OT, 300, trans. modified; LT 337) 

"As it were"! Writing on the computer is a form of exscription in which 
what ane writes vanishes, at the limit, when it comes up against the obdu
r~te hardness of the hard disk, though of course it comes back again, most 

a. f the time but not always, when I "retrieve" it. 
Derrida's (and Nancy's somewhat different) universalizing of technicity 

Weans that Derrida saw even lovemaking, counter-intuitively, as an exam
f>le of touch as touch at a distance, not immediate touching. In a passage 
~a.rly in Le toucher he imagines something that in the jargon of youthful 
c=Qrnputer nerds is called "tiny sex," though I don't suppose he had ever 
l-ieard that computerized youths' term. David Crystal in Language and the 
tnt~17let quotes a student as claiming that he can do his mathematics home
work and have tiny sex at the same time.i7 It's a neat trick if you can do it, 

but young people these days are adept at multitasking. 
Sex: on the Internet does come up in Le toucher, as part of a claim that 

t()u.ch, not just the visual, can be virrualized. Apropos of a description of 
the Integrated Media Systems Center at the University of Southern Cali
fornia, a center that is devoted, among other things, to virtualizing and 

digitizing touch, Derrida observes that "Tomorrow's Sigmund Freud ~ill 
h1ve to refine his magic writing pad. But also the topography of bodies 
<luring psychoanalytical sessions. Not to mention erogenous 'touching at 
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a distance' and the amorous body-to-body wrestling match in the sheets 
of the Web [corys a carys amoureux dans /es draps du Web]" (OT, 301, trans. 
modified; LT, 338). That's "tiny sex," as I understand it. Derrida's some
what scandalous claim is that sex on the telephone or by postcard, as in 
The Post Card, or, I suppose, between the sheets of the Web, is not narcis
sistic or masturbatory but, on the contrary, that even the most "immedi
ate," "intimate" "contact" of two bodies entwined, one penetrating the 
other, is no more immediate than making love by telephone, postcard, 
or computer, since there is no "the" touch, no immediate touch, only 
n1etonymically displaced and mediated touch, touch at a distance. Derrida 
says, "at the heart of the syncope, between touching and the untouch
able-an absolute untouchable that is untouchable not because it is of the 
order of sight or hearing, or any other sense, but untouchable in the order 
of touching, untouchable touchable, untouchable right at [O meme] the 
touchable-there is the originary intrusion, the ageless intrusion of tech
nics, which is to say of transplantation [greffeJ or of the prosthesis" (OT, 
1 r3, trans. modified; LT, I 31). Derrida ha<l just illustrated this in an ex
traordinary parenthetical interpolation that tOllo\\'S his assertion that "It 
is rime to speak of the voice that touches-always at a distance, like the 
eye-and the telephonic caress, if not the (striking) phone call [du coup 
de telephone]" (OT, 112, trans. modified; Lr, 1 30): 

(Imagine lovers separated for life. \Vherever they may find the1nselves and 
each other. On the phone, through their vocal inflections, timbres, and 
accents, through elevations and interruptions in breath, through moments 
of silence, they cultivate all the differences necessary to arouse sight, and 
touch, and even smell [le parjimt mime), so many caresses, up to the ecstasy 
from which they are forever weaned-but never deprived. 'I"hey know that 
they will never find it again, never save across the cordless cord of these 
entwined voices. A tragedy. But they also know themselves to be inter
twined, at times only through the memory they keep of it, through the 
spectral phantasm [.;pectre phantasmatiquej of ecstatic pleasure l/ouissance; is 
that spectral phantasm, that phantasmatic specter the same as Nancy's 
"images"? Probably not quite. J\.'"ancy explicitly d:nies that his i1nages are 
"phantasms." That is probably a sign of the strangely intangible, but never
theless fathom.Jess, gulf that separates them, Derrida from Nancy], without 
"'·hose possibility, they knov• this too, a pleasure would never be promised. 
They have faith in the telephonic memory of a touch. A phantasm gratifies 
them. Almost, each in their monadic insularity. Even if the shore of a 
"ph ta " · I · 

. an sm, prease y, seems to have more affinity with phainesthai, that ts, 
wt th .the appearance or the brilliance of the visible.) (OT, 11 2-1 3, trans, 
modified; LT, 13o) 
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. f h" "" ·native" invention ("linaginc 
Jn al! the careful complexity 0 t _is imagt h 

1 
me stands out. It 

~ r~ " Derrida) one p rase, or ' 
t()vers separated or t e, says fD' .d, thoughtandalsotntouch 

. ·h the heart o ern a s )~s.alient as a way to touc h d N nrv's thought· "each in 
b D rrida's thoug tan a -, · 'tht.:: Jifference etween e · . l . , d" ue] " I\"ancy 
. 1 . [ b dans kur tnsu ante mon11 1q · 

!h(.:;ir monadic 1nsu ar1ty c acun . . h rgues at length in Beinr, 
11 h phrase for him, as e a 

~'ll.Ul never use sue a · · h . ,,;"gularities is in touch 
h f th gh caug tin our "' ' Si>1guJar Plural, eac 0 us, ou_ <l . d' ll with the other. \\.'c 

h L. h beginning an prnnor ia y, 
-with()Ut touc , 1101n t e .d h ever as I have deinon-

. 1 d I l t once For Dern a, ow ' . 
:lr~ >1ngu ar an p ura a · , . <l" ·h f us as Derrida says in a 

I · Ch 6 "D rrida En1sle , eac 0 · • · . 
1 

. 
'tr:ltet 10 • apter , e . . 1.k. Leibnizian w1ndo"v ess 

· A 'Ji te for the Secret 1s i e a ~1riki11g passage 10 as ' ' h monads' hannonv, their 
Id . h t God to guarantee t e · · 

1ni::Jnad in a wor Vilt ou . 
1
.k h t Husserl called their "ana-

s . ranvth1ng1ewa · , 
t~~nnance or ttmmung, O • h f for Derrida, a~ not ior 

· ,, f ne another Eac o us, lo~ic<Il apperception ° 0 
· .th b 'dge isthn1us, passageY:ay, 

d . · t world\\r1 no n '· . 
]\ <lnc-y, is enclose in a pnva e . . Id of others including 

. h qually private wor s ' 1,r translation across to t e e 

1\1.D'e with whotn I make love. . h h, telephone appear~ 
. · 1f touching anot er } . . 

The phantasm or 1nvennon c . ki dream. 'This tune 
h ·f · ""'ere a recurrent v.a ng h 

!Jt)ce n1ore in l,e touc e1·, as 1. It . d· "\\.ben 1 speak to you, I touc 
. . d n singular 1s use · the.1nt1111ate secon perso h me v.·hen I hear you, 

I . t t ucbe] and you touc h 
)'(JU (Quand je te pare, jf e 0 

' d ·fit is bv telephone, t e 
ff . to me an even 1 , .

1 fr()n1 however far o it comes . ' h or bv letter or e-mai , 
. '.fl ttononthep one, . h 

tt:collecrion of a voices in ec . . · more 11<1sitive, per aps 
6 ) Here the 1nflecnon IS r-

ti.•<i" (O'f, 291; L1', 32 -27 · . , 0 Xancv's phrase se tou-
f h asac commentan o • , 

but"l.use it is part o a parap r · h' h '.touching hv telephone or 
.d t negate t 1s app) · . 

1 
. 

1ber tai, Derr1 a goes on ° ched bv the other's voice un ess 
. b . th t ucouldnotbetou • <l e~tna1l y saying a yo h' h h hold• vou cannot o. 

h , urself w 1c e · )"tJu were able to touc } 0 ' 

The lVlain Traits of Derrida's Hand 

D ·cl • - "hand" in the bt emas, d outrageous a ou . d' . Just what is so strange an h • 
1 

h "W'ith identify eight 1st1nc-
. · · · Le touc er~ er.. h I ~~nse of manner of wnting, 10 ,, " er "It might seem t at 

f · "stvle or mann · . d 
r\\le extravagant features 0 tts · h . 1 <trore.nes" but, as Dem a 

• . ·d 's "r etonca ~ " 1'" ho 
;tA"J interested only tn Derri a. h both as a general fact a ut 

h nee 1n Le touc er, · If we h.imself asserts more t .an ° . ed b Nancy, style is meaning. 
f)hilosophy and as strikingly exem_phfi dy I thing of thought [entours et 
look at the superficial "surround1n~ an ~ ohe sometimes appears to be 
... vetement de la pensieJ" in Nancy s wor 
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saying the same thing as Merleau-Ponty or Chretien. Nevertheless, Nan
cy's way of writing brings into the open "the gaps [Jes ecarts] that we [he 
means "I, Derrida"] are continually measuring." He does this measuring 
by paying close attention to "the tone, the connotations, the mise-en
scene, indeed in ob-scene [/a mise en scene, voire en oh-scene]: for these gaps 
[team] are also powerful and inventive gaps of language [icarts de langage]" 
(OT, 286, trans. modified; LT, 322). In the coinage oh-scene, Derrida plays 
on the prefix oh as, in one of its antithetical meanings, "against, in opposi
tion to," meaning by oh-scene "outside the scene and the seen," offstage, 
so to speak. The mise en scene or staging is perhaps even the oh-scene, with 
an elided repetition of the mise in mise en sci:ne, literally "put." The ob
scene is what should not or cannot be seen. It is a hiatus or e'cart in the 
visible. Obscene in both French and English derives from a Latin word 
originally meaning "inauspicious." Later it took on the meaning of "of
fensive or repulsive to the senses," especially sexually repulsive, indecent, 
most often its modern meaning. Derrida plays with that origin and with 
the nuances of ohsci:ne in French, which are not quite the same as its nu
ances in English. Nevertheless, the sexual meaning is not absent in Derri
da's formulation. Characteristically, ho\•iever, he plays on the word 
inventively by adding a hyphen and thereby producing a new v.·ord whose 
1neaning I have tried to tease out. It is a good example of the difficulties 
of Le touchrr and of Derrida's writing in general. 

Reading Derrida requires careful attention to details of semantics, syn
tax, and punctuation (e.g., the hyphen in oh-sci:ne and the doubling of the 
en in mise en scene and voire en oh-sci-ne). This attention often requires a 
return to the French original. Voire, for example, is an antithetical v.'ord. 
It comes from Latin vrra, "true," and is either, according to my Petit Ro
bert, "an exclamation which marks doubt," as when one says "truly? 
really::" · " · · or an expression used to reinforce an assertion," de mime, in 
French, "even," in this case to say, "not only a mise en scl:ne, but perhaps 
even a mise en oh-scene." The reader needs to ren1emher that Derrida is 
using ~ese e~ressions to characterize the way Nancy's style not only 
stages Its meanings out in the open but also uses powerful and inventive 
?"PS in language to say what it means to say, or at least to allude to what 
1s unsayable. 

This use of gaps the b · th · , .. • o -scene, in e nuse-en-scene of language means 
th~t Nancy's wnang a~d his concomitant way of thinking are singular, 
umque. !he way style ts meaning entails a certain untranslatability that I 
am defying here by citm. g D ·d · E li h · · · al . em a 1n ng s , wtth some of the ongm 
French interpolated here and there where the French contains something 
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. ff; t f Le tow:her is, following 
j(JiollJaric and hard to translate. The ennre ~~l: ~o touch in language the 
rJ~flcy, to find ways to speak of thef ~nspe~ It. 'an effort doomed to fail-
11..flr(Juchable, using the resources o renc . isk ~nng even though 

th · t reason not to eep ~,· ' 
i.-1.re, of course, but at IS no a . . sense of Nancy's neolo-

" ·b d " that 1s 1n one l\lhiltever vou say gets exscri e • ' th skin so to speak, that 
. . ' ff d This happens on e • !tlsm wntten away ore ace · . h Almost at the 

' 1· . f h t you are trylng to touc . 
i~,atthe untouchable 1m1t 0 

"'' a .
11 

h th ·mpression that we are 
·d " ne sn as e 1 

~rid of Le toucher Derr1 a says, 0 'th hich to say anything 
l f. a meta-language WI w illw~'~ going to be at a oss or h bl that is not in advance 

· h h' or the touc a e ~h<Jtever about touc , touc ing, . . h th kin [excrit a meme la 
th ki bed ng ton es 

~{.:C(JJnmodated by e s n, exsctl h . exscribed right on the 
f1eto]" (OT, 303; LT, 339). If whatever. e safysthe.,limit discussed earlier, 

. D ·d ' docmne o • !>;kitt, then, according to erri a 5 

\t d()es not cross that li1nit and touch touch .. d page earlier, to say he 
, , . h . be ledDerr1a,a II·" I'h.ts doom is \>.' at, it may , h d d. ks deleted from a uie 

dfr mall the ar IS , 
\..,.:Jt1ted his whole book erase 0 . th th. book he forgotten or 

. I sking at ts 
•lJ.ernory bank~: "I'm now sincere Ya d ·mas much sincer-

. th' I ouldn't have one-WJ d ~ff~ced, and I'm asking is as w . . ll . [Qu'on efface tout], an 
h c. ks W>pe 1t a a'"ay . ilv~for anv of mv ot er UtJO • . . " (OT 301, trans. 

. , : d h. Nancy in his corpus ' th 
!i\'1.ft or start again to rea im, . d ·s addressed both to e 

Th. . attve comman l h h d tllc1difi.ed; LT, 338). is imper D 'da never erased t e ar 
. f th h f course err1 b k· re<\de:r and t<J hunsel , oug 0 he anxiously kept ac 

h ·~ On the contrary, d drive that contained Le touc er.- . f _1... c edoomed failure to rea 
I spite 0 u11s 1or . 

lijltl ()f everything he wrote. n tart over and keep oying, as 
· h h ) hould always s v 'ght Ju!<;tly, anyone (you, I, e, s e s y, u never knov.·. 1ou mi 
l)errida does for over three hundred pages. ~ f Derrida's hand I find 

the features o 
1"'t it right by accident. 1-lere are h d :\lost of these are 
11- . to be almost touc e .. 
l]t(Jst salient, most standing out 

l.fi d · · · ,[•ea<l\' made. . :rh -1..e other. ~:<emp 1 1e 1n citations • . d what he gives"'' ui 
One· Derrida takes away V.'ith one han . fter sketching out the other 

'fhis is. so important that I shall returnf Lto 1
: ~her is one immense act of 

. Th ·hole o e 01 Th book also 1e-vcn stylistic features. e "" . . . n voith the other. e . 
t;tking hack with one hand what is .gJ\le I characteristically Blanch~t1an 

th d ble act in oca • c niple 1n an c(JtJstantly performs at ou in Le toucher, 1or e~a .' _ 
leti.:utions. In just two pages ,vellthalonght Derrida says "ine\1table-1~thpost 

. . .... r ncv's oug , d" -Lers v.1 ou atternpt to do JUSt1ce to , .. a . . to me" an gaui ·' 
1 ·m ut returning ' T 20) A ew 

sible," "returning to me w1 o bier]" (OT, 283-84'. L , 31~f X ~1thout 
~thering [rassemble, sans rassem th ·ctly Blanchooan fonn A 

1 
rge 

"~ges later, another locution in e stn di "(OT, 288; LT, 324)· a 
r 'th t suspen ng .'(appears: "suspending WI ou 
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number of other examples could be adduced of this small-scale simultane

ous giving and taking. They punctuate Le toucher. The aim of all the book, 

however, is to put in question, with Nancy's slightly ambiguous help, the 

age-old intuitive tradition holding that touch is im1nediate, a "(continuous 

and continuistic) haptocentric [haptacentrique: a neologism built on the 

Greek stem for touch, haphe J intuitionism" (OT, 300; 1..-T, 337). Those 

places, here and there, where the aim of Derrida's book is encapsulated in 

a total back of the hand to the whole Western tradition holding that touch 

is immediate use extravagant forms of the X without X expression to give 

and take away in a single double gesture requiring perhaps two hands. 

Here is the best example, near the end of the book. The passage is ad
dressed in praise of1'.Tancy for breaking with this tradition: 

This quasi-hyper-transcendental-ontologization of tact (and not of touch) 

must remain paradoxical: it exscribes itself instead of inscribing or writing 
itself. [Elle s'excrit au lieu de s'insirire ou de s'iiTire; "exscribes," as earlier 

examples have shown, is Nang.''s neologism frlr an act of writing that puts 
something beyond writing or acknowledges that it cannot be touched by 
writing.] For that which touches on it or that about v.'hich one speaks under 
the name of touch is also the intangible. To touch, with tact, is to touch 

without touching that which does not !et itself he touched: to embrace eyes 
[t'embrasser des yeux], in a ·word or several words, and the \1-·ord always brings 

to your [tan: second person singular in the French throughout this passage; 
he is addressing, perhaps, Nancy] ear the n1odest reserve of a kiss on the 

mouth. To touch with tact is, thanks to you, because of you, what can break 

with immediacy, \\<ith the i1nmediate given, which one wrongly associates 
with touch and on Y•hich aJ.,,,•ays rests, as on self-presence, intuitionism in 
general, transcendental idealism (Kantian or Husserlian intuitionism) or 

ontology, the thinking of the presence of being [de J'itnnt] or of being-there 
as such in its Being [The reference is to Heidegger's Dnsein], the thinking 
of the body proper or of flesh [chair: as in all those present-day feminist 
appeals to the "materiality of the body," as well as in discussion in the male 
philosophical tradition, recapitulated by Derrida, of the "body proper" or 

of flesh~Leib in the German philosophical idiom, as opposed to Ktirper, 
body]. (OT, 292--<}3, trans. modified; L1', 328) 

In a characteristic gesture, Derrida follows this admirable giving of a 

summary by taking it all back. He says, in effect, I have gone too precipi
tously to the end: "I have gone too quickly" (OT, 

293
, trans. modified; 

LT, 328). I must go back and read Nancy carefully again, read what he 

says about the weight of thought: "In order to demonstrate that the great 
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. · thing but the . . is finall only right, in no . 
thinker of touch is_ t~terested, as . els~--one would need, once again, 
\rtr·1n<rihle-and thts ts not something P ~ peser exactement] what he 

' to>" • h ct/y [penser, es", , I 
\:'() thirlk t{J \veigh, to v:e1g exa . h. k. [pensec] and weighing [pesee . 
:..av'l ab~ut the relation between t tnhmg t p by "ep Lepoidsd'une pensfe 
• . d d'tate eres e 
()t)t:would have to read an m_e t book b Nancy]"''' (()T, 293, trans. 
II/Jr U,,eight of a Thought, the utle of a y . 

11
1,,dified; LT, 328-

2
9). . s the distinction bet\.vcen the ~he 1~1an_~ 

'fwo· Derrida unhands or disarm l'teral and figurative. fhts 
· h ll·"torbetweeni !() 

;1!1(.1 the "operative," as. ~ca s 
1

' h one place explicitly signale( · ne 
•l;:t:ui-s pen·asively, but is in n~ore t. an f the way Nancy's use of the \\-·ord 

ft lex d1scuss1on ° f kind Just pl<)l'f con1es a er a comp f , ki g· a trope o son1e · ·. 
- b "manner o spea n · , , . ]" (()1 t~ttch seems at first to e . . 'touched' a denial [den~gat1on . . '. 

try t<> find son1conc v.·ho has hteraJ\y d ll however, Dernda coaxes his 
• <l l"f J) Gra ua y, d fi ranve ~68. trans. 1nod1fie ; • ' 3° · . . that the literal an gu 

. \1-·ard a recogn1non <li~tttssion of Nancy to 

"it1Yade" one another. . er from the title on] 
h done in this cha pt , '] . \Vh1· sar "touch" [as I inysclf ave . ""tu relate to" [.IT ritpponern. in 

· " "to ann " uc for ;'to speak of," "to concern, h as -\ristotle said, is not a uniq 
l <l 0 ft ,rth, Is it because touc , · · 

~ncra an s · 

,,~' ·riou~ one there se11se ~ d more the most <;e . 

. Yet .Nancv plays this game more an th~ slightest problen1 [co~1,,1e s1. 
·. . . ·f there were not .

1 
I gc 

1
n order is It consists tn using, as 1 1 figure oftactl c angua . _ 

· · ,, _ . . on and ancesrra .. . pas]. He invests 
Jc rien 11 etalt], this comm h" \\·hich is not [qu 1! 11 ya_ . h. I -

· "'the' touc - d" nngu1s 1ng Je t() dra\\-· attention to . ·ents us from is . 
1 thi~ very invasion that, little by h.ttlefu, pre~on between the proper or htera 

· d operaove nc ' (01' 268 trans. rween the1nacic sense an ures trvpiques]. ' ' 
. . rumings [ses to11rn sense and all its tropic 

lll.odified; LT, 303). ] d. -e here extends 
. [N •'s lSCOll•-' 

. s "His ang. , · ou thema-
lV;o pages later, Derr1~a say.h'_,,,tic sort [de fa1on operato~hce the dis-

. f perat1ve or t ~"- · nee u ere 
!(J all registers o an o . . · h for convenie ' . )" 
. I ·r t the least ""'e still d1snn~1s ' l ger in all rigor, pertinent 

rl.. (1ue -1 a odes is no on • f the cenns 
· · b these two m · " ·as one o ~t)CJatlon enveen . d LT 3o6). '"Operanve w II a "perfonna-

(OT, z 7 I' trans. mod1fi~ ~ to ~ame ·what he deci~ed to ;:r than naming 
.\tiscin first thought of usi g <l that does something ra ds to "lit
- ,, h · £ rm of wor s , ·c" correspnn . ttve, t at is, a 

0 l ·s here 'theman ,, n note 1n 
3u In Derrida's ana Y51 

' "figuranve. v 
S£lm.etlung. . " correspnnds to . t necessanly 
~ral " and "operative funcnon A fi<Tnre of speech is no there is 

' the same. ~- 'd because '""assmg that they are not . b k down, for Dern a, ~ h inons rea [)trformative.) T e oppos 
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no "the" touch and because, therefore, all touch words, literal or figura· 
rive, thematic or operative, are, strictly speaking, performative catachreses 

for what cannot be adequately named either in literal or in figurative lan
guage. It is as if Derrida were saying, in effect, "I arbitrarily, and in sover

eign irresponsible and unjustified decision, call this nameless something 

'touch.'" The word catachresis, so far as I remember, does not appear in Le 
toucher, but an elegant formulation of the catachrestic situation in our rela· 

tion to touch does appear almost at the beginning of the book: "And," 

says Derrida, "to announce questions that will come back to us like boo· 

merangs, what is the way to organize together the following four concepts 

or philosophemes; extensim, partes extra partes, to touch, and to touch oneself! 
Their association and dissociation will soon enough compel us, in the clo

sure of a combinatory play around a vacant center [dans la c/6ture d'une 
combinatoire au centre vacant], into a vertiginous wandering" (OT, 16, rrans. 

modified; LT, 28). "The closure of a combinatory play around a vacant 

center" is a splendid formulation of the catachrestic situation in relation 

to the heart of touch in which Derrida (and Nancy before and after him) 

find themselves. They are forced to take a ceaseless detouring or digressive 

walk from metonymy to metonymy with nowhere a proper, literal word, 
nowhere a way to name "the" touch as such. 

Three: Derrida manifests this breakdown of the distinction bet:v.·een 

conceprual and figurative in ostentatiously and exuberantly inventive pas· 

sages of thematic/figurative overkill, passages that could only have been 

written, these days, by Derrida himself. This procedure involves an exas· 

perating but clearly deliberate procedure of using in his own language 

some punning version of the theme or figure he is putting in question. In 

discussing Nancy's term partage, which means, as I have said, both "shar

ing" and "shearing," for example, Derrida speaks of "a partitioning that 

departs anew [une partitifm qui dipartage]" (()T, 21 8, trans tnodified; LT, 
2
47). The most tangible evidence of this stylistic feature is the constant 

wordplay, throughout the book, on words that mean "touch," in all their 

semantic and idiomatic variation: tact, tactile, contact, contingent, tangent, 
tangential,pminent, and so on. \Vhy all this play on touch words? Derrida 
d 'till' d 
oes s. m .or er to demonstrate, out in the open, where the reader can 

hardly mtss It, that he too is caught in the double bind of not having any 

proper language to use. He too must use metonymies, language that is at 
once conceptual d 6 · · · 

. an gurattve, since all conceptual words are figurattve, 
as their etymologies show. Here is another extravagant example of which 
I cite only pan: ' 
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. , ] . nvitation or even injunction, if not to 
In ordertorespondtohts[Nancys 1 !db 'd h e Whatoftheshar-

. " I detour shou e ma e er · 
his quesnon ( a very ong . . , r. N"nnr's "Laughter, Pres-, , , f h )'' [the otaaon IS uom • " -1 
ittg/d1vid1ng o t e senses. 

1 
. "di <>ropingly [tl tOtons]-

,, OT JD J shall mere y-ami y, ~-
ence ; see . , ~4°• n. ' Th' would be a brief, tangential excur· 
sketch the elhps1s of such a detour. J~L d eans a recrion out at the 

· hes [marches: u1e wor m =-· 
si{Jn, along margins, ma~c ' M'ddlemarch] and frontiers, via the 
frontier, as in George Eliot's oxymoro~ 1 

f h in' the history of philos· 
,, f-L· "E ean" question o touc 

''rnodemity o L111s, ,ur~p dfme by hand [et a la main; it could also 
ophy, as a sampler [echantillon], and d Germany Done by hand: 

, d by h d''] between France an · . 
mean 'and ma e an • I II ••wn [cousu], following, 

h J more or ess we "" 
it won't be more t an a samp er, f th. hand and especially of the finger. 
like a guiding thread, the contour o e 
(OT 13g trans. modified; LT, 159) 

' ' . fi rative embroidered sampler, 
And so on, with more extension of the ~L paralTTllph continues, but 

. f loth to come, as u1e o·-
.a.rnple of larger pieces 0 c . II how that he cannot get on 

D 'd ts continua y to s 
l'UU get the idea. errl a wan d' .c figures that Nancy uses. 
, , 'th - g and exten 1ng u1e , wjth. his reading W1 out usin . f phrase rurn Nancy s 

th xtraord1nary turns o ' II I-le cannot, even by e most e . 
1 

p,_,,.,i fonnulation. I sha 
"), any htera conce c.... d , 6crnres (by some "detour into . . 

1 
t e.pecially the han 1n 

~· . f h Dernda sing es ou 
r~turn to the question o w Y . . th changes between France 

. 1 curs1on into e ex this sampler of the tangentla ex . f h 
d hi] ophies o touc · · atld Germany in mo ern P os . rything in question, drawing 

Four: Derrida has a habit of purang eve th ost idiomatic and banal 
, th' r <TNnted even em h' If himself up taking no 1ng ior ei·-- ' dd d by himself to 1mse : 

, , . th following a resse 
of everyday phrases, as in e v%_ does that mean?" (OT, 1 39; 
"~You exert yourself? [Tu t'efforces?J that din<>rv idiom "take place" 

h b k, heuses eor -1 I , 1 .. ;T, i6o). Or, early int e oo k th.c phrase prob emanc, 
d then pauses to ma e . , -

(p'l"mdre lieu in French), an th , t ay is extended [a heu, c est 
, ki place at1s os , _L "b'"''"e· "everything 1s ta ng ' 1 ' 'between u1ese .., "-""' . d. 'd themse ves ... , . 

ii-dire est itendu(e)], 'in places that JVI e odified. LT, 27). The inter-
"' (OT lj trans. m • rarv Plaees, these locations··· ' ,; N cy'" orio:linal short commen ·1 

r. "Psyche an "' o· piola.ted citations are 1rom ' 

on Freud's aphorism.-
11 

. h d mantraps of handy lists that 
F'ive: Derrida sets, with a cunrung an c'ome examples, out of almost 

't Here are " h lol)k like synonyms but aren · .L. pages of Le touc er. 
. from the first uuee 

innumerable possible ones, , ;i A hidden sealed, 
between f"-'O x s. ' · 

Mat is contact if it always inttrVmts d mpressed, and repressed, inter-
. ,, I · ed squeeze ' co . th blaring ne· eoncealed [see/lee, ceJCe ' si~ ' . on of an interrupnon, e su 

ruption? Or the Clmtinual inrerruptt th Hegelian Aufbebung or 
'th 'cal reference to e gation [an ironic ano en 

'' 

·-~ 
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dialectical sublation] of the inte , I 
modified; LT, r2) na 'the death of the between. (01', 2, trans. 

Is there still room, place, space Ide la . ' 
khora for th .. do , h . place, du lieu, de I cspaceJ or inten'ai 

' "' "Y s P enoinenality J · d. . . . ' 
trans. modified; LT, lJ) an its iaphanous v1s1lnlity? (OT, 3, 

But it [the bean] is also not somethin cl . . . -
the Bible for exanlpl ) t c g se, Jt 15 not a figure inherited (from 
. . ' e ore1ertothec t j"L 
1nter1orih• feeling I I . th b en er, lie, psyche, pneuma, spirit 

.,, , ove. t 1s e od · ·. h . ' 
belonging to )'Ou Im, p . , . y, It is t e heart insofar as it is mine 

a 'Parttent a tor) this h . h h 
\l'here the "spiritual" fi th . ' . eart, t e ea rt of the other, there 
h gure, e 1nhcntcd 1n ·t h · 

ere, my body, in iny bod d e onyrny, touc es this heart 

(OT 
v,an cannolongerb d" · · h df 

, 183, trans modifi d. L'J' e 1st1ngu1s e rom it. 
· e; ,319) 

I have often Invoked the "technical" . . 
[greffe], metonvmic sub·"·tu • d <lunension (prosthesis, transplant 

. " tc, an so forth) l"f'h. . . . . 
are themselves prostheti . · c words In appos1t1on here 

LT 
c metonV1n1es] (<rr 86 , 322) ' · · , 2 , trans. rnodified; 

~ pertinence does not fail to touch the ob. . . 
risky and cocky [suffisa t] ("I kn iect, w·hich is at the same time 
impolite, impertinent. ~o-r ow what 1'111. talking about!"), arrogant, 

'3°2 , trans. modified; 1:r, 3 ~9) 

V/hat can this "selfsame" I . . merne) n1ean ab h h , 
proper, the essence of th h out t e carts heart? ·rhe heart 
· If e eart ofthe. · h itse , of the heart with ·.-.. If ' sovereign cart, of the heart in 

• ) lc~e nearest to its ]f ( · · 
meme ? (OT, 305, trans. modified· LT e) ipse, 1pse'!11et, metipse, meisme, 

' '342 
\Vhat is the effect Th . . ' or purpose, or fu .. e1r ubiquity certain! . .b nction, of these extravagant lists? 

ty
l . L y contn utes to th . s e in e touchrr. The r d th e immense density of Derrida's 

and · ea er• e careful re d h interrupt the flow of h . a er, as to slow down pause 
erread1n t kh . ' ' 

terms on the list means •nd . . hg 0 as erself JUSt what each of the 
th d"CT JUSt w y D "l e 11rerence in meani b . ernl a needed so n1anv. \\'hat is 
th · ng etween one it. · · . ' 

e senes, between "the h cm in a given hst and the next in 

0 
b eart proper" I " h r etween a "prosthesis" d " an{ t e essence of the heart," 

'"'"O · an a transpl ";i A_ -; ·· nyms, JUSt proof that D .d ant · n.re the items in each list 
same th" erri a could think f I mg, or a proo-resst'o th 0 a ot of ways to say the 
" thod o· n at gets h . me as detour," perha fi- som:w ere as the list progresses, by 
JUSt a rand 1. ps om one thing t · . om 1st of variants th . 0 Its apparent opposite, or 
nund' N . at JUSt happ d . · ancy 1s also the master of th . ene to con1e into Derrida's 
cites, from the concluding e hst, as in a great example Derrida 
parts of the body offered a!:~r11hPh1 of Corpus. This is Nancy's list of 

Woecorn f' -rus 0 images stretched from 
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]lt1tly to body." (I have already discussed this list in this chapter and v.;ill 

~is cuss it again in Chapter I 2.) Derrida may in his ov.rn lists be playing his 
111veterate game of one-upsmanship or upping the ante. Derrida overbid~ 
'\'\·hat Nancy hids by showing that v.·hatever Nancy does he can do better, 

t:h<it he has higher cards in his hand. Cfhis figure is used by Derrida 
hi111,elf about Nancy by way of [he word surenchCre, an overbid; ()'I', 307; 

IT, 146.) 
· fhc lists call attention to the contingency of \vords, to the V.'ay a slightly 

Ll1fferent form of saying anything alw·ays exists, therefore no single right 
\.\a.y can be found. ·rhe lists call attention, also, to the V.'ay a given word is 

P•1ft of an i1n1nense netv.'ork of connected words in a given lexicon, 

(;rcnch, E<:nglish, Greek, or Latin, and to the relations among those lcxi
l.:OJ1s. !\lost of all, the lists indicate that Derrida is trying to say son1ething 

t]1,1t cannot he said except in approximate catachreses that hcnd ordinary 
la11~ri.1age in the service of trying (alv.·ays unsuccessfully) to say 1vhat is at 

the liniit of the savable. He needs to tr\' this word and then that v.·ord and 
t]1cn another v.·o;d or phrase, but ca~ never quite get it right. The lists 

<i.rc tl1ercfore potentiallv intenninable, as is Le toucher itself. Derrida often 
l~tt1e11ts the V.'ay he is 'not getting anyv.'here ·with ::'\'ancy. l!e feels he is 
~1:i.ntinua!ly starting over again from the beginning, \.\'ithout having ever 

t~;;1lly touched Nancy on touching. This chapter records my similar expc, 
ri1.::ti<::c in trying to touch Derrida or to touch Derrida's book about touch. 

Just \~'hat was it that Derrida found so difficult to say clearly and suc
dtlctly, in so rnanv words? No careful reader can doubt that the ans\\·er is 

that it was touch i~sclf, the heart of the book, that \.\·as so impossible to say 

dc~rly and that led Derrida to invent such baroque lists .. !\JI my examples, 
by a no doubt not quite accidental serendipity, exemplify this difficulty. 

'·'fhe" "central thesis" of Le toucher, if I may put it that v.:ay, \\·hich Der

tiJa explicitly forbids 1ne to do, is the untouchability of the heart of touch, 
tht: impossibility both of touching itself and of talking/writing directly 

~l)out touch. You cannot touch touch, or touch on touch. An interval, 

i1\tei:-ruption, or spacing that cannot itself be touched, any more than can 
thto object <)f touch or the limit of touch, al\\·ays intervenes bcrv.·een my 
finger and what I reach out to touch, as in the old telephone advertisement 
"Reach out and touch someone." \Vhat is contact if it always intervenes 
betW"een x and x? That is the then1e of all these lists. 1\lso, in their implicit 

in.terminability, which could go on and on, these lists constitute in the_m

sf:lves the uncrossable interval between reaching out and acrually touching 

sorneone or something. 
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Six: Derrida handles in a masterly and deliberate way a technique of 
micrological reading that is itself thematized as the only way to go, the 
only way to have any hope, a hope without hope, of getting where he is 
going or wants to go, that is, touching Nancy on touching. Speaking of 
the proper way to get a handle on what Husserl says about the hand, for 
example, Derrida says it is irresponsible to stand back and try to make 
generalizations about Husserl's doctrine of the hand. He says: 

before posing the questions seemingly raised by the reasoning or the argu
ment to which this network of phenomenological evidence gives rise [donne 
lieu], before interrogating the demonstrative procedures or theses that, in 
truth, seem to parasitize or contaminate in advance the alleged description, 
it would be better to remain closer to the text and to its letter [au plus pres 
du texte et de sa iettreJ. (OT, r74, trans. modified; l,T, r99) 

Derrida means that in Husserl's pheno1nenology the tern1inology used 
to pose a question already begs the question of the answer. The means of 
definition contaminates the definition. Derrida certainly keeps close "to 
the text and to its letter" in all sections of Le toucher. lie makes careful, 
mostly short, citations and then teases out their 1neaning, often in com
mentaries that greatly exceed the length of the citations he has 1nade. Der
rida, in the passage I have cited, distinguishes between, on the one hand, 
"the text and ... its letter," that is, in this case, the actual (;cnnan words 
that Husserl used in his phenomenological "descriptions" of the role of 
the hand in touching and self-touching and, on the other hand, the reason
ing or argument that Husserl makes, the theses he proposes about one 
hand touching the other hand, etc. These theses inight be su1n1narized 
without citation and in any language: "I-Iusserl asserts so and so." This 
close attention to the letter of the text is absolutely necessary for the ac
complishment of Derrida's goal, which is to show that f-Iusscrl's vaunted 
objective, unbiased description of the facts thcniselves, as thcv are given 
through the phenomenological reduction, are "in fact" conta~inated be
fore~and or parasitized by the general arguments or theses he wants to 
sustain. The descriptions are not objective at all. They are just imported 
into the "facts" he allegedly describes objectively. The conclusions Hus
~erl wan~ to reach contaminate the evidence he adduces. Only a 1nicrolog-
1cal reading that sticks tenaciously to the letter of the text can show that 
this is actually the case. 

~even: Derrid~ habitually postpones a full taking in hand of a given 
topt~ or passage in the name of a potentially (or actually) interminable 
reading. He constantly employs a rhetoric of postponement or of deferral, 
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. . . " ld call for an intenninable analysis" (OT, 14; 
saying things hke: this wou d' e on [these lines] enough" (OT, 307, 
L.T 26); "One could never me iat r II h e this great text here step 

' d L~ 6) "unable to ~o ow er 
rr-ans. modifie ; •.l, 34 ; rth less should" (OT, 295, trans. 
oy step and word by word, as o~e ne~;F edom a book far too rich and 

) "Th Expenence o1 ree • 
rrtOOified; LT, 33

2 
; e d t uch on it here" (OT, 304, rrans. 

!lOVel [trop riche et neuj] for me to are od b t what I would have liked 
"l "°Y a wor a ou itlodified; LT, 341 ); or et me ~a 

ru do but shall not do" (OT, i97; LT, 3JJ)f. rponement I have already 
th. h b"tu J gesture o pos b 

One reason for IS a t a H erl's Ideas fl would e more 
I . I ding of say, uss ' 'dentified. A micro ogica rea , "ble to keep ones nose 

1 • • b more respons1 , 
0 .- Jess interminable, so it ts etter, ~omething verifiable about • . d~m~· . 
close to the letter of the text an . of perpetual, frustraung, 

The result is a sense ii fev1 short passages. 

itlcompleteness. h h ot even gotten started yet. An 
Derrida says repeatedly that e a_s n hi h he formulates once more 

· 1 · hebook1nw c b · ·g example is a passage ate in t . more of ever even eginn1n 
t"r prni"ect of his book and despairs, once[ •on, After a substantial cita

J• b · ·t to aconcus. · h s 
!)is enterprise, n1uch less ring I h. Derrida apparently parap rase 
tjQn from Nancy's Corpus about touc ing, 

Nancv: 
1
. , V/ho is this "one"? 

• . [ ·r on· One be ieves. . h" I tradi-'JO touch so one heh eves croi - ·. _._ I g ~restern philosop 1ca_ _ 
, I' ·rhose in u1at on "d de• l Nancy? People in genera t "da himself? How can "one ec1 Th·. 

tion of thinking about tou~h? Derr1lfbe touched by what one tou~hes. '~ 
amounts, therefore, to ]ett1~gonese on touch, in a manner that. IS at one~ 
is, then, to touch, with peronen:~· ::ve said and thus thought thh1s_ ltkeo~~:r 

h d hed Nancy WI d h sav somet 1ng touc ing an touc · . I hat "·av oes e · I.~ 
crs before hin1 but also o~berw1:e. ~:Onty or.Henri .\1aldiney, for ~xa0;· 
than the tradition up until Mer eau arv to start or start over again. , 

Id now be necess · 1 -rhat is where it woo ) 
2 ..,6_77 , trans. n1odifie<l; LT, 3

12 
. . of the whole book. 

, h b sic questton h ~ 
'That is the question, all ri~ht, rthe athan the tradition about toucl ~ 

someclung o er . ·da must, the rea< er 
flr)v.· does Nancy say h E lish rranslaaon Derri . B t 

00 
as che 

, I b 76 in t e ng . th t quesaon. u • ~ure y v page 
2 

rt in ans...,·ering a d He despairs 
think'>, h~ve made at least a s~e has not even got starte . ye~~ touch "'"ith 
f11llowing paragraph attests, h less ending, of ever getahng.·~ Derrida on 
r · tarted muc · in touc wi 

o ever getting s ' 1 d air of ever getting this I have the 
~· h 1·ust as esp h chapter as · 
J-'ancy on touc , · . h relatively s ort _i. t I am continu~ 
.,.... h·ng m sue a . of hand, uia 
J ,ancy on touc 1 • ally getong out f hat Derrida says, 
feeling that things are connn:t touching the t111th o w 
ally flying off at a tangent, n 
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JUst as Derrida's book is inostl d f . 
Nancy to discussions f If. y ml a e _o a series of digressions away from 

d
. · 0 usser, Maine de Bir Ch · · 
tgressions that Derri·d

0 
·II «-r an, ret1en, and so on, 

a ca s iangents." 
Just after the citation inade abov . . 

renthesis within square brackets": e, Derrida says, in what he calls a "pa-

Pretend to be re-commencin rath . . 
and have never ceas,,d t g, f er, since I have the feeling, as I realize 

" o avow o never · · . 
touching the point of d ' arriving at Jt, at the truth, of never 

.th eparture, even less the d I d 
\VI telling out of d I · en · are to content mV<e]f 

• orersansordre]th. '" 
to write in order to reach h. . ' e ~tory of what I would have liked 

im, prec1selv in an a · ft . 
way. No, not even the sto,....,, th b ·' . ppropnate, ttlng [apte] 
d I ... , en, ut certain st · I ota, of what touched h'l or1es, more or ess anec-

me w 1clwastnri · , 
2 77, trans. modified· lT ) · -; .ng to wnte 'f,e toucher." (OT 

' • , J I2 ' 

Then follows a story about how Derri . 
Nancy at an airnort th da missed a planned 1neeting with 

th 
·y on e way to a confer I "h 

at e rendezvous prob bl [ . ence. t \\-·as t e contretemps 
fi d T'T' ' a Y sans doute) 10 1 ,, (O'f 
e; LJ, 312). Probably' H, 992 , 277, trans. modi-
I · · esnotevensure· h . 

t IS an interesting ston, b h · in w at year it occurred . 
... , ut ""' at go d · · · . 

mental question about \\-'h N ° is it 1n answering the funda-
1 suppose the answer i th·at h '"

1
.cy adds to the tradition about touching/ 

.d s at t e ittle anecd · II 
n a can never touch N H . ote is an a egory of how Der-
Th . ant."}'". e 1n1ssed the J d · at missed encounter · . P anne airport rendezvous. 

1 ,inturnisaman'f. · 
ta argument in this b k .' 1 estaaon ofl)errida's fundamen-

lf
. oo against the ide th h. onese 1n self-touch.in a at touc 1ng, even touching 

fl h ,, g, ever takes place a . . d. 
es , so to speak. ·rouch c D . . s an imme 1atc presence, "in the 

d' ta d ' ior errida 1s al is nee , panagi med' t d b ' ways nontouch. It is divided, 
b th ' iae ysomet h · Y e hand that manip 1 th ec nical prosthetics, for example, 

D "T u ates e pen or typ th oes .... ancv say J·Ust this h . es on e co1nputcr keyboard . 
. , p b · , t at 1s the s h' . · Sa). ro ably not quite ' .ame t 1ng that Derrida wants to 

thi . , or not even 1'he h ~ tnangular po\\-·er stru I h · re are t ree othernesses here, in 
ph1losophical tradition ing:i1e· ord. and~to-hand combat. 'I'hese are: (1) the 
self D 'd ' its 1versity· (>)I\' · ern a always plays hardball Hew' ancy; and (3) Derrida him-
places, that is, make the b . · ants to put the other two in their 
to h th m su m1t to Derrid ' " d. " ave e last ""'Ord I h II as rea ing. He al"·ays wants 
fth · sa retumt h" · 

0 e way Le trmcher is a stra 0 t is in Chapter I 2, in a discussion 
one h · ngeworkofm · ""' o is not yet dead d . ourning, a mourning for some-
h · an an obli 

w 0 is of course also not yet d d h que mourning for Derrida himself, 
The length of Le trmcb ea w en he writes the book. 

never really gotten stan der, ?0
t t? speak of Derrida's claim that he has 

e wtth h.is prnJ· . d' ect, m icates that Derrida finds 
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flllUing Nancy in his place not all that easy to do, for more than one 
re<1son. ·1-his is analogous to the \\-'ay Derrida's intern1inab!e return to Ilei

dt.'.ggcr in his setninars over the years indicates not only respect for Ilei
dt:gger but also a sense of the passive resistance Heidegger puts up, like a 
iu(Jo ruaster ""·ho uses your ov..-n mo~'es to defeat you, to being Aoored by 
dtcot"lstruction. \\Tith Heidegger, or "·ith Nancy, for that matter, Derrida 
h:1~ to n1ovc c.:arcfully, ,~·arily, since either is likely to have been there al
ready and to bt'. prepared with a 1nasterly parry. The would-be floorer rnay 

IJe flr)ored. 
In the paragraph in italics at the end of part c, just before he begin~ the 

lrn1g detour, the five "Tangents," attempting to get in touch '.1-'ith 111odern 

1ih.eno1ncnologists (Husserl, ;"\1erleau-Pont:y, et al.), Derrida adn1its rue
h1lly, "I've not token 11 step that he hasn't already run £1head of me." He ac
(J)Ullts for the baroque stylistic excesses of his hook by saying that they are 
~ i-t:-;ponse to the i1npossibility of ever touching :'\ancy on touch or of ever 
tt)\lching touc.:h: "] 1.i·ou!d like to think of· the story of the b11roq11e C(11npositio11. 
(111d the flaunted tttste [le gofit affice] far delirious profusion, as a 1·espo11se
~,1lC1ilated but nnhffrrassed, playful and e!usive~to the aporia.r of tact" ((ll', 

r_\ l, trans n1odified; Lf, 151). 
f.ight: Derrida inanhandles or 1nanipulares the notions of aporia, para

dr>J<, ~tnd the contradictory. l-le does thi5 to undo any satisfactory and univ
!Jl.'.al concept of touch in any of the n1any authors whon1 he read~, fro~n 
At-ist(itle and the (;ospels to Nancy. The theme of aporia appears .early in 
Lf! to11cher apropos of r\ristotle's use of the "·ord in On the Soul.(Per1 psuche~; 
irl L.itin knovin as De ,4.ninia). Derrida lists a series of "aporcnc elements 
A.rist,>tle finds in the sense of touch and that make touch obscure (adelon}. 
l{Juc:h is only 11otential not actual. It therefore does not sense itself. It 
d(J~s not have a single, ~ensible object, like the other senses, etc. Derrida 

>ays rhat this obscurity and these aporias "·ill govern his ":hole book. ~hey 
11-·ill be rediscovered in all the philosophers of touch he d1scuss~s, down to 
:-.O"ancy hiinself for all his "exactitude." Here is one explanation for the 
ol.J~urity I fin:} in both Derrida and Nancy \\'hen they to~ch on touch. 
"lo this day," says Derrida, "these aparematic [aporhnottque] ele~ents 
c . d h. · J ·fone can savso, 1n the 
nave not stopped telling tales [de faire es JStQ1res • 1 · . . 
c · . Th' 'II b borne out at everv step we 
n\story of this interminable apona. is "1 e • 
ta..ke" (OT, 6, trans. modified; LT, r6 ). This obscuri_ty·, ahd"'oknes~do; 
• h ,_ h Jso eYTlla1ns w y ern as 
~M~~=~~---s-• T d. 
b k d fa .lure reduced to anec otes 
Oo is so unwieldy shapeless, doome to 1 • rr . 

d 
' , both · the sense of pronenng nar-

al:"l storytelling. I mean "storytelling' in 

T<"ltives and in the sense of telling lies, whoppers: 
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ones like the Gos :iiters on touch he r:a~s ~rateful praise and admiration 
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that he, Derrida, would not dare to make. The issue between him and 
:Nancy is always a matter of the way things are put, that is, it is always a 

•n_a. tte:r of language. Of course, that makes it always more than just a matter 
;:).!language. Derrida finds disabling vestiges of ontotheological, even out
:ng-ht Christian terminology in l\Tancy's conceptual lexicon, despite his an
nounced aim to "deconsrruct Christianity." Derrida, as I have said, more 
than once declares that goal to be unattainable. Our culrure and our lan
gi.t~ges are Christian, as in the everyday notions of the "materiality of the 
tiody" and its unequivocal tangibility, its vulnerability to violent touches, 
as these notions are often used, without perhaps enough reflection, by 
lltose in feminist cultural studies today. I shall return to the question of 

language later on. 
The most striking example of giving the back of his hand to Nancy, or 

(Jf taking back with one hand what he has given with the other, is a won
d~rfully ironic, intimate, friendly, but nonetheless devastating paragraph 
Qf apostrophic prosopopoeia addressed directly to Nancy himself, after an 
o~eriing in which Derrida addresses himself, in a self-apostrophe cleaving 
htmself in two, with one part scarcely touching the other, if at all. These 
rotuher, self-touching the untouchable self, becomes toucher J'autre, touch
ing the untouchable other. The paragraph appears once (01", 107; LT, 
l ~ 5), and then is repeated almost word for word later in the book, in a 
different context. I quote the second version. It is a splendid example of 
Derrida's inimitable ironic, self-reflexive exuberance, his "hand" at its 
1nost recognizable, as a kind of password or signature: "Derrida was here," 
(l'f even, almost, "Derrida is here. You can touch him here." The passage 
Jlso shows Derrida's penchant for dividing himself, or being divided, into 
•cveral incompatible selves, and then talking to himself in a strange, soli
tary dialogue that the reader has the sense of just accidentally overhearing. 

'lhe passage is also a splendid, exemplary case of taking back with one 
h.and what has been given with the other. Derrida takes Nancy sternly in 
h.and and, so to speak, verbally spanks him, as one spanks a disobedient 

child, or he tries to touch him with an admonitory finger: 

-And in an aside you [tu] tell yourself: w·hat a funny, admiring, and 
grateful salutation [salut] you're addressing to him, to Jean-Luc Nancy, a 
curious way of pretending to touch him w·hile acting altogether as if you 
wanted to put his lexicon about touch again in the sen;ce of a tradition, or 
worse, a filiarion. Or reminding us that this lexicon should al\\·ays already 
have been related to its usages, that is to say, to an ageless usury [I shall 
rerurn to chis wonl below], even if we like that-touching-anew, precisely \ 

l 
' ! 
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when it's impossible-prohibited, and we even like to call that loving
abstaining oneself. \Vhat a funny present, indeed, what an offering! Alto
gether as if at the moment of summoning others to become ecstatic before 
this great work and this immense philosophical treatise on touch, you whis
pered in his ear: Now, Jean-Luc, that's quite enough, give this word back, 
it's prohibited, you hear, leave it to the ancestors, don't compromise with 
it, don't let yourself be contaminated by this megalo·uirus, and once and for 
all stop using this incredible vocabulary, this concept nothing can really 
vouch for, these figures without figure and therefore without credit. Don't 
keep pretending, as they do, to believe, stop acting as if you wanted to make 
us believe that there is so1nething one could call touch [le toucher], a thing 
about which we could pretend to understand one another [s'entendre], and 
say soinething new, just where, touching upon the untouchable, this thing 
remains untouchable. Touch is finitude, period. ffaven't you yourself said 
"there is no 'the' touch"? Knowing you, I don't think this objection wil! 
stop you-I tell myself. 

-Nor you [he means himself, Derrida]. \Vould you like to touch him, 
as you say, in the v.·ay in which one touches, in a fencing match, with the 
point of a buttoned tip? Touchi, Americans also say in French, with a funny 
accent, v.·hen a point is scored. 

--On the contrary, it is his singularity, his "being sinh'Ular plural," that 
matters to me here above all, even v.·hen I speak to others of others [aux 

autres des autres]. It's this absolute singularity of his signature that I exert 
myself to attain. 

-You exert yourself? \\!"hat does that mean? (O'f, 138-39, trans. modi
fied; LT, r6o) 

\\-'hat is going on in this quite amazing passage? It is amazing not least 
in its comedy and in its touching, intimate tone, as well as in its use of 
apostrophe, direct address, to himself as well as to Nancy, something not 
often found in a philosophical treatise. Derrida comments in one place on 
the exclusion of apostrophe as "an essential displacement in the gesture of 
the thinking." (Note the relation of the word apostrophe to the word catas
trophe. Both words involve the notion of a "turn" a "turn toward" in 

' "apostrophe," a "turn down" in "catastrophe.") "To convince oneself of 
this," says Derrida, "though it certainly does not suffice, it is good to 
underscore to what degree, like 'thou' and even 'you' [k 'tu' ou mime k 
~ous1, this strophic turn of the apostrophe is excluded from philosophical 
discourse , one might even say prohibited, from Aristotle to Kant, from 
Descanes to Hegel and to Heidegger. As to many others, even today" 
(OT, 23, trans. modified; LT, 36). Using an apostrophe is a catastrophe 
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flltthe supposed objectivity and impersonality of phil~sophica~ reas~ning. 
1"~e philosopher speaks as no one to no one, a~ the d1sembod1ed ~01.c~ of 
rt.:ason. (I might note parenthetically, tangentially, another prohihino~; 

d "I" They say "we Vhilosophers-Heidegger, for example- o not say · . . · 
"cr<ida often follows Heidegger and the philosophical trad1non general_ly 
IA' 'd ft ·"l"tn jl) s::tying ",ve," though not always. In Le toucher Dern a o en says , 

Jt:fiance of philosophical convention.) . If . h 
Derrida's "tone" in Le toucher is an intimacy both of Derr1~a's se wit 

llimself and also of Derrida's self with the self of his great friend Nan_cy. 

1~1 ·, · · · f ~'•ncy'• phrase se touchertoi, to touch oneself touching 
111s1sam1m1ngo1~.. . · If . 

gth b D ·d Derrida divides h1mse into two rl1~ (>th er discussed at !en Y err1 a. · . h 
' .th ther though not quite touc -J)~r.-idas in touching converse Wl one ano ' h h 
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d . dfi eofeverypiosoper omr t<4ia"her tirelessly argue 1n e anc · . . 
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cl..::i11rn even to Nancy, w en e atter th d" · · f the self "at the 

I h D .d "YS about e IVlS!On 0 flere is exact v w at err1 a <l.fi cl· IT 
' . '"(CJT 34 rransmo1e,,, 

ifl{Jlllent when the 'I' 'makes its entrance ' ' ·. f, th said 
. " . th ssibility or the necessity or e 

4-1)· This entrance signs · · · e po . If k of itself to treat 
I . h · If to address 1tse , to spea ' ' ,'as soon as 1t touc es 1tse , h " (OT 

34 
trans. 

. cl in advance as an ot er • ' 
it-.5ei f, in a soliloquy interrupt~ If ' h however as Derrida 

fi d •·y ) l'h" hing onese se touc er, ' 111ocli e ; L , 47 · ts touc ·
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'. hing v.ithout touching: 
fa .I k contact t is a touc 
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the funny passage I have cited and am trying to understand, as soon as 
Derrida has divided into two Derridas, or perhaps more, ii then one of 

those Derridas (the first to speak) imagines himself addressing an earnest 
reproach to Nancy: "Now, Jean-Luc, that's quite enough, give this word 
back, it's prohibited, you hear," though one of his "I's" admits that he 
does not think his injunction will have any effect. 

Stop what at once? The passage is clear on that. You can't touch pitch 
without being defiled. Though you, Jean-Luc, think you can with impu
nity use words from the age-old philosophical lexicon (words such as being, 
touch, body, hand, etc.), and twist them to say something other than the 
traditional Mxa about "'the' touch," "'the' body," and so on, you cannot 

use these words without being contan1inated. You will inevitablv catch the 
megalovirus that will vitiate everything you say, n1ake it repeat: in spite of 
yourself, just what you want to avoid saying. These words are counterfeit 
c~in, without credit, incredible. W'hen he says these words are "figures 
without figure," I suppose he means that they are like coins that have been 
worn away so that their inscriptions are no longer legible. He means that 
conceptual words lose their 1netaphorical force through centuries of use 

and ~ecome abstract, empty counters, which should not pass as current. 
Dernda, ~o~ example, in "White Mythology" ("La mythologie blanche"), 
character1stically connects "usury" with the idea of being used up, deval
ued (Me, 209; Mfr, 249). Usure in French means both "usury" and "worn 
away." You.ca~ot invest these old, used-up v.rords or buy anything with 
them. Demda s reproach to Nancy for trying to do this takes away with 
one hand what he has just given \•lith the other when he spoke of wanting 

to summon ."~thers so that they will become ecstatic before this great 
v.·ork and this 1nunense philosophical treatise on touch." I le doth protest 
too. much? A touch of irony always contan1inaces Derrida's hyperbolic 
praise ?f~ancy, as of the other great philosophers he discusses. 

. .\ hilanous version of that irony is part of the extended discussion of 
Freud's note D ·d · · ki · em a, in a comic ma ng concrete of a metaphor (psyche, 
the soul, a~ Psyche the mythological personage) imagines all the great Eu
ro~an p~losophers as doctors gathered around Psyche's extended body, 
neither alive nor d d · ..: d . " . ea , trying to 11gure out \.\'hat it means to say, as Freu , 
did, Psyche 1st ausgedehnt, v.reiss nicht davon": 

There, around Psyche (peri psuchfs) [this is the title, in Greek, of Aristotle's 
On the Soul, but peri can be taken to mean "around"], v.:hich is to say, 
around the. great question of a "pure" self-touching and a pre-empirical 
auto-affecnon the docto Ka H I F d . ' rs nt, usser , reu , Heidegger, ,\1erleau-
Ponty and so m th r · cl ' any o er.; ivtng oser to us, whom we will interrogate 
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later, hold what is called a consultation. No doubt they will call upon their 
ancestor Aristotle. They ought to, in any case. Either to follow him or to 

have done with him. (OT, 46, trans. modified; L,T, 61) 

I shall return in Chapter r 2 to this wonderful scene of anxious consulta
tion. Le toucher as a whole sets itself the task of reading carefully just \.\'hat 

all these physicians of the psyche had to say about what De.rr.ida calls "o,~r 
guiding thread [notre fil conducteur]" (he means "m_y gu1d1ng thread ), 
tJamely, the possibility of "a kind of sensibility touching not~ing," "or a 
kinci of touch without empirical contact, a self-touching or be1n~ touched 
without touching anything" (OT, 45; LT, 59). Since N'ancy did not do 
that careful reading (he barely mentions .i\ristotle on touc.h, for exa~~le), 
Derrida's book is, among many other things, a mild and veiled, but d1st1nct 
<and iterated reproach to Nancv for not having done what he ought to 

' ' ful d' Th "doctors" were !-,ave done, for not having done that care rea 1ng. ese 
'"irnmense," a priceless heritage, but they V.'ere also wrong, de[udt:d.' un-

h. · f" h' th logy" that is the 1deo-t 1nk1ng repeaters of one aspect o w 1te my o , , · • 
i<lgical error of thinking touch is immediate. 

. . d b · I , th t "'.':'ancv is among tho~e The long passage I cite a ave, unp }1ng a • , . " 
I 'd , h k" fu esent "It 1s a funny of-( eluded ones, makes Derr1 a s oo a nny pr · 
- . . k f "fu , monev" as a term for coun-Fenng," 1n the sense that v.re spea o nn) ; 

. " 1. a: · " · the title of a chapter t:erfen currency. It is not a sub 1me ouering, as in ,, . . . 
1:1,. !\ancy "The Sublime ()ffering" ("L'offrande sublime ) in A 1-intte 
• · · ' , £ . · .· ral terms surfaces here 
Thinking.·H Derrida's reproach to I\ancy or using\! • " 

. k d . th comments on ;\;anc..··y. But anrt there throughout this boo an in o er . . . 

h . , 1 d' to an origin that ts nor 
U\\-' can he say that one 1s proper Y expose h I Id 

':appropriable'? I'll have to ask him this. Just as I ask.inysel~\1-- Y ""·;~h 
never have dared \\'rite that" (OT, rr6, trans. tnodifiedd; LJ;. r3~. ]' e 
i-e1t of the paragraph v.rhich should be read \1-'ord by \\-'Of fi'"d 1_ne,_y in~, 

' . d. d t 1, Derrida n s 1n 1 ... ancv s 
explains 1vhy -ro put it bnefly an 1na equa e }• _ k . 

· . c . d' t touching so !'\ancv n1a es 
tJhrasing a lingering nostalgia 1or 1mmc 1a e '., · 

. c h" d ot for me (OT, 'I, trans. 
''an affirmation that is possible ior im, an n h " t Der-

. ge in 4 Taste for t e ·>ecre , 
1nodified; I~T, 1 34). In an important passa · f th f ·1 ," (TS 

. . . . "I am not one o e an11 ) . ' 
i-1da explains "'·hat he means by saying f th. hook Der-

. d rilinChapter8o is · 
~ ;). I have discussed the passage 10 e a . [ nauti disoeuvrie) 

'd ''· I . Cun1m11111ty ( ,.a co'!!tmu i-1 a praises :'\'ancy's Tr;e noperative t' inavouabie) q 
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this word it is because too often the word 'communi.; 
' , th [romm' _.J" (TS, ,5). common' [commun], e as-one 
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If Nancy's "unviorked [disoeuvrie] community" (I prefer that neologism 
to "inoperative") is a congeries of people v.·ho have nothing in common 

but the fact that they have nothing in common, v.'hy risk using the word 

community to describe this assen1bly? The v.'ord buys into, or invests in, 
just what Nancy is trying to put in question. In an early passage in Le 
toucher, Derrida lists a series of "big" <A·ords that are "incredible" and 

therefore fathomless n1ysteries to hini. Le toucher, he says, is no more than 
the "me1noirs" of a short treatise he had long dreamed of v.Titing and 

dedicating to J\lancy. It would have been about Aristotle's (Jn the Soul, "a 

murky, baroque essay, overloaded with stories (wanting to tell tales [env1e 

de faire des histoires]), an unimaginable scene that to a friend v ... ould resein
ble what has always been my relation to incredible vlords like soul, mind, 
spirit, body, sense, u1orld, and other similar things [choses!" (()'[, 7, trans. 
1nodified; Lr, 17). "l'hings"? A little later Derrida "ti1nidly" takes issue 
\l.'ith 0.Tancy's use, in The F.xperience of Freedom (f,'expiiitncr de ta Jibe1trJ, 15 
of the words generosity and fraternity: 

Doesn't my timid, reticent inquietude about the ll'ord generosity (it is the 
V<ord I worry about and not necessarily the concept at v.·ork in it) pertain 
to the very reserve that the .ry1npflthetic [syrnpathique] 1notif and the Kood 
1novement of "fraternity" alv.·ays inspire in me? ... Briefly, what einbar
rasses n1e [me gfne: an oddly apt word: J)crrida would be ;tsh;uned or en1-
barrassed to be caught using such v•ords] In the \l.'Ord generosity, as in the 
word fraternity, finally amounts to the ~an1e thing. In both cases, one salutes 
some genealogy, some filiation, a principle having- to do with "hirth," 
whether or not it is as it is often thought to be, "natural." And above all, 
one privileges some "virility." i\ brother, even ifhe is an orphan, is a son 
and therefore a man. If one wanted to include here, for example, the sister 
or the woman or the daughter, it would perhaps be necessary to change 
words. Generously-and then change, while one is at it, the word p;enerosity 
itself. (OT, 22, trans. modified; I.T, 35-36) 

Derrida goes on to make clear that his objection is to the in1p!ication 
in the word generosity that one has something to give: "Indeed, if one gives 
or offers because one is naturally, genially, congenitally, or ontologically 
generous, at birth .... then does one offer, does one still give?" (O'f, 22-2 3; 
LT, 36). No, says Derrida, because true giving is of what one does not 

~ve. "~iving is possible only when it remains im-possible, and not even 
rm-possible as such [since the "as such" would be a return to ontology and 

ess_e~ce]" (OT, 2 3; LT, 36). Derrida's extended seminars and published 

wnnngs on the gift (for example, Given Time), therefore, in order to avoid 
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the "genital" ontologizing implicit in "generosity," always say "th~ gift, if 
· ,. "1'h · "'th' "ft"no"is"forthegift. there is anv [s 1/ )'en a]. ere is no e gi , . . 

Dcrrid;'s taking back, '"vith his left hand, his praise of :\Taney, hke his 
· · \ · J 'I · d B' H s·e•l Merleau-Ponty and others, praise ot rl.tlstot e, ;v a1ne e 1ran, u s • , . ' . 

. d f h I · fthe old phtlosoph1ca[ v..-ords: 1s ah\.'ays a maner of \\'Ot s, o t e ex1con o · . 
· b " d · b · l t] and not necessarily the "it is the V.'l)rd I <A'orrv a out lie ts 1en e mo 

. . ,, · JT LT ) "What an odd distinction! "Not concept at \vork 1n 1t (( , 22; , 35 · · 
. • h · ·cs and sometimes no? In any necessartlv"~ Docs t at tnean so1nenmes Y 

• . d ~ "t;i I thought the word case \\·hat would a concept be \v1thout a wor or' · 
' . h e the concept v.·hen you :,•as the concept, the BeJ_,nifj. Do you not c ang 
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Loyola University in Chicago in March 1985. 'fhat essay V.'as drawn from 
the much longer texts of Derrida's seminars of that time, for example, a 
hundred-page-long analysis of Heidegger's essay on Georg Trakl. The 
essay was, of course, written in French, though with awareness that it was 
to be presented in English. It refers constantly to Heidegger's original 
German, as well as to both French and English translations of Heidegger. 
Some Greek philosophical terms are also cited. In a v.'ay, it is an essay on 
the problems of translation. Anything in any language can be translated 
into any other language, but puzzling, indeed insoluble problems always 
arise, as, for example, Derrida notes, in trying to translate French reflex
ives into English (OT, 34; LT, 47). The focus of Derrida's essay is on the 
untranslatability of the Gennan word Geschlecht. It can, says Derrida, "be 
translated by 'sex,' 'race,' 'species,' 'genus,' 'gender' [genre], 'stock' [souche], 
'family,' 'generation' or 'genealogy,' or 'community"' (PIIe, 28, and see 
also Gii, 162; P, 4r6. I cite here and below the translation as revised for 
Piie by Elizabeth Rottenberg). None of those words, nor their French 
equivalents, carries over the derivation from schlagen, a word meaning "to 
strike," as a coin is "struck" with the effigy and inscribed words that it 
then carries as an indication of its worth in a system of exchange. These 
inscriptions make a coin of authentic value as a member of the family of 
coins passing current in a given community, in a given nation. Geschlecht 
is essential in it.s untranslatability for Heidegger's thinking about thinking. 
The differences among the four languages (English, French, German, 
Greek) in their set.s of idioms using "hand," main, Hand, and cheir are also 
made salient in Derrida's essay. 

"Geschlecht II" interrogates passages fro1n Heidegger's Trakl essay, 
from his What ls Called Thinking, and from his Parmenides to show that 
Heidegger repeats in his own way the Western Inillennial tradition of 
claiming that only the Geschlecht of Menschheit, Menschlichkeit, mankind has 
hands, or, rather, "Man does not 'have' hands, but the hand holds, in order 
to have it in hand {pour en disposer], the essence of man. (Der Mensch 'hat' 
nicht Hiinde, srmdern die Hand hat dos Wesen des Menschen inne)" (Piie, 5o, 
trans. modified; see also GIT, 182; Pf, 438). All other animals, even apes, 
are handless. This means that only man is capable of thinking and speak
ing. Man thinks with his hands, so to speak. This explains the high value 
Heidegger places on handwriting as the putting on paper of thinking and 
speaking. Writing with a pen is a tool-using craft like carpentry or joinery. 
Heidegger's hand ideology explains his extreme distaste for the typewriter. 
He saw it as a submission to the thought-destroying dominance of tech
nology. Derrida viewed these assumptions as dogmatic and extremely 
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faire ensuite librement]" (C"lT, 41, trans. modified; Lr, 5 5). Derrida is refer
ring here to Kant's Anthropolo[i>' fron1 a Pra[Jllllltic Point oj'l7ie-w. All animals 
of a given species, Kant believed, are the sa1ne, hehave the sa1ne, and have 
the saine ways of living together (a dogn1atic and ignorant assu1nption). 
(Jnly hun1an beings, because they have hands, n1ake then1selves. "Piece 
the world together, boys, but not v.·ith your hands," says V\7allace Ste
vens. 17 :For Kant, it is precisely hands that piece the hu1nan v•orld together. 
Therefore human beings can make the1nselves differently in different 
co1nmunities. As a result, we need anthropology in the n1odern sense to 

study these differences. Kant is, by the way, wrong in assun1ing that all 
1ne1nbers of the sa1ne aninial species are the san1e. Different flocks of the 
same species of birds develop, for exainple, different calls, as ornithologists 
have found. 

All Kant says sce1ns so intuitively correct that it is extren1ely difficult to 
stand back and say it is v.'rong, as I just have and as IJerrid<1 does. His aim 
is to shov.' that every expression of this ideology froni Ari~totle on, ditTer· 
ent as they are from one another, in one way or another betrays the error 
of these assun1ptions by coining up against son1e par;u[ox or aporia or 
contradictory bit of e1npirical evidence. It requires close reading, V.'ord by 
word, line by line, and page by page, of these learned doctors gathered 
around Psyche to see v.·here they encounter <1porias. ·rhis is \vh:1t Derrida 
does. Derrida's goal in this "close reading" i~ to persuade the reader that 
the tradition is wrong, wrong, wrong, on its O\.\o'll tern1s, adniirable though 
it is. 

i\Iuch of the long 1niddle part of Le toucher, the sections called "Tan
gents," is devoted to showing in detail the various per1nutations and com

binations of this error through the ages. The apparently coherent and 
univocal affirmations of this doctrine always betray their incoherence in 
some aporia, paradox, or contradiction. A fundamental part of Derrida's 
strategy is a patient recapitulation, with lots of citations, and just a touch 
of insolent irony, of what these esti1nable philosophers actually wrote 
about hands. That is the thread Derrida follows in the hand-sewn e1nbroi
dery of the \\lestern tradition. Often doing that is enough to show the 
contradictions and loopholes in the arguments of Maine de Bi ran, Ravais
son, Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, Heidegger, Franck, Henri Maldiney, and 
Chretien. 

Derrida's five "Tangents" (five like the putative five senses and the five 
fingers, as Derrida observes; OT, 182; LT, zo8) are extremely complex 
and reticulated. "Things are subtle enough," says Derrida, "and the stakes 

,. ' .,_, .......... , 
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We are going to identify the signs of this excellence of touch among the 
senses, of the hand among the parts or organs of the tactile body proper, 

and of the fingers at the tip of the hand. But can't we already interpret 
these signs as so many testimonies to the primacy conferred upon the thing 
as "object"? First on the external object, and then on this other original 
"object" that remains as the subjective and phenomenological experience 
of the body proper? 

... the external object is at issue, and very soon the possibility of touch
ing with a finger lays bare the complication that will make for a difference 
between digital touching and seeing: knowing that fingers can also touch 
each other [se toucher. as eyes, for Husserl, cannot], "fingers touching the 
finger": "double apprehension" (Doppelaujfassung), "double sensations" 
(Doppelempfindungen). (OT, 162, trans. modified; LT, 186-87) 

"Why is the hand so important? Well, for one thing, if touch is the most 

important sense, the one without which no animate body would be alive, 

whereas a body can live on without sight, hearing, smell, or taste, then the 

hand, as the primary organ of touch, is what, according to these philoso
phers, distinguishes "man" (!) from the other animals. Only "man" has a 

hand, with its five tactile and prehensile fingers, a hand that can reach out, 

touch, and grasp another body, or an inanimate object, or, for example 

when I touch or hold one finger with another, myself. Touching some

thing, somebody else, or myself with the fingers of my hand is the essential 

model of immediate experience, of immediacy, of the presence of the pres

ent. These three fonns of touching are the quite different uses of the hand 

among which Husserl distinguishes. Sight, which is often assun1ed to be 

the primary sense in these days of the dominance of the visual is secondary 

because my eyes may always be deceiving me. I may be seeing a mere 
reflection or simulacrum, whereas touch is harder to fool. This is true even 

though blind Isaac was fooled into blessing Jacob under the false impres
sion that he \vas touching Esau's hairy hand, for Esau was "a hairy man," 

while Jacob was "a smooth man" (Gen. 27:8-2 7). (Evau means "hairy.") I 
always kno\\· there is umte external object or other there by palpating it. 
Isaac ought to have been able to figure out by touch that he was fingering 

the skins of "the kids of the goats," not Esau's hands and neck. I knov.· 
there is another person there by touching him or her with rny hand or 

finger, as in what doubting Thomas wanted to do with the risen Christ. I 

know that I am I, that my soul permeates my "body proper" by touching 
myself, for example, touching one hand with the other. In the latter case, 

each hand becomes both toucher and touched, a quite ordinary but never
theless somewhat weird experience, if you think about it. 
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Does that make the hand just a figure for immediate experience, or is 

it something paradigmatically literal, that is, essential to immediate experi

ence of any sort? Derrida asks whether touch is figurative or literal again 

and again (e.g., as early as OT, 109; LT, r 27). Belief that such a thing as 

irnmediate experience exists is the ground of all phenomenologies fro1n 

Aristotle on. This is \\•hat Husserl calls "originary presenting intuition 

[1ll.t11ition donatrice originaire, in Derrida's French rendition]" (OT, 164; 

Lr, r89). If you can "deconstruct" th.is confidence in intuitionism, conti

nttity, immediacy, presence, figuratively or literally present in the self

touching of my right hand touching my left hand, the whole stately edifice 

will come tumbling down, as at a Samsonlike touch, or like that statue in 

the i'vTezl! Yorker cartoon I n1entioned earlier. Doing that is Derrida's goal 

in this book. In this he professes to be following Nancy, but he also re

prtJaches Nancy, as I have shown, for being at times too "phenomenologi

cal," too prone to use the old words, too given still to speak of touching 

ils though it is something that might happen and does actually happen. 

()ne final, crucial element in Derrida's characterization of this primacy 

()f touch fro1n Aristotle to Levinas is his stress on its Christian heritage. 

~I'his is worked out in detail in the discussion of Chretien, an explicitly 

Christian phenomenologist, in "Tangent \ 1." Chretien asserts, for exam

lJle, that the primary, most literal hand of all is the Hand of God, that is, 

Christ the Son, as God manipulates the world through Christ as the im

ttlanent presence of God in the world. All human hands are figures of that 

uriginary and originating hand. This Christian heritage of the do.ctrin~ of 
the touching hand is already asserted, however, at the end of the discussion 

(Jfl--:lusscrl in "Tangent II": 

->\nd so we [who is this "we"?J at our own pace (a pretty leisurely pace], 
approach [nous nous approchons) the places of a resemblance that.we can 
already guess at !well, I had not guessed at it]: a hand and especially a hand 
of"flesh,'' a hand of man, has always begun to resemble a man's hand. And 

1.. " • · rily " the hand of tl•lls already a father's hand. Sometimes, more or1gina ' .. 
the merciful Father which is to say, his Son, the hand that the Son is, 

. ' d [I " b ] f th Incarnation. A~ ~,e shall according to the Logos or Wor e ~er, e o e 

by · f "<piritual touch"· see, all these values touch one another virtue 0 a . · 
_, . I f fi . Tangents (five hke the i>'IJ1n1te, mutual and immediate. The ast o our \e ' . . 

, ' ) ill h•ps unfurl the 1nd1s-11_ngers of one hand five like the five senses w per 
bl ' th. (OT 8 trans modified· LT, 208) ?Uta e consequence of 1s. , I 2, · ' 

Well h , ·th thi doctrine of the three touches of the fin-, w at s wrong wi 5 dthe 
~t!red hand, the touch of an object, the touch of another person, an 

., . ~ .. 
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touch of oneself, the latter two what Derrida calls, following Nancy, se 
toucher toi? \Vhat is wrong with the idea that these three touches are the 
primary and most irrefutable forms of immediate experience, self-evident 
intuition? "What's even wrong with acknowledging the Christian lineage 
of the touching hand, even in nominally secular texts like Husserl's Ideas 
II? Derrida himself discusses, both earlier in Le toucher and in a section of 
iWemoirsof the Blind (Mimoires d'aveugle; MB, 6-12; MA, 1 5-19) on graphic 
representations of Christ's healing the blind, many examples of Jesus' heal
ing touch with his hand or fingers in the Gospels, the stories of Christ's 
being touched or not touched, down to the two great episodes of touch 
that are only in John's Gospel, the story of Thomas Didymus, "doubting 
Thomas," and the story of the risen Christ's "Touch me not," Noli me 
tangere, said to Mary Magdalene. (I shall return in the conclusion of this 
chapter to Noli me tangere.) Derrida also discusses at length the emphasis 
in Nanc.y's Corpus on Christ's Hoc est rnim corpus meum, "This is truly my 
body," said at the Last Supper. Both Derrida and Nancy, correctly, see 
this sentence as a founding text for body theory in Western culture. Our 
body theory may be called essentially a theory of incarnation and commu
nion, for which the Christian Eucharist is the archetype. As for God's 
hand or finger, one thinks of the great Michelangelo fresco in the Sistine 
Chapel, the one that shows God's forefinger giving life to Adam by reach
ing out and touching Adam's forefinger, while Adam's niale member, a 
rather small one, given the heroic size of his body, hangs li1nply, as if 
waiting to be made potent by Jehovah's touch. 

Husserl's argument seems watertight, something that anyone can ac
cept, something almost impossible to put in question. It seems the handi
est way to explain how I know my body and know it is me, how I kno\\-' 
objects, and how I know other people. Of course I can touch n1y left hand 
with my right hand. Of course I can explore an object by touching it. Of 
course I can empathize with another person by touching him or her, for 
example, by a caress or a kiss, both discussed at length in Le toucher. The 
caress comes up apropos ofLevinas's theory of the caress. The kiss appears 
by way of Novalis's claim that the first kiss is the beginning of philosophy 
and by way of a touching anecdote about the way Derrida kissed Nancy 
on the cheeks for the first time when he visited Nancy in the hospital after 
the latter had survived a heart transplant. "As after a resurrection," says 
Derrida. "And not only his" (OT, 302; LT, 339).JB How can Derrida pre

sume to "deconstruct" what Husserl says, and, if he has the temerity or 
perversity to tty, how does he go about doing it? 
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Der:rida employs three strategies of Samsonlike demolition. I bring 
S.i!Jl)son hack in because I think these strategies are ultimately self-destruc
r\\·e as v.·ell as deconstruccive, and that Derrida knows this, as my last chap

r~t v-ilI obliquely try to show. . 
(Jne strategy is the simple act of citation. Citation, a~ the exact repet1-

r\{)fl. of .,.,hat the other has said or written, always carries an element of 
i\'fif\ic insolence along "'·ith solemn respect for the literality of exactly . , . ~ 

Nha. t the other has put down on paper. This accompanies the res~ect_ or 
r.lie procedure of close reading that goes along with the need for citation. 
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"one or another bodily part [partie du corps propre] as a physical object" can 

touch one or another part of the same body--or be touched by it. Cer
tainly. And it is also true that this cannot be said of every external part of 
the body. But why only the hand and the finger? And why not my foot and 
toes? Can they not touch another part of my body and touch one another? 

What about the lips, especially? All of the lips on the lips? And the tongue 

on the lips? And the tongue on the palate or on many other parts of "my 
body"? How could one speak without this (a question with which I merely 
point toward some of the most obvious issues at stake in these choices)? 
And the eyelids in the blink of an eye? And, if we take sexual differences 
into account, the sides of the anal or genital opening? (OT, 163-64, trans. 

modified; LT, 188) 

The passage rises to a climax of almost delirious absurdity. \Vho would 
think of proving "I am I" by touching one big toe with the other big toe, 
or by pressing my lips together, or by tightening my gluteal muscles so 
that the two sides of my anal opening touch, or, for a woman, proving that 
"she is she" by pressing together the two sides of her vulva? \Vhat a sad 
limitation, Derrida implies, it is for a man not to have that female Ge
schkcht's means of self-touching affirmation of self! The effect of these 
questions is to suggest that arguing I can prove "I am that I am" by touch
ing my left hand with my right hand is both as arbitrary and as absurd as 
the other examples Derrida gives, in a deliberate crescendo of indecency, 
the ob~sctne. 

In another place, Derrida asks, speaking of Husserl's claim that we can 
always tell the difference between touching ourselves and touching anoth
er's body, "Who exactly is this 'we' of whom Husserl says, Aberwirmerlten 
sofort den Untmchied, 'But we immediately sense [remarquons] the differ
e~ce'? ... But we ask [Mair demandtms-nous] turning back to Husserl: what 
difference exactly [au Juste]? 'What difference would we be led to notice 
and remark without delay?" (OT, 170, trans. modified; LT, 195). The 
implication is that Husserl really has no way of answering these questions, 
or at any rate does not answer them in anything he says. In a sardonic 
footnote, Derrida accuses Merleau-Ponty of being ignorant of cultural dif
ference and of not taking into account variations of the kiss, the caress, 
and the handshake (which might seem universal, natural rather than cul
~) .by .citing~ descriptio~ of the ~aori custom of "Hongi," whi_ch 

?51sts m touchmg the others nose, wt th a double or triple pressure, with 
ones own nose [touchez k nez de /'autre, d'une daubk ou tripk pressirm, avec 
son propre nez] while sometimes also shaking hands, both hands at once, 
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sometimes weeping and collecting the shared tears" (OT, 352, trans. mod
ified; LT, 216). Try that in Grand Central Station! Whereas it is perfectly 
all right to exchange Western-style kisses there. A similar reaction of dis
taste and disbelief might, however, be generated in Maoris who saw West
erners kissing for the first time. Public kissing as a greeting among friends 
is quite uncommon, indeed almost nonexistent, in China, at least in my 

experience. 
Another ironic and ultimately self-destructive fonn of undennining is 

Derrida's constant play on the key words he is analyzing in the authors he 
discusses. I have already mentioned this irrepressible and pervasive stylistic 
ha.bit, the deliberate contamination of the analysis by what it analyzes. 
Here is one example among a great many in the "Tangents." Derrida has 
been touching on the way Merleau-Ponty traduces Husserl by making him 

say the exact opposite of what he does say: 

One can imagine [On imagine] Husserl's spontaneous resistances, justified 
or not, to this "translation," to this discourse [Merleau-Ponty's], at its 
every step and every turn [O chacun de ses pas et de res tours: in the sense of a 
path of thought, and in the sense of tum as trope, figure of speech, as well 
as tum in that path]. But this displacement of the letter, in which one 
[Merleau-Ponty] says again, nevertheless, "taking literally" (premlre a la 
kttre; in the sense that Merleau-Ponty claims he is echoing what Husserl 
"literally," in the letters on the page, says, whereas he has reversed what 
Husserl says], signs Merleau-Ponty's whole design in Sir;ns [signe tout le 
dessein ... de Signes; ha!] and The Visible and the Invisible. (QT, 188, trans. 

modified; LT, 215) 

Such plays on words (e.g., "signs the whole design in Signs") are mock
ingly funny. They suggest that Merleau-Ponty cannot write a sentence 
without getting himself tangled up in the contradictions of "the language, 
th.e linguistic and cultural ensemble of a traditional semantic" (OT, 170, 
tr:ans. modified; LT, 194). These tangles make him always say something 

other than he apparently thinks he means to say. . 
A somewhat dismaying accompanying implication, however, JS that Der

rida himself cannot extricate himself from the same tangles. He can only, 
SIJrnewhat ruefully and comically, highlight them, holding them at ~·s 
length or suspending them with the clothespins of quotation ma.r!G, while 
admitting that they inevitably enter into his own language. It ts all very 
well to accuse Nancy of being contaminated by using outworn words, but 
[)errida himself is, necessarily, guilty of the same crime. If he ~ays, "Stop 
it at once, Jean-Luc!" he could also say, and does implicitly say in passages 

i 
i 

I 
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such as the one I have just quoted above, "Stop it at once, Jacques!" No 
pure language, language free of tropes and wordplay, exists. Knowing that, 
moreover, does not protect anyone from using impure words, such as the 
words literal and signs. This means that Derrida is parasitized by what he 
would exclude in order to remain pure and safe, in a process that Derrida 
calls, in "Faith and Knowledge" and elsewhere, a political and psychologi
cal appropriation, as a figure of a figure, of the fatal physiological autoim
mune response (FK, 80-82, 87-88; FS, 59-62, 68-69). In this response, 
the body's antibodies turn against its own tissues to destroy them, mistak
ing those tissues for foreign invaders, as in the autoimmune pancreatic 
cancer that, "literally," killed Derrida. I have discussed Derrida's figure of 
autoimmunity in detail in Chapters 6 and ro. 

A final example of such putting in question asserts explicitly that any 
serious interrogation of what, for example, Husserl says makes Husserl's 
whole argumentative structure extremely fragile or reveals its fragility, its 
shakiness. It is likely that this structure will collapse at a finger's touch or 
at a more vigorous pull of the hands, like the force blind Samson applied, 
"with all his might," to the pillars of the Philistine house, one with his 
right hand, the other with his left (Judges 17:21-30). "For if one ques
tions," says Derrida, "this absolute simultaneity of the touching and the 
touched, of the active and the passive in inunediate and direct intuition, 
this whole argument risks becoming fragile. Coincidence, intuitive pleni
rude, direct immediacy, that is what, according to Husserl, characterizes 
the experience of the touching-touched" (OT, 172, trans. modified; LT, 
1 97). All it takes is a respectful questioning, in this case on the basis of the 
syncope or infinitesimal time lag in any experience of touching, and down 
comes the building. 

Derrida's final and most important strategy of deconstruction is to 
show from the analysand's own words, in this case Husserl's, that he con
tradicts himself in ways that are devastating for the argument he is trying 
to make. This strategy is a form of close reading as the demonstration of 
necessary and at first unsuspected contradictions in the formulations. In 
the case of Husserl, this demolition takes place by way of the basic contra
diction or fissure in all of Husserl's thought between, on the one hand, 
his commitment to the phenomenological principle of principles, intuitive 
immediacy, and, on the other, the way this commitment to the facts them
selves leads him to recognize that our knowledge of the other ego is always 
a matter of indirect, analogical, appresentati.on, never of direct, intuitive, 
immediate apprehension. Derrida's deconstruction of Husserl or demon
stration that he deco~cts himself by way of "the demons~ti.ve proce
dures or theses that, m truth, seem to parasitize or contaminate in advance 
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two touchers and touched, even when . 
the concomitant of fi th I touch myself. This materiality is 

I. Some form of :~:tao ~r f~rms ~f interruption that Derrida names: 

I 
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spacing, slip between the touching and the touched. For the two neither 
must nor can coincide if, indeed, there is to be a double apprehension. 

(OT, r75, trans. modified; LT, 200) 

Perhaps the most dramatic expression of this contamination of immedi

acy by some form or other of separation, spacing, discontinuity, discon· 
nect, or delay uses the figure of the parasitical ghost within the domestic 

enclosure. With this figure I shall conclude my demonstration of the way 

Derrida unhands Husserl's doctrine of hands, his humanualism: 

We ask ourselves whether there is any pure auto·affection of the touching 
or the touched, and therefore a pure, immediate experience of the purely 
proper body, the body proper that is living, purely living. Or if, on the 
contrary, this experience is at least not already haunted, but constitutively 
haunted, by some hetero-affection related to spacing and then to visible 
spatiality-where an intruder [/'intrus] may come through, the guest, a 
guest [h6te: this word in French can mean both "guest" and "host"] wished 
or unwished for, a saving other or a parasite to be rejected, a pharmakon 
that, already having at its disposal a dwelling in the place, inhabits as a 
ghost [en revenant] every interior enclosure [tout for intirieur]. (OT, 179-

80, trans. modified; LT, 205) 

Final Touch on the Failure to Touch: 
Brief Coda or Grasp of a Prehensile Tail 

Ti ens! 
This is a common imperative exclamation in French, hard to translate. 

It is also hard, for someone not a native speaker, to know in just what 
circu1nstances it is correct to say Tiens! The word is the second person 
singular imperative of the verb tenir, "to hold." Literally, Tiem means 
"Hold," that is, "You (thou) hold onto this," "Take this." I use the word 
in allusion to a characteristically exuberant, even a little wild paragraph in 
Le toucher in which Derrida relates the exclamation to tactful touching 

without touching. Here is part of that paragraph: 

"Tiens!" [There! Hold on to this! Take it! Have it!~ Trans.]. "\\That is one 
saying, what is one giving to understand when one says "Tiens!"? Is what 
is wanting here the virtual shadow, at least, of a hand gesture ("Tiens!": 
"Take this!''), a touching hand or a giving one [main ... tWnnante], a hand 
given to touch the other, a hand held out to or extending something to the 
other? "Tiens!" Take this! [prendr.~ But tact conunands neither to tender 

{ 
' 
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nor to grasp ourselves and each other without trernhling, without some 

relinquishment at the heart of the seizing /dessai1irsement au caeur de la sai
sieJ. Tact enjoins not to tout·h, not to take \\'hat one takes, or rather, not to 

be taken in hy what one takes. 13ct beyond contact. \\'hich does not neces
sarily mean to say a neuti·afization of touching. (OT, 76, trans. modified; l,T, 91) 

This kind of reflection on the nuances of everyday language would perhaps 

be n1ost likely to be made by son1eone like Derrida (an Algerian) or Joyce 
(an Irishman), who \\'as both inside the language in question and at the 
same time distanced fron1 it as the language of the i1nperial occupier of 
one's native land. If I'lnnegans Wake 1night be described as Joyce's revenge 

on the English language, Derrida's work, fOr cxainple, Glas or l,e touch.er 
itself, in spite of his often-expressed self-identification as a writer in 
F'rcnch, could be described as the deconstruction of French, leaving it 
never quite the same again. 1" 

Do 1 think I have succeeded in tactfully touching Jacques Derrida, or 
in putting my finger on his singularity? Have I earned the right to say 
Tiens.' to hin1? 1\s the reader will perhaps ren1c

1
nher, touching him was 

what I began by saying I \.Vanted to do, especially by way of what he says 
about hands. To tell the truth, I do not feel that I have laid a hand on hiin. 
I have not "kept in touch" with hin1, as when we sav to a friend or an 
acquaintance: "Please keep in touch." Derrida has el~dcd my grasp, like 
an ani1nal's tail that slips through my fingers when I try to seize it, thoug.h 
I think I have said some things that are true about his \Vay of writing, his 
"hand," in his in many ways outrageous book, f,e toucbe1·, Jean-l.uc /liancy. 
I do not believe, nevertheless, pafe Tennyson, that you can ever reach out 
and touch a person through what he or she has \\-Titten. So 1ny \\-·ork is all 
to begin again, even though it is high time to stop. 

Coda means "tail," from Latin cauda. l"hat rc1nind.~ me again that one 
reproach Derrida makes to Husserl and to the whole haptic tradition from 
A .. ristotle on is their exclusion of anin1als. l"hcv perform this exclusion by 
way of the claim that only "man" has hands, c~en though they begin their 
analysis of touch by saying it applies to all "animals," that is, all animate 
creatures. Derrida's passing reference to this is a characteristic putting in 
question. It tics in with all he \\-'as to say later, in his two final years of 
seminars entitled "The Beast and the Sovereign," about the animal's 
claimed lack of human qualities in assertions by Western philosophers 
from Aristotle to Heidegger and Lacan. Derrida says: 

And concerning life, where touch is in question ... , it is practically a 
question only of man, and especially the fingers of the human hand, never 
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, . then extensive th book itse ' d 
i,-1

1

!...::h t:al'lier, in r99z, .d often, in e \"er books over an 
. . h ... rs Derr1 a N cy's ear I 

1
. h d ,o :t.r'l!o f1·t,:1J.111g e1g t yea .. . d to read an has pub is e 

J.L~ \11 that 1,ot only d<>es he nthee fully, but that_ Nanthcyt he (Derrida) has 
d stand em · nes a b-''""t\' it1 lirder to un er th d cade of the nine. !Le tQUCherwas pu_ I 

k d · ng e e slat1on ° or1a "!Y"~11y t1e\.V lJoo s u_r1 The English nan. des a moving mem 
-r.,,,.,,c.:::culh, keeping up. 'd' death. It inclu d th "Saiuttoyou, 
; .. t~ vi~• ., . Derrt as "da's ea ' b-
i~1h ~d iri 2004, JUSt afte~ two days after DemN cy however, had pu 

N written 4) an ' d ful short ·r:tf:(°"11)~nthy c ancy, "(OT, 313-1 . h ·11 a won er . ·1 
. d become . I rve thoug I , . pr1mar1 y Atilrf / [-(l the bhn ';e . da was sol a i ' k bout paintings, , Gos-[ . while Dem hi · a boo a od ·nJohn s l~~ifJt:t 111 2003, . t ngere. T s is oving epis et "d had 

·1 dNolzme a tthem hri Dern a '"''~ <otu e . . which "P""" .th the ri,.n C "· doe> not ~·1.~i.;sance pa1nnngs, , ncounter wt Mary .Magdalene 
: Magdalene s e . Le tQUCher. . e calls her by name. ~'()':) !Jt: Mary thi episode m d er unnl h "Mas-

. d ' th """r en • , hich means a!,!t~~i!)' discusse thinks he is e o- un.bhoni!' w, ·n the 
She him as na f. places r....,.-Cti~{li:Ge}esusb. k and addresses This is one of the ew ould then 

_. \. turns ac "bl "Y'· _, person w ~~ t\'•etl . James B1 e cular woru a C s Mary 
, h l(jng ctual vema d n the ros · 

ttitf y ' Jls t e t where the a be" g Christ's wor s o ...,,·on "Touch 
, rr. ca.wen th m . J mes ve • ., • '.'"f\~\ ,e:s . a1ven, ano er ys in the King a k]· for I am not ~ V ~rwlken lS ti- J~•" who sa • mau in Gree , 

JIJJ< e r - wuch ....,.,_,, . . Mt baptou 
J\l!~ out: to in Lann; 'd 's ~('. [NoJi'flUtJmF "Oohnzo:17). nsetoDern a ~ it->tlt tied to II1Y Father li ·dy and implicitly a resp> licitly because 

}'!!t\:' ~ book is both expthct last word, after aU. I say exp :N¥t!CY's. him· Nancy gets e ·""*-
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one_ footnote respectfully but with en . 
against Nancy that D "d ' g tle irony refers directly· to one point 
hi errtasbook k I .. w o e book is a reply to 

0 
'd ma es. niphc1tly, however Nanro's 

(
"M · ,, err1 a A chapt c ' -, a1ns ). It ana!y, · d . · er' ior example is called "Hands" 
f. es1n etatlth d. bl ' 

re _ra1_ning, and pointing hands hoe: m1ra e play of reaching, touching, 
painangs by Titian p ' t those of ,\1ary and those ofJesus in 

, ontormo Bro · • 
to touch Jesus or his garments b h nz1no, and others. Mary reaches out 
almost touching Mary 

0 
th' hut e draws back, Sometimes touching or 

fti" 'neeadb · ' a ect:1onate and resisting H' th or reast, in a gesture that is both 
tow dh · Iso er hand· " ar eaven, where his Father w . . , 

10 
many paintings, points 

You want hands? Let me h a1ts. It is as though Nancy Vr'ere saym· g 
N ·-~ h · ' o home should be w' h u. a t ing or two about hands!" 

Jesus' d It out this supe h b k · wor s are, as any h . r oo . It observes hov.· odd 
th ~ one w o thinks b e Orce of Jesus' "for"' Wh . . a out them 1nay also do. What is 
to his fath · Y ls it that b h er, he forbids Ma ' ecause e has not yet ascended 
Is it becau th . ry to touch hi1n- It d , . se e risen Ch · . . · oesn t quite make sense. 

Ttou~hed in any case? Mary~:sht>•dan insubstantial ghost who may not be 
his h di an would · h 

R 

ar . Y seems compatibl .th h go n!S t through the apparition. 
esurrectJ Sh e wi t e doctn f h . on. ould we read N. /' nes o t e Incarnation and 

meaning "H Id o 1 me tanger o me not" m . e, as so1ne translarions do as 
t ' ean1ng "D ' · ' 

d~ ascend to my Father"? The 0~ t hold me back, for I am about 
iscusses wo ld gestures in seve I f h . 

L 
. _u suggest that. ()r h Id · ra o t e paintings Nancv 

attn, as savin "D s ou we re d "' 1· ' 

f 
1

• g onotwishtot h a 1 ~01,aswouldbegood 
me, orlami th . · ouc me" ore "D , . n at 1ntermediat ven on t you dare touch 
ascension Ti h. estate of resu · h · ouc 1ng me might k · rrect1on, between death and 

th
t een b~come like Kafka's Hunt:~pGme toho long in that state." Jesus inight 

stairway b tw . race us h h e een this world a d h ' w 0 got caught forever on 

t

eabrt ~ansplant, whose survival On ~de other,4o or like l\'ancy after his 
0 e rree from h ern a calls " . 

I 
uman touching h · a resurrection." Jesus has 

ene, so he c , owever m h h b . th an ascend to his Father M uc e loves lV1ary ,\1agda· 

re:n~ . e gJood news of his resurrecti~n taryhmu~t turn away fron1 him to 
• says esus to M " o t e d1sci J " and yo F th ' ary, and say unto th P es: go to rny breth· 
,. ur a . er; and to my God a d e1n, I ascend unto my .Father 
i"ancy's d ' n your God" ' f; irect reference to Let h . (John zo: 17). 

ootnote to a fonnul . ouc er 1n Noli 

D 
'd T anon about touehi me tangere comes in a 

ern a he ng with 

h 
· . text proper seems to ac . out touching that ecboes 

proac es to him abo b . qUJesce gra full to belie\' h u_t e1ng too prone, in spit f ce . y to Derrida's re-
Nancy ine ~eat to_uching ~ctual_ly takes place .• ~;hiall his ~~re, still to want 
not t main text, ... is precisely the . s sens1nve point," says 

ouch lie taucher ne toucbe pas] and wh . pomt where touching does 
ere it must not touch in order to 
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Cat"n· out its t -h (' · · d' · . ouc Its art, Its tact, its grace): the point or the space without 
_imension that separates what touching gathers together [r~k], the 
~ine that separates the touching from the touched and thus the touch from 

· s sounds hke something Demda himself might have written. 1tself " 41 Thi · · · 

So far so good. 
The footnote, however, is not quite so meek. After having said that 

.Y.·hat he has just written about the "problematic of touch" "evidently owes 

~uch. .!est ividemment redevable] to Derrida's work in Le toucher, Jean-Luc 
,\ancy and after having acknowledged that Derrida discusses Christ's Noli 

flte ta · th ngere in at book, Nancy goes on to give the back of his hand to 

)) 'd . trn a in a remark that may have touched him to the quick, or that at 
~11y rate is hardly kind. "What really annoyed Nancy about Derrida's book, 

1'. appears, is Derrida's resistance to Nancy's project of "the deconstruc
~1on of Christianity." "Just you try to do it," in effect says Derrida. "It is 
J.mpossible. Christianity cannot be deconscructed."

42 
Th.is, among other 

things, implies that Nancy's work is still deeply and inevitably Christian. 
Nancy replies to this by accusing Derrida of being "rabbinical," that is, of 
heing unable to detach himself from his Judaic roots. The "evocation" of 
~II those examples of touching in the Jesus story by Derrida, says Nancy, 
•s "inscribed in the question that I have called 'the deconstruction of 
Christianity,' a question on which Derrida intends to touch with a skepti
<:al or rabbinical distance, one that I do not despair of having reduced here 
ju.st a little [he means in his book Noli rne tangere]. "

4
J That's it! I had not 

thought of that analogy, though of course many scholars have commented 
(JU Derrida's relation to Judaic traditions. Derrida was a Jew, therefore, 
~11ch comments tend to assume, there mu.st be something Jewish about his 

ii1terpretative procedures. 
Derrida's extremely complex relation to his Jewishness is formulated in 

"A.braham, the Other." I have already discussed this es.say in Chapter 7, 
but need to mention it again in this new context of Nancy's comment. 
".'\.braham, the Other" was presented as a lecture for a conference en tided 
Judfites: Questions pour Jacques Derrida, held in the Jewish Community 
Center in Paris in December 2000. The question of Derrida's Jewishness 
was the matter at hand, so to speak. The essay is confessional. Its more or 
less evident background is Derrida's resistance, be5t articulated in A Taste 
far the Sant and mscussed in my Chapter 6, to being a member of any 
f.lrnily, group. conununity, sect. clique, Gescbkcht, "herd," or gnggt, to 
gi...-e the word for "herd" that _ap~ars in the original Italian version of A 
Jam for t/Jt Sant· To summani.e lnadequately an intricate argument that 

~··· ... 

( 
I 

i 
I 

I 
' 



·ro1uhi11g Derrida Tom:hing ,'Yancy 

would merit lengthy erh . . ham the Othe ,, ' p aps interminable, analysis, Derrida in "Abra-
' r, savs repeatedly that h · ·d . 

putting this "electi ·,, d th e ts prou of being a Jew, while 
on un er e amb·gu h I 

of his parables say• . b th 1 ous s e ter of what Kafka in one 
· a out e "other Ahr h " h Id · . . 
includes the Abrah h a an1s e cou imagine. This 

am w o perhaps on! · k I by God to sacrifice h" b I Y mista en y thought he was called 

H 
is e oved only son I II Id ow can Denida b . • saac. O\\' cou he be sure? 

h 
e sure ofh1sJev.-·ishn . h" J I . t ose two rather di~ d ess, is Ul e1ty, whatever, exactly, 
erent wor s mean._ D .d utinty under th . · err1 a repeatedly puts his uncer-

e aegis of Kafka's t b. . · those other Ab h I . . rou hngly co1n1c analogy for one of 
ra ams. cite agatn a p . . I I . . . context, in Chapter 

7
; assagc a real y cited, 10 a different 

An Abrnham who should come u . end of the year when th b nsunlmoned [ungerujenJ! It is as if, at the 
· ' e eststudentw I I b . prize, the worst stude t . as so emn y a out to receive a 

fr 
. . n rose in the ex .11 om his dirty desk · th I pectant stt ness and came forward 

. in e ast row becaus h h d d ing, and the whole cla b e e a ma e a 1nistake of hear-

d 
ss urst out laughing [l I I d ma e no mistake at all h" osp atzt . An perhaps he had 

, . • is name really II d . er s intention to mak th . was ca e , it having been the teach-
. e e rewarding of th I purushment for the e Jest student at the same time a 

worst one.44 

In spite of Derrida'" " · . · ~ ven1gtnous" (h · it means to say "I am J ,, d' is word) reservations about what 
b' · I" a ew, 1scussed in Ch 1n1ca puts its fin . apter 7, Nancy's term "rah-
. ger on something e . 1 

tlve procedures, his inimitable "h ,, ssenna about Derrida's interpreta-
analogy for Derrida's d a?d as a reader. "Rabbinical" is a good 
Ll D emonstranon th t f. h. nweg. errida's Le touch . . a • or 1m at least, Methode ist 
· ki er, In tts baroq 1 . ptc ng questions and endl . ue comp extty, in its endless, nit-

con l · · . ess suspensions 0 . . fi C USlOnS, Its 1ntenninabl d" . r syncopes, forb1dd1ng rtn 

g
e t · e igress1ons ea h fl · n , IS something like rabb' . I . ' c ying off at a different tan-

of M"d h inica Midrash Th · 
1 ras can get endless u d . d · e interpretative techniques 

a brief biblical phrase 
0

, ,ulnd ea _able meanings out of a simple stoty ot 
N ' • co get, in tlU a~cy say~ about touching.4s Derrida his case, such meanings out of what 
LeVJnas, himself not a little bb' . mself once told me that his friend 
said "D ra tmcal once 1 k d h d ' o you know what you r . d ' oo e im in the eye an 
ah · I c b enun meofJ ereuca a balist of the Middl • acques? You remind me of 
w·hth eAges""H · tt at borrowed fonnulan· d · erencal" is important here. 

h 
onanwithhl 

per aps finally touched Derrid d e P from Nancy I may have 

b 
aan puth' . . ' 

e sure of that. Happily ot -the unh im In his place. I wish I could 
' '... r, appil D . 

to answer back. I am sure he would L~- y, emda is no longer around 
m I · h u.avealotm . Y P ace m w at I say about him. ore to say, co put me m 
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However, to say a final final word, on~~~ fJerrida the last word, one 
must be extremely careful about pushii!tlt)e- af)alogy with Midrash too 
far, or even very far at all. Derrida JMt dt~h once somewhat ruefully 
confessed to his more or less complete~~~c;;t of Judaic commentary 
on the Torah. A good example is what~~ ifl "Others Are Secret Be
c~use They Are Other" ("Autrui est secr.:ii:,~e t:)U 'il est aurre"), an inter
vtew by Antoine Spire for Le Mande1rYif.:/11J.«tf.tion, collected in Paper 

Machine: 

On the Jewish Uudaique] reference, my~Dl\kittg" to Judaism, to put it 
like that, much has been written, as yo111J!'.~i\ Illy lat ow, for years now, and 
this always leaves me puzzled. First, bez~ I tl\ink that patient, vigilant, 
micrological, interminable reading is nr~ wi~e to the Jewish tradition. 
Also, I must confess that my familiariryd::l t::he Jewish culture you men
tion is, alas, very weak and indirect. I m~tr.\1i.•~ of course; it's too late. If 
what I do reminds people of Jewish alllllttti11-fl [Sffle glose juive], that is not 
the result of a choice, or a desire, or ev::1JJ"I\. n\.eJflory or cultural forma

tion. (PMe, r41; PMf, 373) 

Such denials forbid one to think ofX1trri ii:!~ of an afternoon deep in 
reading Midrash. The Christian Bible!!S.;;f'"#'rbably more pertinent for 
him than the Torah, as his many refere~O#li it~uggest, and St. Augustine 
or Kierkegaard much more importanttll ,\.1iJyas.h, as, for example, The 
Gift of Death and "Circumfession" att~-1l Y.tll as some admirable ses
sions of the unpublished seminars. l ~vi~.er hearing one that ex
pounded St. Augustine in the most in!lll'lt ~11..'1 sympathetic way. How 
strange, thought I to myself, to hear f!'~ iovrtJsed atheist, destroyer of 
Western civilization, speak with suchiiMt::iottate wannth and insight 
about his fellow North African, Au~ ~11'1,'f TJtste for the Secret, Der
rida pays homage not to Midrash as ~~li'J\l~<! of his ways of reading 
but, with characteristically complex r~ti,-J[I~, to the French tradition 
of commentary on canonical philosoim!~ t;:i:,:n. This was represented, 
for him, by one of his teachers at thebltk fhlf!lla]e superieure, .\1artial 
Gueroult, "about whom hardly anyon;"!}O(l't 1;11\s" (l"S, 44): "\\'hatever 
the doubts I may have about it nov•, D•lllit>d~l wielded great authorin· 
over me, even if at a certain point I cOOltlt'f it; 'till, it was the contes~
tion of someone who recognized the pr:lr\1-li.l.e (,f what he Yoas contest-

ing" (TS, 45). 
With this last, hesitant pertinent/inre-tiC\ ~r\ t [Ouch ""·ithout touching, 

I leave LL roucbrr,Jean-Luc Nancy, for~£1ti:~ftl~nt at least. 
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CHAPTER 12 

Absolute Mourning: It Is Jacques 
You Mourn For 

In memory of Rosie, a cat 

lnthep · h . reVlous c apter I asserted that D . ' 
ts an extremely odd or ex . 

1 
errtda s I,e toucher, ]ran-Luc Nanry 

h . cepuona work of m · w o ls not yet dead since N . ourn1ng. It mourns someone 
t · · ' ancy survived h · h o persist 1n what might b II d is eart transplant operation 
t th d e ca e a posthu I" 
0 

e ay I am writing th' F . - mous •1e. This has lasted down 
d • d is. or this Ire·· as eath to write more ab D . Joice. Nancy has survived Derri-

d b out err1da As I h wor a out matters on which the did · s. owed, he is having the last 
cannot answer back. y not quite agree, now that Derrida 

This chapter will explore as the . 
or concept of mourning (d; '/) pre~ious chapter did not do, the word 
I . uz , especially th · . 
ute mourning [deuil absolu]" · L e enigmatic phrase "abso-

in b k . in e toucher Th. . g ac from a different angl · is necessarily means com-
L t h f eorwayofac h . e ouc er o metonymy ecote hn' cess tot e central notions in 
b')' f ' c ICS pro h . . 1 ity o touch, and so on, alread d' ' st esis, the body, the impossi-
1n Cha t Th' Y iscussed from d'f" Per 1 r. 1s will be a littl 1.k . a 1 1erent perspective 
roads b d. cr e 

1 
e coming b k }' 111erent access roads L . ac to the same cross-

a · e toucher is 
rgument as many nodes of meton . . not so much a sequential 

twi d th · ymic variation · ne emes, inexhaustibly reinv . son a single set of inter-
ful esngated .f. 

attempt to "get it right" in a final . f 'as 
1 

in an always unsuccess-
motif · th · sans acto'Y I u] s 1n e1r interconnection Thi . orm ation of all these 

. s is "method is detour" with a 
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· ourn1ng eeps conung back as a leitmotif in these de-1·~ngeance "M · " k · 

tcJUrs and intersections. 
,Derri?a, in Le toucher, as I noted in the previous chapter, defines Nan

cys survival, his "living on," as a death and resurrection, Derrida's as well 
a~ Nancy's. Derrida says that when he visited Nancy in the hospital after 

t~e heart-transplant operation, he kissed him on the cheeks for the first 
tithe ever and felt "as after a resurrection-and not only his" (OT, 302; 
L..'T, 339). Derrida too is henceforth a survivor and writes as such, from 

this exceptional position, beyond life and death. 
This gives another meaning, perhaps, to Derrida's solemn assertions, 

\J-llth to me in conversation and in an interview with Gianni Vattimo in A 
'/Me for the Secret, that he thought about death every day (J'S, 88). I have 
Cited and analyzed these assertions already in Chapter 5. For Derrida, it 
:ippears, to live is to be a survivor. It is to be a survivor not so much of the 
tl~ths of others as of one's own death. Already in 1967, one epigraph to 

S:peech and Phenomena (La voix et le phinomblt) (SP, 1; VP1, [v]) cites Poe's 
\1. Valdemar's extraordinary statement:"/ am dead." (Mar: Mort? Valde
f\1at-: Val de mort? Valley of death? Valiant before death or because of 
Llt.:ath? Poe's name seems to hide some reference to death.) In any case, to 
l\ve, for Derrida, is to think about death all the time, to analyze death all 
r))e time. And he does this in the face of an apparent conviction that no 
I\ fterlife exists, no sunrival after death, even though the first word in his 
l\Ssettion of this of contains a demurrer: "insofar as I do not believe that 
C11:Je lives on post mortem" (TS, 88). How far does that "insofar" go? 

Le toucher, as I have shown in the previous chapter, has a lot to say 
~hout the prosthetic and about rechnicity as prosthesis. The "'·ricing of Le 
t-011eher more or less coincides with Derrida's adoption of the laptop com
t'Uter as his writing jnstrU11lent. It is one of the first great works written 
(Jn the computer whose form depends on that mode of "Tiring, for exam
ple, in the way Derrida could go on for eight years adding, interpolating, 
vevising, ddeting (mostly adding), "'ithout any traces remaining of that 
process. This can be done with a pen or type"'Titer too, of course, but it is 
\rp:rnensely easier on the computer. That Le toruber ...... a., "'ritten on the 
t::ufllputer eicpJains why it was so easy for it to remain unfinished and im
\1Ussible to finish. !t could ~lways ~ so easily augmented or revised, a'> I 
tltl'l augmenting this essay nght at this m()ment. (] leave it to the reader to 
.Jeeide on the referent of "righr at this moment.") ·rhe "·riting of I.e rou
<het'" cOincides also with Derrida's survival of :\ancy's virtual death and 
~on and with his quasi-mourning for a death that did not oc1.ur. 
~ritlng this book. it almost seems, needed to g-o on as long as IJerri<la 

' ,. -r 
! 
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and Nancy remained alive, though Derrida survived its publication by four 
years. It appears that this virtually endless revision and extension were 

necessary because Nancy, precisely, was not dead. He was going on living 
and writing more and more quasi-posthumous books. As Derrida ruefully 
observes more than once in Le toucher, he could never catch up with what 
Nancy was writing and publishing in the 1990s. How can you successfully 
mourn someone who is not yet dead? Writing Le toucher, however, was 

perhaps a way to try to hold off death, I mean Derrida's own death. 
The writing of Le toucher registers the extremely odd relation to oneself 

and to another person that Nancy, and Derrida at length after him, ca1ls 

se toucher toi, "touching oneself touching the other." This relation keeps 
me from death, in a kind of extended detour away from death or in a 

syncope suspending death, as Derrida in one place eloquently asserts. He 
says it in the form of a performative apostrophe, a beseeching. This im
ploring is addressed not just to Nancy's heart but to that of any reader, to 
the heart of any and every other person, and even to Derrida's own heart 

as the other within himself. The apostrophe arises in the context of a dis
cussion of the heart, Nancy's transplanted heart of the other beating in his 
own breast, but any "my bean" as the locus of an inside that exceeds any 
interiority and that is the death I carry always within me: 

This other heart self-touches you [to1] only to be exposed to death. We are 
here at the heart of a fmitt thinking. [A Finite Thinking (Une pemie finie) is 
the title of a book by Nancy, footnoted in Chapter 11 .] The heart is always 
of a finite thinking. It thinks, for the hean is the place of thinking and not 
only the place of feeling, love, desire. In it a finite thinking is thought. You 
are/is also my death. [Toi ts(t) aussi ma mort.] You keep it for me, you keep 
me from it always a little, isn't that so, from death. Keep me from it still a 
little longer, if you please, just a little longer, keep me from it as much as 
possible, as well as possible, the longest time possible. (OT, 289, trans. 
modi6"'1; LT, 3'5) 

The Fren~ ~th~ second personal singular, as if to emphasize the inti
macy of this unplonng conjuration: "Toi es(t) aussi ma mort. Toi, tu me 
la gardes, tu m'en gardes toujours un peu, n'est-ce pas, de la mort. Garde

m'en en~re un ~ s'il te p~t, juste encore un peu, mais garde-m'en le 
plus possible, .le nneux: possible, le plus longtemps possible" (LT, 325). 
The reader will see the play here on garde, both as "keep sequestered in 
you my death" and "keep me, guard me, from death." 11tls play is ele
gantly cmi.ed over in the pl2f on "keep" in the translation The en in tu 
m'm gllrlla and pr>k m'n. 01a1rr ""peu is a little harder t~ transfer into 

. . ~fal/t;tt MfJuming 

t~glish_. "You keep it for me" and "you guard me from it" are expressed 

i1'. tl\e s~me idiomatic phrases. 
J\1-ol.lming is a conspicuous but enigmatic thread that runs all through 

l~ ~w:her, as well as through Derrida's work in toto. \Vhat doe~ he mean 

b)' ·~mourning"? More precisely, I want to identify ~hat J?errtda m~a~s 
b~":ilb!iolute mourning." I have already, in Chapter 5, 1denufied Demda s 
d'\1\lble motive for writing so many memorial essays and books for dead 

fc'iel'Jds or associates, almost before their bodies were cold. He "":anted 
~ to give them decent burial and to put them in their places, in the 

1~~e of passing final judgment on their works. . . 
't"he theme of mourning appears frequently, almost obsessively, 1~ Der

r\dit 's work all along, not only in those memorial writings but also in such 

N~r b as The Politics of Friendship (Politiques de l'amitie). The.re he no~es 
t'1at: friendship is defined by the way one friend ~s almost ce~a1~ to outhv'e 
r:Jie C)ther. "Circumfession" is a work of mourning for Derrida s mothers 

tlt~t:h. Mourning is a central theme in Memoirs of the Blind, Glas, Specters 
~,\!1aY.x, The Gift of Death, and "Rams." From one Derrida. work to ~e 
Nt:<.. t, mourning appears in one way or another as an essennal. them.e. A 
k::'.<lr~ful reading of what Derrida says about "absolute mourning" 1.n ~.e 
f-lillt:he-r inay help make sense of this strange phrase. "Absolute mourning : 

\.\'hat can that possibly mean? At the end of the Avant-prop-OS of Chaque 
ftJi>· 11nique, la fin du monde (not in the English version, The ~ork of Mourn
li~f), Derrida mentions the line from a poem by Celan that IS the focus. of 

"''lt:;ins": "Die Welt ist fort, ich muss dich tragen." He says that the l~ne 
lia~ been haunting him for years and that he wool~ recomn:en~ a reading 

~liis wmmentary on it in "Rams" as a "veritable tntroducnon to Cbaque 

foiJ: mique (CFU, 11). . .. 
Mourning for Derrida almost always involves an imph~t reference ~ 

l'r~ud's essay "Mourning and Melancholia."2 An example is a sentence 1~ 
M~ires for Paul de Man: "Memory and interiorization: since Freud'. this 
is how the 'normal' 'work of mourning' [travail du deuil} is often d~~bed. 
l . . . · · · · "d al° zation takes Ill Itself 
1 ient:atls a movement 10 which an mtenonzing I e 1 

tJ( \i()Qll itself the body and voice of the other, the other's visa~e and per.~ 
. . . [ · l'ttr • -•--t) devounng them 

l()fl, ideally and quasi-literally quasi I era.cuu;ro 
· " Ii II MPdM.e, 34; MPdMf, 54). Just what a "quasi-literal devou~g. tera .Y 

. . h · r rring to sacnfic1al canru-
lll'C!1tJ.51s a little obscure to me. I suppose e ts re1e . . 
~list:ic ingestion of the dead, but as transferred to a ~~lie .suhs~tu~e, a,~ 
it\ the bread and wine of the Eucharist. As for "intenonWlg 1deal1zanon'. 

[)tfcida reports that after Barthes' death he succumbed to "a certain 
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mimetism" of Barthes, even though that was "at once a duty ... and the 
worst of temptations" (WM, 38; CFU, 64). 

For Freud, then, mourning goes with introjection, the taking into one
self idealized features of the dead person as part of the work of mourning, 
as Derrida explains. That process is finished when one outlives, through a 
working through, the pain of the other's death. It is healthy for that to 
happen. Melancholy, however, goes with incorporation, the sudden trans
fer of the dead person to being a haunting specter within the self. The 
dead friend, beloved, or relative becomes a ghost within myself that cannot 
be laid. That may prolong the melancholic suffering indefinitely, in a way 
that is psychologically unhealthy. "Who would want to be perpetually mel
ancholy, for the rest of one's life? Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok 
forcefully argue for this pairing, following Freud and Ferenzi, in "Intro
ject-incorporate: Mourning or Melancholy" ("lntrojecter-incorporer: 
deuil ou melancolie"). 3 Derrida discusses the joining of mourning with 
introjection and melancholy with incorporation, while putting in question 
these distinctions, in his essay on Abraham and Torok, "Fors: The Anglish 
Words of Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok" ("Fors: Les mots angles de 
Nicolas Abraham et Maria Torok"). "Rather than ... the partitions them
selves and the spaces they divide," says Derrida, "one could be tempted to 
see a simple polarity, a polarized system (inttojection/incorporation) 
rather than the intractable, untreatable rigor [la rig;ueur intraitableJ of their 
distinction" (Fe, xviii; Ff, 19). A lot hangs, as I shall show, on Derrida's 
claim that it is impossible to keep mourning and melancholy separate, that 
one shades into the other. 

My presupposition here, as in all these chapters "for Derrida," as I have 
said before, is that the only way to talk sensibly about Derrida is to eschew 
big generalizations about diffirance, "grammatology," ''Derrida's politics," 
or whatever and to read him micrologically, line by line, word by word, 
and letter by letter, in order to try to figure out what he actually says about 
a given topic, in this case "absolute mourning." I also presuppose that 
Derrida may tum out to be saying something rather different from what 
many people think he says. This is perhaps because our resistance to what 
he is acrually saying, or our congenital gift for plain misreading, is so great. 
"We," it may be, are a community of bad readers, though we do not all 
read badly in the same way. I do not exempt myself from membership in 
that community. 

What in the world could "absolute mourning" be? The term, along 
with impossibk '171fJUrning, prt-Qriginary mourning, and just the word mmnn
ing, appears and disappears, at irregular, arhythmic intervals, in Le toUCher, 
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l\lt a red thread woven into a complex tapestry. Let me try to ~allow 
itlat thread as best I can. The reappearances of references to m~umtng or 

· · · The earlier surfactngs of the itfist>lu-ce mourning are not JUSt repetinons. . . 
d d · ti like nps of an iceberg. r~d thread are extremely compresse an enigma c, . 

\1Vl\at, for example, is "exappropriation"? .:v11at does '.11~um1ng h~~e t?, 
Cl "th th . d .th "ecotechnicity ? Just what is ecotechntetty, 

{) y., pros es1s an w1 . d II eluci·d,tes the 
le rnmg gra ua Y ~1l.~oty1 The string of re rences to mou 

1 
·· · ling around what Der-~-,St:tmJ of figures or concepts, figure-concepts, ctrc . 

Md~ calls "absolute mourning." The series of references to mo~1ng, :e 
m~ht say is like one of those films that returnS again and aga1~ to _e 

~:ilrfJe sce~e in this case a scene of mourning, until finall!.the '~chewefir" 
' · · b ... bly e rst f:jtrhaps able to figure out what was going on in it, ut invts1 ' 

till\t! she saw it. . th 1 se uence 
Jhe word mourning appears first in Le toucher in e ear Y. ~ . 

I~ N ' 1·tt1 "Psyche "4 "Mourning," as I have said, is deutl 
~\1411lt ancy s 1 e essay · The Indo-Euro-
i jJ l?rench echoed in the English words dole and doleful. h 

' 1. t," as I suppose w en we 
J?~ll root was del-, meaning "to sp tt, caiv~, cu ' b "P, he" are 

. h d ch" D mda's pages a out syc ~~\" ·'I am cut up by his or er ea · e F d' 
· 

1 
, b rant little essay on reu s 

"l-n '~uberant commentary on Nancy s exu e . . h d 
00 

"The 
. . " h · edehnt we1ss n1c t av · ~n1 ,€fll.atic late aphorism Psyc e ist ausg ' II f 

. IC 'd d Psyche is taken to be an a egory o 
~101)' from late antiquity o upi an . · P""ge 

II " oul " At one point, in a u~ soul, since psyche, after a ' means s . 'th . t what it 
. Ch ch ugh not wt attenoon o \Jlft!ady mentioned 1n apter 11 • 0 . . hi h Uthe 

.d · · 0 amusing scene in w c a 
~~v-s a bout mourning Derr1 a imagines a d 

· ' F d nd Merleau-Pontv are stan -
y:ihilosophers from Aristotle down to reu a . d . rk parti-
• h , b d 'd l'ke consulong octors or ' e 
¥lt~ atJxiously around Psyc e s e si e 1 I M l'k I today 

'ti d The Sou ore 'ey ~~:i.nt:s in an academic conference eno e . . d chi uld 
'cl d Th B d but in the en s wo f:h~ conference would be eno e e o y, 

~tttlJ.e to the same thing. I shall soon show ~hy · h p h · asleep or 
· t decide whet er syc e is 

These learned persons are t:ry1ng 0 
. " d d " both in the 

ch h b use she 1s exten e • '1t~d. She must be one or e ot er eca . d to 
. . · te mononlessness, expose 

~t-tse that she is stretched out in maruma d. ch n•e that at 
. . . f Cupid's an in e se ~ ' 

th~ir voyeuristic looking, 10 repeonon ° 'h . di 'd d into sepa-
. th u1 the psyc e is VI e 

t:h~ allegorical level of mearung, e so ' ' I · Nancy'• 
d Th parts of the sou are, in 

rat<! parts that are not connecte · e Th · h the soul 
tside of para at ts w y 

~l\tase, panes extra partes, parts ou . · . ·ht davan One 
li\.()l.\rS nothing about it is in a state of unknowing, weis: n~ fe. 

1
. 

' doin thinking, or e 1ng. 
Jr>:J't doesn't know what the other parts are d ~· In fact, she is dead 
!hat means Psyche must be unconscious or ea · ' 
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about to be entombed: "Nancy's Psyche sees herself treated as a dead 
woman" (OT, 19; LT, 31). 

The soul is always already dead, at least when looked at from the out
side, by the learned doctor-philosophers. That is why they are in mourn
ing. They are in mourning, Derrida says, because Psyche, the soul, is an 
absence, a black hole, something that cannot be named directly, only 
named in perpetually displacing, sideways moving, metonymies, what 
Derrida calls, in a phrase commented on in Chapter 11, "the closure of 
a combinatory play around a vacant center" (OT, 16, trans. modified; 
LT, ,g), 

They [the learned philosophers, no doubt all male] are there subject to her 
{or "because of her": a Stmsujet]. They now hold onto her subject. They hold 
a session [siance], a council, a conference on her as subject [iJ s(Jll sujet].Just 
as they take up their places around this locus where nothing takes place but 
place, that is, extension, one can also sense that they take the place of-but 
of whom? Of what? [de qui de quoi?] "What then does this metonymy an
nounce? For whom and for what [De qui de quotl is it in mourning, if every 
metonymy remains a sign of mourning? 

(A metonymy is in mourning, at least, for a proper sense or a proper 
name.) (OT 17, trans. modified; LT, 29) 

Mourning, as Derrida here defines it, is grief for an absence that cannot 
be introjected, much less incorporated. It is just total loss, absence, lack of 
a proper sense or name, here figured (but is it really a figure?) in Psyche's 
extended body, asleep or dead. We are always in mourning for the absent 
or dead. It is the human condition. To be hwnan is to be in mourning, or, 
rather, mourning is melancholic, since you can never get over it, never put 
aside your black crape. To be human is to be perpetually in mourning for 
one's own death, as in Derrida's solemn assertion to me: "I think about it 
""") day." 

Mourning returns on the next page, in confirmation of what I have just 
said: "In any case, it was time to stan with a tableau of mourning. Not 
mourning for someone, male or female, some determined living being, 
some singularity or other, but mourning life itself, and what in life is the 
very living thing, the living spring, the breath of life. Psyche is also a 
common proper name, designating the principle of life, breath, the soul, 
the animation of the animal" (OT, 18; LT, 30). 

I have said that an academic conference entitled The Soul would be the 
same as an academic conference entitled The Body, of which there are so 
many these days. That is confirmed by a compressed passage on the next 

JI] 

pV~ th.at introduces Derrida's enigmatic versions of prosthesis, technicity, 
lt'd aui:oimmunity, in their interlaced complexity. After having said that 
;..;im,cy's Psyche sees herself [sees herself? I thought she was asleep or 
d~;i<l) as a dead woman, Derrida goes on to say that this would have "some 
~n%~11ences" for our current discourses about "'the living body' [eotp.r 
vittJ~t] (Leib), whether as "body proper" or as "flesh [chair]." "What would 
tNl)S;it ~onsequences be? Derrida's answer is to say that: "The principle or 
d.:rir~ to expropriation introduced there [he means in "the body,'_' such as 
!"~he~sextended body] forthwith by death or even the other or tlme [san.r 
1~dre la '11W'ft, voire J'autre ou k temps], is certainly hard to tolerate, but, 
a~ \V'"if shall see, less resistant to thought than what complicates an incarna
rr(ln even more, which is to say, the prosthesis, the metonymic substirut~, 
the Jlr<>cess of autoimmunity, and technical survival" (OT, 19, trans. mod1-
li-~\. LT, 31). Derrida goes on immediately after this, in a separate para
(Sap.h, to add yet more terms to this metonymic series: "Among _the names 
ht Nancy bestows on these are, for example, the technt of_ bodies, ecotech
~Jcs, or the intrusion of L'intrus" (OT, 19, trans. mod1fed; LT, 31 ). 

'"'1~ese" refers to "the prosthesis, the metonymic substitute," etc. i~ ~e 
J!'fevious sentence. "The Intruder'' (L'intrus) is a book by Nancy that is, ID 

J1'1'1rt at least about the "intrusion" into his body of the transplanted heart 
111 JJlocher ~erson, a person now dead, naturally, and a person who may 
!J.~v~ been either male or female. 5 This sequence says a mouthful, as we 
s~~. since it brings in so many new and, in the immediate context, some-

.....-lta. t inscrutable tenns. . 
J~t what does the passage mean? ''The living body," Derrida is saying, 

~ nt>t a self-enclosed unity. It is always already inhabited by d_eath. De~th 
it1.it"1.lls within the body a drive to "expropriation," by which De~da 
!Nt1\l\S that the body is never a "body proper" but is always put bes1~e 
· I · · " riated " The body IS it.foe for outside itself, or made improper, exprop · . 
t:ol~ll possession of or is hollowed out by death, the othe~, or nme. 

\,;\Thy these three terms? Are they equivalents, or just sideways metony
. . h • the unnamable some

!N1e~r All three are metonynues or catac reses 1or 
.... b' I around a vacant center. l'l"•lf\g, in the closure of a com 1natory P ay . . . . 
'~ J)eath," as Paul de Man said, "is a displaced name for a ~gwsnc pred~~
r\1el'Jt ''{;Nobody ever saw death face to face or touched It; therefoth~ ithi'.' 

. th · ·mitar to dea 10 s 
!\()[ <:>pen to referential nammg. Theo er person IS 51 

, "da' fo ul thattoutautreesttoutautre, "-'1•« absence, according to Dern s nn a . 
''~.cry other is wholly other." Te~po~ty, as_ late~ passages 0~ m=~ 
i'1Lt to#cher make clear in its ano-He1deggenan difftnma, go g 

' ck th • with never a present i"'- che furore in order to come ha to e pas.., 
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present as such, is one phenomenological form the experience of the ''va
cant center" takes. 

To say "I think about death every day, eveiy moment of every day," is 

to define the. m~ment to moment sequence of times for a given conscious
~ess as a thinkin~ about w~at eludes thinking, namely, death. That is 
ha«! to tole~te, says .Dernda, but even more resistant to thought is the 

way mcarnatum, by which I suppose Derrida means the inhabitation of 
the body by a soul is "com l' d" b "th th . . • P 1cate y e pros es1s, the metonymic 
su~stttute, the process of autoimmunity, and technical survival." To this 
ser1e~ of meto~ymic displacements Derrida then adds Nancy's terms: "the 
tech11e of b~d1es, ecotechnics, and the intrusion of L 'intrus." All these 
wobyrds descnbe the way the body may be supplemented by prosthetic limbs 
or transplanted organs-the h r 1 · 
th 

" ,, . eart, ror examp e-in a way that reveals 
at the body ts alwav.. exp · d b . . . d / - ropnate Y something foreign to it. The 

co
1

nJoinbe th~dy and soul can survive "technically," as after a heart trans-
p ant, ut is means that it was 1 · . . cepl bl ,,, . h a ways a survivor, since its body parts are 

acea e. vve JUSt appen to h th h th 
1 d 

. ave e eart at we do happen to have 
P ugge Into our body The b d · 1 . ' th " . · o Y is a ways a technical apparatus hence 

e term ecotechn1cs " There is "th " bod . th ' whole N · no e Y In e sense of an organic 
• ancy says and Derrida th' ~ would h ' repeats is a11er him. How many organs 
av~ to be replaced before the "soul" would b d'" ' 

One ""'"d r " e 1rrerent . 
.... v. ence ror technicals · I" · th . . 

which Derrida tak . " . urviva ls e process of auto1mmun1ty, 
the auto-destru ti es ldn. Faith and Knowledge" to be a powerful figure for 

c ve nveofanycomm · , · . . d stro= i-olf th h. unity, society, or nauon, as it e-
' - """' roug its very eff. k . immense efforts t . " ort to eep itself safe, immune, by way of ,. · 

incarnation th o ac~1eve homeland security." At the level of "literal" 
• e autoimmune process d fi h . , tendency to " . ,, · e nes not t e 1n11nunc systems 

re1ect transplanted 0 r . . disturbingly th . rgans as rore1gn invaders but, more 
• e immune system' h to reject its own s un appy propensity, in certain cases, 

organs as foreign · d · The warriors f th . inva ers, in an ecotcchnical disaster. 
o e immune S""tem ar I d f ference between th b d , / - e not c ever enough to tell the i -

e o y s "own" 0 " ,, 
transplanted into th b d · r proper organs and foreign organs 
are in some ways s· ~l 0 Ty,hperhaps because, in the end, these two kinds 

1m1ar. atmayb b h . cal apparatus and al 
1
. e ecause t e body is always a techru-

. ways tves on through h · I . , . · , think that certai tee nzca survival. Sonic sc1ennsts 
. n cancers, such as th . 

nda, are autoinun di d e pancreatic cancer that killed Der-

ha 
une sor ers What all th ve to do with m . . · ese metonymic displacements 
oum1ng is not yet · 1 1 -LA 

one resists the line of th'nki ~ntl.re Y c ear. I agree, however, u""C 
weird. 1 ng Derrida calls "ecotechnics." It is pretty 

·' 
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We learn, from the serio-comic erotico-philosophic scene of all those 

do~ors consulting about Psyche, that mourning has something to do with 
the unpossibility of naming the psyche. The psyche is an absence from the 

~ord go. It is a place where nothing takes place but place. (The last phrase 
ls a citation from Mallarme's Un coup de dis [A Throw of the DiceJ). There

fore, what mourning mourns for is not some particular dead person but 
"life itself," that is, the principle of life and animation that "psyche" 

names. This proposition is reaffirmed in a somewhat later page in Le 
toucher: 

There where the taking-place of the event doesn't find its place, a gaping 
locus, indeed, a mouth, except in replacement, where it doesn't find room 
[sa place] except in replacement, isn't that the trace of metonymy or of the 
technical prosthesis, and the place for the phantasm as well, that is to say, 
the ghostly revenant (phantasma)? The phantasm at the heart of (self) feel
ing? Thus the revenant, between life and death, dictates an impossible 
mourning, an endless mourning, life itself. Barely visible scene of this 
mourning. It pertains to a spacing that is irreducible or even heterogeneous 
to the stretching out of an extensio from which, however, one should not 

dissociate it. (OT, 35, trans. modified; LT, 48) 

A technical prosthesis, this passage affirms, is a kind of metonymy. It is 
a sideways displacement or replacement for something that is not there to 
be given a literal or proper name. That something is a gaping locus, a 
mouth, a void, around which the learned doctors gather when they inspect 
Psyche. Metonymies and technical prostheses, moreover, are revenants, 
ghosts, hovering between life and death, undecidably. Metonymies and 
prostheses are like phantasms both in the sense that they are like specters 
and in the sense that they are like fictions, imaginary images, signs without 

any identiilable referent. 
These phantasms "dictate" an impossible mourning, in an irresistible 

command. We have no choice in the matter. This mourning is impossible 
because we can never have done with it or get over it, as is supposed to 
happen in "normal" mourning for the death of a friend, a beloved, or a 
relative. For Derrida, life itself is mourning. To live is to be in mourning, 
to mourn for life itself, for my own life. It is Jacques Jacques mourns for.7 
~e mourn for psyche because she/it is gone, inaccessible in her/its exten

sion, part.es extra panes. 
A footnote to the passage just cited is a sort of technical prosthesis, as 

footnotes in general are. This footnote is perhaps a metonymy/prosthesis/ 
phantasm added late in the composition of Le toucher. It supplements or 

I 

I 
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glosses, speaking in a spectral voice from outside, the formulation in the 
passage proper about "a spacing that is irreducible or even heterogeneous 
in relation to the stretching out of an extensio from which, however, one 
should not dissociate it." Derrida in the footnote says the spacing he has 
in mind is not wholly compatible (it is associated and not associated) with 
Descartes' extensio or even with Freud's Ausdehnung, as when Freud says 
Psyche is extended (ausgedehnt). What Derrida means by spacing, he says, 
is to be identified with what he has called diffirance as a feature of the 
trace. It is closer, he says, to Heidegger's Gespanntheit, distancing, than to 
Descartes or Freud. It is a tension or stretching out "which is as spatial as 
it is temporal, 'before' the opposition space/time" (OT, 321; LT, 48). Is 
Derrida's "impossible mourning" in this passage the same as "absolute 
mourning"? The latter phrase has not yet appeared. 

The next place where the red thread I am following appears again on 
the surface of the immense tapestry of words that makes up Le toucher does 
n~t ~ven yet use the term "absolute 1nourning." It speaks rather of"pre
ongtnary mourning," whatever that may be. Prior to what origin? ,'\nd is 
"pre-originary" (pri-originaire in the French; L1", 2 18) to be taken as just a 
neutral temporal location prior to the origin, or is pre-originary mourning 
so~~how performatively necessary as a preliminary to whatever it is that 
originates at some point after pre-originary mourning? \Vhat is the differ
ence between "pre-originary mourning" and "originary 1nourning"? The 
latter term appears in Aporias: "One can also . . . take into consideration 
a sort ?f origin~ry mourning [deuil originaire], something that it seems to n;: neither He1de~g~r, Freud, nor Levinas does" (Ae, 39; Af, 75). l'he 
P ase appears again 1n Learning to Live Finally. Derrida says that the con
c~pt of _the :-:,~e or of th~ spectral, as related to "surviving," an "originary 
dimension,, .'s. not derived from either living or dying. No more than 
what I call ongtnary mourning' [deuil originaire], that is, a n1ourning that 
doe~ not wait for the so-called 'actual' [t:ffective] death" (LLF, 26; AV, 26). 
I think the two phra " · · · • . ,, ses onginary mourning' and "pre-originary mourn-
ing mean more or less the same thing, that is, a 1nourning that is always 
already there, before anything else has begun, either living or dying. Nev-
ertheless callin it " · · " d . • g pre-or1gtnary oes n1ake a difference. It does add an 
imp?~nt nuance. The passage in Le toucher must be read in detail and 
put in its context. 

T~e ~ontext of the phrase "pre-originary mourning" in Le toucher is 
Dem_da s put-down of Merleau-Poncy in comparison to Husserl on the 
quest:J.on °~ my access to the interiority of the other person. Derrida has 
been showmg that Merleau-Ponty falsifies Husserl on a crucial point. 

• 
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Though l\Ierleau-Ponty claims to be following Husserl literally, even put
ting in German words and phrases from Husserl to support that illusion, 
nevertheless, says Derrida, "he takes Husserl's text literally in a diametri
cally opposite \\'ay, not to say in an erroneous interpretation [ii prend littir
alement a conh·e-pied, pour ne pas dire a contresens le text de Husser~" (OT, 
190, trans. modified; LT, 217). 

This sentence is not at all easy to translate, or even to paraphrase ap
proximately. The reader or translator is in danger of doing to Derrida 
what Derrida sa)'S Merleau-Ponty did to Husserl. Derrida plays here on 
the v.·ay contresens echoes contre-pied, just as a passage discussed in the pre
vious chapter turns on the way voire en ob-scene echoes mise-en.-sc~e. T~e 
first meaning of contre-pied given in my Petit Robert French d1cnonary is 
"false track followed by the dogs." The second meaning is "that whic~ is 
diametrically opposed to (an opinion, a behavior)." The closest English 
idiom I can think of is "getting off on the wrong foot," ?ut that phrase 
has different connotations. Contresens means "interpretabon contrary to 
th " "b d · t ,.; " "error" Merleaue verifiable signification, a 1nterpre a ... on, · . . 
Ponty, Derrida seems to be saying, has followed a false track, a d1ametr1-
cally opposed track, through Husserl's words and has made a false 

interpretation. 
Just what does Derrida mean by "literally" in the phrase littira/ement a 

contre~pied? I suppose he means that Merleau-Ponty literally, by way of the 
letters on the page, follows a false track in Husserl's language, but '.'fa_lse 
track" is, after all, a metaphor. The reader needs to step ca~eful!y to distin
guish literal and figurative in Derrida's language. Perhaps it might be bet~ 
tet to say that this distinction breaks down in the w~y h~ uses wo".1s. A 
contre~pied is both literal and figurative at once. Derrida, It may h:, JS ac
cusing Merleau-Ponty of the aboriginal error of misr~ading fi~ranve lan
guage, taking a figure literally or making a metaphoncal reading of words 
th . Th' b' " ofthetigureofstepstaken at should be taken literally. IS com ina .. on 

th · th t path can be thought on a path of language and the way e turns tn a . 
of as figures or tropes (trope means rum) had appeared two pages ear!1er 
· . . Ch One can imacrine says Demda, in a passage already cited 1n apter rr. eo- ' . ,, 
H · " M leau-Ponty's "translation of usserl's "spontaneous resistances to er , 
his, Husserl's words "at its every step and every rum [a chllC1fll de ses pas 
et de ses tours].'" Pas, ,:steps," suggests a path of language, but it also has_ a 

· · " II " whereas tours means turns in llegatlve sense as 1n pas de tout, not at a • 
the steps take~ on that path, but can al~ mean "turns" in, the_ sense_ of 
6.gures of speech, tropes. A lot is at stake 111 Merle~u-~o.nty s misreading 
of Husserl since he ascribes to Husserl a literal 1ntwtlon of the other , 

r 

' '. 
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person's thoughts and feelings, whereas Husserl says, in passages that are 
crucial for Derrida, that my access to the other person's interiority is al
ways metaphorical, indirect, a matter of "analogical perception," that is, a 
figurative transfer of my sense of myself to my sense of the other. 

Merleau-Ponty claims that when I touch another person's hand it is 
just like touching my own hand. I have immediate perception ("we have 
here neither comparison, nor analogy, nor projectiun or 'introjection' [obne lntro
jektion1" [ITT, 190; LT, 216), says Merleau-Ponty, citing a phrase from 
Husserl's German) of the other's "being there," his or her Dasein: "If, 
when I shake the hand of the other man [writes Merleau-Ponty] I have 
evidence of his being-there [de sun €tre-Ja], it is that his hand substirutes 
itself [se substitue] for my left hand" (OT, 190, trans. modified; LT, 216). 

That is a pretty strange idea, if you think about it. The weasel word 
here is "substitutes." In a metaphor one figuratively used term substitutes 
for a literal one, as when we say, ''The ship pWughs the waves." How can 
the hand of another person "substitute" for my own hand, in an odd pros
thesis? Such an immediate intuition of the other person is, says Derrida, 
just what Husserl never allows, even though what he is forced to testify to 

goes against the basic phenomenological principle of immediate intuition. 
"Husserl in the name of phenomenology, and phenomenological faithful
ness, prefers to betray phenomenology (the intuitionism of his principle 
of principles) rather than transform indirect appresentation into direct 
presentation, which it can never be [qu'elk ne sauraitjamais 2tre]-which 
would reappropriate the alterity of the alter ego within 'my Ego's' own 
properness" (OT, 192, trans. modified; LT, 2 19). For Husserl, the other 
is always, always, "present for me only indirectly and by way of analogical 
'introjection': appresented, as this passage well says it [dit bien ce passage]" 
(OT, 191; LT, 217). An unbridgeable abyss always intervenes between my 
subjectivity and the other person's subjectivity. "It is necessary to watch 
over the other's alterity: it will always remain inaccessible to an originally 
presentive [donatrice] intuition, an immediate and direct presentation of 
the here" (OT, 191; LT, 218). 

Paradoxically, Derrida holds, this inaccessibility is what makes it possi
ble for me to "make contact" with the other as other. "It is necessary to 

emphasize that without this unbridgeable abyss there would be no hand
shake, nor blow or caress, nor, in general, any experience of the other's 
body as such" (OT, 191; LT, 217). Moreover, as Derrida has already ar
gued in the discussion of Heidegger in "Tangent II" of Le umcber, in a 
passage discussed in Chapter 11, I do not even have direct contact with 
myself. If I can only ever have indirect, analogical appresentation of the 

iltt~riority of the other person, I also cannot, against all appearances, ac
~r-ding to Derrida, though not according to either Husserl or Merleau
Jlollty, even get "in contact" with myself, as when my right hand touches 
¥lJ)' left hand (OT, 192"""\)3; LT, 219). 

:Here time as syncope, syncopation, noncoincidence, dijfirance (though 
"lkrrida does not use that word here) enters the fonnulation: 

1 do know or feel that there is another here, certainly, and since this is our 
theme, the other here of a touching-touched (another who is also put at a 
distance from himself or herself, up to and including in the presentation of 
his or her present, by the timing of his or her experience and the simple 
gap, the syncopated non-coincidence of his or her self-relation), but this 
other "here" presents itself as that which will never be mine, this non
niine-ness being part of the sense of this presentation, which, like my own, 
itself suffers already from the "same" expropriation. Without possible sub
stitution; and the most surprising logic of the substitution, wherever it is 
l\ecessarily at work, presupposes the substitution of nonsubstirutables, of 
\IJ\ique and other ones [des U11iques et des autres], of uniquely others. (OT, 
191-2, trans. modified; LT, 218) 

Derrida here gives a succinct reason for the inappropriateness of 
Mierleau-Ponty's word "substitutes." Since substitution is another name 
fo.- "metonymy," Derrida's intransigent formulation about the uniqueness 
llf th.e other disqualifies the apparent relation of substitutability among 
tlt0se strings of terms cited earlier here, in that circle of terms in combina
torial sequence around an absent center, like the learned doctors in 
lllourning around Psyche, asleep or dead. 

The powerful formulations about pre-originary mourning follow im
h\it:diately after the put-down ofMerleau-Ponty I have been citing. They 
arie grounded on the double assertion of an irreducible gap between me 
al'ld the other ego and between me and myself. "If I have often spoken of 
Pt:"(!-originary mourning on this subject," says Derrida, "tyin~ this. m?tif 
~ that of an ex-appropriation, it has been in order to mark that 1ntenor1za
tlVn, in this mourning before death, and even introjection, which we often 
ta1e for granted in normal mourning, cannot and must not [ne peut pas et ne 
dtJitpm] be achieved. Mourning as im-possible mourning. And moreover, 
th\Unan, more than human prehuman different from the human 'in' the 
b: • ' . 
lltnan ofhumanualism" (OT, 192, trans. modified; LT, 218). 

"Humanualism" (bumainisme in French) is Derrida's term, discussed 
~.ere in Chapter 1 1 , for the ideology of the Western philosophical tradi
tl()n that assumes in one way or another that having and using hands is i ! 
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distinctively human. An example is Merleau-Ponty's expression of confi
dence in a direct intersubjectivity, which he falsely ascribes to Husserl by 
saying that, when I shake hands with another person, it is as if I were 
shaking hands with myself, touching one hand with the other hand. For 
Derrida, as for Husserl, on the contrary, such a making contact by touch
ing hands never happens, however many hands I may shake and however 
reassuring touching my left hand with my right hand to be sure "I am 
here" may be. This play on "human" and "hand" in "humanualism" is 
clearer in the French, which presents a series of words in which the French 
word for "human," humain, contains within itself the French word for 
"h d" . "Ed'.11 h . 1 'h .. h. an , main: t a1 eurs an- umam, p us qu uma1n, pre- um:un, 
autre que l'humain 'clans' l'humain de l'humainisme" (LT, 2 r8). Humai
nimu is a portmanteau word. It combines the French word for "human
ism" (humanisme) with the French word for "hand" (main). I never make 
direct contact with the other, and I never even make direct contact with 
myself, as the Western tradition of "humanualism" falsely assumes. 

Mourning, for example, in Freud's "Mourning and Melancholia," al
ways presupposes the interiorization or introjection of the other. I take 
the other into myself and work through the loss of a loved one who was, 
until he or she died, directly accessible and present to 1ne, as present as 
me to myself. For Derrida, as a result of the "unbridgeable abysses" be
tween me and the other and between me and n1yself that I have just 
sketched out, this common-sense Freudian paradigtn is quite wrong. Inte
riorization of the dead other in introjection cannot and should not take 
place. The force of "should not" in Derrida's formulation is a little ob
scure. If it cannot take place, there would appear to he no need to say it 
should not. I suppose Derrida means that even if introjection could take 
place, it would be a bad thing, since it would betray the absolute otherness 
of the other. 

In the place of interiorization or introjection, Derrida puts "pre-origin
ary mourning," a mourning that has always already begun. The nonavail
ability of the other and of myself to myself means both the other and 
myself are in a sense always already dead, like Psyche in Nancy's tableau. 
I am always already in an impossible mourning for the death of the other 
and ~or my own death. "It is Jacques you mourn for," one might say to 

Demda, _who pretends to mourn for a Nancy who did not even die when 
he had ~s heart-transplant operation. That prosthesis embodied Nancy's 
death, his ex~appropriation, in the sense of actualizing "in the flesh" his 
syncopated distance from himself. Or rather our common-sense assump
tion that both.Jacques andJean-Luc are subj;ctivities that may have direct 
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itituition of themselves and of other human beings is a post-originary illu
$iOJl grounded in what ungrounds it, the pre-originary ahuman, the more 
th:\n human, the prehuman, something different from the human in the 

li11rt1ao of humanualism. 
'These terms, the ahuman, the more than human, and the prehuman, 

-rft yet more nonequivalent metonymies for the vacant place at the center 
"-\h.ose inaccessibility leads to a pre-originary mourning that is "before 
de<:ith." It is before death in the sense, as I understand it, that it is the 
-uriiversal death before the mourning-originating death of any particular 
person, including the "I" of Derrida, Nancy, or I as writer of this chapter· 
Proe-()riginary mourning is mourning for the death that inhabits me, un
teaclt:ably, at every moment of my always already posthumous "life": "I 

think about it every day." . 
The red thread of mourning reappears once more in an extraordinary 

sev~ral pages analyzing Nancy's strange locution se touchertoi (OT, 288~; 
tr, 324ff.). The context is a commentary on the last words of Nancy s 
Cr>1'pllS, already cited in the previous chapter. I approach that passage ~ow 
fr()to another direction, that is, as a way to understand absolute mourrung. 
What Derrida is saying touching Nancy's se toucher toi is hard to touc~, 
hard to think and say. These pages are, to some degree, about Nancy s 
he~rt transplant, /'intrus, the intruder. The transplant meant that Nancy 
hail within his own body part of the body of another, anoth~r p.erson no~ 
11.e~d but resurrected, at least the other's heart, to go on beating in Nancy s 
<:'hest. Perhaps it is a woman's heart, Derrida speculates. The phrase se 
~er toi, however, names not just Nancy's relation to that strange heart 
be:aring in his breast hut also my relation to another person by way ~f ou~ 
bodies. This is an essentially sexual or sexed relation. "These offenngs, 

th d C rtr11f: "anything ~ays Derrida, in commentary on the passage at en s o. r-• . 
m<I everything whatsoever being offered [de l'offeande], these bodies, these 
~ieces of a hody not in pieces, this world, these shared-out [en pa.~ge] 
Worlds do nothing hut feign empirical accumulation. Ap~ar~ntly, It is a 
hl;!:<tdlong contagious abandoned thrust, a general contanu~ati.on. But ev
ef)'tll.ing remains exactly calculated" (OT, 289, trans. modified; LT, 3~5). 

A footnote connects the word contamination in this passage to autotm
lll'Ullity, to AIDS, and to anti-autoimmunization drugs, like those neces
sa:ry to keep the body from rejecting a transplanted organ, for exampl~, 
ti\~ heart of another. This is another surfacing of the themes of prosthesis 
m.d ecotechnicity that are such important features of Derrida's thinking 
c<Jticerning mourning. It is only because I can, apparently, self-touch that 
l c:ar.., apparently, touch you, as Derrida says. But the toi in se toucher toi, 
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"touching myself touching you," breaks the narcissistic circuit of sd 
touching, I relating directly to me. At the same ti.me this toi destroys,~ 
way of the detour through prosthetic technicity, any hope of inunediaq. 
any hope of self-presence. Any "I" is always inhabited by a prostheti 
''you." 

As Derrida observes elsewhere in Le toucher, this circuit of pre-origirut! 
mourning, leading from death to death and hanging at every minute ow 
the abyss of death, is like the first kiss for Novalis or like suicide. The ki 
is the. origin and suicide is the end in a circular coinciding of apparel 
0~1>?51tes. The first kiss is, for Novalis, the beginning of philosophy, wM 
~ode, for Novalis, is the only proper conclusion of philosophical reO~ 
tlon. These ?a~s leading up to the first appearance of the phrase "ab» 
lute mourrung are an extreme version of Derrida's characteristi 
Blanchotian formulations about a possible that is at the same time impossi
bl~. Since self-touching is death, only my openness to the other keeps 111 

ali':, holds .off death. This is expressed in the paragraph already cited i 
which Demda says "this other heart self-touches you only to be exposU 
~ de~th," and ,~eseeches the other to keep him from, and, at the sam: 
tlme, tn~ death. You are/is also my death .... Keep me from it still a littk 
longer, if you please, just a little longer" (OT 289· LT 325) 

"Absolute · " ' ' ' · . mourrung appears at last as the key term in the paragrapl 
that Just follows this: 

Isn't what the "h " b . ean names, at ottom, the ultimate place of absolute 
mournmg [demi absolu]? The sanctuary of what one keeps fgartk] when Olll 
can no longer keep anyth' ' K · 'd mg. eep 1ns1 e oneself as one often says to 
name what infinitely ex ,_ th · 'd ' ' ceeus e 1ns1 e? The sensible but invisible and llll' 
touchable place for wh t 1 k . . a one not on y eeps committed to memory, not 
only 10 oneself but in yo"-·lf · If [ . . . . ' .._.= in myse mais rn tot rn moi: note the 1nn-
macy of the second pe · I . 

] h rson smgu ar, tot, used throughout the passage, not 
vous' w en. you are greater still, a hean in me greater than my heart [um 
roeur rn mot plus grand I 

th 
que mon roeur , more alive than I, more singular and 

more o er than what I ca ti · .__ . 
b ' Wh 

.. n an ctpate, KJiow, 1maoine, represent, remem-
er en my''h · fi f o· 

· ean is rst o all the heart of the other, and therefore, 
yes, greater than my heart in my heart? (OT, 290, trans, modified; LT, 325) 

th 
Th~ rea:~r will note how all these sentences are questions This makei 

em m e1u:ct, lilc " h · -- 1 • • 
. e r etonuu quesnons" in general, perfonnative de-

:mn~ ~king fo~ th.~ reader's assent. Derrida demands from the reader 1 

~es, a 'ye~ ve~. The reader will also see that all the terms associated 
with mourrung m earlie · T -

r passages m Le toucher here converge, or encircle. 
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or are held in uneasy combinatory displacement around an absent center: 
the prosthetic, ecotechnicity, expropriation, temporalizing spaces, and so 
on. The absent center, death, is here figured in Nancy's prosthetic heart, 
the heart of another that beats in his breast. This heart is both accessible 
and inaccessible to him, in an experience of exappropriation. 1bis exap
propriated heart is the place where he keeps his most intimate memories, 
as when I say, "I shall keep it in my heart." These memories, are kept "in 
yourself in myself," At the same time, they are something that is absolutely 
beyond me, something impossible to reach or know. This heart of the 
other heating in my breast is a kind of capacious reservoir of singular oth
erness within me hut at the same time exceeding the inside. It is something 
that I can never see or touch, "greater than my heart in my heart." 

These formulations are like a strange version or perversion of Augus
tine's appeal to God as more interior and more intimate to me than myself. 
The difference from Augustine is that this part of myself that infinitely 
exceeds me while being the most intimate part is, in Derrida's version, 
wholly impersonal, wholly other, and wholly inaccessible, as inaccessible 
as the other's subjectivity is for me in Husserl's or in Derrida's thought. 
Augustine's conversion, on the contrary, when he hears God command 
to/le, lege, "take up and read," leads to the hope of Heaven, the place of 
universal communion and intuitive knowledge. 

Derrida's recognition that tout autre rst tout autre, when reformulated 
hete as my inability to reach the other within myself, leads to what he ~l!s 
"absolute mourning." This mourning is ."a~olute" i~ the sen~e ~a~.1t is 
absolutely general. It is identified with hfe itself. This mourrung ts un
tied" (the etymological meaning of"absolute"), unmoored from any par
ticular death in an endless mournful or doleful drifting like that of the 
Flying Dutchman, Blanchot's impossibility of dying, or Kafka's Hunt~r 
Gracchus, to return to an analogy invoked in Chapter I 1, though Derri
da's version lacks the references to the "hereafter" that Kafka makes. I cite 
Kafka again here. The Hunter Gracchus has died without having quite 
died. He is dead and, as he says, "in a sense I'm alive at the same time."8 

His death barge drifts perpetually back and forth on the staircase that leads 
up to the hereafter: 

My death barge went off course, a wrong turn of the tiller, the momentary 
inattentiveness of the boatman .... On this infinitely wide and open stair
way [the one leading up to the hereafter] I drift, now toward the top, now 
toward the bottom, now to the right, now to the left, always in motion .. · · 
My barge has no tiller, it is driven by the wind that blows in the nethermost 
regions of death. 9 

l 
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The last appearance of my red thread confirms the reading I have been 
making of what Derrida means by "absolute mourning." Once more the 
formulations are made by way of reflections about that inaccessible 
"heart's heart," and once more Derrida's reflections are made in the guise 
of glosses on phrases from Nancy. I have cited this passage in Chapter 11 

as an example of Derrida's stylistic habit of concocting long sequences of 
phrases in apposition. Now I add the way this series culminates in a formu
lation about absolute mourning: 

What can this "selfsame itself" [mbnr; Nancy's phrase] mean about the 
heart's heart? The heart proper, the essence of the heart, of the sovereign 
heart, of the heart by itself, of the heart with itself nearest to itself [ai•ec roi· 

mbne au plus pres de soi-mbne] (ipse, ipsnnet, metipse, meisnte, 1nCme)? Nancy 
knows that the selfsame heart itself, in every possible sense of the self and 
the same, is the place where the selfsame itself exappropriates itself [le mimt 
/ui-mtme s'exapproprie], at the same instant when I an1 invisibly touched by 
the other, without any possible reappropriation. \.\'hich is ,..,.hat I earlier 
termed absolute mourning. But also the locus of possible transplants [du 
greffon possible], possibly from "another sex." It is <]Uite possible, as I have 
heard it said, that women's hearts lend themselves better to transplanta
tions and have a better survival rate. (()T, 305, trans. n1o<lified; L1', 342) 

Absolute mourning, the reader can see, is a consequence of a doubl1 
division, the division of the selfsame, of n1e, ipse, ipsNnet, etc., v:ithin "my
self' as self-same and of me from you, in the douhle "exappropriation' 
that Derrida, in a characteristic taking with one hand what he gives witli 
the other, calls simultaneously a "touching" by the other and a splittinr 
that makes that touching "invisible,'' therefore impossible to he taken po>
session of, to be reappropriated. 

Mourning, for Derrida, is not just sorrow for the death of another. 
~~ugh that may trigger an act of mourning. Mourning is a universal con
d1non of human existence. \Vhat Derrida calls "absolute mourning"~ 
generated by my perpetual "enisled" isolation, 1ny inability to touch the 
?ther ~r .be touched by him or her. I an1 in perpetual mourning for the 
tmposs1b1lity of "appropriating" the other or myself, of 1naking the otho
my "pr?perty,'_' properly mine, or of appropriating 111yself in an act of self· 
~eSSion, as In the Cartesian Cogito ergo sum. This means that the othe' 
is alre_ady dead, from my perspective (and I have no other perspective) 

~at ID tum means that I am already dead, enclosed in the coffin of di! 
wmdowless monad. Derrida, in A Taste for the Secret, as I have shown ii 
Chapter 6, borrows Leibniz's figure of the windowless monad to defut j· 

I 
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his O\•:n sense of the human situation, though he says his position is "a 
Leibnizianism u·ithout God." For Leibniz, God guarantees the monads' 
harmony. Derrida, however, adds, in a significant qualification, that this 
"means that, ne-.•ert:heless, in these monads, in this hypersolipsism, the ap
peal of God finds place" (fS, 7 1 ). This formulation is quite different from 
Nancy's idea of an aboriginal portage, which is a sharing as well as a shear
ing, a parting of the ways and a taking part. For Derrida no sharing or 

taking part exists. 
The admirably rigorous passage I cited above from Le toucher says this 

by way of the figure of the heart, with Nancy's transplanted heart in mind 
and with allusions to passages in Nancy's work, in this case from The Expe
rience of Freedo111. l'he paragraph makes an odd shift at the end to what 
seems a different key or register, that is, to the question of whether the 
heart Nancy received in his heart transplant was possibly that of a woman. 
The idea is dramatic enough, since we assume that sexual difference per
meates the whole body. The idea of a male body with a woman's heart 
seems so1nehov: scandalous. Women's hearts are indeed different from 
men's hearts. 'fhey tend to beat slower, for one thing, and to be stronger 
for the sake of childbearing. This may explain why they survive better 
when transplanted. The "materiality" of an actual heart transplant, how
ever, seen1s to have little to do with all Derrida's language about "the 
heart's heart" and "absolute mourning." Central in Derrida, however, as 
l have shown in Chapter 1 1 , is a breakdown of the distinction between the 
"material body" and the body as the incarnation of what Derrid_a c~l.ls a 
"quasi-transcendence." This is the situation in which I am "1nvis1bly 
touched by the other, without any possible reappropriation, which I earlier 
termed absolute inourning." Nancy's experience, which Derrid~ can only 
~ess. a_t, of having the heart of another person (now dea~, but in .a sense 
sti.11 hv1ng) beating in his own breast, perhaps a womans heart, is not a 
figure for absolute 1nourning. It is absolute mourning, self-same, mfme, 
ipse, the thing itself. Each of us has always been in a state of perpetual 
mourning, in the end mourning for our own deaths. "I think. about it every 

day." It is Jacques Jacques mourns for. 
I claim to have provided a reading of what Derrida means by "absolute 

mourning," deuil absolu, as it is generated by the comhinatory displace
ments of those various nonmetonymical metonymies---prosthesis, death, 
ell:propriation, ecotechnics, temporalization, and so on-around a vacant 
~lace. They are "nonmetonymic metonymies" be<::ause a true metonYli:'y 
lS a sideways displacement from a literal, referential tenn. Such a tenn is, 
for Derrida, lacking. Does this exposition help at all in understanding what 

•, 
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Derrida meant by saying that the death of another is chaque fois uniqut, 
wholly different each time, and yet at the same time la fin du monde, the 
end of the world, the whole world, not just the unique world of that other 
who has died? 

If I myself am my relation to the other, in that strange relation Derrida, 
following Nancy, calls se toucher toi, touching myself touching you, that 
relation is maintained at one and the same time to all the others, including 
all animals and all divine beings (that's what he says!), in an immense sys
tem of exappropriations, relations without relation, that forms a whole, 
the whole world, in fact. The death of one other in that immense system 
obviously means the end of the world in the sense that its systematic 
wholeness depends on the co-presence of all the unique others that consti
tuted it. The "world" is the product of their collective "worlding," to use 
an English neologism modeled on Heidegger's Welten. Heidegger, in Tbt 
Fundament.al Concepts ef Metaphysics, 10 defines human beings as weltbi/Jtn, 
world building, though he denies that animals are world building. F01 
Derrida (and me), contra Heidegger, dogs and cats and ants, as well as 
whatever divinities there be, are also world building. When one world· 
builder vanishes, the whole "world" vanishes too, to be reconstituted 
anew, but as different. The world is re-created, instantly, by those who art 

left. the survivors. The survivors' work of world building (and we are all 
survivors) is augmented by all the newborns that are constant1y appearin! 
and contributing their part to the continuous creation of the world(s~ 
One must never forget, however, that, for Derrida, this world-system ii 
constructed over absence. It is a system that is not a system, a system thl 
is not systematic. It is hollowed out in all directions by the impossihilicy 
of touching or knowing any one of those others, though each, in an enor· 
mous multitude, is "in yourself in myself." Each, however, is veiled froB 
me by that "sensible but invisible and untouchable place" that comes be
tween us, as well as between me and myself, one (non)metonymic naroc 
for which is "death." 

That is my last word, at least for now. It is the end of what I have to 53)' 

"for ~errida," in the double sense of "in memory of Derrida, dedicated 11 

Demda," and "on behalf of Derrida." NJ though he needs my defeni 

Are these chapters "works of mourning"? Probably, though they have alsl 
been my way of discovering that Derrida was right when he said tbll 
mourning is "impossible," "absolute," "endless" and in the end, onli 
with difficulty to be distinguished from melancholy. ir these essays " 
works of mourning, they haven't worked. 

I 
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! NOTES 

PREFACE 

1. A play on Walter Benjamin's title "The Work of Art in the Age of Me
chanical Reproduction," in [Jluminati<ms, trans. Harry Zohn, ed. Hannah 
Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), z 17-51; "Das Kunstwerk im Zei
talter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit," in llluminationen, ed. Siegfried 
Unseld (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1969), 148-84. Benjamin did not live 
to see the appearance of the personal computer connected to the Internet, but 
his essay is one of the first great reflections on the epochal changes in individ
ual and social life being brought about by new communications technologies. 

z. Geoffrey Bennington and Jacques Derrida, Jacques Derrida, trans. Geof
frey Bennington (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, •993), 1;Jacques Der
rida (Paris: Seuil, 1991), 3. 

3. Marcel Proust, "Joumees de pelerinage" ("Days of Pilgrimage''), in Me
langes, in Contre Sainte-Beuve: Prictdi de pastiches et mt/anges, et suivi de essais et 
articles, ed. Pierre Clarac and Yves Sandee (Paris: Gallimard, 1971), 76: "Thus 
I have tried to e1npower the reader as if with an improvised memory [comme 
d'une mimoire improvisie] in which I have deposited memories [souvenirs] of 
other books by Ruskin~a sort of resonance box {catSse de resonance], where the 
words of The Bible at A miens can take on a certain re percussive vibration [reten
ti.l:rement] by way of awakening fraternal echoes" (my trans.). 

4· Leland de la Duran ta ye, The Idea of Work: Giorgio Agamben 's Philosophy 
of Potentiality (forthcoming). My epigraph from Benjamin also comes from a 
citation in this book. Method derives from the Greek bodos, meaning "road," 
"way," or "path." To say Methode ist Unweg is to say that the best way to reach 
the goal is by detours and digressions. 

5. In "Dialogue and Dialogism," a brief essay on Mikhail Bakhtin, de Man 
said, "since I ignore the Russian language, it [an "attentive and critical reading 
of Bakhtin's work"] is not an enterprise in which I can responsibly hope to 

take part" (Paul de Man, The Resistance to Theory [Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1986], 107). 

6, "Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction," in Wallace Stevens, The Collected 
Poems (New York: Vmtage, 1990), 389. 
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CHAPTER I. A PROFESSION OF FAITH 

1. This is the only chapter in this book written before Derrida's death and 
therefore the only one read by Derrida himself. He was, as always, courteous 
and generous in his response. It was initially published, in French translation, 
in a celebratory volume for Derrida in L 'Herne. I have somewhat revised the 
essay and have interpolated references forward to chapters in this book written 
since then, after Derrida's death. 

2. J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 2d ed., ed.). 0. Urmson and 
Marina Sbisil. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 154. 

3. Maurice Blanchot, "Literature and the Right to Death," in The Gaze of 
Orpheus, trans. Lydia Davis (Barrytown, N.Y.: Station Hill Press, 1981), 
21-62; "Lltt&ature et le droit a la mart," in La part dufeu (Paris: Gallimard, 
1949), 291-331. 

4. E. M. Forster, Huwards End (New York: Vintage, 1989), 30-31. The 
passage is cited in Chapter 6, n, 28, of this book. 

5. Gerard Manley Hopkins, "Pied Beauty," I. 7, Poems, 3d ed., ed. W. H. 
Gardner (New York: Oxford University Press. 1948), 74. 

CHAPTER 2. WHO OR WHAT DECIDES, FOR DERRIDA 

1. This chapter is based on work for my seminars of 2000 and 2001 at the 
University of California at Irvine. The seminars were on concepts of decision 
in philosophy and critical theory from Aristotle down to Heidegger and Der

rida, and on the representation of moments of decision in nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century novels. 

2. J. L. Austin, How to Do Thingtwith Wordr, 2d ed., ed. J. O. Unnson and 
Marina Sbisa (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 198o), 10, and see the preced
ing sentences. 

3· Anthony Trollope, Phineas Fhrn (London: Oxford University Press, 
1¢2), 2:268. 

4· Henry James, The Purtrait ef a Lady, vols. 3-4 of The Nwels and Tales, 16 
vols., rpt. of the New York Edition (Fairfield, N. J.: Augustus M. Kelley, 
1971), 3:318. 

5· Austin, Huw to Do Things with Wordr, 154. 

6. Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass, in Alice in Wonderland, ed. 
Donald). Gray(New York: W.W. Nonon, 1971), 150. 

7: .see ~y discussion ofJames's novel in ''The Story of a Kiss: Isabel's 
Dew1ons m The Portrait of" Lady," in Littrflture as Conduct: Speech Acts in 
Hemy ]11711a (New York: Fordham University Press, 1005), 30-83. 

CHAPTEK 3· DE'.R.lllDA'S DESTINERIUNCE 

. 
1 ·,,1.ohn P. Le~,jr., "Destinemmce: The Apotropocalyptics ofTransla

uon, m ~and PbWs.pby, The T""' of]acqoes Dnrida, ed. john 
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Sallis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 33-43. Leavey's essay is 
the best discussion I know of Derrida's destinrrrance. I am grateful for his help 
and for help from Julian Wolfreys in tracking down Derrida's uses of the word 

or, sometimes, the figurative idea without the word. 
2. Derrida's paraphrase in Aporias of Diderot's comment on Seneca's "De 

brevitate vitae" (Ae, 2; Af, x7). It appears elsewhere in Derrida's writing, for 
example, in the last seminars, "The Beast and the Sovereign (fwo)." The last 

example is cited in Chapter 4 of this book. 
3. Jacques Lacan, "Seminar on 'The Purloined Letter,'" Yale French Stud

ies 48 (1972): 7 2; Ecrits (Paris: Seuil, 1966), 41. 
4. This is a reference to Mr. Dick, in Dickens's David Coppeefield. What

ever Mr. Dick started talking about, sooner or later the decapitation of Charles 

I came up. 
5. "My Chances" vras presented in October 1982 as the Weigert Lecture 

before the Forum on Psychiatry and the Humanities of the Washington 

School of Psychiatry. 
6. I discuss this passage again in later chapters. 
7. J. Hillis Miller, "Thomas Hardy, Jacques Derrida, and the 'Dislocation 

of Souls,'" in Taking Chances: Derrida, Psychoanalysis, and Literature, ed. Joseph 
H. S1nith and William Kerrigan (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1984), 135-36. 
8. Franz Kafka, [,ettm to Milena, ed. W. Haas, trans. T. and). Stem (New 

York: Schocken, 1954), 199; Briefe an Milena, ed. W. Haas (New York: 

Schocken, 1952), 259-60. 
9. Maurice Blanchot, De Kafka ii Kafka (Paris: Gallimard, 1981), 155-70. 
1 o. I have explored "lClepathy" from a different perspective in The A1e

dium is the Maker: Browning, Freud, De'frida and the New Telepathic Ecotechnolo
gies, forthcon1ing in Septeinber 2009 fron1 Sussex Academic Press. 

I 1. Franz; Kafl.:a, The Great Wall of' China: Stories and Reflections, trans. 
Willa and Edwin Muir (New York: Schocken, 1946), 283; for the German, see 

http://www.kafl.:a.org/index. php?aphorismen. 
12. Since the original French is not yet in print, I give it here: "Heidegger 

a beau se moqucr souvent de ceux qui cherchent le securitt! du sauf-conduit 
ou du fondement, du sol fondateur et du chemin siir, ii ne veut pas, Jui non 

plus, se perdre, c'est un penseur de l'errance qui ne veut pas errer quand ii 
philosophe, quand ii pense, ecrit ou surtout enseigne (car ceci est un semi
naire), et ii veut non seulement l'ordre et la cane, mais la sortie, !'issue (Aus

weg). II veut la bonne orientation et la bonne direction pour echapper a 
l'enfennement OU ft J'insuJarite circuJaire." 

~ 3· Freud's Fort!Da plays a big role in the "Envois," in The Post Card, of 
which "Telepathy," as I have said, was a destinerred, disinterred remnant (re
stance). See Sigmund Freud, "Beyond the Pleasure Principle," in The Standard 
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Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. James Strachey 
(London: Hogarth Press, 1955), 18:14-15: "This good little boy, however, 
had an occasional disrurbing habit of taking any small objects he could get 
hold of and throwing them away from him into a corner, under the bed, and 

so on, so that hunting for his toys and picking them up was often quite a 
business. As he did this he gave vent to a loud, long-drawn-out '0-0-0-0,' 

accompanied by an expression of interest and satisfaction. His mother and the 
writer of the present account were agreed in thinking that this was not a mere 
interjection but represented the German word 'fort' ["gone"]. I eventually 
realized that it was a game and that the only use he made of any of his toys 
was to play 'gone' with them. One day I made an observation which confinned 
my view. The child had a wooden reel with a piece of string tied around it. It 
never occurred to him to pull it along the floor behind him, for instance, and 
play at its being a carriage. What he did was to hold the reel by the string and 
very skillfully throw it over the edge of his curtained cot, so that it disappeared 
into it, at the same time uttering his expressive '0-0-0-0.' He then pulled the 
reel again by the string and hailed its reappearance with a joyful 'da' ["there"]. 
This, then, was the complete game of disappearance and return. As a rule one 
only witnessed its first act, which was repeated untiringly as a game in itself, 
though there is no doubt that the greater pleasure was attached to the second 
act. The interpretation of the game then became obvious. le was related to the 
child's great cultural achievement-the instinctual renunciation (that is, the 

renunciation of instinctual satisfaction) which he had made in allowing his 
mother to go away without protesting." The "little hoy" was Freud's grandson 
Emst. 

14. "Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction," in Wallace Stevens, The l'olkcted 
Poems (New York: Vintage, 1990), 406. 

15. From a speech by "Earth" in Prometheus Unbound: "Ere Babylon was 
dust, I The Magus Zoroaster, my dead child, I Met his own image walking in 
the garden," 1:191-93, in Percy Bysshe Shelley, Poetical Works, ed.1'homas 
Hutchinson and G. M. Matthews (London: Oxford University Press, 1973), 
212. 

. 16. I possess, tucked into my copy of La carte postale, a precious copy of 
this postcard, sent to me not by Derrida but by Cynthia Chase. It is dated 

June .9' 1977• with a quite lengthy 1nessage in tiny handwriting celling me that 
Demda had been there the week before to lecture in Jonathan Culler's semi-
nar. Derrida wrote Cynthi " k b · · '. a, spo e a out paras1tage and the more amusmg 
fea~~es of his lengthy response to Searle in a forthcoming Glyph," that is, 
"Ltllllted Inc a b c " I c th' h · · · · twas yn ta C ase who, along with Jonathan 
Cull~, showed these postcards to Derrida, where they were on sale at the 
Bodle1an I assume durin thi · · f hi • g s visit o s to Oxford. That initiated part, at 
least, of The Post Card. 
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17. I steal this fine phrase from somewhere in Geoffrey Hartman's writ
ings. Harnnan, I daresay, takes it by destinerrance as a distant echo of Shake

speare's Hamlet. Horatio says to the ghost: "Stay! Speak, speak! I charge thee 

speak!" (Hamlet, 1.1.51). 

CHAPTER 4· THE LATE DERRIDA 

t. Thomas Hardy, "Old Fumirure," II. 11-14, in Hardy, The Complete 

Poems, ed. James Gibson (New York: Macmillan, 1978), 486. 
2. Percy Bysshe Shelley, "Death," II. 1-2, in Shelley, Poetical Works, ed. 

Thomas Hutchinson and G. M. Matthews (London: Oxford University Press, 

1973), 622. Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, in Understanding Poetry 
(New York: Henry Holt, 1945), 219-20, take this poem as an example of how 
not to do it. They see it as an example of a misfit between form, in this case 

meter and rhyine, and subject matter. I had taken their word for it for sixty 
years, but now I am not so sure. The "jigging rhythm," as they call it, of the 
poem can be taken to 1natch the triviality and ubiquity of death. Death is all 

around us. It is the most con1monplace, everyday event imaginable, until "'·e 
stan thinking about our own death. Death is certainly everywhere as a motif 

in Derrida's work fron1 the beginning, and therefore we are likely to become 

inured to his obsession with it. 
3. Daniel Defoe, Robinson Crusoe, introd. Virginia Woolf(New York: Mod

em Library, 2001), 142ff. This is the edition Derrida used. 

4. Ibid., 145-46. 
5. Here is the original French, cited with pern1ission. I append the original 

here since these seminars will not he in print until Fall 2009, with an English 

translation evennially to follow: 

Enfin, alors qu'il vient de poser sa Bible et de se reconforter par la pritre, voilil 
qu'il se d.e1nande oil ii est, en quel lieu, quel aura ete son chemin. II se demande 
avec encore plus d'anxiete si cette empreinte de pied nu n'est pas celle de son 
proprc pied? De son propre pied sur un ch.e1nin qu'il aurait deja parcouru. Au 
fond, ii n'arrive pas a dCcider si cette trace est ou non la sienne, une trace laissCe 
sur un che1nin dont ii ne sait pas trop s'il !'a deja fou!C, fraye ou passe- ou 
non. II n'en saic trop rien. Est-ce moi? Est-ce ma trace? F..st-ce mon chemin? 
Est-ce le spectre demon e1npreinte, l'empreinte demon spectre? Suis-je en 
train de revenir? Suis-je ou ne suis-je pas revenant? un revenant de moi-meme 
que je croise sur mon chemin comme la trace de l'autre, sur un chemin qui est 
deja un chemin de retour et de revenance, etc.? J'en sais trop rien, ou je n'en 
sais trop rien de la possibilite de ce double uncanny, unheimlich . ... 

II se fait peur. II devient la peur qu'il est et qu'il se fait. Et toutes ces pages, 
panni les plus extraordinaires du livre, celles qui le montrent, oil ii se montre 
en train de mediter, clans la terreur, sur cette trace de pied nu, ces pages de
vraient etre lues pas a pas, et par ex:emple en parallele avec la Gradiva de Freud, 

~.: 
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avec tousles fantasmata, a savoir Jes fantasmes et !es fantOmes qui reviennent 
sur l'empreinte d'un pas, ou d'un pied nu, the print of a naked Foot. 

6. Georges Poulet, Etudes sur le temps humain (Paris: Pion, 1962). 
7. From a speech by Earth in Prometheus Unbound: "Ere Babylon was 

dust, I The Magus Zoroaster, my dead child, I Met his own image \valking in 
the garden" (1:191-93, in Shelley, Poetical Works, 2 12). 

8. Here is the French original: 

Il se sent suivi par une trace, en somme, chassC ou traque par une trace. Voire 
par sa propre trace. Peut-etre persecute par lui-meme et par sa propre reven
ance. Comme s'il vivait tout au p~ de son propre passe comme avenir terrifi
ant. Il croit qu'il va bientOt mourir, qu'il court apres sa mort ou que la mort Jui 
coun apres, que la vie aura Cte si courte, et done, comme s'il Ctait deja mart, a 
cause de cette course de vitesse avec sa revenance, tout ce qui Jui arrive Jui 
arrive non cornme nouveau, neuf ou a venir mais comme (peut-f:tre, ii n'en sait 
trop rien) deja passe, deja vu, a venir comme hier et non comme demain. 

9· LI. 3-4 of John Donne's "Holy Sonnets, I," in Donne, Poems of.John 
Donne, e~. E. K. Chambers, 1 (London: Lawrence & Bullen, 1896), 157. I 
have retamed the capitalization Derrida uses, though it does not exactly corre

spon~ to. the Chambers text. See also, for an online version: http://www 
.lmrunanum.org/sevenlit/ donne/holysonnet 1 . php/ 

10. Here is the French: 

Je cours vers la mort i·e me p<' · · I I · · ' cc1p1te vers a mort et a mort v1ent a ma rencon-
tre tout a~ vite. Oe cours sus a la mart, je cours a mort (I rnn to Death) et 
mo~ ~e vient dessus, mart de renoontre me saisit, m'attrape ou me rattrappe 
aussi VJte, me rattrappe a la mf:me vitesse, aussi tOt.) 

Et taus mes plaisirs sont oomme hier, like Yest~,1,.., comme l'hier comme 
d'hi .... J, ' 

venus. er, mes plaisirs sont deja d'hier, mes plaisirs sont l'hier mf:me, d'a-
vance ils sont dates - et d'hier. D'avance ils ont passe ils sont passes dei·• 
passes d' · de· d ' ' . . epasse, 1a es memoires de jouissance rCvolue ou des revenances de 
plamr. Mes plaisir prise ts ,,_ . . . n sont au pr.,,,.ent (are) des presents d'hier, 1ls sont 
hier. Non pas· 1ls ont ete OU ii fu h. . . _ · s rent 1er, ma1s 1ls sont presentement hier. 
Leur etre present est bier, l'hier. 

11. Here is the French: 

Non seulement ce dont · · · h. · . Je JOUls est 1er ma1s peut-f:tre c'est peut-f:tre mun h1cr 
OU peut f:tre J'hi d,., · ' ~ er, cJ , auiourd'hui, d'un autre et de toute famn d'un autre 
m&ne SI c' est deja &n · ' y- ' hi hi 'm e st ce fut deja un autre moi-m&ne. Mon plaisir est d~s 
er,~ er alterC, venu de l'autre, la venue de l'autre. 
Et I autre me dirai~ · di . , 

hi 
. -. ou JC me nns a I autre: comme je cours a mort roujours 

aprCs er, bier seca toujours a v . . d . . . 
'" ,____ 

1
, d . erur, non pas emam, au futur, maJS a verur, 

-ucvant, evant, avant bier. 
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1 2. See also Martin Heidegger, The Fundamental Crmcepts of Metaphysics: 
World, Finitwie, SoJitwie, trans. William McNeill and Nicholas Walker 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), 267; Die Gromlbegriffe der 

Metaphysik: Welt-Endlichkeit-Einsamkeit (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio 

Klostermann, 1983), 388. 
r 3. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Ed

ward Robinson (London: SCM Press Ltd, 1962), 154-55; Sein und Uit (Tu

bingen: Max: Niemeyer, 1967), 118. 
14. Lewis Carroll, AJice in Wrmderland, ed. Donald J. Gray (New York: 

W.W. Norton, 1972), 7. 
15. Derrida's formulations, both for and against Gadamer's description of 

hermeneutics as a "processus infini" (Bf, 38), about the inexhaustibility of 

interpretation and its uncertainty are the theoretical expression of this as a 

principle of responsible reading, reading as a response to the otherness of the 

text: 

This formal analysis [that Gadamer exemplifies] can be taken very far. It must, 
in &ct. But it hardly seems risky. It belongs to the order of calculable guaran~ 
tees [assurance] and decidable evidence. It is not the same [JI n 'en va plus de 
mmu1 for the henneneutical response to the Ansprnch of the poem or in the 
interior dialogue of the reader or counter-signatory. This response, this re
sponsibility, can be pursued to infinity, in uninterrupted fashion, going from 
meaning to meaning, from truth to truth, with no calculable law other than 
that which the letter and the formal arrangement of the poem assign to it. But 
even though overseen by the same law, forever subjected to it, every bit a~ 
responsible, the experience that I call disseminal undergoes and cak~ on, tn 
and through the hermeneutic moment itself, even in the henneneunc moment 
[4 mime l'hermtneutique], the test of an interruption, of a caesura or a: an ellip~ 
sis, of an inaugural cut or opening. Such a gaping [b!ance] belongs n~1ther to 
the meaning, nor to the phenomenon, nor to the truth, but, by rnaking these 
possible in their rctnaining (restance}, it marks in the poem the hiarus of a wou~d 
whose lips will never close, will never draw together. (R, I 52-53, ttans. mod1-

fiod; B, 54) 

CHAPTER 5· DERRIDA'S REMAINS 

I. Dylan Thomas, "Do not go gentle into that good night,'' The Collected 

Poems (New York: New Directions, 1953), lz8. 
. 2. For a commentary on "The Time of a Thesis," see my "Derrida and 

Literature," in Jacques Demda and the Humanities, ed. Tom Cohen (Cam~ 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 58-81. 

3· See the fascinating essays on the Estonia Internet event by Joshua Davis, 

John Robb, and Ralph Peters, "Web War One,'' Wired (September 2007), 
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I 62-69, 182, 1 84. John Robb, in his sidebar, imagines that China might insti
gate a full-scale "distributed denial of service [DDoSJ attack." The choice is 

~ot accidental. It is a sign of the Sinophobia that the media generates and 
inflames these days. The imagined attack would be launched using "rented 
~otnets," that is, networks of private computers that have been secretly turned 
into robots that can be manipulated by hackers. These would send out hun

~reds of thousands or even millions of messages, flooding and making inopera
nve the target countries' Web sites. "A full-scale assault lasting days or 
weeks " writes R bb " uld b · · • o , co nng an ennre modem information economy to 

its. ~ees. · · ·A full-scale DDoS attack meant as an act of war might target 

nulitary and governmental servers, civilian email, banks and phone compa-
nies" (166, 167). ' 

4· De Man's essay on Derrida is reprinted in Paul de Man Blindness and 
/nsiaht id ed introd Wlad God · h (M' 1· · ·' · b • ., • z1c 1nneapo 1s: Un1vers1ty of Minnesota 
Press, 1983), 102-41. 

CHAPTER 6. DERRIDA EN!SLED 

1 Walter Beni"amin "O L · ,, . , n anguage as Such and on the Language of 
Man, 1~ Sekcted Writings, vol. 1, 1913-1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and Michael 
W.Jenn~gs (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), 6

4
. 

2. Ibid., 65. 
3. Ibid., 66. 

4. Ibid. 

5· Ibid., 67. 

"Kn6· Raymond Williams, "Enclosures, Commons and Comn1unities" and 
owable Communiti " · Th C 

fu d U 
. . es, In e rnmtryandthe City (1973; New York: Ox-

r ruvers1ty Press 1975) ""- . 6 8 R . . , 
. ,, . ' • yv 107, I 5- 1; aymond W1ll1a1ns, "Commu-

nity, m Keywords· A Vocabulary ,re l 
Yi k·Ofo : . 01 utureandSociety,rev.cd.(1 983;New 

or · ~rl rd Uruverstty Pr~ss, 1985), 75_76. 

(N
7· v kMarx and. Frederick Engels, The German /deolo!(Y, ed. Roy Pascal 
cw ior : lnternanonal Puhr h 6 ) 

P b bl M 
, is ers, 19 9, 74. Scholars think the words are 

ro a y arxs. 

8. Jean-Luc Nancy Th l · C 
Peter C L' G' e noperatroe ommunity, ed. Peter Connor, trans. 

onnor, Isa arbus Micha I H II d d s· . r U . . • e 0 an , an 1mona Sawhney (Minne~ 
apo is: ruvers1ty of Minnesota p ) Chri ti B . ress, 1991 ; La communaute Jesoeuvrie (Paris: 
en ~ ;;ch 0 ;:is, !86); Jean· Luc Nancy, Being Singular Plural, trans. Rob

Press. 2000a)~"' n ~ A_nne E._O'Byrne (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 
• • ntre smgu/Jer plunel (P · G !'I' L'A · S . ans: a 1 i;:e, 1996); Georges Bataille, 

pprentt ornerdu cerck ammtunist .JL__ • , documen e IK"IDCratzque a Aciphale: Texter lettres et 
ts (1932-1939), ed. Marina Galletti, notes trans. Natalia Vi:ai (Paris: 
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Editions de la Difference, 1999); Maurice Blanchoc, The lnavowable Commu
nity, trans. Pierre Joris (Barrytown, N.Y.: Station Hill Press, 1988); La rommu
nauti inavouable (Paris: 1\1.inuit, 1983); Giorgio Agamben, The C011ting 
Crnnmunity, trans. Michael Hardt (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1993); La comunitli che viene (Turin: Einaudi, 1990); Alphonso Lingis, 
The Community o/Those Who Have Nothing in Common (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1994). See lacer notes for Heidegger, Levinas, and Lacan 

references. 
9. Edmund Husserl, "Fifth Meditation: Uncovering the Sphere of Tran

scendental Being as MonadologiC<J.l Intersubjectivity," in Cartesian Meditations: 
An Introduction to Phenomenology, trans. Dorion Cairns (fhe Hague: Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1 960), 89- l 5 1. See esp. paragraph 50, "The mediate intentionality of 
experiencing someone else, as 'appresentation' (analogical apperception)" 

(108-11). 

IO. Ibid., I 29. 

11. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John .Macquarrie and Ed
ward Robinson (London: SCM Press, 1 962 ), 154-5 5; Sein und Zeit (Ttibingen: 
Max Niemeyer, 1967), 118. Page numbers will appear in the text hereafter. 

12. Ibid., 334; 288. 
13. Ibid. 
14. Williams, The Country and the City, 105. 
15. Martin Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics: World, Fi

nitude, Solitude, trans. William McNeill and Nicholas Walker (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1995), 207; Die Grundbegriffe der Metaphysik: Welt
Endlichkeit~Einsamkeit (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1983), 

3o4. 
l6. Derrida had already discussed this aspect of Heidegger's thought, in 

the context of his ideas about Geist, "spirit," in OS. 
17. 1-lere is the original: "H. lui-meme est en train de faire son chemin, de 

&ayer son propre chemin quand, pretendant traduire l'intuition geniale 
quoique ccJnfuse et insuffisamment expliquee d'A. [AristodeJ, H. nous ex~. 
plique, lui, que !es mots naissent de cet accord essentiel (jener wesmhaften Uber
efnkunft) des hommes entre eux dans !cur Miteinandersein, en cant qu'ils sont 
ensemble, dans leur Miteinandersein, clans leur etre-l'un-pour-l'autre, les uns
avec~les-autres, ouverts a l'itant qui Jes entoure, ii l'Ctant comme tel. C'est 

cene transcendance partagee clans le Mitsein, clans l'ouverture commune a 
l'etant, qui est le fondement (Grund) de leuraccord originel et qui rend ensuite 
la parole, le discours (Rede) possible. Done c'est toujours umgekehre ce n'est 
pas la convention qui vient s'ajouter au son narurel, voire animal, pour rendre 
ensuite le langage humain possible, pois la societe humaine possibles. Au con
traire, a !'inverse, umgekehrt, c'est la transcendance, l'ouverrure il l'Ctant 
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comme tel et en totalite (au monde), ttanscendance qui, originellement com
mune, partagt!e clans le Miteinandmein, permet !'accord, le Ian gage, la conven
tion, etc. Et on ne peut pas separer la transcendance du Miteinandersein. La 

transcendance, le mouvement qui porte, qui rapporte a l'etant comme tel, elle 
est d'entree de jeu un mouvement social, si vous voulez, un ene-l'un-avec
l'autre, un Mitsein. Le Miuein est originaire et non derive, et la transcendance 
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mais narurels, le \angage au sens large, Jes codes de traces etant desanes, chez 

tousles vivants, a construire une unite du monde toujours deconstructible et 
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ew1or. uegeioo6)iS"- .. call by • • · urn;equent citations are given parentheti-
y page number in the text. 
6. Butler discusses Austin Ii "cl d . 

wn
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formance studies are mentioned on p. 143· The same page speaks of"Eve 
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Austin's great book in more detail and from a different perspective in Speech 
Aro in Literature (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2001), 6-62. 
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common one does use "I do" for both bride and bridegroom. Is that mistake 
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4. See J. Hillis Miller, The Practice of Public Prayer (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1934). This). Hillis Miller is the present author's father. 

5. http:llwww.english.udel.edu/deanlcangrand.html. This gives Dante's Latin, 
with and English translation by James Marchand. All following quotations 
from this source will be taken from this site. 

6. Marcel Proust, Remembrance ofThings Past, trans. C. K. Scott Moncrieff, 
Terence Kilmartin, and Andreas Major (New York: Vintage, 1982), 3:180-86; 
A la recherche du temps perdu, ed. Jean-Yves Tadie, Antoine Campagnon, and 
Pierre-Edmond Robert (Paris: Gallimard, 1988-89), 3:687--93· 

7· PatoCka, "along with Vaclav Havel andjiri Hajek, was one of three 
spo~esmen for the Charta 77 human rights declaration of 1977. He died of a 
bram hemorrhage after eleven hours of police interrogation on 1 3 March 
1977" (David Wtlls's preface, GD, vii). One must hear witness to this perfidy 
again and again. It would be irresponsible not to do so. 

8. These page numbers refer to the French edition of Pat:OCka's Heretical 
Essays on the Philosophy of History, which apparently includes some Czech 
words. I have not been able to consult this book. 
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• Plato, Pbaedo, trans. Harold North Fowler (Camb~dge: ~~~rvar( d)Uni· 

" k . "translates moustkQ1J po1e1 210. 
versity Press, 1966), 2 I I. Ma e m~IC E r h translation David Wills used: 

10 The page number refers to e ng 15 f Ki k 'lllJTti's 
S~ Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, and Repetition, vol. 6 o(P . er. eg NJ. 

d Ed H Hong nnceton, · ·· 
Writings, ed. and trans. Howard V. Hong an na . 

l?rinceton University Press, i983). TIT ll -~China· Stories and 
F v Afl __ "A Litcle Fable" in The Great n<a OJ • 

11. ranz 1'.<lllMI, ' k S h k n •946) 26o 
~eflections, trans. \\.'ilia and Edwin Muir (New Yor : c oc e ' , . 
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slope as a tangent line passing through P. The slope of a tangent line can be 
approximated by a secant line. It is a mistake to think of tangents as lines which 
intersect a curve at only one single point. There are tangents which intersect 
curves at several points ... , and there are non-tangential lines which intersect 
curves at only one single point. (Note that in the important case of a conic 
section, such as a circle, the tangent line will intersect the curve at only one 
point.) It is also possible for a line to be a tbJuhk tangent, when it is tangent to 

the same curve at two distinct points. Higher numbers of tangent points are 
possible as well. 

3. For Peggy Kamufs translation of the title, see Jacques Derrida, "Le 
toucher: Touch I To Touch Him," trans. Peggy Kamuf, in On the Work of]ean
Luc Nancy, ed. Peggy Kamuf, Paragraph 16, no. 2 Guly 1993): 122-57. 

4. Alfred Lord Tennyson, "In Memoriam," XCV, II. 33-40, in The Poems 
of Tennyson, ed. Christopher Ricks, 3 vols. (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1987), 2:413. 

5. Jean-Luc Nancy, Noli me tangere: On the Raising of the Body, trans. Sarah 
Clift, Pascale-Anne Brault, and Michael Naas (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 2008), 31; Noli me tangere: &sai sur la levie du corps (Paris: Bayard, 2003), 
55. 

6. James Thurber, "The Car We Had to Push," The Thurber Carnival 
(New York: Harper & Brothers, n.d.), 182. 

7. Thomas Hardy, The Life and Death of the Mayor of Casterhridge: A Story 
of a Man of Character (New York: Harper & Brothers, n.d.), 32. (This is vol. 5 
of the Anniversary Edition of The Writings of Thomas Hardy in Prose and Vme. 
It is a reprint of the original Wessex Edition, with the same texts and 
pagination.) 

8. James Joyce, U~sses (New York: Modern Library, 1934), 145. 
9. See J. Hillis Miller, Literature as Conduct (New York: Fordham Univer

sity Press, 2005), 36-39. 

IO. Jean-Luc Nancy, The Discourse of the Syncope: Logodaedalus, trans. Saul 
Anton (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2008); Le discoun de la SJ11* 
cope: I. Logodaedalus (Paris: Aubier-Flammarion, 1976). 

II. See 36-38 in chap. 2, "The Story of a Kiss: Isabel's Decisions in The 
Pum-ait of a Lady," in my Literature as Cwuiua. 

12. Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community, trans. Peter Conner, Lisa 
Garbus, Michael Holland, and Simona Sawhney (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2001; La communauti dlsoeuvrie (Paris: Christian Bourgois, 
2004); IA ammttmauti affr<mtie (Paris: Galilee, 2001). 

13. Jean-Luc Nancy, Being Singular Plural, trans. Rohen D. Richardson 
and Anne E. O'Byme (Stanford. Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2000); &re 
m.guJUr p/uri,1 (P.n,, Galilee, , 996). 
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14. In The Conjlagratiun ufl'ommun~, ~n p;r;~~d (New York: Fordham 

15. Jean-Luc Nancy, Corpus, trans. .
6
c 'd'. C,.:.n 2d ed. (Paris: Merailie, 

) ns modi e , ~· rus, 1.Jrtiversity Press, 2008 , i 19, tra · 
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19. Ibid., 203. 
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chap. 2, "Towards a Feminist Philosophy of Mind," in Eleanor Kau&nan's 

forthcoming book. Gilks Deleuze: Diakaic, Structure, and Being. No feminist 
books or essays that I have encountered, however, confront either Derrida's 

Le roucher or Nancy's work on the body and its (non)touchability for example 
his Corpus. ' ' 

25. Animals (all animals?), argues Heidegger in a lengthy development in 
r:e Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics: World, Finitude, Solitude, trans. Wil· 

liam Mc~eill and Nicholas Walker (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 

1995); Dze Grundbegriffi der Metaphysik. Welt-EndJichkeit-Einsamkeit 
(Frankfurt ~m Ma~: Vitto_rio Klostermann, 1992), are weltarm (poor in 
world), while man ts weltbtlden (world making). The stone is weltlos, worldless. 

In Of Spirit: Heidegger and the Question, Derrida had already discussed Heideg· 
ger's distinctions at length. 

26. Jason Smith, "The 'pure materiality of the Fact': Studies in Literature 

a~d Politics ~usse~l, Derrida, Nancy)," Ph.D. dissertation in Comparative 
Literature, Un1vers1ty of Califomia at ltvine, March 2oo6. 

2?. David Crystal, Language and the Internet (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni· 
versity Press, 2001): "It is possible to do calculus homework and have tinysex 
at the same rime, if you type fast enough" (187). 

. 28 .. Derrida's fantasy has an uncanny analogy with the motive behind the 
1nvennon of a big stainless·steel machine shown on television in December 
2007 · Playing on the knowledge people have that an erased hard drive is not 
really e~ased, that the information stored on it may be retrieved, this 1nachine 

was designed t~ pulverize old computers, along with their hard drives. Big 
letters on the side of this machine say DECONSTRUCTION. This is a new 

pr<_X>f ~at De~da in~ented a word the world needs, even if common usage, 
as m tlus case, is foreign to what Derrida meant by the word. 

29. Jean-Luc Nancy, Le poids d'une pensie (Sainte· Foy Quebec· Le Griffon 
d'aruileandL p u · · · ' · .ro.· es resses n1vers1ta1res de Grenoble, 1991)' the preface "The 
We1ghtofaTh ht"' I · ' ' R ffo oug • Is trans ated tn The Gravity ofThought, trans. Fran~ois 

a ul and Gregory Recco (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press 
1997), 75-84. ' 

30. J. L. Austin, Huw to Do Thinm:with Worth d J 0 U d M . sb· - d d 6 " ,e · · . rmsonan anna 
isa, 2 e . (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 7· 
31. Jean-Luc Nancy "Psy h " E .1 

B
. b ' c e, trans. m1 y McVarish in Nancy Th' 
trtroPre B" ' • 

U 
. . sence, trans. nan Holmes and others (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford 

ruversny Press 1993) 393. "P h ,, n.._ .. , . ' ' ' syc e, ~ri:mtere Ltvraisson no 16 1978 
32 As also h · ' · ' · 

,.,... __ .. ·. n . . appens systemancally in the "Restitutions" section of The 
l1UW m r"IU1Jtm (La ' • f • 
member h di~cuJ v~t en pemture) (TP, 255-382; VP2, 291-436). I re-
presented;::- ; tt was to follow the change in speakers when Derrida 

s part 0 the book orally in seminar form at Yale. The preliminary 
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note to the printed version does not help much. Derrida calls the essay a 
"'polylogue' (forn + 1-female-voices)" (TP, 256; VP, 292). One would 

like to know how many is n. 
33. A Finite Thinking, 211-44; 147-95· 
34. Maurice Blanchot, The Unavowabk Community, trans. Pierre Joris (Bar· 

rytown, N.Y.: Station Hill Press, 1988); La cormmmautl inavouabk (Paris: Mi· 

nuit, 1983). 
35. Jean-Luc Nancy, The Experience of Freedom, trans. Bridget McDonald 

(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1993); L'expirience tk la liberti 

(Paris: Galilee, 1988). 
36. Austin, H011! to Do Things with Wurds, 20. 
37. Wallace Stevens, "Parochial Theme," in Collected Poems, 192. 

38. Seen. I I, above. 
39. For recent commentary on Derrida's aspiration "to leave traces in the 

history of the French language" (LLF, 37), see Michael Naas, DetTida From 
N11W On (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008), 3-6. 

40. Franz Kafka, ''The Hunter Gracchus [Two Fragments]," trans. Stanley 

Comgold, in Kafka's Selected Stories (New York: Norton, 2007), loSJ-13· 

41. Nancy,NQ/imetangere, 13;25. 
42. Here are Derrida's exact words, the words that apparently nettled 

Nancy and seemed to him impertinent, so impertinent that he needed to be
lieve he might persuade Derrida that Christianity is deconstructible and that 

he, Nancy, has done that: "What Nancy announces today under the title of 
'deconstruction of Christianity' will no doubt be the test of a dechristianizing 

of the world: no doubt as necessary, and fatal, as it is impossible. Almost by 
definition, one can only acknowledge this [qu'en prendre acte]. Only Ch.ristian· 
ity can do this work, that is, undo it while doing it. Heidegger, too, Heidegger 

already, has only succeeded in failing at this. Dechristianization will be a . 
Christian victory" (OT, 

5
4> trans. modified; LT, 68). Well, if the great Hei

degger cannot do it, it is unlikely that Nancy can do it either, "immense" as 

his work is. 
43. Nancy, Noli me tongere, 110, trans. modified; 25-26. 
44. Franz Kafka, "Abraham," in Kafka, Parables and Partukixes, bilingual 

ed. (New York: Schocken Books, 11)69), 44• 45· 
45. Here is part of what Wikipedia says about Midrash: "Many differe~t. 

exegetical methods are employed to derive deeper meaning from text. This ts 

not limited to the traditional thirteen textual tools attributed to the Tanna 
Rabbi Ishmael, which are used in the interpretation of halakba Oewish law). 

Presence of superfluous words or letters, chronology of events, parallel narra

tives or other textual anomalies are often a springboard for interpretation of 

segments of Biblical text. In many cases, a dialogue is expanded manifold: 
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handfuls of lines in the Biblical narrative may become long philosophicaJ dis
cussions. It is unclear whether the Midrash assumes these dialogues took place 
in reality or if this refers only to subtext or religious implication" (http://m 
.wikipedia.orgfwiki!Midrash). This makes Midrash sound like Derrida's proce
dures in Le toucher, all right. 

CHAPTER 12. ABSOLUTE MOURNING: IT IS JACQUES YOU MOURN FOR 

1. Mourning in Derrida has also, not surprisingly, received a good bit of 
attention from Derrida scholars. See, for one admirable example, David Far
rell Krell, The Purest ef Bastards: Wor.b- of Mourning, Art, and Affirmation in the 
Thought of Jacques Derrida (University Park: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1000). 

2. See Sigmund Freud, "Mourning and Melancholia" (1917), trans.Joan 
Riviere, Co/Jeaed Papen, 4 vols., ed. Joan Riviere (New York: Basic Books, 
1959), 4:152-70, and the revised translation in Sigmund Freud, The Standard 
&Jition of the C<mtplete Psychological Works, ed. James Strachey, with Anna 
Freud, Alix Strachey, and Alan Tyson (London: Vintage; The Hogarth Press 

and the Institute of Psychoanalysis, 2001), 14:243-58. 

3. Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok, "Introjecter-incorporer: deuil ou 
melancolie," Nouve//e Revue de PsychanaJyse 6 (Autumn 1972). 

4. Jean-Luc Nancy, "Psyche," trans. Emily McVarish, in The Birth to Pres
ence, trans. Brian Holmes and others (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 

Press, 1993), 393. The French original first appeared, as "Psyche" (without 
accent), in Premiere Livraisson, no. 16 (Paris: 1978). 

5· Jean-Luc Nancy, "The Intruder" in Nancy, Curpus, trans. Richard Rand 

(New York: Fordham University Press, 2008), 161-70; L 'intrus (Paris: Galilee, 
2000). 

6. Paul de Man, "Autobiography as De-Facement," in The Rhetoric of Ro
tnantkism (New York: Colwnbia University Press, 1984), 81. 

7. I am echoing here Gerard Manley Hopkins's "Spring and Fall: To a 
Young Child," Poems, ed. W. H. Gardner and N. H. MacKenzie, 4th ed. (Lon
don: Oxford University Press, 1967), 88-89. The first two lines are: "M:irga

ret, :ire you grieving I Over Goldengrove unleaving?" The last line is "It is 

Margaret you mourn for." I retain Hopkins's diacritical marks in the first line. 
That Jacques Derrida's widow is named Marguerite is a dissonant accident. I 
hope this will not forbid my using a variant of Hopkins's formulation to ex
press the way mourning for something or someone outside oneself is really 
mourning for onesel£ 

8. Franz Kafka, "The Hunter Gracchus [Two Fragments],'' trans. Stanley 
Comgold, in Ka/kaS Selected Stories (New York: Norton, 2007), 111. 

9· Ibid., III, 112. 

10. See fuotn.ote 25 of Chapter 11 in this book. 
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