“This book is a splendid demonstration of the many joys of

thinking about thought itself. The finitude highlighted in the
title applies to the concepts of thinking that Nancy expertly
and adroitly elucidates: sense, sacrifice, existence, presence,
love, the body. Nancy shows us that thinking is nor a chess
game of large, ungainly abstract pieces; it is a dance of
specificity much akin to poetry and art themselves.”

-Henry Sussman, State University of New York at Buffalo
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THINKING




A Finite Thinking

Does existence have a sense ~—this question required several centuries even to
be understood completely and in all its profundity.
—Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science’

Because philosophy opens out onto the whole of man and onto what is
highest in him, finitude must appear in philosophy in a completely radical
way.

—Martin Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics®

Sense [sens] is already the least shared thing in the world. Bur the
question of sense is already what we share, without any possibility of its be-
ing held in reserve or avoided. So, the question of sense, then, or perhaps
we should say: rather more and rather less than a question, a concern,
maybe, a task, a chance.?

Of course, by “sense” I mean sense in the singular, sense taken ab-
solutely: the sense of life, of Man, of the world, of history, the sense of ex-
istence; the sense of the existence that is or that makes sense, the existence
without which sense would not exist; equally, the sense that exists or pro-
duces existing, without which there would be no sense.

Thinking is never concerned with anything else. If there is anything
like thinking, it’s only because there’s sense, and if there’s anything like
sense it's only in the sense that sense is always given and gives itself as
something to be thought. But as well as thinking there’s also intelligence
or, worse, intellectuality: each of these are more than capable of devoting
themselves to the job in hand as if, in the first instance and exclusively, it
were not a matter of sense. This cowardice, or this laziness, is pretty com-
mon. Perhaps from the very moment that there is discourse—and there’s
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always “discourse” (always a discourse of sense, never a silent ecstasis, even
though it’s at the limit of words, their very limit)—it’s unavoidable in every
effort or inclination to think. Yet it seems that this fin de si¢cle has more or
less its own form of cowardice and intellectual irresponsibility, carrying on
precisely as if it did not remind us, if only by virtue of its symbolic value
(bur also because of other circumstances, other politics, technologies, aes-
thetics), with a certain brusqueness, of the question of sense, its chance or
its concern. Won't the century that has just come to an end have been a
century of innumerable destructions of sense, innumerable deviations,
derelictions, weaknesses—in short, the century of its ultimate end?

Ultimately, are we going to think the end? Intellectual cowardice re-
acts badly to the word “end”—the “end” of philosophy, the “end” of art,
the “end” of history . . ., and so on—as if it feared being deprived of the
facts and certainties without which it would find itself forced to engage
with what it wants to avoid, namely, the extremity, the radicality of think-
ing. And this is precisely what is at issue, precisely what Aas to be at issue:
unreservedly thinking this polymorphous and proliferating end of sense,
because only here can we have any chance of thinking the provenance of
sense and of thinking how sense comes to us anew.

The title “a finite thinking” puts three very simple things into play:
on the one hand, it denotes that there is, for us, a thinking that’s finished,
a mode of thinking that has been lost with the destruction of sense, that is,
with the completion and buckling of the West’s resources of signification
and meaning (God, History, Man, Subject, Sense itself . . . ). And yet, in
its accomplishment and withdrawal, like a crashing wave whose ebb leaves
behind the lines of a new high-tide mark, this thinking leaves us with a
new configuration (its own, then its own undoing of itself at its own limit).
Equally, it suggests that a thinking equal to the significance of the end has
come our way, if I can put it in this way, a thinking that has first of all to
measure itself against the fact that “sense” could have ended and that it
could be a question of sense’s essential finitude—something that would, in
turn, demand an essential finitude of thinking. In fact, and this is the third
thing raised by the title, whatever the content or the sense of what I am
calling “finitude” (and this collection of essays is concerned with nothing
else, even though it’s a long way from being a treatise on the subject), we
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can at least be sure that any attempt to think such an “object” is going to
have to marry its form or condition, while also being a finite thinking: a
thinking that, without renouncing truth or universality, without renounc-
ing sense, is only ever able to think to the extent that it also touches on its
own limit and its own singularity. How are we to think everything—sense
as a whole, even though it’s not as if we could not do so, sense being indi-
visible—in 4 thinking, within the limit of one trifling study? And how are
we to think the fact that this limit is the limic of he whole of sense?

I've no direct answer to this, so let me simply affirm a necessity: “the
working out of the innermost essence of finitude must itself always be fun-
damentally finite.™

What is sense? What is the “sense” of the word “sense” and what is
the reality of this thing “sense”? What is the concept? What is the referent?
What immediately springs to mind is that the concept and the referent
must be one and the same here, since it’s as a concept (or, if you like, as an
idea or a thought) that this “thing” exists. Sense is the concept of the con-
cept. We can analyze this concept as signification, understanding, mean-
ing, and so forth.” But what is implied, articulated, and exploited in all
these analyses is that the concept in question, across its entire extension
and the whole of its meaning, can't simply be the concept (or the sense) of
something that would stay put, set within an exterior reality, without any
intrinsic relation to its concept (at least in the way in which we tend to un-
derstand the relation of a stone or a force to its concept). The concept of
sense implies that sense is being grasped or is grasping itself as sense. This
mode, this gesture of grasping or grasping itself as sense, is what produces
sense, the sense of all sense: like a concept that would itself have the stony
quality of the stone or the force of force, its concept and its referent are in-
dissociable. (And it's this that’s the absolute of sense at the very horizon of
every metaphysics of Knowledge and of the Word, of Philosophy and Po-
etry.) Sense is only what it is in itself, if it is, indeed, “to itself.”

The same goes for the other sense of the word “sense,” for its sensible
sense: to sense is necessarily to sense that there is something like sensation.
Sensing senses nothing if it doesn’t sense itself sensing, just as understand-
ing understands nothing if it doesn’t understand itself understanding. The
“other” sense of the word sense is only “other” in terms of this sameness.*
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All of which leads to a chiasmus: what senses in sense is the fact that it in-
cludes what it senses, and what produces sense in sense is the fact that it
senses itself producing sense. Of course, we can always object that in this
way we have merely pushed back ad infinitum the question of the sense of
sense, or that, in this oxymoronic game, where nothing tells us what it
might mean “to sense sense” or “to understand sensing,” we have even lost
any possibility of posing it.

It’s doubtless no coincidence that this double aporia refers us back ro
the most powerful distinction that philosophy has to offer: that between
the sensible and the intelligible. Moreover, we could easily show that there
is no philosophy, no poetry, which hasn't claimed, in one way or another,
to have overcome, dissolved, or rendered dialectical this double aporia.
This is always going to be the most extreme point of metaphysics I men-
tioned a moment ago. The task that follows philosophy, our task, is the
same, altered only—but altered in truly unlimited fashion—by the end of
sense.”

The entire work of an epoch—that of philosophy going deeper into
its own end, deconstructing its own sense—has already taught us about
another deployment of the same aporia (not its “solution,” but rather the
thought of the absence of solution as the very site of sense), a deployment that
we can try to state as follows.

Sense depends on relating to itself as to another or to some other. To
have sense, or to make sense, to be sensed, is to be to oneself insofar as the
other affects this ipseity in such a way that this affection is neither reduced
to nor retained in the pseitself. On the contrary, if the affection of sense is
reabsorbed, sense itself also disappears. The same can be said of the stone
(at least according to our representations of it), as it can of the great mono-
liths, monuments and monograms of philosophy: God or Being, Nature or
History, Concept or Intuition. “The end of philosophy” means laying out
this reabsorption of sense—what it also means, however, is the question of
the part of sense that resists, reinitiates it, and opens it once again.

Sense is the openness of a relation fo itself: what initiates it, what en-
gages it, what maintains it 7o itself, in and by the difference of its relation.
(Here, “self” denotes as much the “oneself” of sense, if we can speak in
these sorts of terms, as any constitution of the “self,” understood as “iden-
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tity,” as “subjectivity,” as “propriety,” etc.) The o of the to itself, along with
all the values that we can give it (desire, recognition, specularity, appropri-
ation, incorporation, etc.), is first and foremost the fissure, the gap, the
spacing of an opening. Again: “Significance [Bedeutsambkeit: the propriety
of having or producing sense] is that on the basis of which the world is dis-
closed as such.™

But “openness” has today become a somewhat jaded motif, the evo-
cation of the easy generosity of a right-thinking, fashionable discourse (in
which “alterity,” “difference,” etc. also figure): a moral propriety, then,
rather than an ontological one. Now, it is being that should be at issue here.
What would sense be or what would make sense, at least in the sense of the
sense of being . . ., what could there be, what could be, if there were no
sense (of being)?’

The openness of the to-the-self needs to be thought alongside this
ontological radicality, therefore (whatever becomes of the “sense” of “on-
tology”). Basically, this is what defines, for our time, what is essential in
the work of thinking.

To say that being is open isn't to say that it’s first this or that and
then, over and above this, marked or distinguished by openness. Being is
open—and this is what I'm trying to establish in terms of the being of
sense or in terms of being -to -the self—only 7 this openness as such; it
is itself the open. In the same way, the self that is to-itself by and in alter-
ity doesn't possess this “other” as a correlate or as the term of a relation
that would happen to “relate” to itself. Thought rigorously, it is not a mat-
ter of “other” or of “relation.” Rather, it is a matter of a diaresis or a dis-
section of the “self” that precedes not only via every relation to the other
but also via every identity of the self. In this diaresis, the other is already
the same, bur this “being” isn’t confusion, still less a fusion; no, it is the
being-other of the self as neither “self” nor “other,” nor as some founding
or original relation between them. It is less than and more than an origin;
itis the to-itself as the appropriation of what cannot be appropriated in its
to-being—of its sense.

The self that lies at the origin of this being, appropriating its own
end (such is, or appears to be, the Hegelian and philosophical Self in gen-
eral, even if it somehow manages to dilute this appropriation, whether in a
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“regulative idea,” or in every form of relativism, or in an “enigma of ends,”
or in an “incessant pursuit of the question,” in short, in a scattering of
thought)—this self would be senseless [insensé], somewhat in the manner
of a game whose rules specify that the winner be given in advance. This is
the insanity on which philosophy touches at its end (schematism/absolute
knowledge/death of God). And it is precisely this touch that produces the
thought of the end, in every sense of the term.

There is sense only once this being -to itself no longer belongs to it-
self, no longer comes back to itself. Only once it is this not -coming -back
-to itself: this restless refusal to come back to itself in such a way that it
does not simply “remain” outside, either in the sense of a lack or in the
sense of a surplus, but as itself the 0 of being to itself, the open of its open-
ness. Sense is the to-itself whose z0 determines the se/fto the point of pos-
sibly being the transformation of the “self,” the disinterestedness of the
“self,” its very forgetting as well as the interweaving, in it, that it properly
is, of a “you,” a “we,” and even of the “it” of the world.

A simple, hard, and difficult thought, then. One that appears to run
counter to all thinking. Yet one, too, that thinking knows—understands
and senses—in the same way that it thinks what lies within itself. A
thought that appears to be in permanent rebellion as much against any
possibility of discourse, judgment, or signification as against intuition, evo-
cation, or incantation. Yet one, too, that is only present by way of those
discourses or words that it violates—whose violence it 7. This is why we
call this thought “writing,” that is, the inscription of this violence and of
the fact that, through it, all sense is excribed [excrit], ceaselessly refuses to
come back to itself, and that all thinking is the finite thinking of these in-
finite excesses.

A thought that is devoted to the thinking of a single sense, then,
since it’s clear that there cannot be several senses, hierarchies, situations, or
conditions more or less “full” or more or less worthy of sense. (We'll come
back to the notion of evil, the self-suppression of sense.) What is essential
to this sense, however, always assuming that there is an “essence,” absolute
sense in its absoluteness and its singularity, is that it neither grasps nor
presents its unity or its oneness. This “single” sense has neither unity nor
oneness: it is (the) “single” sense (of “a single” being) because it is sense
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each time. It’'s not sense “in general,” therefore, nor is it sense once and for
all. If it were, it would be completed, reabsorbed, and senselessly insane.
Infinite and insane.

Finitude designates the “essential” multiplicity and the “essential”
nonreabsorption of sense or of being. In other words, if it is as existence
and only as existence that being comes into play, it designates the without-
essence of existing: “When being is posited as infinite, it is precisely then
that it is determined. 1f it is posited as finite, it is then that its absence of
ground is affirmed.”"” Here I transcribe groundlessness (Abgriindlichkeit) as
“sense.” Groundlessness isn't a lack on the part of being that needs to be
undergone, justified, originated. Rather, it is being’s reference to nothing,
either to substance or to subject, not even to “being,” unless it be 70 a
being-to, to itself, to the world as the openness, the throw or the being-
thrown of existence.

More rigorously still: being isn’t Being; it’s neither substantive nor
substance. “Being” is only being, the verb—at least insofar as we can
desubstantialize the verb itself, destabilize grammar. And not the intransi-
tive verb that language gives us, but the intransitive verb “be-ing,” which
doesn’t actually exist:'' “being a being,” in the same way that we talk about
“doing or founding or eating a being,” but in such a way that it transmits
no quality or property, in such a way that it transmits itself alone, trans-
mitting #o the being in question nothing other than this ze of transmission,
the being-to of sense, giving existence being as sense. Not, however, in the
sense of the “meaning” or the “sense of being” as a content of signification,
but in the sense of the being-sense of being. Not, therefore, “giving” it per
se, being merely the zo—the presentation, tension, direction, abandon-
ment—of an offering that, with a single stroke, without any ground what-
soever, makes a being “indebted” to or puts it in excess of its own exis-
tence, having # be (existence, the self ), having to appropriate itself as the
inappropriable character of the groundlessness that would have been its be-
ing, both more and less than an origin.

“Finitude” doesnt mean that the totality of sense isn't given and that
we must defer (or abandon) the appropriation to the point of infinity, but
that a// sense resides in the nonappropriation of “being,” whose existence
(or whose existing) is appropriation itself.

What makes sense for a being isn’t the appropriation of a Sense that
would produce senseless existence like a monolith of being. On the con-
trary, it is, on each occasion and from each birth to each death, the appro-
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priation (zo itself) of there being no sense to this senseless sense. This is, for
example, what a thought of death means when, rather than thinking that
death gives sense, it thinks that sense makes sense because death suspends
its appropriation and appropriates the inappropriable character of being-
to, which is itself no longer o anything else. Let me put it another way:
what carries the whole weight of thinking, in an expression like zum Tode
sein, being-toward- (or to-) death,'? isn't death but the toward or the to,
“death” merely indicating that this foward or this to is maintained, as a
structure of being, “up to the end”—which is always the absence of any
“end,” of any extremity at which the infinite circle of an insane appropria-
tion might be completed. Being-to “ends up” being-to, something that’s
neither a circle nor a tautology, still less an appeal to any morbid heroism
and, less still, an invitation to turn death into the mark of a mission or a
service. It is appropriated death that is senseless. Sense is existence that is
always being born and always dying (being born is dying). All of which
doesn't take anything away from the hardness of death, from anxiety before
it. Nothing that I have said brings either consolation or compensation.
Rather, it simply indicates that, in finitude, there is no question of an
“end,” whether as a goal or as an accomplishment, and that it's merely a
question of the suspension of sense, in-finite, each time replayed, re-
opened, exposed with a novelty so radical that it immediately fails.

The new, as the very event of sense, eludes itself. I can never say:
“Look, here, thus, the sense of my existence.” By saying it, testing it out,
even, I'm already steering sense in the direction of an accomplishment. Yet
the very thing that eludes it, or the eluding that sense itself is, is something
that we have always already understood. Essentially, a finite thinking of
finitude is a thinking of the fact that we, as beings, from the moment that
we exist, have already “understood” the finitude of being. An ontology of
finite being describes nothing less than “what all of us, as men, always and
already understand.”"

“Understand” doesn't mean grasping a determinate concept but en-
tering into ( already being within) the very dimension of “understanding,”
that is, relating to some particular sense. It means being born to the element
of sense in the singular mode of its presence. Being born properly means
coming to a presence whose present has already escaped, is already missing
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from the “coming #0.” But it is still a matter of coming. And, in this com-
ing, of “understanding,” of having already “understood” the coming-pres-
ence or the presence-to of existence. Of being that comes into the world;
of being that comes into sense. And being, too, that comes to sense [au
sentir] as sense [comme au sentir]. | can’t say any more here than what I've
already said regarding the aporetic nexus of the sense of “sense.” Other
than that, it doubles the “already” of Heidegger’s “already understood.” We
have already understood because we have already sensed; we have already
sensed because we have understood. Or, rather, we have already come into
sense because we are already in the world; we are in the world because we
are in sense. One opens the other—this is all that is “understood.”

Sense is existence in this ontological priority, whence it is reached
and whence it fails, whence it reaches its failing point. How can we turn
away from this hard, striking, obscure point? Birth has already turned us
toward it. But how can we simply open our eyes? Death has already closed
them. To obey this double constraint—the very absolute of existence—is
to enter into a finite thinking.

Or, rather, it is to enter into the finite character of a// thinking be-
cause, in truth, no one is unaware of this point, which lies at the heart of
all philosophy, however “metaphysical” it may be. Not a single thinker has
thought, if they have thought anything at all, without thinking this. All
that remains for us is to think this finite character as such and without in-
finitizing it. This task is as finite as any other. Equally, it's certain. Yet this
doesn’t mean that we have some knowledge of its accomplishment. Every-
one asks: “What should we think?” (at least they will, so long as they don't
prefer the injunction: “Don’t think too much!”). Well, what we have to
think is this: that thought is never given, neither at the beginning nor at
the end. From which it follows that it is never “giveable” as such. There’s
not an “ounce” of sense that could be either received or transmitted: the
finitude of thinking is indissociable from the singularity of “understand-
ing” what is, each time, a singular existence. (All of which isn't to say that
there’s nothing that we might think “in common,” as it were. I will come

back to this.)

U
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Existence is the sense of being. Not, however, according to a relation
to “being” in general (as if there were such a thing . . . ), but in such a way
that it concerns each time a (finite) singularity of being. Here “singularity”
isn't simply understood as the singularity of an individual (not simply as
Heidegger's “in each case mine”), but as the singularity of punctuations, of
encounters and events that are as much individual as they are preindivid-
ual or common, at every level of community. “In” “me” sense is multiple,
even if, here or there, this multiplicity can also comprise a sense that is “my
own’: “outside” “me,” sense lies in the multiplicity of moments, states, or
inflexions of community (but equally, then, in what is always a singular
“we”). In any event, the singularity of the sense of being means that beings
production of sense is not the being-self of an essence. Essence is of the or-
der of having: an assembly of qualities. By contrast, existence is itself its
own essence, which is to say that it is without essence. It is, by itself, the re-
lation to the fact of its being as sense. This relation is one of lack and of
need: “The privilege of existing shelters in it the necessity [and the distress:
die Not) of having to need the understanding of being.” Existence does not
have what it always already and constantly has. Why? Precisely because it
is not a matter of having. To exist means: to lack sense.

On the other hand, what is in the mode of essence—if anything can
be such'“—no longer has any sense. It is simply senseless. Equally, lacking
sense, or to be lacking through sense, isn’t the same as lacking a fullness, a
lack that would bear all the marks, the traces, the premises of what it actu-
ally lacks. On the contrary, to lack sense, to be in the distress or the neces-
sity (Not) of sense is exactly that, namely, sense. From which it follows that
to lack sense is, properly speaking, to lack nothing.

We've certainly not managed to shake off the fascination with lack
(abyss, nonplace, mourning, absence, etc.) which, while clearly necessary
for the recent history of thinking, no less clearly runs the risk of a dialec-
tic-nihilistic confusion. And yet, it’s not as if “to lack nothing” (to be in
sense) is the full, satisfied condition of an essence. The negative theology
of all that could hardly be more obvious. To lack nothing, despite every-
thing that’s lacking: this is what it means to exist.

In an entirely different register, Heidegger speaks of “being charged
with a responsibility [Uberanawrmng] toward beings” and “toward oneself
as a being.” This means having to respond to the fact thar there are beings
and that I “myself” am. Hence, “understanding” of being is “the essence of
finitude.” Finitude resides in the fact that existence “understands” that “be-
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ing” does not rest on the foundation of an essence but uniquely responds to
and from the there is of “being.” In other words, it is a matter of responding
to and from oneself as the existing of an existence. Finitude is the responsi-
bility of sense, and is so absolutely. Nothing else.

And so I would also want to add: finitude is the sharing of sense.
That is, sense takes place on every occasion of existence alone, on every
singular occasion of its response-responsibility; but this also means that
sense is the lot, the share of existence, and that this share is divided be-
tween all the singularities of existence. (From which it follows that there is
no sense that could engage merely one being; from the outset, community
is, as such, the engagement of sense. Not of « collective sense, but of the
sharing of finitude.)

Another name for this is “freedom.” Understood thus, freedom is not
a sense conferred on existence (like the senseless sense of the self-constitu-
tion of a subject or freedom as an essence). Rather, it is the very fact of ex-
istence as open to existing itself. This fact /s sense."” Indeed, it is the only
fact that makes sense by itself. And this is why, amongst the thinkers who
have come before us and who, at the point at which one epoch touches on
another, have still expressly attempted to think “sense,” not one has failed
to demand that freedom be seen not so much as the means to bur as the
very being or truth of sense. Such is the case, most visibly, with Marx and
Heidegger (as Sartre clearly saw). So, too, Rimbaud, albeit in an entirely
different way.'®

These thoughts produced the rupture of the century, measuring up
to the “death of God” because they show, or at least suspect, that what is at
stake here is sense, all sense—and that it’s not “freedom” that is sense (the
discourse of the Enlightenment, of Kant and Hegel), but sense that is free-
dom, as finite sense or as the infinite absenting of the appropriation of
sense. “Freedom” (if we need still to hold onto this word) is the act of the
distress or the necessity (Not) of sense.

But, whether in sum or in part, these thoughts are over. They
thought to close off the loop of first and last signification: man’s self-pro-
duction, the heroism of the abyss and of destiny, or the mastery of con-
sciousness, definitively unhappy though it may be.'” Doing so, they denied
the finitude that they had seen on their horizons. Put differently, they
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ended up exploiting the “death of God,” reconstituting or refounding an
infinitely appropriated or appropriable sense, up to and including its neg-
ativity. But the “death of God”—as this history has taught us—cannor, by
definition, be exploited. We note it, and think affer it. That's all.

This is why the century was broken apart, split, opened on the “ques-
tion” of sense. On the one hand, we have the final deployment of the
senseless, simultaneously monstrous and exhausted. On the other, we have
the weakened, distraught, or maudlin thought of the little -or -no sense
(the absurd game of the tatters of “humanism”). Finally, we have the im-
perious necessity of the themes of the condition of possibility for sense in
general: forms, procedures, fields of validity, forces, the interplay of every-
thing that produces or seems to produce effects of sense—logics, lan-
guages, systems, codes (everything that used to be called “formalism,” even
though its only concern was with finding new approaches to the question
or the task of sense).

This history has today provided us with the motif of sense placed un-
der the need to think its finitude, not to fill it or to pacify it, and certainly
not to do so through the insidious movement of a negative theology or on-
tology, in which the senseless ends up closing off sense itself. So not this,
then, but to think anew and with all rigor the inaccessibility of sense as the
very means of accessing sense, an accession that takes place 7oz as some-
thing inaccessible but as an in-accession to itself, to the suspense, the end,
the limit at which it simultaneously undoes and concludes itself without
ever mediating between the two.'® A finite thinking is one that rests on this
im-mediation.

If our concern here ought to be with “freedom,” this isn't, let me say
again, because it’s something like “freedom” that “fulfills” sense (and cer-
tainly not in the sense that human freedoms calmly play in the empty
space of divine necessity). No, it is because “freedom” might just be the
word, albeit provisional and uncertain, for what exposes this lack of sense
and exposes, too, sense as an essential lack. Hence, the sense of “freedom”
is nothing other than the very finitude of sense.

Our history has often been presented as the process of a collapse or a
destruction of sense in the planned savagery of a civilization at its limit, a
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civilization that has itself become the civilization of the extermination of
the sense not merely of “civilization” as a whole but of sense itself.

This distress or this disarray, which, until this moment, nothing has
alleviated, still pertains to sense. Indeed, in the West's own terms, it is per-
haps the greatest distress and the greatest necessity of sense—so long as we
can actually take such a measure and so long as the representation of an in-
commensurable distress, inscribed behind the great events and the tri-
umphs, is not necessary for each epoch—as if the West had given itself this
law or program.

We might now be able to say that this distress and necessity, as ours,
as the distress and necessity of our present history—of this “time” of our
being born to sense—must be understood as the distress and necessity of
finite sense. In this regard, it doesn’t really matter whether we call ourselves
“moderns” or “postmoderns.” We're neither before nor after a Sense that
would have been nonfinite. Rather, we find ourselves at the inflection of an
end whose very finitude is the opening, the possible—the only—welcome
extended to another future, to another demand for sense, one that not even
the thinking of “finite sense” will be able to think through, even after hav-
ing delivered it.

A finite thinking is one that, on each occasion, thinks the fact that it
is unable to think what comes to it. Of course, it isn’t a matter of refusing
to see ahead or to plan. Rather, a finite thinking is one that is always sur-
prised by its own freedom and by its own history, the finite history that
produces events and sense across what is represented as the infinity of a
senseless process.'” And this is also why, in our own time, it’s pointless to
seek to appropriate our origins: we are neither Greek, nor Jewish, nor Ro-
man, nor Christian, nor a settled combination of any of these—words
whose sense, in any case, is never simply given. We are neither the “ac-
complishment” nor the “overcoming” of “metaphysics,” neither process
nor errancy. But we do exist and we “understand” that this existence (our-
selves) is not the senselessness of a reabsorbed and annulled signification.
In distress and necessity we “understand” that this “we,” here, now, is still
and once more responsible for a singular sense.

Now, our distress manifests itself under four different headings: ex-
termination, expropriation, simulation, technicization. Every discourse
that deplores our time draws on these four motifs. (Are there any dis-
courses on our time that do other than deplore it? Distress itself has be-
come an object of intellectual consumption, from refined little nostalgias
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to punk nihilism. Which shows us, as if we needed to be shown, that the
truth of distress lies elsewhere.)

Extermination: in camps, by force of arms, by labor, by hunger or
misery, by racial, national, and tribal hatred, and by ideological rage. Just
reading the daily newspaper becomes an exercise in endurance and ac-
countancy. The extermination of persons, of peoples, of cultures, of the
South by the North, of ghettos and shanty towns by immense conurba-
tions, of one part of the South by another, of one identity by another, de-
portations and drugs of every kind. “To exterminate” means “to finish
with” (“final solution”), and here that means to abolish the very access to
the end, to liquidate sense. In the history of humanity, there’s nothing new
about crime, or about massive destruction. But here is a kind of general
and polymorphous manhunt, articulated in an enormous economic and
technological network, as if sense, or existence, were ready to finish them-
selves off, in order to do away with the end that was proper to them.

The question of evil has always been posed—and “resolved”—
against a horizon of sense that ended up (without ever really ending) by
converting or transforming its negativity.”® There were two possible mod-
els for this conversion (crudely, we could call them the ancient and the
modern, even though their actual manifestations were far more complex
than this). First, there is the model of misfortune, of unhappy fate or tragic
dystychia. Evil in this sense is given or destined [enz0y¢] to existence and to
freedom as such. It comes from the gods or from destiny and it confirms
existence in its opening to or as sense, regardless of whether this entails the
destruction of life. This is why evil is borne, recognized, lamented, and
overcome by the community. Terror and pity are responses to the curse or
malediction.

Then, second, there is the model of sickness. It confirms the norma-
tivity of the norm in the very act of rupturing it. Evil in this sense is an ac-
cident (and, in principle, can always be mended) and belongs to a lesser or-
der of existence, if one that’s not actually null and void. Ultimately, in the
classical universe, evil does not exist at all, except as a surface appearance,
and death is by right absorbed or resolved (by the progress of knowledge,
as in Descartes, or in universal exchange, as in Leibniz).

The evil of extermination is quite another thing: it is evildoing (or
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wickedness).”! It does not come from outside and it is not something less
than being; rather, existence is unleashed against itself. Here, evil affirms it-
self and affirms its (metaphysical, political, or technological) right. It
seems—and this is a new thought—that existence can grasp its own being
as the essence and hence as the destruction of existence and, moreover, as
the senseless insanity that closes off the aspect of existence that opens onto
to the need for sense. Extermination doesn't just exterminate en masse or
totally; it exterminates “distress” itself. After all, the two go hand in hand:
the immensity of the murder bringing about the negation of the singular-
ity of each instance of “distress” and each “necessity” of sense; it is the
negation of the “eachness” of sense, of being-toward-self.

So from now on, we have to stay with the following implacable, per-
haps even revolting, thought: finitude is so radical that it is equally the
opening of this possibility in which sense self-destructs. Finitude is sense as
it absents itself, up to the point where, for a single, decisive moment, in-
sanity is indistinguishable from the sense that is lacking. (No doubt we
ought also to ask: has this ultimately taken place? If it has, wouldn't every-
thing already have been destroyed? But then our question would have to
be: hasn't everything already been destroyed? And if it is not, if being-to-
ward-sense resists, and resists absolutely (and if it didn’t, who would be left
to have the “sense” of “evil™?), it resists at that very real point where insan-
ity becomes indiscernible from the sense that is lacking.)

To discern within this indiscernible: that is what freedom ultimately
boils down to. To discern senselessness withour the help of Sense,” not
with nothing to hand, to be sure, but with that part of (the being of ) exis-
tence that we already have in our grasp. To be deprived of rules, without
being deprived of truth.

It is in this sense alone, then, that an eshics is possible. What this
means is that we can't fall back on an ethics of “misfortune” or an ethics of
“sickness,” whose use can, for us, only ever be analogical and provisional.
It has to be a matter of an ethics of evil as wickedness. This doesn't require
the norm or value of some “good” or other; the access of existence to its
real sense is not a “value” that we could promise to the infinity of a good
will. Precisely because this access can never be appropriated as a “good,”
but because it is the being of existence, it is and has to be presented in ex-
i?{cncc as existence. Here, “having-to-be” is the form taken by “being,”
since this being is o-be. But “duty” doesn’t point to the infinite realization
of a “kingdom of ends.” Instead, it obligates freedom; or, more accurately,
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it is freedom that binds and obligates itself, punctually, immediately, with-
out delay, as its own end, in both senses of the word. Freedom obligates it-
self insofar as it does not appropriate its sense for itselfand, too, insofar as it
open to the senseless. We might say, then, that being (the being of exis-
tence) is duty; but duty indicates the finitude of being, its missing sense.

We're not proposing a morality, but a tendency to conserve and to
augment the access of existence to its own inappropriable and groundless
sense.** An ethics is not only possible, but certain to emerge, carried along
by what we already know about being. This doesn’t mean that all practical
decisions can be considered, negotiated, and taken swiftly and simply.
Rather, it means that if the call for an ethics is today a constant testimony
to our distress, distress already knows what ethics amounts to: the restora-
tion of existence zo existence. Clearly a “humanism” isnt going to be
enough here, since it would obscure the very need for this restoration.
(And does it need to be said that every human life has an absolute and im-
mediate right to what, in a civilization such as ours is supposed to be, is

called “living™?)

Expropriation: there is a big difference, actually an opposition, be-
tween treating the inappropriability of sense as what is most proper to fini-
tude and expropriating from beings their conditions of existence. In other
words, thinking about the lack of sense does not entail abandoning the cri-
tique of what, following Marx, used to be called “alienation.” Nor, more-
over, is it a question of regarding the material, economic, and social condi-
tion of men as a negligible happenstance, external to the domain in which
a thought of finite sense would operate.

The “material” condition of existence is, on the contrary, each time
what makes up the “each time.” A place, a body, flesh, a gesture, a job, a
line of force, an ache, ease or misery, having time or into time: these define
the finite each time of any access to finite sense. They don’t “determine” it
in the sense of a causal instance; rather, they areit—and even when the en-
tire dualistic arrangement of our vocabulary and our discourse (even when
it tries to be “monistic”) tends to obscure it, a thinking of finite sense is es-
sentially a “material” thinking about the “materiality” of the access to
sense. Because sense is finite, there is no reaching outside of this world. Be-
cause there is no “outside,” it can’t be reached.
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The “philosopher” who talks about “sense” is, along with his
thought, nothing other than a material singularity (a packet of “sense,” a
place, a time, a point in history, a play of forces), who cannor, after all,
guarantee that we are any nearer to the “sense” thar is in question. The
thinking of finitude is itself a finite thinking because it has no means of ac-
cess o what it thinks, not even through thinking that it has no such access.
There is no privileged “speculative” or “spiritual” order in the experience of
sense. Yet existence alone, insofar as it #s, bic et nunc, is this experience. And
the latter, always and each time, is an absolute “privilege,” which, as such,
misidentifies itself gua “privilege” and gua “absolute.” There’s nothing to
say about when or how such an existence exisss. (“To write”—and I will
come back to this—is to say this not-saying.)

But there still has to be something or some “one” who can exist.
Some being must be, hic et nunc. Existing is a here and now of being, it is
20 be a here -and now of being. There are conditions in which this is not
possible—and even if existence, undoubtedly, always and without end, re-
sists, even though it resists to the very end and beyond, and even though we
can never simply say “this life has no meaning,” there are still circum-
stances in which beings are not only abandoned, but in which they are, as
it were, stripped of the conditions of existence. When this happens, beings
are the pure instrument or object of a production, of a history, process, or
system, always deported in advance from the here and now, always and
only in the elsewhere and in the afterward of hunger, fear, and survival, or
of wages, savings, and accumulation.

All the same, not being expropriated by the hic et nunc doesn’t mean
that we appropriate it for ourselves. There’s no symmetry. Hic et nunc
means merely to exist; it is finite existing “itself.” Granted, we can never
say that “this life” or “this moment of life” “makes no sense.” But precisely
because we can’t decide with respect to sense, we can't decide—we can
l'cast of all decide—that all conditions are the same. Yes, every existence is
i sense; but no one can consequently decide that the condition of possi-
Pl.hr{ for certain existences is and has to be a sacrifice of life (of all forms of

life”). Since the here-and-now is finitude, the inappropriability of sense,
every appropriation of the “here” by an “elsewhere,” and of the “now” by
an “afterward” (or by a “beforehand”) is and does evil.
‘ How are we to decide what makes a “here and now” possible and to
d.c:ade what does not “alienate”? Nothing and no one can decide this. Each
time, however, a here and now, an existing, must be able to decide 10 be,
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and to be open o sense. Each time, being has to be allowed to be, delivered
and abandoned to its finitude.

Is this any different from the reputedly “normal” conditions for the
exercise of basic freedoms, which presuppose life itself and a few other
guarantees? In a sense, it is not—today, at least, and for us. But it must be
s0 in that this “leaving,” this “abandonment,” is presented to beings as
their very finitude. That is to say, the gesture doesn't refer to a horizon of
“yisions of the world” and of “man,” one in which an essence and a sense
would already be decided and within which would be exercised the “free
choice” of a “subject,” actually already “alienated” by this horizon. On the
one hand, there are basic conditions (on which civilization wreaks constant
havoc) whose empirical basis is also the “cranscendental” of the here and
now of existence. On the other, there is this: in letting the finite being be,
finitude as such must be indicated.

This demands an altogether different thinking of “alienation” or “ex-
propriation” (or indeed of “exploitation”). Altogether different, yet just as
uncompromising as that of Marx when faced with the “primitive accumu-
lation” of capital.

“Alienation” has often been represented as the dispossession of an
original authenticity which ought to be preserved or restored. The critique
of this notion of an original propriety, an authentic plenitude or reserve,
contributed, in large part, to the disappearance of alienation as a figure for
the loss or theft of man’s original and ownmost self-production. In fact, ex-
istence is not self-productive, even if it isn't the product of something else.
This is also what finitude means. Nevertheless, it remains the case, as we
have seen, that beings can have their condition or conditions of existence
expropriated: their strength, labor, body, senses, and perhaps even the
space-time of their singularity. Equally, it’s true that this is still happening
and is part of extermination as we've just described it, and that “capital” or
the “global market” only endures and prospers by a massive expropriation
of this sort (and today, above all, of the South by the North, even though
we know that this isn't the only expropriation of its kind). It isn't a ques-
tion, therefore, of giving up the struggle, but of determining in what name
we carry it on, in what name we desire the continued existence of beings.

Up until now, the struggle has been guided by the regulative idea of the
(original and final) self-production of man and, at the same time, by a gen-
eral and generic concept of this “man.” Undoubtedly the conditions of
struggle are going to change if that struggle must now be thought with ref-
erence to finitude and its singularities. Access to finite sense does not pre-
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suppose auto-production and its reproduction, it “desupposes” it. It de-
poses the reign of process and the linking of #ime to the logic of process
and procedure: that is, a linear, continuous time, without space (of time),
and always pressed up against its own “after.” (The Heideggerian time of
“ecstasis” is also undoubtedly too pressed or hurried.) But access implies, on
the contrary, the opening up of time, its spacing, the de-coupling of pro-
ductive operations: the finite here -and now. And it implies that the latter
be grasped in forms other than those subordinated to process, such as
“empty time,” “recovery time,” and also “leisure time” (where “leisure,”
and that includes “culture,” means inanity with respect to sense). It im-
plies, in other words, the space-time of the here and now: concrete fini-
tude.*

Birth and death space, definitively, a singular time. All access to sense,
to what is “finite” in sense, spaces the time of general reproduction. Access
produces nothing, and is not producible. But it takes place—if it is possi-
ble to say such a thing—as the inappropriable singular materiality of a here
-and now. Let us say this: as enjoyment—if the notion of enjoyment is not

that of appropriation, but of a sense (in all the senses) which, here and
now, does not come back to itself.

Simulation: the truth of 68, which the opinion makers stubbornly
try to twist or obscure,” is twofold (provided one looks for it beyond the
flcvelopmenral crisis of a slightly backward society). On the one hand, it
involves the emergence of new and previously unheard of forms of social
struggle that do not conform to the syndicalist-political model. This is not
the place to discuss these. On the other hand, '68 unleashed the critique of
the society of the “spectacle” (this was the word used by the Situationist In-
tr.:rnationa]). of seeming or simulation. From the Marxist heritage of a cri-
thuc.of social and cultural appearances emerged a general denunciation of
a reality represented as entirely given over to the simulation of its true na-
ture, and of social, political, and, ultimately, human reality.”®

This critique was made—and achieved posterity—under the sign,
nncc.again. of “alienation” (again, this was the word used by the SI). Gen-
L‘rfll simulation alienates life by tying it to the reproduction of the functions
of thf: j‘markct-spectacular society” and prevents it from tapping into the
creativity it harbors, blocking the desire to create which constitutes the real
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man. There is no point in repeating the critique of the duality of alienation
and original authenticity which this account presupposes. No doubr the
“life,” “creativity,” and “imagination” invoked here belong to a metaphysics
which is still that of auto-production or the subject, of the generic subject-
man. The great theme of simulation, which still proliferates today, is not
free of Platonism.

All the same, the soixante-huitarde version of the critique of appear-
ance, more Nietzschean than Marxist, was an “artistic” one. (In fact, that
tendency is not entirely absent in Marx). This version subtly altered the
themes or schemes of a critique of inauthentic appearance (especially when
care was taken, the artistic model notwithstanding, not to fall back into
aestheticism). This discrepancy can be formulated as follows: “creation” is
not production, not so much because it operates on the basis of nothing,
but because it operates for nothing, for no purpose other than to leave the
“creator” surpassed, surprised, ravished by his or her own creation. Finally,
however, it is still a question—in a sense, more than ever a question—of a
subject acceding, infinitely, to his own sense. And that is why the model has
remained, up to now, essentially linguistic, verbal, and poetic.

How, then, should a thinking of finite sense handle the theme, so in-
sistent and insidious, of simulation? Here all theologico-aesthetic schemes
give way: essentially (for which read: existendially), existence lacks a sense,
in the form of a God or a work, and belongs to this lack.

The more or less confused suggestiveness of “authenticity” prevented
us, in 68, from coming to grips with this lack. However (and this is why
it is crucial to recall what emerged in ’68), the critique of the “spectacle”
undoubtedly revolved, albeit obscurely, around something like this: no
form, image, or game, no “spectacle” even, is worth much if the sense of ex-
istence is not implied in it in some way, is not touched by it. Everything else
is consumption of “cultural goods.” And the critique of production is
worthless if it does not include the critique of what could pass itself off as
the production of sense itself. Which means (if the interpretation of an in-
tellectual movement may be pushed farther than that movement was able
to think) that what is at stake is not the representation of a presence but ac-
cess to existence, which is not presence, access as exiguous, fugitive, and
excessive, and also as lacking, as it could possibly be. Thus, without a
doubt, the critique of general simulation is mistaken about itself: it is not a
question of simulated or simulating (and dissimulating) representations,
but rather a matter of what does not pertain to representation at all.
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Today, in a certain way, “simulation” just proliferates. Moreover, it
has spread out to such an extent that it presents and takes pleasure in itself
at the same time as it undoes itself, ultimately spinning in a void—rather
like a television set that no one is watching. Thus any critique which seeks
to destroy simulation and accede to the authentic, the real, or “life” is
blunted, because the simulacrum can no longer mask anything. The “sim-
ulacrum,” most often understood as a sort of “image,” merely presents its
enigmatic nudity as image. Art, for example, has long drawn the rigorous
consequences—often in impoverished fashion, it is true—of the end of art
as the representation of the absolute, the Idea, or Truth.”” But in this way
it opens up the question of what “art” could mean.

It is thus the realm of representation in its entirety which spins in the
void once the presupposition of complete presence and of a closed circle of
sense is exhausted. This presupposition is still lodged, if only in a negative
form, in the modern and postmodern tradition of a “presentation of the
unpresentable”—if, in the final analysis, the “unpresentable” can only be
conceived of as infinite. Whether this infinite is “good” or “bad,” monu-
mental or fragmented, surrealist or Situationist, expressed in great art or in
a great life, it is always the indication of a secret nonpresence.

Now, if all there is is the finite—if the here is [il y a) is finite—then
everything is presented in it, but in a finite presentation which is neither
representation nor the presentation of something unpresentable. The noth-
ing that existing lacks, this zero of sense which makes sense (but which is
not a secret), comes to presence—and in art, or in what we should now
call by another name, this is what we are dealing with. Which implies that
any problematic of representation (of all seemings and all signs also) turns
on an axis so fine that we can barely make it out. The issue of “simulation”
changes completely if mimesis*® becomes the concept, not of any repre-
sentation, but of a presentation of that which does not have to be presented,
of what could not be completed, neither Nature nor Idea, which is to say,
finitude itself, insofar as it is a coming fo presence without presence (and
with secrecy).

. Thus it is no longer a question of (re)presentation: neither presenta-
tion for a subject, nor the reproduction of an initial presence. The banish-
ing of this double concepr also supplants all simulation. (This does not
mean that there is truth in every image and in every spectacle. Rather, it
Mmeans that “truth” is no longer sought for in the regime of representation.)
Itis a question of what coming or birth to presence means. To exist: the com-



24  THINKING

ing to presence of absent sense, sense coming to its absence, to the absent-
ing of all presence and any present. It is a question, furthermore, of a
mimesis that one could try calling mimesis of appresentation, on condition
that one hears in the prefix the sense of spacing, of distance.” “Presenta-
tion” as the spacing of sense.

Technicization: “Technology™ is without a doubt one of the most ill-
formed concepts in current discourse (which only leads to more chatter
about it). Already, the unqualified use of the term obscures the fact that
there is no technology that is not technology of some determinate opera-
tion or other (be it chimney-sweeping or the recording of the images cap-
tured by a space telescope). The vague idea of a general technology, a sort
of vast machinic or combinatorial apparatus embracing technologies, has
gotten about. Undoubtedly, the interdependences, interfaces, and interac-
tions between technologies never cease to multiply. Nevertheless, transport
technology remains transport technology, fertilization technology remains
fertilization technology. One would be hard pressed to identify the ab-
solute nexus of all technologies. The representation, in comics or in the
cinema, of a single, gigantic, universal computer presupposes the resolu-
tion, in this computer, of the question of what technology (taken ab-
solutely) is the technology of But if one wishes to ask this question, the re-
sponse is there, and was available before the computer and the giant
puppet show of universal robotization. Technology “as such” is nothing
other than the “technique” of compensating for the nonimmanence of ex-
istence in the given. Its operation is the existing of that which 7 not pure
immanence. It begins with the first tool, for it would not be as easy as one
imagines to demarcate it clearly and distinctly from all animal, if not in-
deed vegerable, “technologies.” The “nexus” of technologies is existing it-
self. Insofar as its being #s not, but is the opening of its finitude, existing is
technological through and through. Existence is not itself the technology
of anything else, nor is technology “as such” the technology of existence: it
is the “essential” technicity of existence insofar as technology has no essence
and stands in for being.

“Technology”—understood this time as the “essential” technicity
that is a/so the irreducible multiplicity of technologies—compensates for
the absence of nothing, it fills in for and supplements nothing. Or again:
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technology compensates for a nonimmanence, that is to say, for an absence
of what is represented as a “natural” order of things, in which means are
given along with ends, and vice versa. It is, in this sense, transcendence
over “nature.” But nature represented as pure immanence would be that
which does not pertain to sense, and which does not exist.” In which case,
technology transcends—nothing. Or else “nature” designates an exterior-
ity of places, moments, and forces: technology is the putting into play of
this exteriority as existence, a “transcendence” not opposed to the “imma-
nence” of the world. Technology doesn't reform a Nature or a Being in
some Grand Artifice. Rather, it is the “artifice” (and the “art”) of the fact
that there is no nature. (Law, for example, is also a technology or tech-
nique.) So much so, in fact, that it ultimately designates that there is nei-
ther immanence nor transcendence. And this is also why there is no tech-
nology “as such,” merely a multiplicity of technologies.

“Technology” is a fetish-word that covers over our lack of under-
standing of finitude and our terror at the precipitate and unbridled char-
acter of our “mastery,” which no longer knows either end or completion.
Undoubtedly our incomprehension demands a new sort of thinking, and
our terror is not baseless. But we will gain nothing from exorcising a purely
verbal demon, one that is a false concept. It is quite remarkable that Hei-
degger’s theses on “technology” have become the most “popular” part of
his thought. This happened for two reasons. First, the most important con-
tribution of this thinking appears to lie in a denunciation of the “ruthless
conquest,” total and leveling, of the earth, for the sake of autonomized
aims deprived of any existential guarding of being. Insofar as Heidegger
put forth this discourse (and he did), he was less original there than almost
anywhere else in his work. (With a symmetry that is not accidental, the
same could be said of some aspects of his treatment of poetry.) The de-
nunciation of “technology” is the most banal, and the most vain, gesture of
the “technological” age. But, second and more remarkable still, we almost
ﬂlw?ys forget how Heidegger (in a smaller number of texts, it is true) tried
to formulate at least the demand that “technology” itself be understood as
the “sending of being,” as being sending itself as its ultimate message:
TNhich means, as existence and sense themselves. Thus dispatch or sending
I\ the finite sense of being as the final sending (outward) of the West. To

inhabit” technology, or to “welcome” it, would be nothing other than in-
habiting and welcoming the finitude of sense.

I don't want to take Heidegger's thinking any further than this, any
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more than I want to claim to have “solved” the “question of technology.” I
want simply to situate it, in the knowledge, as I have already said, that our
incomprehension and terror are not groundless. This is also to say that fini-
tude is limitless, and that humanity can destroy itself in the implosion of
its technicity.

It is entirely legitimate to say that the current movement of techni-
cization is accelerating and proliferating, and that in it technologies are
constantly multiplying and transforming themselves, weaving a network
that is ever more dense. How, though, can we avoid asking whether tech-
nicization—the development of technologies—may not actually be a law
that was laid down with the very first technology or, more exactly, whether
growth and proliferation, to the point of panic, may not actually belong,
rightfully or in essence, to a gesture of compensation—with no prospect
of that which is compensated (an immanence) ever coming to being? It is
no accident that the comforting dreams of a return to a “degree zero of de-
velopment” were quickly extinguished by their own insignificance. Today,
we know that a well-thought-out ecologism determines new technological
advances.

By contrast, we could quite legitimately point to the role played by
technologies in extermination, expropriation, and simulation. But there’s
no sense in imputing these to “technology,” as if it were some sort of dia-
bolical entity, because no such entity exists.** Moreover, there is no point
in adopting a moral discourse about the “evil uses” to which technologies
are put. Nor is it a question of employing technology “beneficently” in the
name of some pre-existing “good.” Rather, it is a matter of getting at the
sense of “technology” as the sense of existence.

What manifests itself as irresistible global technicization is accused of
having no other end than itself. ('m leaving aside the ends of the market
and of expropriation.) What if this “end,” which can no longer be repre-
sented as the reign of robots, or even of computers (but only, at the limit,
as total implosion), what if this end, which 7 in effect only in an indefinite
technicization, also exposes its finite sense? What if it also exposes us (in
hardship and trouble) to the finitude of sense? The “reign of technology”
disassembles and disorients the infinite sealing off of a Sense. In the same
way, undoubtedly, as it disconcerts and displaces, endlessly, the completion
of a “work,” in such a way that technicization could, in all rigor, be called
“un-worked,” or without work [des-ceuvrée].”!

Instead of returning nostalgically to pious images (or essences) of the
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artisan and life in the fields (an old refrain, as old as our history), this
would be a matter of thinking the following: that all technology, over and
above the technology that it is, and in being the technology that it is, con-
rains an implicit knowledge of sense as finitude, and of the sense of fini-
rude. Nothing, perhaps, better bears this out than the questions, demands,
and undecidabilities which subtend the decisions that have to be taken,
each day, by the technicians of biological, ecological, energetic, and urban
manipulation.

Each one of these tasks requires a finite thinking.

Nort a thinking of relativity, which implies the Absolute, but a think-
ing of absolute finitude. absolutely detached from all infinite and senseless
completion or achievement.

Not a thinking of limitation, which implies the unlimitedness of a
beyond, but a thinking of the limit as that on which, infinitely finite, exis-
tence arises, and to which it is exposed.

Nort a thinking of the abyss and of nothingness, but a thinking of the
un-grounding of being: of this “being,” the only one, whose existence ex-
hausts all its substance and all its possibility.

A thinking of the absence of sense as the only token of the presence
of the existent. This presence is not essence, but—epekeina tés ousias—
birth to presence: birth and death to the infinite presentation of the fact
that there is no ultimate sense, only a finite sense, finite senses, a multipli-
cation of singular bursts of sense resting on no unity or substance. And the
F‘act, too, that there is no established sense, no establishment, institution or
foundation of sense, only a coming, and comings-to-be of sense.

This thinking demands a new “transcendental aesthetic”: that of
space-time in the finite here and now, which is never present, without,
however, being time pressed up against its continuum or its esctasis. Fini-
tude: the “a priori” irreducibility of spacing. Equally, though, this think-
ing demands the material transcendental aesthetic of the disparity and dis-
location of our senses, our five senses, whose organic and rational unity
cannot be deduced or grounded.? The division of the five senses, which
one could say is emblematic of finitude, inscribes or exscribes the division
of finite sense.

As for the “transcendental analytic,” it should present the disparity
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and dislocation of the five senses and the sixth, that of the concept. A
schematism which does not return to the homogeneous. A “hidden art” for
which no secret is any longer to be awaited.

No doubt, an “art” (a “technique”) is always the clear consciousness
(if it is a “consciousness”) of the splitting and sharing of sense and the
senses, of their absolute difference and of the very sense of what it displays.
However, a finite thinking cannot be an aestheticizing thinking, nor aes-
thetic in the sense in which every thought of the beautiful, and even of the
sublime, has insisted, up until now, on extending to infinity (imprison-
ment, revelation, or secret) the arc of finitude.

A finite thinking follows this outline: only to retrace it. A finite
thinking does not add to existence the seal or confirmation of its sense. It
simply takes up the challenge of that which “we understand already and
without end”: the being that we are. Thinking, here, is coextensive with ex-
isting, and consists in thinking this thought: that being-for-itself does not
turn back on itself. This doesn’t mean that it would be enough to “exist”
(to be there, in the most banal sense of the term) in order to think, or that
thinking (in the banal sense of forming representations) is sufficient for ex-
isting. It means, rather, that the fact of existence cannot be its own truth,
which is to be the fact of a sense—and that the concept and the significa-
tion of sense cannot be is own truth, which is to be the sense of this facr.
It means that existence must be thought, and thought existence, in order
that it is—in order, simply, to &e.

We bump up against an empty circularity here, in which the mean-
ing of each of these words evaporates. In truth, though, meaning or signi-
fication is being exhausted here. Here, words are no longer just words, lan-
guage is no longer just language. It zouches its limit, and displays it. There
is no longer “sense” as the meeting-point of all these meanings. In the same
way, there is no concept as the auto-conception of the concept, nor as the
presentation of a “thing in itself.” And man is not the auto-production of
his essence. But sense is the sharing and splitting of language thanks to
which language does not complete itself (nor initiate itself): the difference
between languages, double articulation, the differance of sense, the sharing
of voices, writing, its exscription.

Yet here we discover that thought, which is language, 75, however, not
language. Not because it is “something else” (something fuller, more pres-
ent), but because language itself, in “essence,” is not what it is, does not
confer the sense that it endlessly promises. A finite thinking inhabits,
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writes (in) the finitude that language 75, which it displays or exposes. We
could say, then, that a finite thinking makes itself adequate to the existence
it thinks. But this adequation is itself finite, and it is there that access to the
missing sense, or its inappropriation, obtains.

How can and must this thought, given over as it is to what is not-
sense [remise au pas-de-sens) as its ownmost object, be written? This is what
it does not and cannot know, and what it must invent for itself each time
a single invention alone is possible, all discourse being suspended.

Very quickly, we are threatened by the unbearable preposterousness
of “doctrine.” The more we repeat “finite thinking,” the more we risk con-
juring up the specter of a “system.” Or, more simply, the pitiful shadow of
the “answer to all questions.” But it’s precisely “answers to all questions”
that have saturated us and worn us out. No, “finitude” isn’t a new response
or a new question. It is, as I've already said, a responsibility before the not-
sense that affects all sense, before what has to be and has to constitute our
sense. A responsibility of thinking taken to the limit of all our meanings
and, consequently, also, as I have continually been trying to show here, the
meaning of “finitude.” There is no sense of the words “end” and “finite”
that would allow us to think that whose index; held out at the very limit of
our history, bears the name “finitude”—or the name the absolute of exis-
tence. There can be no doctrine or system here. Only rigor.

It’s no accident that contemporary philosophy—especially in its
French singularity—has done its thinking with a formidable mobilization
of language and writing (often called “rhetoric” or “affectation” by those
who are oblivious to the epoch and don't feel the heaviness and difficulty
of thinking). Once again, as happens with every great rupture of sense,
philosophy no longer writes in the same way. Nor does poetry. Perhaps
“philosophy” or “poetry” will no longer be written as such. These illim-
itable words carry the entire weight of a question of sense, and most of all
carry the proposition that a “question” of finite sense isn’t a question that
could be articulated in terms of sense, even as we can’t disarticulate it in
terms of some non-sense. Hence, it’s not even a question. Not “What is fi-
nite sense?” but simply, “The finitude of being suspends the sense of #hat
which is sense.” How do we write that?

Rimbaud: How to act, O stolen heart?

There is real disappointment here, and suffering: and this is why
thinking is hard. But the disappointment comes from waiting and from
€Xpectation, and there’s waiting and expectation because there is, already,
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sense. This isn't a promise that might or might not be kept. Nothing is
promised to existence. Hence disappointment itself is sense.

This is what has to be thought, therefore. And it is not absurd. It
makes or constitutes existence (as well as community, history, and free-
dom). But thinking it through brings thought to an end: only a finite
thinking can take the measure of this extremity. The part of finite sense
that is left over is only vestigial and fragmentary. There is nothing to record
and take down; that's what sense is; that’s all, end of story. We've always al-
ready said too much, thought too much. Yet we've never said enough, be-
cause each time it starts all over again. And what is this “each time” of ex-
istence? A “here and now”? What is a birth, or a death, a singular coming
to presence? How many times does this take place in a life? In a history?
And how many times in a community? And what is the “one” in a com-
munity? The event of sense, insofar as it is lacking, is neither the continu-
ity of a substance nor the discrete rarity of an exception. It is being, the
thinking of which is the ontological ethics of this “neither . . . nor,” held in
strict abeyance, unsublated, above the abyss.

Here, thinking burrows back to its source. It knows this source, its
very being, as what is, in itself, neither thought, unthought, nor unthink-
able, but the finite sense of existing. Thinking burrows back to its source
and so, as thought, opens it and drains once again as it both gathers and
scatters it. Thought has to think itself as what loses itself in thinking—nec-
essarily, if the sense that it thinks is the sense of innumerable finitudes and
appropriations of nothing.

We might be tempted to write: “If a finite thinking never sees the
light of day, if it doesn't find its voice in writing, then we will have failed to
think our own times.” As if, in such an injunction, we knew and antici-
pated an essence of finite thinking, with its form, if not its norm. But no,
a finite thinking is already working, or un-working, already prior and al-
ready posterior to what we can say about it, here or elsewhere. It’s written
here, but before and after this “here,” finishing it off already, and not yet.
Already for yesterday and tomorrow making and carrying sense away—a
thinking that can no longer impose itself, nor even propose itself, but that
must, with all its resources, expose itself to what is finite about sense. Mul-
tiple and each time singular—what is a “time” or “occasion” of thinking?
what is 4 thought?—hard, entrenched, as material as this line of ink, but
still fugitive, a finite thinking. Just one.

Translated by Edward Bullard,
Jonathan Derbyshire, and Simon Sparks

Concealed Thinking

Perhaps more than ever—assuming such a formula can be allowed—
we have become aware of how the eternal return of the same dead ends and
the same distress (to give just a few one-word examples: “values,” “right,”
“war,” injustice”) lays bare and accentuates not just our exposure to the im-
possible but also the manner in which this exposure measures us; that is to
say, gives us our measure as human beings, a properly uncompleteable
measure and one that can contain no conciliatory horizon.

Here, I want to engage Sartre and Bataille, knowing as I do that both
of them already knew about this exposure. They knew about it because of
having lived through an era not just of crisis but of contraction and con-
vulsion. An era of revulsion. An era of nausea and exasperation, which we
still remember (and of which they are a part), though it is a painful mem-
ory because it’s not just the memory of a past, but one that reaches toward
the future like a voiceless souvenir of Western history, at least a memorial
of how, staggered and broken, history comes down to us; a memory, then,
Whose unbearable insistence follows us. We say that we are in crisis or in
distress, but it was in Batailles and Sartre’s time that the boil was first
lanced: the terrifying insufficiency of all the various assurances of knowing,
bf.:lieving, and thinking, and the necessity of confronting the lasting failure
of accomplishment [un inachévement durable), the impossibility of ending,

and even the responsibility of not ending.

Both Sartre and Bataille realized this, but not in the same way.
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What they realized ultimately lies beyond what is evoked by words
like “properly unachievable.” Such words need to be heard literally. What
is properly unachievable doesnt hold its achievement at arm’s length, like
a regulative idea, like an ideal receding into the heavens of Ideas or values,
nor does it hold out for its achievement like an inexhaustible act of mourn-
ing. What is properly unachievable has a failure of achievement as a di-
mension of its propriety or as its very propriety, absolutely and uncondi-
tionally. In short, it is not even a question of a failure of achievement,
therefore; it is a matter not of a negative nor a privative propriety but, but
somewhat clumsily, of the proper fullness of the proper. (Still, this clumsi-
ness is itself the condition of the designation, not because of some linguis-
tic defect but because language always says too much, always says more
than it says and says that it does so, hounding itself to the infinite extrem-
ity of its saying.)

Ultimately, everything is going to turn on this point: whether or not
to bring language—and hence thinking—into the ambit of this extremity.

No doubst it is this extremity, more than anything else, that sepa-
rates Sartre and Baaille. And on this point Sartre commits (in a way that
is entirely understandable and that Bataille himself makes possible) a mis-
take that draws a definitive line, not between the two men or between
two different “conceptions” (and we could, if we wanted, compare the
way in which each wants to escape the whole idea of “conception”), but
between two incompatible experiences or relations to experience, experi-
ences that perhaps always divide up, between all of us, the apprehension
of the world today: that is, the apprehension of a vertiginous dissociation
of experience itself.

If it’s true that there has, for us today, been a noticeable shift in the
language and style of philosophy—if it’s true that there’s been a shift, for
some of us at least and in certain aspects, away from the needy and formal
servility that characterizes the work of knowing and of thinking, not en-
slaved in a cowardly sort of way, but ultimately still enslaved to the hori-
zons of science and sense—then we owe this to Bataille more than to any-
one else, to something that he not opposes to, but conceals from Sartre.
And that also means from philosophy. Of course, Sartre isn't just the
“philosopher” in all this, and Bataille knew better than simply to bid
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farewell to philosophy in a way that would ultimately be of little conse-
quence to it. All the same, the contrast between them can certainly be
slayed out as the division between two different ways of relating to the ex-
ercise of thinking, which also means, as the division between two different
relations to Heidegger, between two proximities to and two distances from
the thinker who suggested that the experience of our time be termed “the
end of philosophy and the task of thinking.” In the details of what I am
going to sketch out here, we can see a division in or a tearing of the figure

of Heidegger.

Granted, Sartre is almost always concerned with an extreme limit of
thinking that no work or project of signification is going to be able to ap-
propriate, since this extremity can’t be given but is itself merely a gift re-
sponding to the gift of a being whose “existence is a lost generosity by dint
of its being for no one.” Still, in an almost paradoxical manner, Sartre
fails to recognize—particularly in Bataille’s thinking—and fails to take re-
sponsibility for a necessary, insistent motif that had already been ad-
vanced and intensified through the very different ways of thinking pro-
posed by Kierkegaard and Marx, Nietzsche and Heidegger, before
reaching its peak in Bataille: the motif not of a philosophical use, however
necessary that may be, but of an address f0 such a use, an address that, on
the basis of itself, carries an intimation of the extremity without which it
cannot think or without which it thinks precisely nothing, an extremity
that puts into play the very thinking that philosophy is in the business of
setting up.

 What is at stake, then, is what stops thinking from being a thinking
of crisis or distress without being itself a thinking that is 77 crisis or iz dis-
tress; that is, without being a thinking that is not put into play as such, the
necessary condition if thinking is to protect itself as much from sufficiency
as from renunciation—and, consequently, the condition for thinking’s be-
Ing able to take place on the level of what we share with Sartre and Bataille
as the modern tradition of the liberation of humanity.

What is at stake is that which, without renouncing either critique or
lh’c search for “positive propositions,” as we say, can no longer be satisfied
with its propositions without indicating the excess that has to overflow and
consume them, going beyond any sense that they might have had so as to
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give them a sense of the necessary effort and audacity of thinking itself. For
all that, however, this thinking does not sink into the pathos of skepticism
or of heroism; rather, it envisages directly the primitive and final fact of a
thinking secured by nothing outside its own freedom (neither “God” nor
“total man,” nothing, then, if we can say that . . . ); there is no thinking, no
articulation of sense, that doesn’t have something of the uncompleteable
about it, that doesn't exceed sense, like an intimation, a binding, implaca-
ble obligation, logical as much as ethical, to conceal itself as thinking in the
very act of thinking “in order,” if you'll allow me to risk the phrase, to be
thinking (“in order to make sense” and “in order to free itself"—and if I'm
talking about “risk,” it’s simply in order to avoid the risk of introducing
any hint of a finality).

Bataille wants to consider thinking in terms of this intimation alone.
Sartre, by contrast, continues to believe that although the extremity
(which he certainly wants to acknowledge) can’t be relinquished, it can, by
concealing and withholding itself ever more emphatically, give rise to a
discourse that is virtually infinite and capable of inspecting, not the limit,
but the movement of this displacement. With a single gesture, he situates
himself on the side of history and language, these being represented as the
two faces of a single work of infinite or indefinite pursuit, a work that
seeks to master the sense and liberation of a humanity, yes, defined by this
very freedom, but defined according to an ambiguity in which the conti-
nuity of the movement in some way effaces the shattering of interruption
that marks the extremity of an active infinite. And it is precisely because of
this reserve that we must oppose Sartre to Bataille. But let me pause for a
moment in the face of what holds them closely together: what’s crucial
here isn’t the awarding of a victory (always a pretty questionable move in
the order of thinking), but better understanding a stake that is essentially
our own.

In a certain way, it is Bataille as much as Sartre who wants to see hu-
manity defined by its liberation—a humanity for the sake of this alone.
Both think only of the possibility of articulating the experience of a world
divested of origin or end (regardless of whether it’s the divine or the human
name for this end), and thus of a world experienced as this divestiture;
taken as experience, however, this is no less the praxis of a sense and of a
truth—even, if you prefer, the praxis of subjects of sense and of truth.
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In the wake of the same era and the same difficulty inherent in Marx-
ism thought as final liberation, both Sartre and Bataille are after whart has
become necessary—what has become necessity itself—ever since truth
showed itself to reside neither in the heavens nor in the morrow, namely,
to affirm truth here and now, to be capable of a truth of the here and now,
of s, therefore, in our world. In Sartre’s own words, it is a matter of think-
ing the fact that “truth is action, my free act. Truth is not #ue if it is not
lived and done.™

I should immediately add: by using Sartre’s own words to illustrate
the point, I have already compromised, ruined, even, the proximity that I
wanted to indicate between Sartre’s and Bataille’s aims or concerns. Indeed,
this really does need to be said, since, in the final analysis, it’s perhaps al-
ways going to be words (vocabulary, style, and tone) that measure the most
clear-cur differences between thoughts concerned with the same objects in
the same era.

Still, it’s not as if 'm rushing headlong into this necessary indication.
Once again, we need to stop a moment under the axiom of the proximity
or the sharing, however approximate it may be, of a single preoccupa-
tion—a proximity without which, moreover, the confrontation wouldn’t
have been quite so heated, and perhaps wouldn't have taken place at all.

As such, I want to maintain this proximity between Sartre and
Bataille, a proximity whose limit, whose dissolution, even, I want to show
simply in order to penetrate further, as it were, into the concealed intimacy
that is also, once again, our own. Let us say, then, shifting terms somewhat,
that both Sartre and Bataille (and they're not alone in this) are anxious
[dans angoisse], experiencing the cessation of a sense that is neither a lack
nor a loss but the point at which truth arises as this very cessation.

~ Allwe need to do, therefore, is consider the following question: Pre-
L"'St‘ly what truth is it that arises here? Sartre says: It is an act, a lived expe-
fience [un vécu) and a doing. “Lived experience” is a fairly murky category,
and one that appeals, moreover, to a somewhat dubious, sentimental
depth. But we don't need to dwell on this. Rather, we need to address the
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fact that, so far as truth is concerned, Bataille doesn't disavow the term
“lived experience.” (I'm not about to follow the texts, even though one
could; here, I'm not really interested in philology.) What he means by this,
though, is the “lived experience” of a cessation of what goes under the
name “lived experience”—we might be tempted to say: a “deadening of ex-
perience” [un moury], if this didn’t introduce a tonality that is undeniably
false and if, moreover, the “deadening of experience” weren't precisely the
concept of an insurmountable contradiction.

So let us say the same thing in a slightly different way. It is a marter
of “not-knowing” and so of nothing less than the entire modern experience
of thinking. Indeed, since Kant, a not-knowing lies at the very heart of
thinking. And already in Kant, as in Hegel and Heidegger and so also in
Sartre and Bataille, the site of not-knowing is called “freedom.” Sartre en-
visages not-knowing literally (and this, too, could be shown in the texts).
Yet he also says the following, a remark cited by Bataille in his response to
Sartre: “Bataille refuses to see that not-knowing is immanent to thinking.
A thinking that thinks that it does not know is still a thinking.™

Bataille doesn’t challenge Sartre on this point. But the question here
is one of knowing (or of not-knowing . . . ) how to think a thinking that is
still a thinking even when its content is not-knowing.

Perhaps there’s nothing more important than thinking this “still
thinking,” if it is true that we are, even more immediately than either
Sartre or Bataille realized, at an extremity where the movement of knowing
meticulously traces the contour of not-knowing.

Hence, when we say that the thinking of not-knowing is s#il/a think-

ing, we can also and before anything else understand by this a sustained
identity of thinking, of its subject (and this is what Sartre actually empha-
sizes). In fact, though, we do so only at the cost of seeing not-knowing it-
self as an object, one that is identical to knowing; its negative identity, its
lack or its impossibility. Now this is precisely what needs to be called into
question: if not-knowing is the negative side of knowing, it marks a limit
or a powerlessness beyond which the position of knowing still remains de
jure possible (future knowing or divine knowing, for example). If a final
knowing is possible, the totality of being will ultimately need to be gath-
ered somewhere as the appropriated knowledge of some subject (albeit be-
ing itself). Hence, somewhere, a truth subsists, at least virtually, and a fi-
nal ground for things is established.

Now, this is not what Bataille means when he speaks about non-
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knowing. For him, “not-knowing” designates, on the contrary, knowing
chat there is no knowing beyond our knowing, that “knowing” designates
merely the knowledge of an object (essentially, then, we are still swimming
in Kant's vast wake), and that the totality of being cannot be addressed by
a knowing. To know all this, that is, to not-know, understood this time in
its verbal rather than in its substantive sense, isn't to postpone final know-
ing until a later date or to a higher register, but to enter into the obscurity
and the opacity of what is no longer a matter of knowing in any way,
shape, or form. The thinking conceived thus is “still a thinking,” then, but
in a sense hitherto unknown. It introduces a change in level and a rupture
in thinking itself: it is thinking concealing itself from itself (and “conceal”
is a word that continually appears in Bataille).

Concealed thinking is no more annihilated thinking (unconscious,
asleep, dead thinking) than it is maintained, self-identical thinking. It is
thinking that conceals itself from the anticipations and the demands of
knowing (in the modes of intuition or the concept, of representation or
calculation), while still remaining rhinking: that is to say, an act that, be-
fore anything else, is present to itself (“everything of which I am aware as
happening within myself,” says Descartes—and hence sensation or feeling
as much as knowing or willing). The thinking of not-knowing is thus a
thinking that has nothing that it might think as an appropriable content,
merely self-presence without content. (In a sense, we could show how it is
Descartes’s cogito that is being taken to its limit by Kant and Hegel.
Bataille knew this and showed as much. As I have said, though, I'm not
concerned here with the texts. Rather, it is the movement of a thinking
that demands our attention.)

The fact that thinking has no content doesn't mean tha it is empry.
Or, if it does, the emptiness in question is a substantial emptiness: not a pit
Or an abyss into which thinking slides, but the nighs, as Bataille likes to put
”-_the night into which we advance and sink by seeing obscurity, itself the
Privation of sight [vue].
_ If thinking is generally represented as sight, what is involved here is
@8 representation as the sight of nothing rather than a nothingness of sight.
It is the sight of nothing, at any rate, of no object or content. Its sight is
nothing other than its penetration into the night. But what it sees as the
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night into which it penetrates is also itself: seeing nothing, and seeing that
it sees nothing, it sees the faculty or the power of seeing reduced to itself.
Not, however, in the sense that it would be turned back on itself; the
night stands before it and presents it with sight that doesn't see anything
but merely sees. Neither self-presence in itself nor self-objectification, but
concealed sight, sight subtracted but not suppressed, abducted, stolen, or
destroyed, diversified and presented as such. There’s nothing to be seen,
and so neither sight itself nor a contortion of the subject in the object, but
the power of secing stretched to its limit, stimulated by being concealed
from sight.

“To be concealed” is to take by surprise, unexpectedly. Thinking
won't have anticipated what is concealed, what conceals itself from think-
ing but, in doing so, also conceals thinking from itself. Knowing doesn't
anticipate not-knowing. Yet if knowing holds rigorously to what moves
it—to its ultimate ground, to truth and the sense or meaning of being—
then it steps outside itself and into not-knowing.

What concealed thinking thinks—what it thinks, what it sees, and
what it touches upon surreptitiously, what not-knowing not-knows, in
other words—isn’t something in the night that might be divined from its
contours, its breath, its rustling. Rather, it is the night itself, the condition
and the element of invisibility. Night thus gives itself as the truth of a thing
that is no longer the object of a knowing but the thing restored to its ulti-
mate ground or to its sovereign sense.

This sense is the concealment of sense. That is to say, it makes sense
by concealing itself. In concealing itself, and in concealing itself alone, it
carries the thing to the nocturnal incandescence of its absolute presence, of
its emergence and its ground or foundation: the hing itself; the thing that
is no longer taken up in the return to an “other thing” (through difference
and proximity, through the relation of cause and effect, principle and end,
and so on). And it’s thus that language makes sense: it relates all meanings
to one another, right up to the nonsignifying point of the flight of sense
from all these senses that refer back and forth between themselves. We
make sense, we give it and we even think it. But what is the sense of this
power of sense, a power that isn't simply “in” us or “outside” us, a power
that is perhaps in us only insofar as it is outside us?

The sense of sense is one of self-concealment. In the night, then, as
in anxiety and in the solitude and horror that accompany it, but equally in
the strange communication of laughter, it’s not the chaotic din of an ab-
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curdity that is triumphant. Rather, it is sense itself or zhe truth of sense,
cense freed up in its naked power: sense sensing, therefore, a remark that is
\1‘3 . far removed from anything like a play on words but, quite the contrary,
involves the very play of sense, that which opens itand puts it into play: its
body. It senses. It senses, not in the sense that it appropriates a signification
for irtsclf, but in the sense that it senses itself concealing itself. It fouches on
its extremity as the eye touches on the night in which it is lost. Self-pos-
session shows itself to be outside of itself.

This sense, we could say, is mad. Bataille himself claims that “free-
dom is mad.” This madness, however, is not the absence of reason, any
more than it is some sort of “excess of reason.” Rather, it is a reason that
doesn’t give up, that doesn’t give in, since it carries on trying to give rea-
sons. It knows, then—that is, it un-knows and it senses, sensing noth-
ing—that what gives reasons, what gives grounds, is the concealment of
reason.

But what does this concealment involve?

To conceal, dérober, to dis-guise, if you like, is also to disrobe. And
yet this is but one aspect of the term, since “robe” and “disrobe” have the
same origin (as English “rob” or German rauben suggest, the robe would,
in the first instance, be a garment seized by a thief). We all know Bataille’s
phrase “I think in the same way that a woman undresses,” and there are
plenty of texts that deal with what is thus laid bare. A thinking that con-
ceals itself, therefore, is also one that undresses itself, that disrobes, expos-
ing itself, more specifically, as a naked woman: as truth.

To be naked is, first and foremost, to be undressed, to be without any
covering that could present or signify a state or a function. It is to reveal
everything but, at the same time, to show that there is nothing more to see.
It is to show that there’s nothing beyond nakedness except still more
nakedness. Hence, I cannot see nakedness except by placing it at a distance
from the object, by situating it in terms of the (medical, anthropomor-
phic. . .) object. I see nakedness only by entering into it, or by letting it
enter into me.

What this means is that nakedness can only be opened or, rather,
that it is jtself an opening. And this, in turn, means that nakedness touches
on the other. There is no solitary nakedness. If I am naked and alone, I am
already an other to myself, an other with myself. By its very essence, a
hakedness touches on another nakedness: it wants to touch, no longer to
*¢€, to enter into the night of nakedness. It touches it and opens it by
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opening itself to it. And yet, essentially obscure and devoid of all founda-
tion, all it opens is its closure; it leads onto the night. But it still leads; it
still opens.

Nakedness discloses the fact that “truth takes place only in passing
from one to another” (and Bataille offers a little clarification of the point:
“it begins with conversations, shared laughter, friendship, eroticism”).
Night or nakedness, insofar as they give nothing to be seen, give this: the
fact that sense only gives itself by passing from one to another. In this pas-
sage, sense is concealed from the “one” as much as it is from “the other.” As
such, it is devoid of any sense of appropriation. Likewise, and this is actu-
ally the same thing, language is what it is only between us. There is no pri-
vate language. And yet, between us, there is nothing, certainly nothing
upon which we might confer a signification without the immediate threat
of suffocation (whether the signification is that of the mystical body, com-
munal race, etc., or the mutual surveillance of all too clear-sighted looks,
the “hell of other people” as Sartre has it, and between the contrasting fig-
ures of himself and Bataille lies the formidable modern worry over the “be-
tween-us” that conceals itself).

In short, what we need to do is to give some sense to this between-

us; this, however, can only be the sense of the passage from one to the

other. Hence, the sense of passage is the sense in which signification is con-
fused with directional sense, and directional sense heads in all directions at
once. The berween-us is, very precisely, the place of the sense of sense, pas-
sage in every sense of the term: transmission and transgression, the step
from one o the other as well as the step from the other beyond the one.
This is why, moreover, the between-us, whenever it takes place, is always

the between of nakednesses. This doesn’t mean that only nakedness allows

us to be between us; rather, it means that when we are between us—when
this happens—we are naked.

Denuded, we are immediately concealed, since there is nothing that
could render us visible, knowable, identifiable. Here, we are more likely to
be identified with the movement that conceals us, a movement that is as
worthy of the name “love” as it is of “death,” “tears,” or “laughter,” “lan-
guage,” and “thinking.” When, as the saying goes, | am “truly” thinking,
all I can actually do is reach out into the night, toward an other thac I do
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not see, offering the nakedness of a thinking that knows that it is con-
cealed: unaccomplishing, unable to stop, unable to communicate anything
but still communicating this: the fact that thinking no longer responds to
anything, despite its being the very movement of responding (of giving ac-
counts, of giving grounds or reasons). When I read Bataille or Hegel, Des-
cartes or Rimbaud, I'm always reading the fact that they’re not responding
to me in any way whatsoever, that each one of them provides me with a
sense, a ground, or a reason for no more than an unstable and tenable in-
stant (so long as I don’t look to fix it in an imaginary response, in a doctri-
nal lesson, in a belief). Essentially, each of them hands over to me [me passe
le relais) or, as we say, passes me the baton [/e témoin] of sense. And it is
here, in this passage alone, that there is such a thing as sense.

Equally, though, the passage is a concealment, since it maintains its
sense only in this incessant passing into the other—in me outside of me to
the other. But this is the truth of sense. To seize is to seize a chance. Chance
is a nakedness,® “it waits for us to undress it.”” This has the sense of seizure
and surprise, but it also has the sense of an anxious, feverish anticipation
that has to know that it cannot simultaneously wait and desire, since seizing
has to come as a surprise if it is to surprise chance. This agitation, this anx-
iety, is the agitation and anxiety of thinking in the night that conceals it.

What is at stake here, however, is nothing more than this: chance sig-
nifies that the passage doesn’t obey an external necessity. It is the effect nei-
ther of a transcendental law nor of the willing of a principle or an end nor
of the totalization, however tendentious it may be, of a history. Rather, it is
the absence of such a necessity that turns away from knowing. Not-know-
ing is the not-knowing of the freedom of sense—that is to say, of the ne-
cessity of chance.

Concealed thinking thinks the fact that there is no reason for us to be
here, the fact that there is no reason why the world is here, the fact that
there is no reason why we are in the world—indeed, this is what “being in
the world” means. To think this nothing is to think naked thinking: a
thinking that appeals to its passage to the other alone, without intention,
beyond all intention, for nothing, nothing except our being between us,
l'lm‘hing except our being in the world—and this “except” is itself devoid
of intention, of project, of end. Both Sartre and Bataille experienced the
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necessity of undoing the hegemonic ties of finality without ever withdraw-
ing thinking from the urgency of communication or community, without
ever withdrawing it from a difficult and perilous generosity. (This is what
each of them, in quite different ways, failed to find in Heidegger or Freud,
hoping to find it instead in an overhauled version of Marxism.) Finality
concerns a supposed knowing; generosity exposes to not-knowing.

i

Hence, concealed thinking only thinks what conceals it from itself.
As such, it is “still thinking.” Like all thinking (apperception), it grasps it-
self, but not in the intentional act constitutive of an object or a project; in-
deed, it grasps itself in the relinquishment of any object or project, of any
intention and so, too, of any consciousness. It grasps itself as something
that is relinquished; it grasps what is left for thinking when there’s nothing
left to think. It sees itself naked, exposed, deprived not only of its objects
and their operations, but of any form of self-certainty, the certainty of its
own disappearance, a cogito whose cogitatio this disappearance s, a silent
implosion as well as a pit of anguish or a jerk of laughter. A cogito ex-cogi-
tated, thought outside itself.

The division of a thinking outside thinking is a constant and consti-
tutive movement in the modern experience of thinking. It begins with
Kant, for whom the entire operation consists precisely in detaching think-
ing from knowing. Thinking beyond knowing, intellectual intuition be-
yond sensible intuition, reason beyond understanding, faith beyond rea-
son, the transformation of the world beyond its interpretation, art beyond
science, thinking beyond philosophy, “originary thinking” beyond think-
ing itself . . . ,* madness, silence, not-knowing, these are a few of the links
in a peculiar and powerful chain: the modern history (although perhaps
not quite so modern, extending as it does right back to the noesis noe-
seos. . .) of a necessary overcoming of the thinking of knowledge and
recognition, the history of an overcoming and subversion of philosophy
and theoretical postulation—an overcoming and a subversion that arise
from within philosophy itself.

On this account, though, Sartre, who insists that non-knowing is szll
a thinking, actually confirms a continuity in this overcoming and subver-
sion. He still holds to the irrefutable and necessary right of “accounting
for.” Bataille, however, represents neither a renunciation nor a prophecy,
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but the same insistence followed right to the end: to the point of account-
ing for an extremity that can no longer be accounted for. Yes, it is still a
thinking; but it is one that confronts the excess of this “still.”

The point of such an excess—the point of the leap, of the throw, of
shock, surprise, the point of thinking’s passage to s#// thinking, the cross-
ing over from the “still” in the sense of “in the same way” to a “still” in the
sense of a “moreover,” to the still other or the still further—is the point of
concealment, the extremity at which we can think along the lines of con-
cealment, thinking having already passed into the other, having already
been absorbed by this other sense that gives it the other, but that also works
to finish off—or to begin completely anew—every conceivable sense of
the other, in excess of sense, the “flip side of all thinking.”

In the intimacy of this excess, thinking turns back on itself, which
also means that it exposes itself to its absolute outside: the twisting and
tearing that define thinking itself, the double szi// of thinking. This think-
ing loses itself and still thinks this loss, yet it still loses this thinking in such
a way that it no longer exists either as a thinking of loss (a philosophy of
non-sense, of grinding doubt, of nostalgia or cruel irony) or as a loss of
thinking (delirium, orgiastic delight, the paralysis of consciousness). It
doesn't exist at all, either positively or negatively, and yet it insists in the
night as an “illumination.”"® All this, though, is only the night’s illumina-
tion of itself.

Of course, the motif of nocturnal illumination brings us dangerously
close to a sort of mysticism; this needs to be pointed out, since it is the cen-
tral term in the dispute between Sartre and Bataille, the term that will be
central to Sartre’s contempt for Bataille’s way of thinking. (Once again, |
don’t want to go back over the texts. What strikes me as rather more im-
portant is to address the question of whether or not Sartre’s vehemence at
the time indicates a troubling proximity that might warrant consideration.
Moreover, Sartre the man, if not Sartre the theoretician, is clearly more
anxious, less confident—even less tragic—than Bataille the man and the
thinker.)
~ The night’s “illumination” doesn’t produce a vision; in a sense, noth-
ing happens. And yer the illumination stressed by mystics is played out
around an excess of vision [wne sur-vision), an exquisite excess of sensibil-
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ity, one that is unsustainable, yes, but also ecstatic, and that is also to say:
transported, carried away, uplifted. Bataille always ends up understanding
the mystical as a way of getting a result, getting there by virtue (and/or by
the calculation) of a method, a desired approach. Yet thinking can only be
concealed insofar as it doesn't wish for what doesn’t await it, insofar as it
doesn't calculate its arrival time, even simply in order to abandon it.

This happens by not happening [cette venue vient comme ne venant
pas). It is “what doesn't happen,”! identical in this regard to being, simply
and as a whole. It runs alongside being and the event of being, but resem-
bles it only by way of a concealed resemblance. It is, moreover, the con-
cealment of all resemblance and thus of all identification. The arrival can
in no way offer its own concealment as the event of being, which, in fact,
lies outside or on the other side of the point at which it conceals itself.
There’s no vision here, then—merely the disappearance of vision. It’s not a
matter of seeing, therefore, but of looking, of the eye opening onto the im-
penetrable night. Here, there is only the imperceptible exhaustion of
thinking, sliding outside itself, a slippage, therefore, the minute and deci-
sive slippage between what is stil/a matter of vision and what is still a look,
still blind. If we're going to think what is brought into play here, we're go-
ing to have to elaborate the intimate difference, minute but also absolute,
between vision and look.

No doubt we will have to be attentive to this slippage if we are going
to give it its chance. Yet the only thinking that is able to think it is one that
has made the initial resolve to surrender to it but that has in no way re-
nounced the demand of thinking, of thinking rigorously. And yet the sys-
tem of this rigor does not construct itself in terms of means and end, in-
struments and productions, principles and consequences. It can’t, since
here means and ends, method and knowing, are confused: the not-know-
ing in which thinking slides outside itself—in itself outside itself—is iden-
tical to the exact coincidence of thinking and its flip side. Pur differently:
of thinking and the thing that is being thought. Put differently again: not-
knowing is identical to truth.

As has already been said, this truth lies in the other. It takes place as
communication to the other from out of an opening of sense that doesn’t
refer back to me and of which I see simply the nocturnal void. I enter into
death or I enter into the other, it’s all the same. I enter at the point at which
I cannot enter as the subject of my intention and its objects (neither theo-
retical intentionality nor practical will), and so I look without seeing [ jen-
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tre en regardant sans voir]. The “subject,” if there is one, is a subject of this
look, not of a representation, concept, signification, or figuration.

If the end is thus beyond both object and subject, beyond circum-
scribed and signified sense, this doesn’t mean that it lies in a supra-signify-
ing beyond to which I would end up being initiated (mysticism always in-
volves initiation). It’s a matter here not of signification but of what, right
up against signification, slips alongside it, next to it, prying itself from it
through a minute difference: its communication. (And for Sartre, as for
Bataille, truth is its communication to the other.'?) Communication isn’t
the movement of significations; rather, it brings such significations into
contact with the openings of sense. Without this contact, signification
wouldn’t signify. Yet whatever happens to the significations being ex-
changed (whether they are transformed, lost, misunderstood, well trans-
lated), with this contact it is the very possibility of sense that is illumi-
nated—and its fire is a nocturnal one. Sense in the other is for me both the
truth and the night of sense. Birth and death, love and hate, signal noth-
ing other than this.

I cannot speak—and that also means that I cannot think—without
this “sense in the other” already resonating “in me,” without its night al-
ready standing against my eyes. “To pass from one to the other” isn’t just
one more operation for thinking; it is thinking itselfinsofar as it conceals
itself in the truth of sense.

Such are the stakes of the cracked nudity that haunts Bataille’s
work—not in the manner of an aroused voyeurism but in the sense of the
night of a clear eroticism. Beneath the removed or raised garment, and so
no longer beneath, strictly speaking, but exposed, nudity is what conceals
and what conceals itself: leading into the space that the intimacy of the
other s, not only for me but for itself as well. Leading, then, not into a
mystical union in which a knowledge of one in and through the other
might be reconstituted, but into the renewed concealment of not-knowing
that, rather than uniting us, divides us: an infinite agitation of sense. Con-
cealed thinking is identical to communication, and this identity is itself the
night of not-knowing.

If concealed thinking is neither mystical nor philosophical, therefore,

if it is accomplished neither as ecstasy nor as knowing, if it is essentially



46  THINKING

concealed—thereby, and thereby alone, being the thinking that it is—and
if this is the thinking that our thinking ought to be, if this, truly, is the
thinking that our thinking already is and has been since the period de-
noted by the names “Sartre” and “Bataille,” then how is this thinking to
be addressed?

How, indeed, can we address that which, so far as we are concerned,
can be neither religion nor science nor philosophy and that we need more
than ever now that we have done with religion, science, and philosophy,
now that we have passed beyond this configuration, now that we know all
this—without ever knowing what it is that we are becoming, if not a hu-
manity whose sense is naked and exposed?

Both Sartre and Bataille laid bare and exposed the sense of this sense.
Furthermore, their confrontation gives it its sense: this incomplete (and
doubtless incompleteable) confrontation between someone who is still at-
tempting to discern a history (a thinking) and someone who is already
looking into the night (into the other side of thinking), each one of whom
knows in some obscure way—knowing through a concealed knowing—
that they are thinking the same thing. Here, though, “the same thing”
doesn’t indicate an identical object; rather, it indicates the “sameness” that
is so problematic for our identity, for us, for we members of a humanity
laid bare and exposed, we members of a concealed humanity . . .

In short, it would be a matter of thinking how we can grasp—with-
out ever capturing or reducing to something that has been caught—the
chance of being in the world and the chance, too, of our exchanging signs
there, this chance that is almost impalpable and, more often than not,
painful to the touch. The signs that we exchange are unending; they do not
refer to a shared signification—whether that of science, religion, or philos-
ophy. And yer this concealment is our being in common. In the same way,
Sartre and Bataille, by failing to understand one another, understand one
another rather well, perhaps too well to avoid colliding with one another,
and represent accordingly a type of shared exhaustion of the assurances of
signification. In a way, we have all been and still are “Sartre and Bataille,”
so long as concealed thinking hasn’t yet become our way of thinking.

Sartre speaks of a “perpetually active understanding [that] is none
other than existence itself,” describing this understanding, in order to dis-
tinguish it from “knowing,” as “the dimension of rational not-knowing at
the heart of knowing.”"* We will always be able to ask whether, in this text
from 1960, Sartre doesn't actually risk a belated and furtive homage to
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Bataille (who would die two years later), perhaps even more than homage,
a sign of community. However this may be, what is important here isn't his
intention per se, nor is it, as elsewhere, his attempt to correct “non-know-
ing” with something more “rational” (a correction or modulation that
Bataille doesn’t simply repudiate). No, what is important here is that,
obliquely and from a distance, as it were, Sartre approaches the necessity of
thinking concealed thinking: the sense of this naked absence of sense that
we ultimately 470w and share as our very nudity, humbly get gladly, in the
everyday or in what is truly exceptional.

From this point on, it falls to us to approach from a new perspective
that which is neither science nor religion nor philosophy—that which, far
from providing a sense that might be exchanged, is itself the sense of the
exchange (the exchange itself as sense, even) of our existence in common.
“In a sense” this is what we call praxis, that is, action that transforms its
agent rather than its object or its matter. Far from being the mastery of a
means with a view to an end, praxis is the endless transformation of the
subject of sense in itself: a sense that is nothing other than its communica-
tion—and, by the same token, its concealment. The concealment of think-
ing is its praxis: thinking that undoes its objects in order to become the
thinking that it is: we, with one another and with the world.

Translated by James Gilbere-Walsh



PART TWO

EXISTING



The Unsacrificeable

Pamphile says that, having learnt geometry from the Egyptians, Thales was
the first to inscribe a right-angled triangle, whereupon he sacrificed an ox.
—Diogenes Laertius'

It is, no doubt, reasonable enough to attribute the practice of sacri-
fice to Lascaux Man ar the very latest. Thus we need to address about two
hundred centuries of sacrifice, then the millions of sacrificial rites already
carried out in our own century, at the edge of the West or in some of its
MOSt secret recesses.

Any such account would need to conjure up the spectacle of innu-
merable altars or consecrated places, the fumes rising from them, the blood
flowing over them, the wine or waters spilt upon them, the fruits, breads,
offerings of every conceivable sort laid upon them. Equally, this spectacle
would need to allow us to gauge the peculiar absence of sacrifice in us, for
us. Either its absence or its ambiguous and indistinct presence. Wherever
there are still altars, priests tell us that it’s no longer a matter of the same
sort of sacrifice. I will come back to this, since it goes to the very heart of
the matter. More often than not, however, there are neither altars nor
priests. As a result, all those things for which sacrifice is prescribed—par-
ticipation, communion, community—or, rather, those things for which we
imagine it was prescribed, are no longer preserved, at least not in the same
way. Every time nihilism declares that “there is no more community,” it
also announces that there is no more sacrifice. Is it possible to take up this
€Xpression in a way that wouldn’t be nihilistic? That is the question that I
Want to address in this essay.
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All of humanity, or near enough to make no difference, has practiced
something that we might call “sacrifice.” But the West rests on another
foundation, one in which sacrifice is exceeded, surmounted, sublimated, or
sublated in a singular way. (Is this the same as saying that it is itself sacri-
ficed? I will come back to that.) We would need to evoke another repre-
sentation here: the image of the past ten centuries, during which sacrifice,
first at the edge then at the heart of Western foundations, is shaken loose,
sublated, transfigured, or withdrawn. This happens with the prophets of Is-
rael, with Zoroaster, Confucius, the Buddha, and, finally, with philosophy
and in Christianity. Unless we ought to say that it completes itself as phi-
losophy and s Christianity or, if you prefer, as onto-theology. Nothing,
perhaps, marks out the West more distinctly (albeit obscurely) than this di-
alectical assumption or subsumption of sacrifice. Bearing in mind the lim-
its of history proper, it should be said that the Indo-European period im-
mediately presents sacrifice in asweakened, displaced, if not diluted form.
Everything happens as if the West began where sacrifice ends. It is certainly
not enough, as Bataille, for example, pointed out on numerous occasions,
to say that an evolution is taking place, driven by a growing horror of im-
molation and the search for “less harrowing religious attitudes.” Instead of
grasping the reasons for this (apparent) “humanization” of sacrifice (which
is easily confused with the very origin of the West), we need to grasp what
is at stake deep within it.

This is what my epigraph is meant to indicate. The little story about
Thales takes us back to the time of a strange amalgam, when science was
celebrated by sacrifice, a time when, as we know, or as we think we know,
the origin of geometry stood precisely within the dissolution of this amal-
gam. (In analogous fashion, Hegel, with a mixture of interested curiosity
and disapproval, tells us that Xenophon, at the head of his army, allowed
his military choices to be dictated by the daily sacrifice.)’ Today, other sci-
ences take sacrifice as their object; finally, however, all they tell us is that
this object is ill constructed and artificial, “a category of bygone thinking.”
They might even go so far as to say: “In our system, sacrifice exists at most
as little more than an empty vessel, nothing burt a strategic position in
which distrust or fascination, the refusal of the other, is set in place.”™ We
can no longer understand Thales’ gesture; we do not even know whether,
or how, he himself understood it—and yer it seems that we are still in-
creasingly attracted, if not fascinated to the point of hallucination, by this
very gesture.
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(All the same, something else needs to be added here: confronted
with non-Western practices of sacrifice, the inappropriate character of our
idea of sacrifice is doubtless not entirely distinct from many other sorts of
impropriety, indeed, from impropriety in general. In a sense, we don't re-
ally know what “eating,” “kissing,” or “commanding” mean outside of the
West, and so we don't really know anything that we haven't already told
ourselves. Now in the case of sacrifice (as in other things), it so happens
that the very word we use is of our own making. This Christian/Latin word
says something that no other word can say. It does not translate: rather, it
inaugurates a meaning. In the final analysis, “sacrifice”—in all possible
senses of the word—is a Western development. We can doubtless brush
this argument aside by saying that ultimately the same goes for everything,
In the case of the word “sacrifice,” however (although perhaps this isn't
unique to it), what'’s notable is that the new word simultaneously claims to
recover the meanings of other, earlier words and to establish a new mean-
ing that might abolish or sublimate those earlier terms. There would be an
obscure sacrifice of words within the word “sacrifice.” Undoubtedly, the en-
tire lexicon of the “sacred” takes part in this sacrifice. But I can’t dwell on
this question here.)

I1

Bataille’s thinking cannot but haunt contemporary reflection on sac-
rifice. I will discuss this thinking later. For the moment, I want to draw out
three distinctive traits that give his thinking its exemplary character.

1. This thinking doesn’t come about purely by chance or through the
whim of an individual but is firmly tied, on the one hand, to an entire so-
ciological, ethnological, and anthropological context, and, on the other, to
a philosophical, theological, and psychoanalytic one. One way of confirm-
ing this would be to refer, for example, to Georges Gusdorf’s book LEx-
g:ér:'em‘e humaine du sacrifice, published in 1948 after having been “written
N captivity.” His perspective is entirely different from that of Bataille,
whom he nevertheless cites (and whom he knew personally). Yet beyond
fl"f symptomatic case of these two authors, the network of references, the
'mportance conferred upon the object, and the tendency toward the idea
of a necessary “surpassing” of sacrifice all testify to the contemporaneous
concerns of a much wider community. There is something like a critical, or
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crucial point of contemporary thought in the question of sacrifice. We will
perhaps find out later what causes it, and in what way it concerns us.
2. Bauaille’s thinking, as we know, displays more than a particular in-

. . . . = . . “ .
terest in sacrifice: it is obsessed and fascinated by it. For Bataille, “the lure

of sacrifice” is a response to the fact that “from childhood onward, we
await this derangement of the order that stifles us . . . the negation of this
limit of death, which fascinates like light.”® With sacrifice, it's a matter of
nothing less than “being the same as the magnificence of the Universe.”
Thus Bataille could write: “The question of sacrifice should be called zhe
last question.”® We also know that Bataille didn’t just want to think sacrifice;
he wanted to think according to sacrifice. and he actually wanted sacrifice
itself. At the very least, he never stopped presenting his own thought as a
necessary sacrifice of thought. With the same movement, the motif of sac-
rifice in Bataille involves the sacrificial gestlire itself, the establishment of
community or communication, art in its ability to communicate and, fi-
nally, thought itself.

3. Yet we also know that a steady displacement, a lengthy diversion,
led Bataille to denounce the comedy of sacrifice and, eventually, to aban-
don the idea of making it his goal. But this abandonment, doubtless al-
ways fragile and ambiguous, never ends.

The questions that I want to ask here, without restricting myself
solely to Bataille, originate in his experience of thinking and what it exem-
plifies for us.

What is it about the fascination with sacrifice? Where does it come
from? To what does it commit us? To what is it committed? What is it that
actually constitutes our relation to sacrifice? Is not the whole of the West,
in a sense, determined there? And, as a result, doesn't this relation tie us to
the closure of the West? Isn't it about time that we acknowledged the end
of real sacrifice and the closure of its fantasy? Isn't it time that we con-
cerned ourselves with a participation and a communication that would no
longer owe anything to sacrifice? One that would no longer be a product (I
am thinking here of René Girard, and an entire contemporary Christian
movement) of the revelation of a nonsacrificial religion, which can only
ever trap us in the revolving door of this very revelation?

111

What is the nature of the West’s initial relation to sacrifice? More
precisely, upon what kind of relation to the sacrifices of the rest of human-
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ity (or the representations of these sacrifices) does the West map out, so to
speak, its own “sacrifice” (perha‘!)s, 1f‘ it I:eeds repeating, the only one that
ggnuincly answers to the name “sacrifice”)?

Socrates and Christ show it to be a decisive and founding relation. In
both cases, it is a matter of a simultaneously distanced and repetitive rela-
rion. Both figures (the double figure of onto-theology) quite deliberately
and decisively distance themselves from sacrifice and point toward its
metamorphosis or transgression. Above all, therefore, it is a matter of a
mimesis: early sacrifice is, up to a certain point, reproduced in its form or
schema, but reproduced in such a way as to uncover within it a completely
new content, a truth previously buried or unrecognized, if not perverted.
In the same way, early sacrifice is represented as having constituted only a
previous imitation, a crude image of what ransfigured sacrifice will hence-
forth bring about. Basically, though, there is perhaps precisely nothing that
we can say abourt “early sacrifice” except that all representations of it are
constructed on the basis of transfigured sacrifice. Yet this new sacrifice
doesn’t derive from its brutish prototypes by way of a simple transmission
or natural generation: the gesture of a “mimetic rupture” is necessary to in-
augurate it.

(Let me ask in passing, without wanting to hold up our inquiry,
whether there is, in a general sense, any “rupture” that would not be
“mimetic.” Isnt this principle applicable to the dominant interpretations of
what we call, amongst other names, “the killing of the father” or “revolu-
tion”? To what extent might these interpretations be dependent upon the
gesture made in relation to sacrifice? That is, upon a gesture in which sac-
rifice has to be sacrificed—immolated, abandoned—so that we might fi-
nally dedicate (or sacrifice) ourselves to the revealed truth of sacrifice? A
sacrifice to sacrifice through the sacrifice of sacrifice, therefore. Of course,
'n any such formulation the value of the word is continually and dialecti-
“"_‘”Y displaced. Finally, though, this displacement perhaps accounts for the
dissolution of every value associated with the word and so, if the term still
Means anything, of the thing itself. I shall come back to this.)

The mimetic rupture of Western sacrifice (or, if you prefer, o West-
¢ sacrifice . . . ) suggests a new sacrifice, one distinguished by a number
of fhal’actcristics. This doesn’t simply mean thar all trace of these charac-
teristics is absent from early sacrifices—as far as it is possible to track down
the truth of these “early” sacrifices (this is the whole problem, of course).
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Four characteristics, though, are clearly required and presented by the
onto-theology of sacrifice: \
1. Itis a self-sacrifice. Both Socrates and Christ are condemned by an
iniquitous condemnation that neither the victims nor the executioners por-
tray as a sacrifice. Yet the final outcome of this condemnation is still repre-
sented as a sacrifice sought, intended, and demanded by the victims' entire
being, by their life and thought and message. It is the sacrifice of the sub-
Jject, in the fullest sense of the word and fullest duality of the genitive.

The Phaedo suggests nothing other than the reappropriation of the
situation by the subject Socrates: he is in prison, he is going to die there; all
earthly life is designated as a prison, one from which he plans to free him-
self through death. Philosophy appears thus not simply as knowledge of this
liberation, but as its genuine gperation: “Those who have purified them-
selves sufficiently by philosophy live thereafter altogether without bodies,”
and so forth.” A few moments after having uttered these words, Socrates
will drain the hemlock without hesitation, asking of the gods “that my re-
moval from this world to the next may be prosperous.™"

In the case of Christ, the Pauline doctrine of kenosis is familiar
enough: the gesture by which Christ, “being in the form of God. ..
humbled himself,”'' becoming man even unto death. God, lord and mas-
ter over the death of all creatures, inflicts this death upon himself, re-
turning to himself and his glory the life and love that he has lavished
upon creation.

In both cases, the event of sacrifice proper (if we can still speak in
such terms), the actual putting to death, merely punctuates and lays open
the process and the truth of a life that is itself sacrificial through and
through. With the West, it is no longer a matter of life sustained by sacri-
fices nor even, in keeping with a very Christian expression, a matter of a.
“life of sacrifice.” Rather. it is a matter of a life that, in and for itself, is'
nothing other than sacrifice. Augustine writes: “When the Apostle exhorts
us to make our bodies a living, holy host, suitable for God . . . we ourselves
are this entire sacrifice of which he speaks.”'? The life of the subject—what
Hegel calls the life of Spirit—is the life that lives by sacrificing itself. In a
different vein, Nietzsche, too—who elsewhere distrusts the morality of sac-
rifice—testifies to this sort of life:

“To give one's life for something™—great effect. But people give their lives for
many things: emotions need to be satisfied, individually and all together. . . . How
many have sacrificed their lives—or even worse, their health!—for a pretty
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woman! When one has the temperament, one instinctively chooses what is dan-
gerous: the adventure of speculation, for example, if one is a philosopher; or one
of immorality, if one is virtuous. . . . We are always sacrificing."

2. This sacrifice is unique, and it is consummated for all. More pre-
cisely still, within it all are gathered, offered, and consecrated. Let me cite
Paul again: “And every priest standeth daily, oftentimes ministering and of-
fering the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. Bu this man, af-
ter he had offered one sacrifice for sins . . . , by one offering he hath per-
fected forever them that are sanctified.”' Or Augustine: “The whole city of
the redeemed, the entire assembly of saints, is offered to God by the
supreme pontiff in one universal sacrifice. In the form of a servant, he of-
fers up himself for us through his passion, so that we became the body of
such a noble leader.”"

The uniqueness of sacrifice is thus transferred—or dialecticized—
from a position of exemplary uniqueness, whose value lies in its exem-
plarity (chis is, above all, Socrates’ sacrifice, and we mighr also ask, Isn't
sacrifice, in a general sense, the example of examples?), to the uniqueness
of the life and of the substance in which—or to which—every singularity
is sacrificed. At the end of this process, of course, we find Hegel: “The
substance of the State is the power by which the particular independence
of individuals and their absorption in the external existence of possession
and in natural life are experienced as nothing; the power which promores
the preservation of universal substance by the sacrifice—at work within
the inner disposition that this power implies—of his natural and partic-
ular existence.™¢

In a way, Socrates’ disciple furnishes the moment of exteriority in
this dialectic: Plato’s Laws establishes the prohibition of private sanctuaries
and sacrifices increasingly performed, anywhere and at any time, by
Wo men in general” and anxious people.'” As Plato makes clear, moreover,
if the impious do offer such private sacrifices, the whole city will suffer as a
Ifcsult. So there is a communication, or contagion, of sacrificial effects, and
'tis the role of state sacrifice to ensure the smooth running of the city.
Long after Plato, and long after Hegel himself (not that I would want to
*uggest any straightforward affiliation), Jiinger describes thus the experi-
ence of “votal” war: “ The vast sum of consented sacrifices forms an entire holo-
caust that unites us all”—a phrase cited by Bataille as a salute to “mysti-
“sm."™ Western sacrifice upholds the secret of a participation or
“Ommunication devoid of limit.
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3. This sacrifice is inseparable from the fact that it is the revealed
truth of every sacrifice, or of sacrifice in general. It is not simply unique,
therefore, but, by virtue of its uniqueness, elevated to the principle or the
essence of sacrifice.

Remarkably enough, the Phaedo is framed by two references to what
I'have called “early” sacrifice. At the start of the dialogue we learn that, af-
ter the judgment, Socrates’ death had to be deferred because executions
were forbidden during the annual voyage to Delos that celebrated The-
seus’s victory over the Minotaur, that is, until the end of the sacrifice to
which the Athenians were honor bound. At the end of the dialogue, on the
other hand, Socrates, already half-paralyzed by the poison, utters his final,
dying words: “Crito, we ought to offer a cock to Asclepius. See to it, and
don't forget.”"” Any interpretation here—and this is precisely what the text
intends—is doomed to a pointed ambiguity: either Socrates, who recovers
the health of the soul by sacrificing his body, is giving thanks to the god of
healing, or he is bequeathing, with a degree of remoteness and perhaps
with some irony, a sacrifice that is empty when compared to the one that
the philosophical purification is at that very moment performing within
him. Either way, the truth of sacrifice is brought to light in terms of its
mimesis: early sacrifice is an external and, by itself, futile figure of this
truth in which the subject sacrifices itself, in spirit, to spirit. Through
Spirit, it is to truth itself that true sacrifice is offered up, in truth and as
truth that it is accomplished. In the central section of the dialogue, dedi-
cated to the truth of the immortality of the soul, Socrates warns: “As for
you, if you will take my advice, you will think very little of Socrates, and
much more of the truth.”

After Paul, Augustine, and the entire tradition, Pascal writes: “Cir-
cumcision of the heart, true fast, true sacrifice, true temple: the prophets
showed that all this must be spiritual. Not the flesh that perishes, but the
flesh that does not perish.”?!

4. Hence the truth of sacrifice sublates, along with “the flesh that per-
ishes,” the sacrificial moment of sacrifice itself. And this is precisely why
Western sacrifice is basically an overcoming of sacrifice, its dialectical and
infinite overcoming. Western sacrifice is already infinite in that it is self-
sacrifice, universal sacrifice, and reveals the spiritual truth of all sacrifice.
Equally, though, it is—indeed, has to be—infinite because it absorbs the
finite moment of sacrifice itself and because, logically, it has to sacrifice it-
self as sacrifice in order to attain its truth.
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This is how we need to understand the shift from the Catholic Eu-
charist, consummated in the finite character of sensible beings, to the in-
ner cult of reformed spirit. And how we need to understand its speculative

cruth:

The negation of the finite can only take place in a finite way; with this we come to
what is generally called sacrifice. The immediate context of sacrifice is the surren-
der of an immediate finitude, in the sense of my testifying that this finitude ought
not to be my own and that I do not want to keep it as such. Here, negativity can-
not manifest itself through an inner process, because feeling does not yet have the
necessary depth. . . . Rather, the subject . . . is only to surrender an immediate
possession and natural existence. In this sense, sacrifice is no longer found in a
spiritual religion, and what is there called sacrifice can only be so in a figurative

>3
sense.”

IV

Mimesis, then: spiritual sacrifice will be sacrifice only in a figurative
sense. In truth, it is “the reconciliation of the absolute essence with itself.”?
Mimesis, but repetition: sacrifice is overcome in the name of a higher, truer
mode of sacrificial logic alone. Indeed, the reconciliation of essence demands
nothing less than its passage through absolute negativity and through
death. It is through this negativity—and even as this negativity—that
essence can communicate with itself. “Sacrifice” means: the appropriation
of the Self in its own negativity; and if this sacrificial gesture has been
abandoned to the finite world, it is simply in order to draw out all the more
clearly the infinite sacrificial structure of this appropriation of the Subject.
With this, the external mimesis of early sacrifice becomes the inner and true
mimesis of genuine sacrifice. Bataille writes, for example: “In a certain
sense, sacrifice is a free activity. A kind of mimeticism. Man takes up the
thythm of the Universe.”

We might call this mimesis “transappropriation”—an appropriation,
through the transgression of the finite, of the infinite truth of this very
finitude. In a sense, there is no longer any sacrifice: instead, there is
Process. In another sense, this process only matters because of the mo-
ment of the negative, in which the finite has to be negated, and this mo-
ment remains, in spite of everything, a transgression of the law, the law of
Selilprescncc. This transgression occurs in pain, in horror, even. For
Hegel, for example, it is the somber, bloody, yet ineluctable face of his-
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tory. Yet this is how Spirit completes its infinite self-presence and the law
becomes restored and glorified.

Nietzsche, too, sometimes sees history in terms of the necessity of
sacrificing entire generations so as “to strengthen and raise higher the gen-
eral feeling of human power through this sacrifice—in which we and our
neighbor are included.” Such a sacrifice is opposed to one performed by
“the good” who, says Zarathustra, “crucify the one who writes new values
on new law-tables, and sacrifice the future to themselves.”** And yet it op-
poses it only by remaining sacrifice, just as Dionysus opposes the Cruci-
fied; it is the power of dismemberment against the dismemberment of
power. All this presupposes the Maenads, the orgiastic, a point of infinite
dismemberment and pain.

Such is the consequence of mimetic rupture: sacrifice is the sublation
of its finite functions and its exteriority, yet a fascinated gaze is still fixed on
the cruel moment of sacrifice as such. We have already seen that the very
Hegel who abandons religious sacrifice also reclaims for the state the full
value of warlike sacrifice. (And what does Marx say of the proletariat?
Those who “possess a character of universality because of that universality
of their sufferings.”)”” Although sublating sacrifice, the West constitutes a
fascination with and for the cruel moment of its economy. And does so,
perhaps, in parallel with the extension and exhibition of suffering in the
world of modern war and modern technology—at least up to a certain
point, to which we will return. The “flesh that does not perish” remains the
torn flesh of a beautiful body, and the secret of this horror continues to cast
an obscure light over the central point of sublation, over the heart of the
dialectic: in truth, in spite of Hegel, it is this secret that makes this heart
beat; or, more seriously, it is the dialectical gesture itself that inaugurates
this secret. Western spiritualization/dialecticization invented the secret of
an infinite efficacy of transgression and its cruelty. After Hegel and Nietz-
sche there is an eye fixed upon this secret, with the feeling of a clear, nec-
essary, and unbearable consciousness—the eye of Bataille, for instance.

But what does this eye actually see? It sees its own sacrifice. It sees

that it can only see because of an unbearable, intolerable vision—that of

sacrificial cruelty—or it sees that it sees nothing.

Indeed, if it is always going to be a question of the ancient sacrifice
that lies at the heart of modern sacrifice, we need to acknowledge that the
mimetic rupture has made us lose sight of the ancient truth of this sacri-
fice. Or, as I have already suggested, the rupture is set up by the represen-
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cation of the “loss” of a “sacrificial truth"—and by the fascination for the
scruth” of the moment of cruelty, the only so-called truth preserved from
chose ancient rites. As is the case at other decisive points in our Western
discourse, the representation of a loss of truth—here, the truth of sacrifi-
cial rites—leads directly to the representation of a truth of loss: here, the
cruch of the victim, the sacrifice itself.

Nonetheless, this truth of loss, of sacrificial destruction, isn't always
prcsenrcd so clearly. It can be difficult to resolve the diversity of ancient
rites into a unity. Just as specialists today tell us that “sacrifice” is an artifi-
cial notion, so it’s not certain whether the spiritualizing consciousness of
sacrifice has always been entirely clear about its own resumption of thor-
oughly heterogeneous sacrificial functions. It would be useful here to fol-
low the complicated (and doubtless barely unified) destiny of functions
such as the remission of sins, the preservation of grace, and the acquisition
of glory in the history of theology, to limit ourselves to just the three func-
tions that Thomas Aquinas identifies in sacrifice (and the same undoubt-
edly holds for the three different modes of sacrifice: the martyr, austerity,
the works of justice and the cult).?® In reality, one thing is clear: the interi-
orization, the spiritualization, and the dialecticization of sacrifice (or sacri-
fices...).

Yet this clarity is itself somewhat obscure. What spiritualization
brought to light as “early” sacrifice is, in fact, a pure economy of exchange
between man and the divine powers. Everything can be reduced to the fol-
lowing formulation from Brahminic ritual (or at least to our meager un-
derstanding of it): “Here is the butter, where are the offerings?”?’ The con-
demnation of the “economism” of sacrifice runs through Plato as it does
through Christianity, Hegel, Bataille, and Girard. As such, the Western
sublation assigns a unity to the ancient rites (one of exchange) in order to
refuse it: it demands the “spiritual” unity wherein sacrifice should go be-
yond itself, while remaining true sacrifice.

This first—simplistic and mercantile—version of sacrificial economy
is hotly disputed. The do ut desis seen as inadequate to explain sacrifice. Yet
¢ven when it is depicted as a means of access to the cohesion of the various
parts or forces of the Universe, or as an expulsion of menace from com-
Munal rivalry, it is still a matter of a general economics. In fact, economism
forms the general framework of representation in which the West takes
OVer a priori all early sacrifice, with the intention of proceeding to a general
sublation” of this economism. Spiritualization has undoubredly rendered
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us incapable from the outset of understanding the proper significance and
context of early sacrifice. We have absolutely no idea what the one who
says to his gods “Here is the butter, where are the offerings?” is really say-
ing because we know nothing about the community in which he lived with
his gods or about the community of sacrifice that existed between them,
We also know nothing about the cohesion and communication between
the various parts of the Universe. Similarly, we do not know what mimesis
actually 7s in this context, which is a way of answering another accusation
leveled at early sacrifice—that it is only a simulacrum, since it doesn’t re-
sult in self-sacrifice. At most, we might follow Lévy-Bruhl’s guess that
mimesis is methexis, participation (which, moreover, refers the question of:
mimesis back to the question of economy). But we have no idea what “par-
ticipation” means—except to say that, for us, it means a confusion of iden-
tity and a communion whose secret lies precisely in sacrifice. Hence we
round in circles. Yet one thing, and one thing alone, 7 clear: what we rep
resent as the bonds or communication of sacrifice stems from what we have
already invested in this idea. And this all boils down to the word “com-
munion.” What we would need to say, then, is this: we know precisely:
nothing about a noncommunal mimesis/methexis; what we do kna
though, is that communion implies a sacrificial negativity, one that thus
“sublates” what it is that we know precisely nothing about . . . (in broadly
similar fashion, Freud had no idea whart “identification” meant, and i
equally similar fashion, we would need to ask whether Girard knew w
was meant by the contagion of mimetic violence).*

The denunciation of economism and simulation runs through every
dialecticizartion of sacrifice, Bataille’s included. This denunciation, already
confused, actually denounces itself. In fact, and this is undoubtedly w
we need to acknowledge in Bataille’s work, the fascination with sacrifice
doesn’t prevent us from locating within its dialectic (or in its spiritualiza=
tion) a generalized “economism” and “mimeticism.” Sacrifice as self-sacri
fice, universal sacrifice, the truth and sublation of sacrifice, is the very in-
stitution of the absolute economy of absolute subjectivity, which can o
really mime the passage through negativity, in which, symmetrically, it can
only reappropriate or transappropriate itself infinitely. The law of dialectic
is always a mimetic law: if negativity was indeed the negation that it prop-
erly ought to be, transappropriation would be unable to break through it.
Transgression is thus always mimetic. As is, as a result, communication or
the participation that is the fruit of transgression.
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Ultimarely, everything happens as if the spiritualization or dialecti-
cization of sacrifice could proceed only by way of a tremendous act of self-
denial. It denies itself under the figure of an “early” sacrifice, one that it
claims to know but actually constructs for its own ends and itself ratifies in
the form of an infinite process of negativity, which it passes off under the
seacred” or “sacralizing” label “sacrifice.” In this way, however, the sacrifi-
cial destruction that it makes such a show of abandoning to “early” sacri-
fice is installed at the heart of the process. At its center, this double opera-
tion simultaneously combines, in an onerous ambiguity, the infinite
efficacy of dialectical negativity and the bloody heart of sacrifice.

To broach this denial or this manipulation is to touch on this simul-
raneity; it is to be obliged to wonder whether dialectical negativity washes
away the blood, or whether blood must, on the contrary, inevitably hem-
orrhage from it. In order to prevent the dialectical process from remaining
a comedy, Bataille wants the blood to flow. He wants to weigh up the hor-
ribly lacerated corpse and the gaze—distraught or ecstatic’—of a tortured
young Chinese. But in so doing, Bataille brings to completion the logic of
the sublation of sacrifice, a logic that would tear sacrifice away from its
repetitive and mimetic character because of its inability to know what repeti-
tion and mimesis (or methexis), and hence sacrifice, really are®' Even this
logic, which is presented simultaneously as the rupture and as the mimetic
repetition of sacrifice, would, in this very movement, be the sublation and
truth of sacrifice. Hence we would have to assume that the tortured man
sublates, in ecstasy, the horror that tears him apart. But how are we to as-
sume this if the eye that watches, and not the eye that is here being
watched, does not know what it sees, nor even if it sees? How are we to as-
sume this without the subject of this gaze having already appropriated the
dialectic of the distraught and the ecstatic? How are we to assume it, then,
without letting fascination form itself into the dialectical mastery and
know]edge of sacrifice?

This is why, in the final analysis, this perhaps inevitable fascination
cannot be tolerated. This isn't a matter of sensitivity or squeamishness.
Rather, it is perhaps a matter of knowing what senszbility means or, more
accurately, of knowing whether sensibility can have good grounds for
Wanrting to be sublimated in sovereign fashion into what devastates it. It is
4 matter of knowing whether horror should simply be left, so to speak, as

orror, something that suggests that transgressive appropriation (that of
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the death of the subject and of the subject of death) is no more than an in-
ept delusion.

Bataille concludes somewhart abruptly: “It is time to acknowledge
that nostalgia for the sacred necessarily comes to nothing, it is misleading:
what the contemporary world is lacking is the offer of temptation.—Or it
lacks the offer of temprations so heinous that they are useful only in so far
as they deceive those whom they tempt.”* The ambiguity is not entirtly
assuaged in these lines, whose syntax works to keep it alive: on the one
hand, the contemporary world “is lacking” truly sacred “temptations,”
given immediately and without recourse to nostalgia; on the other hand,
however, this world is itself “lacking,” this time in the sense that it is at
fault, its temptations illusory. The fact remains, therefore, that sacrifice, or
something about sacrifice, is always lacking.

Out of all of this, I want to hold onto the following yawning ambi-
guity: if the inanity of sacrifice is recognized by the West, itself the inven-
tor of this very sacrifice, it is perhaps only ever recognized in terms of the
idea of a sacrifice of this sacrifice. In this way, however, the dialectic con-
tinually renews itself. Bataille knew this, and utterly despaired in the face
of such knowledge.

\'%

Baraille knew that sacrifice is irredeemably and comprehensively
lacking. He knew that it is lacking as the practice of a vanished world. He
knew that it is also lacking insofar as there is no comprehensible continu-
ity between that world and our own (in other words, he knew that there is
basically no convincing reason for the disappearance of ancient rites, any
more than there is for the appearance of the West). Thirdly, he knew that
it is lacking insofar as it seemed to him that, for us, the sacrificial demand
was simultaneously upheld and impossible to satisfy. At its limit, therefore,
Bataille’s thinking is perhaps less a thinking of sacrifice than a thinking
ruthlessly drawn or torn by the impossibility of renouncing sacrifice. On
the one hand, indeed, spiritual sacrifice renews the comedy that he exposes
in its supposed history; on the other, the noncomedy of bloody horror is
intolerable to the spirit of Western sacrifice . . .

Here, too, Bataille will have gone only so far, finding in literature, or
in art in general, an answer to this lack. (Contemporaneously, Heidegger
was speaking, apropos the idea of art, of the putting [in]to [the] work of
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cruth, naming “essential sacrifice” as one of the ways in which this putting
[in]to [the] work happens within art; yet in the same essay, he found it
necessary to include “offerings and sacrifice” in the heart of beings open
to the clearing of being.” Here, though, I can’t deal any further with these
suggestions.)

A link between sacrifice and art, and no doubt literature in particu-
lar, unarguably runs throughout—or doubles—the Western process of
the spiritualization of sacrifice. Book 5 of Augustine’s Confessions, for ex-
ample, begins: “Accept the sacrifice of my confessions, presented by the
hand of my tongue, which you formed and exhorted to confess your
name’—and, in so doing, paves the way for everything in our literature
that concerns “confession.” But is there finally any real distinction be-
tween “confession,” literature, and art in general? Isn't the transgressive
presentation of a subject, who thereby appropriates himself and allows
himself to be appropriated, a dominant theme of art? The Kantian sub-
lime unfolds in a “sacrifice” of the imagination that “sinks back into itself
but consequently comes to feel a liking that amounts to an emotion.”*
The entire program of poetry is given in this note by Novalis to Heinrich
von Ofterdingen: “Dissolution of a poet in his song—he shall be sacrificed
among savage peoples.”** And, moving quickly over this in order to come
back to Bataille, who writes: “Poetry . . . is . . . the sacrifice in which words
are the victims. . . . We cannot . . . do without the efficacious relations that
words introduce between men and things. But we tear them from these re-
lations in a delirium,”*

More precisely, art supplements, takes over, or sublates the impasse of
sacrifice. This impasse stems from the following alternative: “If the subject
is not truly destroyed, everything remains in ambiguity. And if it is de-
stroyed, the ambiguity is resolved, but resolved in the void where every-
thing is eliminated.”” The alternative, then, is that between simulacrum
and nothingness, which is also to say that between the representation of
carly sacrifice and the postulation of self-sacrifice. “But,” Bataille contin-
ues, "itis precisely this double impasse that results in the meaning of the
Moment of art, which offers man an uninterrupted rapture by throwing us
Upon the path of a total extinction, and leaving us temporarily suspended
there.”3 Thyjs “uninterrupted rapture” is still a dialectical formula. There is
f4pture to the extent that art keeps us “suspended” on the verge of extinc-
110n—a way of recognizing a new form of simulacrum. But it is “uninter-
fupted” because it brings with it the intense restlessness of emotion that
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approaches extinction. This emotion is not strictly one proper to art: it is
possible only in the approach to the bloody heart of extinction. Bataille
writes a little further on:

“The endless festivity of works of art is there to tell us that a triumph .. . is prom-
ised to whomever leaps into the uncertainty of the instant. This is why we cannot
be too interested in those moments of mass intoxication that shoot through the:
opacity of the world with apparently cruel flashes of lightning, in which seduction
is bound up with massacre, torture, and horror.”

Art itself displaces the gaze once again: the “appearance” of cruelty is
in fact singularly ambiguous. Simultaneously restricted to simulacra and
holding for this cruelty alone, this horror that it brings to light and that
only means something (if we still have to speak in these terms), only has any
force, if it is not simulated. The article is entitled “Art, an Exercise in Cru=
elty.” Whatever turns it takes and however short it may be, its concern is the
actual exercise of actual cruelty, at least in terms of its emotion. And yet
artistic mimesis, as mimesis and, paradoxically, despite its avowedly mimetic
character, ought to open the way to a genuine mathexis, to a genuine par=
ticipation in what is revealed by the horror of the emotion. Art is worth=
while, then, only if it still refers to the sacrifice that it supplements. It
only sacrifice sacrifice by continuing to sacrifice it to sacrifice. (Schelling, by
contrast, writes that “pure suffering can never be an object of art.”)**

Bataille sees the difficulty and immediately changes direction. Speak-
ing of the sacrificial events evoked throughout the text, he writes: “This is
in no way an apology for horrific events. It is not a call for their recurn.”
And yet he cannot but shift position once again and slip a restriction int@
his refusal (and not, in this context, a denial): “But.. . . in the moment of
rapture, these moments . . . bear within themselves the whole truth of the
emotion.”? And further on: “The movement [of art] effortlessly places it
on a par with the worst and, reciprocally, the depiction of horror reveals
within it an opening to everything possible.”** In this reciprocity—how
could we miss it’—something about mimesis is annulled or, rather, mime=
sis reveals (and Bataille does indeed speak in terms of revelation . . . ) an’
actual methexis. Through a still quite real transgression, art communes with
horror, with the pleasure of a momentary appropriation of death.

As such, art either falls well short of what is asked of it: it still just—
and only—mimes the spilling of blood, or it answers it all too well, sug-
gesting the real emotion of real horror.
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By dismissing the wearisome horror and pale glamor of spilt blood,
by replacing it with a rapturous horror, albeit one “on a par with the
worst,” what we see is that, on the one hand, we no longer have any means
of access to actual sacrifice but that, on the other, thought itself is still
modeled on the logic of and the desire for an infinite “transappropriation.”
For Bataille, however (and perhaps, perhaps even undoubtedly, for the en-
tire Western tradition), the only question is that of an inaccessible acces-
sion to a moment of disappropriation. But sacrificial thought does not stop
appropriating or transappropriating this means of access. From the mo-
ment that it is placed under the sign of sacrifice, the very chasm of horror,
its “opening to everything possible,” is appropriated. And this because the
sign of sacrifice is the sign of the repetitive and mimetic possibility of a
means of access to the obscure place from which repetition and mimesis
are supposed to derive. But what if there were no such place and, as a re-
sult, nothing sacrificeable?

Equally, we could say: it is by appropriating death that sacrifice con-
ceals itself from the truth of the moment of dispropriation. For Bataille
himself, what is finally at stake in sacrifice is not death: “The awakening of
sensibility, the passage from the sphere of intelligible (and useful) objects
to excessive intensity is the destruction of the object as such. Of course,
this is not what we usually mean by death . . . ; it is, in a sense, quite the
opposite: in the eyes of the butcher a horse is already dead (meat, an ob-
ject).”** On this reckoning, it is easier to grasp the substitution of art for
sacrifice. But this could only ever be at the cost of a genuine suppression-of
sacrifice. In fact, in this very passage Bataille inserts one of his most severe
condemnations of sacrifice: “This is not what we usually mean by death
(and sacrifice is fundamentally misguided).” As long as the sacrificial mo-
ment is maintained within art, with its emotion “on a par with the worst,”
such misguided zeal cannot be absent. Put differently, it should not be a
matter of sacrifice and the horror of death, whether on a real or a depicted
-'!lt'd.r. leading onto itself alone and not into a “sovereign moment.” Once
?E:::.aif “so.vercigmy is NOTH:NG:”"‘ as B;ftaille tired himself out saying, is

nything that could be sacrified for it?

VI

I Before putting this question to the test in more detail, I want to fol-
Oow aille . . . .
Bataille one step further. I want to follow his reflections on the Nazi
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camps through the most developed of his texts on this subject (about
which, however, he wrote very litle), “Reflections on the Executioner and
the Victim,” a text that deals with David Roussets 7he Days of Our
Death*®

This text makes no mention of the word “sacrifice.” What it doesdo,
however, is present the components of a sacrificial logic. First of all, the
camps display the very thing that is at stake in sacrifice: “In a universe of
suffering, of baseness and stench, we still have the luxury [le loisit] of mea-
suring the abyss, its absence of limits and this truth that obsesses and fas-
cinates.” Yet in order to know the “depths of horror,” we “must pay the
price.” This price, if I understand Bataille correctly, is double: it consists,
first, in the conditions necessary for “a senseless experience” and thus in the.
very existence of the camps; second, it consists in a will that agrees to face’
this horror as a human possibility. This will has to be that of the victim.
(Bataille finds it in the “exaltation” and “humor” present in Rousset.) To:
refuse it would be “a negation of humanity hardly less degrading than that
of the executioner.” If it isn’t a matter of self-sacrifice, it at least appeals, in’
spite of everything, to the position of a subject. Undoubtedly, as Bataille
goes on to say, “horror is evidently not truth: it is only an infinite possibil=
ity, having no limit other than death.” Yer the “fascinated” approach to
truth supposes that, “in some way,” “abjection and pain reveal themselves
fully to man.” Such a possibility was given by the camps. We can see
most clearly in “the depths of horror” that “lie in the resolve of those who
demand it.” This resolve on the part of the executioners is a resolve tha
seeks “to ruin the refuge that, in the founding of civilized order, reason it=
self i5.” (We should recall that, for Bataille, the Jews at Auschwitz were “the
incarnation of reason.”) And yet civilized reason is only ever a “refuge,”
limited and fragile. The “rage of the torturer” that rises up against it comes
from humanity alone, and not even from a special brand of humanity.
(“parties or races which, we might suppose, are in no way human”). No,
this possibility is “ours.” For reason to know this possibility as such is
reason to be capable of “calling itself unreservedly into question,” some=
thing that secures no definitive victory, merely the higher human possibil-
ity of “awakening’: “But what would awakening be if it shed light only
upon a world of abstract possibilities? If it did not first awake to the possi-
bility of Auschwitz, to a possibility of stench and of irreparable fury™?
Within the realization of this possibility comes, then, a necessity.

For Bataille, this necessity clearly derives from the fact of the camps’
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existence and from the will to face up, without any moral refuge, to what
they have shown. This isn't situated as an 4 priori demand. Not for a mo-
ment do I want to suggest the slightest complicity, however unconscious,
on Bataille’s part. No, I believe simply that we need to consider the fol-
lowing: the logic being pursued here is the dark reverse of a clear logic of
sacrifice (so long as we can isolate such a “clarity” . . . ). This logic states:
only extreme horror keeps reason awake. The logic of sacrifice says: the
only awakening is an awakening to horror, in which the instant of truth
shines through. The two statements are a long way from being conflated.
But the latter can always harbor the truth of the former. If Bataille does nor
draw the same conclusion and if the camps remain for him beyond sacrifice
(this, at least, is what he says), then isn't this because the horror of sacrifice
falls silently outside any sacrificial sense, outside any possibility of sense?
Bataille can’t bring himself to say this and, despite everything, preserves
the possibility, broached at the very end of the text, of seeing “poetry” as a
form of “awakening” (although we know now to what sacrificial return
“poetry” is destined, however much it may be “on a par with the worst”).

Here, sacrifice would silently fall headlong into an antithesis that is
also its culmination: a revelation of horror with no accompanying means
of access, no appropriation, save that of this infinite or indefinite revela-
tion itself.

A sacrificial interpretation of the camps is thus undoubtedly possible,
even necessary, but only if we're prepared to invert it into its antithesis
(from Holocaust into Shoah). Such a sacrifice leads nowhere, provides no
means of access. In a sense, though, it could be called a model of self-sac-
rifice, since the victim of the camps, reason itself, is a/so on the side of the
executioner, as the analysis of the state-controlled and engineered mechan-
ics of extermination has constantly emphasized. Bataille writes elsewhere:

The unleashing of passions that was rife in Buchenwald or Auschwitz was
an ur.\lcashi ng governed by reason.” And it wouldn’t be surprising were a
‘tertain rationality to culminate in self-sacrifice, if self-sacrifice—which we
an now, to be sure, equate with Western sacrifice as a whole—accounts
for a certain process of Reason. As Heidegger might have put it: reason ap-
Propriates the abyss of its own subjecthood.
rcpm;\;rﬂ;e s::)mc rim? hm‘veve:r. and w'itho.ut contradiction, the camps
i [‘)ctwt.: a“st:r.lg o szcr;lﬁce. They bring into play an u‘ncx?ecte.d ten-
ol nL;.lLrl ce and the absfer)ce of sacrifice. And it is fairl)‘r signifi-

¢ description of the privileges of the Aryan race in Mein Kampf
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culminates in the possession of an absolute sense of sacrifice: “The A
does not attain his full greatness through his spiritual properties in the
selves, but attains it insofar as he is ready to put all his capacities at the
service of the community. In him the instinct of preservation has reached
its noblest form, for he voluntarily subordinates his own self to the cdllec-
tive and, when it is required, he will even sacrifice it.”* Or again: “Poster.
ity forgets those men who only served their own interests, and celebrates
those heroes who renounced their own happiness.”*’ Thus the Aryan is ba-
sically one who sacrifices himself for the community, for the race; that
one who gives his blood for the greater Aryan Blood. He is thus not me
one who sacrifices himself but is, in essence, sacrifice izself; sacrifice as such
Of course, there’s nothing to be sacrificed here; he has only to eliminag
what is not himself, what is not living sacrifice.

Immediately after this description of the Aryan race comes the de
scription of another race, one dominated by the instinct of preservation
“In the Jewish people, the will to sacrifice does not go beyond the pure ang
simple instinct of individual preservation.” So there is a double reasor
why the Jew is not sacrificed, and why he ought not to be sacrificed: on thy
one hand, nothing from him should be appropriated, the only requireme
being the defensive and hygenic one of ridding oneself of his vermin;
the other, sacrifice is fully present, invested and completed with the A
race as such. It is the Aryan who, by exterminating the Jew, sacrifices him
self to a severe dury.

We had the moral right, we had the duty towards our people to annihilate

most difficult duty out of love for our people. . . . You have to know what it is like
to see one hundred bodies side by side, or even five hundred or one thousand. T¢
have kepr control and, at the same time . . . to have remained decent, that is wh

be written.*!

This was how Himmler presented this sacrifice of duty to his Grupp
fithrer in 1943: the sacrifice that not only defies human strength but e
sacrifices any memorial to the glorious sacrifice that it is. In this way;.
Himmler simultaneously declares that, on the side of the victims, it is @
matter of what is intolerable, while on the side of the executioners, it is @
matter of the most silent, inner sacrifice.

True, Himmler doesn’t use the word “sacrifice.” Indeed, that would'
honor the victims far too much, would allow them to claim too great a part
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in this account of the executioners’ glory, something that must be refused
them. At precisely this point, it seems to me, sacrifice itself disappears.
Moreover, it's not as if the camps can be described in terms of rites (or, if
they can, that is only by way of certain misdirected, perverted aspects of
such rites). Bataille notes that “the rite has the virtue of fixing ‘sensory at-
cention’ on the burning moment of passage: for sensibility, either what is
already is no longer, or what is no longer is more than what was. This is the
cost by which the victim escapes debasement, by which the victim is dei-
fied.”> Without rites, all that’s left is debasement.

Hence it is the S.S. man or the Aryan who draws or absorbs into
himself the power and fruit of the sacrifice, of its secret; he is already, in his
very being, the sacrificial secret itself. Confronted by him, we are left with
naked horror alone, a parody of immolation and of fumes rising toward
the sky, a parody that no longer has even the right to this name. With sac-
rifice even the possibility of examining the simulacrum vanishes. The
Aryan presents devastation, night and fog: yet Nacht und Nebel is just as
easily the disastrous secret of his own appropriation, of the regeneration of
his Blood. This is no longer Western sacrifice, but the eclipse of it [cest ne
plus le sacrifice occidental, cest l'occident du sacrifice]. A second rupture takes
place, and this time it is the rupture of sacrifice itself. Or, rather, it is its
brutal interruption: in place of immolation there is no more immolation.

In 1945, while in exile, Hermann Broch published 7he Death of Vir-
gil. In the part entitled “Fire—Descent,” in which Virgil undergoes the
temptation to sacrifice the Aeneid, Broch offers a picture of this decline of
sacrifice. It is no longer an art fascinated by horror, but an art that knows
it must now wrench itself from fascination:

On‘ every side the cities of the globe were burning in a landscape devoid of scenery,
their walls crumbled, their flag-stones cracked and burst asunder, the fumes of de-
€@y on the fields reeking of blood; and the godless-godsecking lust of sacrifice
’agf'd everywhere, sham-oblation after sham-oblation was heaped up in a frenzy of
sacr IF!L;& men mad with sacrifice raged all about, slaying the next in turn in order
;;‘ Shlfr‘ their trance onto him, razing their neighbour’s house and setting it in

4Mes in order to lure the god into their own; they stormed about in evil vehe-
Mence and evil rejoicing—immolation, slaughter, brand, demolition.”
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VII

“. .. immolation, slaughter . . . “ We can no longer distinguish be-
tween them. Immolation has itself been put to death. “Godless,” "sl'liarn: i-
sacrifice has forfeited all right and all dignity. Transgression transappropris
ates nothing. Or, rather, appropriating nothing more than the this: the vic
tim as cadaver, the expanse of the mass grave, and the other (for whom the
name of “executioner” is hardly fitting) as a pure instrument in the masg
production of the mass grave. As such, the decomposition of sacrifice not
only proves to be entirely possible thanks to technological means, but alsq
declares itself an exemplary, hideously exemplary, figure of technology.™

This doesn’t necessarily involve a condemnation of that “technol:
ogy.” Quite the opposite. What is hideously exemplary here (that is, if I can
put it this way, hideous in exemplary fashion) is that “technology” is pre:
sented as the operation of a kind of sacrifice, or of the last secret of sacris
fice, even though sacrifice decomposed within it. Rather, then, the ques:
tion that needs to be raised is this: Shouldn’t the age of technology b
understood as the age of the end of sacrifice? Shouldn't it be understood as
the age of the end of transappropriation? Or, to put it another way, as th
age of a completely different mode of appropriation: no longer the mode
of sacrificial transappropriation, but that of what Heidegger himself trie¢
to think as Ereignis? Stretching this interpretation somewhat, and withou
being able to analyze or justify it here, I will say that “technology” is Ereig:
nis, that is, the appropriating event of finite existence as such. In a sense
then, rather than appealing to an “essence” of technology, wouldn't it be
more appropriate to think about technology itself in a way that, by turns
ing every possible mode of appropriation back on itself and on its own
“one dimensionality” (if, for a moment, I might venture this term in 4

sacrificial possibility. Inversely, the immolation that took place in
camps is certainly one of the possibilities of sacrifice, but it is its techno-
logical possibility, one that contradicts sacrifice. Why? Because the A
is sacrifice, and, rather than using technology for sacrifice, he uses it to ex
terminate the nonsacrificial. This is why the camps present not just horrof
but a lie. They are a sham—a fact borne out, moreover, by the coded vo-
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cabulary of their administration, beginning with the expression “final so-
lucion.” (Heidegger, it seems, had no idea about this particular lie. On
the contrary, his references to technology, to the “sending” of being, to
“danger,”™ seem to make his subsequent shameful silence about the
camps almost inevitable: a silence, perhaps, about a “sacrifice” that—Ilike
Bataille>—he believed should be thought, without ever daring to name it
as such.)

Sacrificial transappropriation is the appropriation of the Subject who
penetrates into negativity, who keeps himself there, enduring his own dis-
memberment, and who returns sovereign. (Indeed, this negativity might
still be playing the same, subtle role when Bataille calls it “unemployable
negativity.”) Fascination with sacrifice expresses the desire for this transfig-
uration. Perhaps this is what Lacan means when, talking about the camps,
he says that “sacrifice signifies that we try to find evidence of the presence
of the desire of this Other, whom I have called the obscure God, in the ob-
ject of our desires.”” An obscure other desire consecrates my own desire as
its, thus constituting me as the absolute propriety of the Self and its limit-
less self-presence. This demands sacrifice, the production of the object as
reject, even if the object is the subject proper—which actually transappro-
priates it.

If sovereignty is nothing, though, if “the obscure God” is nothing
more than the very obscurity of desire faced with its own truth, if existence
simply aligns itself with its own finitude, then we need to think it at a dis-
tance from sacrifice.

On the one hand, we need to acknowledge once and for all what has
been at stake since the beginning of the Western sublation of sacrifice: we
know precisely nothing about early sacrifice. We need to admit that what
we think of as a mercantile exchange (“Here is the butter . . .") gave support
and meaning to countless individual and collective existences; equally, we
need to admit that we have no way of knowing whart underlay this gesture
(all we can do is guess, very vaguely, that this exchange itself went beyond
©change, and that mimesisand methexis here have nothing to do with what
OUr representations of them actually show; perhaps the simulacrum here

o¢sn't actually simulate; perhaps participation here doesn’t actually achieve
3“}'thing in the way of communion). Still, we know that it's absolutely im-
Possible for us to say, “Here are lives, where are the others?”

From this it follows that we need to concede once and for all that the

cconomy of Western sacrifice is finished, that it ends in the decomposition
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of the sacrificial operation itself, this bloody transgression that overcame
and infinitely appropriated the “moment of the finite.”

On the other hand, though, finitude isn'ta “moment” in a process o
an economy. Finite existence doesn't have to give rise to its meaning with.
a burst that destroys its finitude. It’s not just that it doesn’ have to do it but,
in a sense, it simply can' do it; thought rigorously and in accordance with
its Ereignis, “finitude” means that existence can't be sacrificed.

It can't be sacrificed because it’s already, not sacrificed, but offered to
the world. There is some resemblance between the two, of course; so
much so, perhaps, that we'd hardly notice the difference. Yet nothing i
more different.

We might say: existence, in essence, is sacrificed. This would be to
peat one form of the basic expression of Western sacrifice. To it, though,
wed have to add another form, the pinnacle of our morals, which necessar=
ily follows from it: existence, in its essence, is sacrifice.

To say that existence is offered is, it’s true, to employ a word from the
vocabulary of sacrifice (if we were speaking in German, it would actually
be the same word: Opfer, Aufopferung). But this is simply in order to try to
underline the fact that if we have to say that existence is sacrificed, it is sac-
rificed by no one and # nothing. “Existence is offered” means the finitude
of existence. Finitude isn't a negativity cut out of being and, through ¢
incision, offering a means of access to the restored integrity of being or sov
ereignty. Finitude expresses what Bataille means when he says that sovers
eignty is NOTHING. Finitude corresponds simply to the matrix-formula o
the thought of existence, the thought of the finitude of being or even
thought of the sense of being as finitude of sense. And this formula? “
‘essence’ of Dasein lies in its existence.”® “Dasein” is a being, a being
exists [/existant]. If its essence (in quotation marks) lies in its existence,
is because a being that exists has no essence. It cannot be referred back
the transappropriation of an essence. Rather, it is offered or presented
the existence that it is.

A being that exists exposes the being of its essence devoid of all
essence and, as a consequence, devoid of all “being”: the being that is not.”?
This negativity, however, doesn’t operate dialectically so as to allow this be-
ing to be or, finally, to allow it to be a transappropriated Self. On the con-
trary, this negation confirms “inappropriation” as its most appropriate
mode of appropriation, as, in fact, the only mode of all appropriation.
Equally, the negative mode of this utterance—"“being is not”—doesn’t
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bring a negation into play, but an ontological afhrmation. This is what
Freignis means (and, in a different context, it is also what “freedom”
means™).

A being that exists happens. It takes place. And this happening or
this taking place is merely a being-thrown into the world. In this throw it
is offered. And yet, it is not offered by anyone or to anyone. Nor s it self-
sacrificed, since nothing, no being, no subject, precedes its being-thrown.
In fact, it isn't even offered or sacrificed to a Nothingness, to a Nothing or to an
Other, in whose abyss it could still impossibly enjoy its own impossibility of be-
ing. And it’s on precisely this point that Bataille and Heidegger need to be
relentlessly corrected. Corrected: that is to say, led even further away from
the slightest drift to sacrifice. This drift toward or through sacrifice is al-
ways connected to the fascination with an ecstasy turned toward an ab-
solute Other or toward an absolute Outside, into which the subject is emp-
tied the better to be restored. In this way, the subject is promised, through
some mimesis and through some “sublation” of mimesis, methexis with the
Outside or the Other . . . Western sacrifice corresponds to an obsessive fear
of the “Outside” of finitude, however obscure and groundless this “out-
side” may be. “Fascination” already indicates something of this obscure de-
sire to commune with this outside.

Western sacrifice seems to reveal the secret of mimesis as the secret of
an infinite, trans-appropriating methexis (the Subject’s participation in its
own subjectivity, so to speak). This is the appropriation of an Outside that,
by being appropriated, abolishes the very idea of a “methexis,” and of a “mime-
sis."Ultimately, no secret is actually revealed. Or, rather, all that’s revealed
is the fact that there is nothing but this secret: the infinite sacrificial secret.

Yet the exact opposite of this revelation without revelation, an oppo-
sition thar lies at the very limit of the disintegration of sacrifice, might be
that there is no “outside.” The event of existence, the fact that there is,
Means that there is nothing else. There is no “obscure God.” There is no ob-
scurity that could be God. In this sense, since there is no longer any clear
divine epiphany, what “technology” presents to us might well simply be, if
? “4n put it this way, clarity without God. This clarity, though, is the clar-
"'y of an open space in which an open eye can no longer be fascinated. Fas-
“!hation is already proof that something has been granted to obscurity and
to ”;‘ bloody heart. And yet there is nothing that can be granted, nothing
N nothing.” “Nothing” isn't an abyss open onto an outside. “Nothing”
affirms finitude and this “nothing” immediately leads existence back to it-
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self and to nothing else. It de-subjectifies it, removing from it any possibil.
ity of its being appropriated by anything other than its own event, its ad-
vent. This sense of existence, its sense proper, is unsacrificeable.

In a way, it’s true, there is no horizon; that is, there is no limit tg
transgress. In another way, though, horizon is all there is. On the horizon
something is constantly rising and setting. And yet this is neither the rise
nor the fall, the orient nor the occident of sacrifice. It is, so to speak, “hori-
zonality” itself. Or, rather, finitude. Or, better still, it is the fact that se
needs to be made of the infinite absence of appropriable sense. Again,
“technology” might well constitute just such a horizon (so long as “techs
nology” is understood as the regime of finitude and its “unworking”). Thag
is, and there’s no getting away from it, the closure of an immanence.
immanence, however, would neither lose nor lack transcendence. In othe|
words, it would not be sacrifice in any sense of the word. What we used t¢
call “transcendence” would signify instead that appropriation is immanent
Such “immanence,” however, is not a vague coagulation; it is nothing more
than its own horizon. The horizon holds existence at a distance from itself
in the separation or the “between” that constitutes it: berween life 2
death . .. We don’t enter into this between, which is also the stage of
mimesis and methexis. Not because it would be an abyss, an altar, or an im
penetrable heart, but because it is nothing other than the limit of finitud
And this limit, if were not going to confuse it with a “finiteness,
Hegelian, for example, is a limit that leaps over nothing. Existence alon

leaps, leaping over itself.

Is it simply a matter of shaking ourselves out of a mediocre and lim
ited life? The suspicion that such is the case can only have come from
mediocre and limited life. And it’s this very life that can suddenly be car:
ried away, fascinated by sacrifice. It’s not a matter of denying misery of
death. Still less is it a matter, were this possible, of throwing ourselves inte
something for the sake of some transappropriation. No, it is a matter of @
misery that no longer sacrifices and that we no longer sacrifice. This mis
ery, though, is certainly a real one, perhaps the most real of all. It does not
rule out joy (or pleasure), nor is it the dialectical or sublimating threshold*
that leads to it. There is no threshold, any more than there is any sublime:
or bloody gesture for crossing it.

After all, Western sacrifice has almost always known—and has al-
most always been prepared to say—that it was sacrificing to nothing. This:
is why it has always tended to say that true sacrifice was sacrifice no longef-
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In the future, though, it will fall to us to say that there is no “true” sacri-
fice, that real existence is unsacrificeable, that the truth of existence is to e
unsacriﬁccable.

Existence isn't to be sacrificed, and can’t be sacrificed. It can only be
Jestroyed or shared. This is the unsacrificeable and finite existence that is
offered up to be shared: methexis is henceforth offered as the sharing out of
the very thing that it shares: both the limit of finitude and respect for the
unsacrificeable. The effacement of sacrifice, the effacement of communion,
the effacement of the West: this doesn’t mean that the West could be re-
duced to what came before it, or that Western sacrifice could be reduced to
the rites that it was supposed to have spiritualized. Rather, it means that we
are on the verge of another community, another methexis, one in which the
mimesis of sharing would efface the sacrificial mimicry of an appropriation
of the Other.?’

Translated by Richard Stamp and Simon Sparks



The Indestructible

Destruction has become a fact of culture or of civilization. It has be:
come not only, as is always the case, an action perpetrated, and not only 2
grand-scale operation, systematic in its object and methods (the genocides
the camps, the Armenian catastrophe, the Jewish Shoah, Hiroshima ane
Nagasaki, the Stalinist deportation, the shelling, napalm, defoliation,
oil fires that characterize modern warfare, the gassing of the Kurds, and s¢
on—a litany that’s both unbearable and entirely necessary), bur also §
“value” or the distorted reflection of a value, the index, even, of a duty, 2
task, or a destiny. Perhaps this history is itself in the process of touchin;
upon its limit; at the very least, though, we'd need to say that destructiof
has ended up becoming just such an index, if not the index, of our cultur
From cathedrals to skyscrapers, construction had been one of our grea
motifs—the builder’s grand gesture of power and domination. Yet all cons
struction rests upon ruins or provides shelter from the powers of ruination.
“Reconstruction,” a postwar motif, wasn't the renewal of something priol
but simply, as the term indicates, a testimony to the onslaught of destrucs
tion. The latter began long ago; it has henceforth left a definitive mark
upon the movement of the West, leaving us anxiously awaiting a motif
would oppose destruction while avoiding any return to either construction
or reconstruction.

Until recently, destroy' was the name of a mode, a genre, an ethical
and aesthetic demand. If the word is no longer much in fashion, the thin
itself still haunts our manner of existence and thinking. It is importants
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however, to recall how a comparable demand, though made in a different
cone, could be heard as early as 1909, when Marinetti wrote, in the “Fu-
curist Manifesto™: “We will glorify war—the world’s only hygiene—mili-
rarism, patriotism, the destructive gesture of the freedom-bringers, beauti-
ful ideas worth dying for, and scorn for women. . . . We will destroy the
museums, libraries, academies of every kind.™

We would need to go back to the ambivalence of the romanticism of
ruins, or back to Nietzsche (“We must be destroyers!”), to Mallarmé (“De-
scruction was my Beatrice”), to move from these to Freud’s Destruktions-
trieb or to the Nietzschean echoes in Benjamin’s “destructive character.” It
goes without saying, perhaps, that these figures are all quite different—if
not actually opposed. Yet the fact remains that a major theme of necessary
or desirable destruction runs through the thinking and the action of our
modern age.

There is a sense in which this destruction, despite having caused mil-
lions of deaths, has taken the place of death. Death as such, even the death
inflicted by the assassin, can only destroy because, in the same instant—
and only for this instant—it affirms the identity or the singularity that it
permanently erases. The two events go hand in hand, this affirmation and
this death, even if there’s no mediation between them.

Yet destruction has a far more remote origin and a far more remote
destination. Destruction doesn’t always attack a life; sometimes we de-
stroy more by allowing what we would destroy to stay alive. (And it
should be said that this is, for example, a problem that lies at the heart of
the repudiation of the death penalty—which isn’t to say that this repudi-
ation needs to be challenged, since the death penalty has also become a
sign of destruction.)

Destruction, as the term itself implies, attacks what is “constructed”
_(Or “instructed”). It defeats, breaks, devastates, pillages, and renders an ed-
ifice, 2 composition, a structure unrecognizable, unidentifiable. It uproots
or dissolves what binds, joins, and gives rise to the whole. Destruction at-
tacks the bond and the joint as such. (In Greek, we could say that it attacks
the system. Which raises the question: Has destruction been the result of
Our various systems?)

.DCStrucr_ion attacks sense rather than life. Destruction is hatred of or

I at sense; or, what amounts to much the same thing, it abandons the

;:ifqlztlcs:hdemand for a sin_gle sense, t.hC demanld for a single and sovereign
S¢—rthe demand, that is, for the single self in place of sense.

d(fS pa
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And yet how could there ever be a sense that wasn't single and sover=
eign? It’s the inability either to avoid or to respond to this question thag
leads to destruction as sense: sense busy dismantling sense.

Doubtless the destructive assault first targets the sense of the other o
the other of sense. But it also strikes the sense of the proper. Dismanting
an other sense isn't possible without dislocating sense in general. The prin
ciple of destruction would harbor a general renunciation of sense, there
fore, including the very sense of the act that we name thus: destroy. A

nalizes itself.)

To destroy would be not to support sense or to despair of it. Once
we're left with broken structures, dislocated joints, displaced pieces, there
is no longer any sense. There is no longer any worry over sense.

Cultures other than the modern one have all been familiar with
tentional destruction. They have always known what it was to raze a
lage, to exterminate a tribe: to remove them from the various crucibles o
sense, from the points at which a sense is either emitted or concentrated

Successful destruction has always tended to efface even the memon
of the existence that has been destroyed, and even the possibility of pos
terity (salt on the ruins of Carthage), offering only the assurance
this—or that, this one here, that one there—never existed and wo
never exist. Destruction strives not simply to annihilate a being, but &
shatter the very structure that renders it possible, reaching into its origis
and its end, tearing from it its very birth and death.

And yet the culture of destruction, driven by a will in pursuit of 2
single and unalterable sense, releases an infinite sense or a nonsensical in
finity. A plan for the world, for humanity, for history, the horizon of econ
omy and right, the generalized and circular contract-form: a hateful ang
desperate contempt for sense in general. Dostoyevsky’s “anything goes.”
When anything goes, it is destruction, first and foremost, exclusively, even,
that goes—including self-destruction.

The desire to destroy resents connection, interplay, assembly and it$
complexity: it resents the fold (it resents not the completed structure, but
that which structures; not the assembled, but its assembly; not the folded;
but the fold). And in order to destroy, we fold to the extreme, we squee
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Jestroys because he can'’t tolerate the obstacle of complexity, the subtlety of
che mechanism, the detours, the delays of the process. Equally, though, he
cant support the simplicity or the delicacy of the various points of conract,
the spacings of interplay. As such, the culture of destruction is a culture
hat renders itself and other cultures opaque, dissembling the arrangement
of their systems or of their sense. A culture of the opacity of sense.

Which is also to say, culture of an excessive demand for sense.

Excessive because it makes demands.

What is it that opposes destruction? Pity and compassion
(Rousseau).

(Here, we'd need patiently to analyze the gesture by which Rousseau,
in the Preface to the Confessions, pleads with us to refrain from destroying
the portrait that he’s painting: “I beg you, in the name of compassion and
the whole human race, not to annihilate a useful and singular work.”)

But neither pity nor the supposed communion with the other nor the
projection of the self onto the other leave the horizon of the se/f We need
to understand this differently, as a compassion that places the self outside
itself. The gap may be infinitely narrow, but it is so infinitely.

Love looks more like pity than it does destruction. Or perhaps it
looks as much like one as it does the other. But this is why love is always
both invoked as the principle of the social bond and pushed back to its
periphery, to the uncertainty of its outer fringes. Love neither opposes
nor supports destruction. It is merely the name of the problem, of our
problem,

But what if there were a curiosity for the other and for the other in
“itself”? Not a curiosity about the surface but a curiosity about the origin,
about existing for the sake of existing? A curiosity without pathos, there-
fore; not a cold interest, but not a sentimental one, either. What if the
other as such were simply interesting?

Not to destroy the other involves more and is more difficult than re-
SPect or even love for the other. It involves being sensitive to the necessary
S¢ecret, to the elusiveness of the sense of both the other and oneself. It in-
"_0|w:s being sensitive to play without childishness; it involves being sensi-
tive 1o separation,

We can be certain that what we destroy will no longer escape, will no
o dci :C:m ceal }i:se]ﬁ- will no longer malfc strange signals from afar. What
i oy we have in our hands: then in our ﬁst, then under our ﬂ':et—

n nowhere. What we don't destroy subsists somewhere. This is the

Onge
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discrete grandeur of tombs; they are not monuments but distinct places;
and that is why they stand in stark contrast to the “mass grave.” '

The destroyer wants to suppress this “somewhere,” this plurality g
places. The destroyer dislikes places—the interplay of presences, thej
sense. The space of destruction is a dislocated space, a space without plaee
undifferentiated, deserted, chaotic. In the same way, the time of dest
tion is an annulled time, stretched out and empty: instead of the future
what might have been is petrified, made present as stillborn.

Put differently, the space-time of destruction would be the very op
posite of the tomb; it would be the stomach in which flesh, having bees
devoured, digests itself. In this instance, the mass grave would become th
body, the reopening of a sense. Cannibalism—which has occupied our re
ligions, Dionysian and Christian figures, for so long—would be the st
turing destruction. Whether the destruction is of the heart or the stom:
of the structure, this doubtless gives us one of the most emphatic motifs fo
our culture: under the guise of mystery, this is actually the incarnation; ug
der the guise of melancholy, incorporation; under the guise of finite know
ing, the madness of systems or structures.

Ifit’s true that we have produced a culture of destruction, we need &
try to understand why. Clearly it’s not enough to evoke the “evil” in ma
or his destructive “instinct.” Rather, we need to consider the possibili
that our culture has seized upon evil as an intrinsic possibility—neither a¢
cidental nor secondary—of being itself, or that culture has pointed out
“destructive drive,” originally involved in the drive toward life and propa
gation, the two as one (moving toward two forms of perpetuation—
not toward existence).

So our culture shelters within itself the possibility of destruction.
gardless of whether this means that this culture should itself be destroyi
this is precisely what it undertakes to do. We can date—from the conq
of the Americas—the moment when the West, by revealing a new apti
for destruction (unrelated, in this sense, to the conquests of the Romz
barbarians, Arabs, and Turks, or to the Crusades), initiated its own self-d
struction. Millions of Native Americans were destroyed, along with th
cultures; so, too, were thousands of Europeans, destroying themselves i
the rage for conquest and gold as their culture began to gnaw away at itself
with doubts concerning its validity, its “Catholicism,” its very “humanity;”
even. It was a long time before this culminated in the self-destruction of
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Europe in 2 “total” war “‘rhose very invention astm‘.mded itself.. But, finally,
we are here; and this is his.tory,. the very construction of our history.

And we've caused this thing to spread to the globalizing rhythm of a
technology variously employed by war, by the control of war, by the de-
seruction of places and of histories, by the control of this destruction—al-
ways more than destruction, always more than control, a control that, de-
seructive in 1ts turn, spirals, indeterminate, out of control.

Self-destruction: the mark of a culture in which suicide holds a dis-
tinguished place, from Socrates to Werther, to Stefan Zweig, to Primo
Levi, to so many others. I'm not talking here about Japanese suicide nor
even Stoic suicide, in which we run up against an objective limit that cuts
us short. Rather, it is a matter of a fundamentally destructive suicide that at-
tacks the self; the proper as structure and as interplay, an assault on the very

ulse of existence.

Self-destruction indicates the stakes here: the self; the system that ar-
ticulates itself from within culture. This culture is the culture of the self, of
its appropriation, its concentration-in-itself. And insofar as it involves the
self or the ego, it discovers the principle of evil. There’s surely no Western
interpretation of evil that doesn’t end up imputing the ego or the egologi-
cal as such (including its earliest projection into a Lucifer). No more, how-
ever, is there any interpretation of the “good” that doesn’t situate it in the
appropriation of the self—in the autonomy and self-foundation of the free
subject, for example. The ego is both structure (the appropriation of the
self) and destruction (the concentration in the self), just as it is both the
singular and Narcissus, or the partner and the monad.

Everything happens as if destruction were inscribed upon the struc-
ture—as its joints and its fissures—precisely to the extent that the struc-
ture programs what cannot take place: the infinite appropriation of the self
by itself. The certainty of the cogito is, as we know, constitutionally blind.
Kan’s “transcendental I” is an empty point. The ego of psychoanalysis suf-
fers from a structural lack (or is the structural lack) of the self, a line of fil-
fation that leads back to Oedipus’s gouged eyes. And filiation itself, the

°minance of the theme of filiation, indicates the blind process of an ego
that pursues itself from generation to generation.
This is why the ego qualifies itself essentially as desire, desire itself be-
nderstood as submission to the law of lack (rather than to the law of
Adeparture from the self). The ego is posed as the frustration or, rather, the
“Ntropy of the ego itself.
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The horizon of destruction: the suppression of exteriority more
the suppression of time or space, more than the suppression of the body g
of everything contained within it; the absolute concentration in itself| 3
much in the destroyer as in the destroyed. The sovereignty of the destroye
destruction reduces the other to a null and void concentration in itself,
also testifies to the destroyer’s own concentration, to the absolute chara
of the destroyer’s own gathering-in-itself, beyond which there is no o
power or decision.

What the destroyer fails to see, however, is the connection be
the two concentrations. The following propositions, as much as the pn
ceding ones, are true: the self’s own sovereignty is null, and the annihil
tion of the other reveals in this other an unattainable sovereignty. Bec
absolute presence-to-self is without space and time, it is, in its detachme
and entrenchment, its own cancellation.

Itisn't a “strong me” that destroys; it is a me that lacks a self.

As such, it constitutes itself as the subject of technology, that is, of
operation of infinite mastery in which infinity takes the place of so
eignty. Technology has made possible the modern apocalypse—the mo
ern revelation—of destruction. Not, however, as tends to be thought, b

characterizes technology (characterizes what is without work, what exce .-.
work [le sans-euvre, l'au-dela de l'euvre]). By itself, technology provides!

placement of the end that the Western subject has ended up recognizing!
self and wanting to appropriate itself. Our problem is not technology b
the desubjectivization of technology.

Technology isn't destructive, since what is un-working isn't deva
tion. Yet destruction is technology; that is, it is endless, like the approprié

As for technology, it is endless because it is infinitely finite. Across @
its works, its un-working isn't regulated by any particular End. Or, somé
what better (and I am indebted to Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe on thi
point), it has from this point on the singular figure of a finitization—itsel
infinite, unfinishable—of destruction: the figure of nuclear menace/detef
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ent. (It wasn’t a coincidence that nuclear weapons were—in fact or as a
p retext—at the heart of the Gulf War; dc_struction presented in such a way
45 0 Main@ain control over final destruction. The same sort of control is at
“',mk in the transformation of the ex-Soviet Union and in a certain seg-
ment of North-South relations—which have thus become simply North-
North relations more than anything else.)

So infinite nuclear finitization finishes—or completely finishes
off—humanity, indeed, all living things; it is, if you like, the destruction
of destruction. No doubt it'll be neither of these things. But the alterna-
iive indicates the magnitude of the stakes. In terms of the ego, the two
things are identical: there is no longer anyone—or, more accurately, there
are no longer any distinct ones—who is confronted, but a mass or an idyl-
lic vision.

In each case, something indestructible is left behind: destruction it-
self or the world. Ultimately, though, it is the world that is left, because de-
struction takes place in the world and nor vice versa. (That in which or
that through which the world takes place is neither nothing nor destruc-
tion nor construction.) The world, then—at least if it makes any sense to
think of a “world” without a subject.

Yer this regulating fiction touches on the very limit of what is at
stake: the pure being of a world or of “something” in general. The pure
there is as the indestructible, the gift that cannot be refused (since it has no
one to give it), of a space without a subject to arrange it, to distribute it, to
give it sense. A there is that would be neither for us nor because of us. Either
that or the “sensible” world outside the “sense” given to it by a sentient
subject: the very thing that philosophy has never been able to think, still
less to touch, even though it has doubtless always been obsessed with or
haunted by it.

All potential destruction runs up against this limit. We can't destroy
the world any more than we can destroy what has to be called being: the
Jact that “there is” something, without this being either for us or because of
us. Sumething in general, and us, too, therefore. Something that neither
has s origin nor its end in man, and certainly not in the ego.

Granted, it’s little comfort knowing that being is indestructible if this
‘Mowledge is only gained on the verge of our destruction, if there is no one
' know it. In truch, though, we already know this, here and now. “Being”
:; :li:t‘ ;:.h.ere is” or “existence” is, in us, what l.lapper.ls before us and ahead

» arising from the very step beyond us. It is the incommensurable that
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measures us. The indestructible measures each one of our destruction
their impotence. Existence resists. None of which either prevents dest
tion or justifies it; rather, it marks its absolute limit.

In this sense, then, existence is indestructible, sovereign. This sove
cignty, however, is precisely nothing (indiscernible, in fact, from the fold ¢
the interplay of the structure, from the spacing that articulates it). O
rather, it is nothing; the res, the thing itself, is nothing, no actual thing; |
is reality itself. Destruction, then, is unreal or nonrealizing. Reality is whe
confronts us when we are confronted with nothing, that is, with the absence
possibilities of appropriation, of identification, of signification. Yet we are cop
fronted by this absence insofar as it has all the stability and all the resistance.
the worldly “there is,” something that not only resists in “us” but per
also resists us.

The peculiar stability and resistance of all these ruined edifices,
lages, peoples, and countries continually awaken our terror, our pity,
rebellion—those who are forgotten are remembered. This awakening an
this oblivion, however, still indicate the destructive “nothing” of realit
the intimate exhaustion by which we are in the world, and the sense of th
existence.

Again, this doesn’t deliver us from destruction; it neither ends i
justifies it. On the contrary, we need to learn to stop dreaming of the enl
to stop justifying it. That is to say, we need to take our leave of the hi
torico-romantic mode of thinking that promises an apotheosis or an ap@
alypse—or both, one in the other—as well as the baroque mode of thin
ing that engendered destruction in the numerous shards of a shimmerin
whirling universe. Each of these modes has its brilliant, joyous version af
its somber, melancholy version. In each case, though, we try to conceal
make off with destruction, to carry it away to the point of overcomi
disaster. We don't stop with what resists us, or with what resists that.

The symbol and the paradigm of everything that is dedicated to d
struction is the “temple.” The temple is the structure that connects h
places to the totality of the world by cutting the space of this union int
this world. (The templum was originally the space carved into the sky b
the soothsayer’s staff.) The temple is the site of con-templation, the atten
tive gaze supported by this space, open to its spacing. We, we other West
erners, no longer have any temples; perhaps the time of the end of temple
is upon the earth as a whole. And yet, as Plutarch writes, “the world is’
temple.”
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Today, however, can this phrase have a sense that is neither meta-
hysical nor metaphoric? A sense th_at is our own? Either way, it cannot re-
spf;nd to what Nietzsche believed still needed to be said: “In order to build
L sanctuary; a sanctuary has to be destroyed.” Indeed, on the one hand, it
;5 no longer a matter of sanctuary (the word itself has become rather passé
in the vocabulary of nuclear war) and so no longer a matter of destroying
comething in order to make room for something else; instead, it is a mat-
cer of bringing the templum to the spacing of being. On the other hand,
chough, it is no longer a matter of “building,” since one doesn't build a
world; rather, one arrives there, dwells in it, departs from it. Instead, there-
fore, it would be a matter of allowing ourselves to contemplate the world,
the spacing of its there is.

Not the restoration of a temple, therefore, but the consideration of
worldly places as places of existing. Far from being a matter of restoration,
this is revolution, properly speaking. And yet, insofar as revolution is taken
to mean “revolutionary destruction,” it’s also a matter of revolution against
destruction. Revolution as resistance, as the necessity and impatience of
existence; revolution as having suddenly arisen, here and now, opening his-
tory, allowing places to “take place,” as it were. But this isn't simply a rev-
olution; it is permanent revolution, the possibility, at every moment, of
opening space (and I'm thinking here of Michelet’s remark that the open
space of the Champs de Mars was the sole “monument” to the revolution).

The history of the West has revolved around four figures of the
temple:

1. The Greek temple, the source of the nascent West’s contemplation
and thus what is doomed both to ruinous destruction @nd to artistic
metamorphosis.

2. The Jewish temple—twice destroyed, then taken up in terms of its
destruction, as the meaning of its own destruction and of the diaspora of
those united by no determinare sense.

3. The Christian temple, the temple of infinite construction, the mas-
tery of the spire and the dome, where technology contemplates itself.

4. The Islamic temple, whose heart, the black rock of Kaaba, is, far

'Om a reserved space, an impenetrable, indestructible thing.
ljh(: sort of knowledge that we need—the sort of knowledge that we
sm:;iﬂf fhe fnurfo!d knowlrzdge of art and technology, of disseminated
d indestructible nothing.

This fourfold knowledge would be a structural one—a knowledge of

lack
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this entire fourfold structure and of the way in which it arranges a fourfol
space: the Mediterranean, Europe, the West, the Earth, and a fourfol
time: the “Pre-history” of the East, History itself, Decline, and the Presen
This knowledge happens, though, as not-knowing, which is neither igng
rance nor confusion, but is certainly no longer mastery. It is sove
knowledge—that is, nothing, knowledge as existence.

“The world is a temple”: in fact, the world is the only temple there
if there are no longer any temples, if structure has itself deconstructed teg
ples. The world is the only carved space that remains. And what allows
to be contemplated as such is nothing—nothing but its existence, our ¢
istence, the fact that it is, appearing, disappearing.

None of this, though, is accessible to the ego. Indeed, it is alwa
from out of this that the ego emerges in order to contemplate blindly ¢
desert of what it has destroyed. Whoever would contemplate the wor
would, in truth, contemplate the effacement of the ego.

Let me echo the ancient words of a Muslim reviled for having
to unite, from East to West, the separate modes of contemplation: “Th
is, berween you and I, a ‘this is me’ that torments me. Ah! Take away ¢
‘this is me’ that separates us!™

These words and the voice that utters them bespeak the dimension
the world. But there is no one voice, since any such voice would no long
be singular. Nor can the ego and destruction be effaced in a communal |
vocation. What we need are voices that are singular, distinct, and that
not properly understand one another, voices that call to one another, th
provoke one another.

Translated by James Gilbert-Walsh
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Elliptical Sense

I

For Kant, a pleasure that we no longer perceive is at the origin of
thought. This is why thought is “originally impassioned,” as Derrida puts
it in “Ellipsis.” The trace of this pleasure might be found in all philosophy.
Itis the pleasure of the origin itself: the satisfaction or joy of discovering
the source, getting to the center or ground. More exactly: the satisfaction
or joy which the origin experiences in finding and rouching itself, the joy
of originating from itself in itself.

This is also, properly speaking, the act of thought that Kant calls
ianscendentat: reason discovering itself, making itself available as the prin-
ciple of its own possibilities. We shall have more to say about the tran-
scendental. But for the moment let us say that “Ellipsis,” in writing on the
origin and on writing as the “passion of the origin,” adopts a transcenden-
tal standposint. Or at least it seems to adopt such a standpoint.

From this position is derived the condition of possibility which is not
the origin (and this ellipsis or eclipse of the origin in the Kantian
condition of possibility” is undoubtedly what sets off the whole of mod-
¢ thought), but which forms, on the contrary, the condition of possibil-
'ty of the origin itself. This is our history since Kant: the origin is no longer
f:":n ‘-'-likl.E'wiSE. its pleasure is no longer given—but becomes instead that
\'crya;'d \'thlch reason regresses, or that toward which it advances, up to the

»ltmits of its possibilities. The origin enters what Derrida will call its

itself
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différance. The origin differs or defers, differs from itself or defers itse]
And that is its joy or passion: & corps perdu.

The origin, or sense, if the origin is by definition the origin of sen
contains within itself (and/or differing) the sense of the origin, its ow
sense, itself being the very sense and site of sense. Nothing less than'sen;
itself, “all sense,” as is written in “Ellipsis.” (This is the only occurrence
the word “sense” in Derrida’s text. In one fell swoop, for the entire text ap
its ellipsis, all sense. The slightest text of thought can expose no less.)

The condition of possibility of the origin (of sense) is called writin
Writing isn't the vehicle or medium of sense; were this so, it wouldn't bej
condition of possibility, but the condition of its transmission. Here, “waj
ing” doesn't refer to Derrida’s writing, which communicates to us the sen
and the logic of a certain discourse on the origin, sense, and writing {
least insofar as this sense and this logic are communicable). This writing
not that of the book which this text concludes and closes (which is entitl
Writing and Difference). Or rather, the writing of the origin is this writi
itself, and this book itself: there is no other, there is nothing more to re
once the book has been closed, there are not two writings, one empiri
and one transcendental. There is a single “transcendental experience”
“writing.” But this experience attests precisely to its non-self-identity.
other words, it is the experience of what cannot be experienced. Writing
différance.

Thus writing is said to be the “passion of and for the origin.” T
passion does not arise at the origin: it is and makes the origin itself. T
origin is a passion, the passion of the self in its difference, and it is ¢
which makes sense, all sense. All sense is always passion, in all the senses
the word “sense.” (Hegel, building on Kant, was well aware of th
sense—the sense of being—is also the sense of sensibility. For Hegel, @
was the crux and the passion of the aesthetic in general, and hence also
writing in its relation to philosophy, in the sense of its relation to phile
phy.) What makes sense about sense, what makes it originate, is that
senses itself making sense. (To sense the sense or to touch the being-sen!
of sense, even if it were to be senseless—that’s Derrida’s passion. To toul
the body of sense. To incorporate sense. Scratching, cutting, brandif
Putting to the test of sense. I shall write about nothing else.) Sense isnt
matter of something having or making sense (the world, existence, or th
discourse of Derrida’s). It’s rather the fact that sense apprehends itsé
grasps itself as sense.
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This means that sense, essentially, has to repeat itself: not by being
saated or given twice in identical fashion, as is the case with the “reissuing
of a book,” but by opening in itself (as itself) the possibility of relating to
iself in the “referral of one sign to another.” It is in just such a referral that
sense is recognized or grasped as sense. Sense is the duplication of the ori-
gin and the relation that is opened, in the origin, between the origin and
the end, and the pleasure, for the origin, of enjoying that which it origi-
nates (that of which it is the origin and the fact that it originates).

Such is the passion, the whole passion of writing: sense, in order to
be or to make sense, has to repeat itself; which is to say, in the original sense
of this word, it must make repeated demands on itself: Sense is not given; it
is the demand #hat it be given. (This implies a giving of the demand, but
that is precisely what, in Kantian terms, ought to be termed the “transcen-
dental” and #o#, of course, the transcendent, which would be the pure
presence of sense, neither demanded nor capable of being demanded.)
Sense must interrogate itself anew (though it is in this “anew” that every-
thing begins; the origin is not the new, but the “anew”); it must make de-
mands on itself, call to itself, ask itself, implore itself, want itself, desire it-
self, seduce itself as sense. Writing is nothing other than this demand,
renewed and modified without end. Sense calls for more sense, just as, for
Valéry, “it is the sense which calls for more form” in poetry. And, in effect,
it comes down to the same thing. All poetry, and all of Derrida’s philoso-
phy, meets this demand. Consequently there is something missing in sense,
something missing from the start. And “all sense is altered or exhausted by
:}.ﬂs lack.” Writing is the outline of this alteration. Hence, this outline is

In essence elliptical,” because it does not come back full circle to the same.
Elhps.is: the other in the return to the self, the geometral of the pas of
Meaning, singular and plural.
Strictly speaking, however, nothing is altered. It's not as if there’s a
st sense that would then be diverted and disturbed by a second writing,
d‘_m"?ed to lament its infinite loss or painfully to await its infinite recon-
Sll'-ltuuon‘ “All sense is altered [fout le sens est altéré).” Which means, first of
:‘hi'r:i\at Fsens..-: is thirst?' [altéré as the opposite of désaltéré, “refreshed”]. It
fider 5:1 tt?r itself and its own lack; that is its passion. (And it is also Der-
"y : ?Ssmn for language; in the word altéré as he employs it here, an el-
[hirst:’ Ficn§e makes sense, the _altcr:.lrion and the excess of sense.) Sense
ki ? er its own e.llnpsu:. for its originary trape, for that which hides i,
G, and passes it by in silence. Ellipsis: the step/ pas of sense passing
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beneath sense. What is passed over in silence, in all sense, is the sense g
sense. But there is nothing negative in this, nor, in truth, anything silen
For nothing is lost, nor anything silenced. Everything is said, and, lik
every philosophical text (every text in general?), this text says eve
about the origin, says the whole origin, and presents itself as the knowl
of the origin. (“Here” is its first word, and later on we read “we no
know.”) Everything is said here and now, all sense is offered on the surfag
of this writing. No thinking thinks more economically, and less passios
ately, than in thinking everything, all at once. No pleasure of thinking ¢
enjoy in a lesser degree than absolute enjoyment. Thus this text pronoung
itself, or the orbit that carries it, to be nothing less than a “system,” rhe sy
tem in which the origin itself “is only a function and a locus.” '

Writing is the passion of this system. Broadly speaking, a system
the conjunction that holds articulated parts together. More strictly, in ¢
philosophical tradition, it is the juncture, the conjoining of the organs
the living being, its life or Life itself (this life which, according to Hegel,
most profoundly characterized by sense, insofar as it senses and senses it
sensing). The adjoining or conjoining of writing is the “binding joint”
the book, or its life. The life of the book is played out—is “in play” and’
stake”—not in the closed book, but in the open book “between the ty
hands which hold the book,” this book by Jabés that Derrida holds op
and reads for us. Jabes, who writes nothing but a continuation of the bog
and on the book; this book of Derrida’s which he writes to us and gives.
to read and to hold in the ellipse of our hands.

The maintenant, the now, of sense articulates itself, repeats itself af
puts itself in play in the mains tenant, the hands holding the book. The
mains tenant multiply the now (the maintenant), dividing presence, elidi
it and making it plural. These are “our hands”: it is no longer an / that
being uttered, but the uttering and articulation of a we. This juncture ge
beyond the adjoining of a living being that reads. It prolongs and exceet
him. It is not someone living who reads, even if it is not someone dea
(And the book itself is neither alive nor dead.) Whart now holds or takes
book in hand is a system whose systematicity differs from and defers itsel
“The différance in the now of writing” is itself the “system” of writing
within which the origin is inscribed merely as a “place.”

Différance is nothing other than the infinite re-petition of sensé
which consists neither in its duplication nor in its infinite distancing
itself. Rather, différance is the access of sense to sense in its own de

Initj,
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an aCCESS that does not accede, this exposed finitude beyond which, now
chat “God is dead,” there is nothing to think.
If sense were simply given, if access to it were not deferred, if sense
did not demand sense (if it demanded nothing), sense would have no more
cense than water within water, stone within stone, or the closed book in a
book that has never been opened. But the book #s open, in our hands. Dif
ance can never be conceptualized, but it can be written. Différance is the
Jdemand, the call, the request, the seduction, the imprecation, the impera-
ive, the supplication, the jubilation of writing. Différance is passion.

With a blow—Dbecause it is a blow, struck by the origin against the
origin itself—"the joint is a brisure [“hinge”].” The system then really is a
system, but a system of brisure. This is not the negation of system, but sys-
tem itself, suspended at the point of its systasis. Brisure does not break the
joint: in repetition “nothing has budged.” Or else, the joint has always al-
ready been broken in itself, as such and in sum by itself. What joins di-
vides; whart adjoins #s divided. Brisure is not the other of juncture, it is its
heart, its essence, and its passion. It is the exact and infinitely discrete limit
upon which the joint articulates itself. The book between our hands and
the folding in of the book upon itself. The heart of the heart is always a
beating, and the essence of essence consists in the withdrawal of its own
existence.

It is this limit that passion demands, this that it craves. The limit of
what, in order to be itself and to be present to itself, does not come back to
itself. The circle which at once closes itself off and fails to do so: an ellipsis.

Sense which does not come back to itself is elliptical. Sense which, as
sense, does not close off its own sense, or closes it off only by repeating and
d‘ﬁffing from itself, appealing again and again to its limit as to its essence
and its truch, Returning to itself, to this passion.

To appeal to the limit is not to set out to conquer a territory. It is not
:E::‘)’lclaim to boundaries or borders, for when borders are appropriated,
wha: :S no longer any hr.mt' Yet to demand the lim.it as such is to demand
o w}il_n_r]:o: be appropnatcd._lt’ls to demand nothing, an infinite exposi-
o hlt ‘takcs |:"la§e at the limit, the abandonment to this space without
thoy ;} a]:‘ls the limic itself. This space has no limits, and is thus infinite,
oy gﬁ t !s“docs not mean that it is an infinite space, any more than that

mite.” Rather, it is, not “finished,” but the end, or finitude itself.
ThOught of the origin: of the end: of the end of origin. An end that
‘s a cutinto the origin itself: writing,
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Such is the last page of the book, the last line of the text—the othy
site of the ellipsis, after the hic et nunc of the beginning—which is what ¢}
book, the text, never stops demanding, calling for, soliciting. The ellipsis;
“Ellipsis” closes itself off in différance and its own circularity, and in ¢
play of a recognition which never returns. In the last line Derrida i _
the final words of a quotation from Jabes. It is a signature, the signature,
a fragment, a pronouncement that precedes it: “Reb Dérissa.” All the g
thority, if not all the sense, of the text will have been altered by this me
It will have been the thirst or the passion for putting into play the Z ¢
origin, the author, the subject of this text.

Closing of the text: quotation of the other text, ellipsis. This quot
tion, almost signature. The signature marks the limit of signs. It is th
event, the propriety of their advent, their origin or sign of origin, or orig
itself as a singular sign, which no longer signals anything, which cuts s
in two. Derrida signs and de-signates himself; his signature is repeatable,
owes its “sense” entirely to its repetition; it has no signification. Its sens¢
repetition, the demand for the singular. Derrida asks for himself, and is
tered. Singularity is doubled and thirsts after itself insofar as it is the orig
of the text. An exorbitant thirst, the thirst of one who has already dru
who has drunk the entire text, the whole of writing, and whose drunki
ness asks for it all over again. Derrida is a drunken rabbi. :

The mastermind that ordains the system of the text bestows his of
name on a double (itself unreal; the text has not neglected to remind
that Jabes’s rabbis are “imaginary”). The double substitutes a double “’
that “disseminating letter,” Derrida writes later—for the “d "in the “da
“Derrida.” An elsewhere in the guise of a /ere, a fictitious being in the gt
of Dasein, or existence. Dérissa—slim, razor-sharp, derisory—touches!
limits of a name and a body “with an animal-like, quick, silent, smo@
brilliant, slippery motion, in the manner of a serpent or a fish,” as the
says of a book that insinuates itself “into the dangerous hole” of the cent
filling it in.

Fills it to bursting with pleasure: because it’s a game, yes, it’s a laug
Estos de risa: this makes us laugh. Here laughter breaks out—laughtet
never anything bur explosive; it never closes up again—the laughter of 4
ellipsis opened like a mouth around its paired foci: Derrida, Dé
Mocking laughter. But mocks or mimics what? Nothing; merely its bred
ing out. The origin laughs. There is such a thing as transcendental laug
ter—and several times the text has evoked a certain “joy” of writing -3
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What would a transcendental laughter be? Certainly not an inversion
of the significance or vz'llue ascribed to‘seriéusncss and necessarily de-
manded by thinking. This laughter doesn't laugh at seriousness, but laughs
at the limit of the serious—of sense. It is the knowledge of a condition of
possibility which doesn't tell us anything. This isn’t exactly comedy: neither
ponsense nor irony. This laughter doesn’t laugh a7 anything, It laughs at
qothing, for nothing, for a nothing. It signifies nothing, but it is not ab-
curd. It laughs to be the explosion of its own laughter. It laughs derridaly,
Jérrissally. This is not to say that it isn’t serious, nor that it is untouched by
sorrow. Rissa, rrida: it is beyond any opposition between the serious and
the nonserious, between pain and pleasure. Or rather, it is at the juncture
where these oppositions meet, the limit they share, a limit that is itself no
more than the limit of each of these terms, the limit of their significations,
the limit at which these significations, as such, are exposed. We could say,
in other words, that such a limit—a limit of this type, Derrida might say—
where pain and pleasure share the joy [of their encounter], is the site of the
sublime. I prefer to say, in a less aesthetic language, that this is the place of
exposition. The origin exposes itself: to not being the origin.

There is a joy, a gaiety even, that has always been at the limit of phi-
losophy. It is neither comedy, irony, grotesque, nor humor, though it per-
haps mixes all these significations together. But it is also the ellipsis of these
comiques significatifs (“modes of the comic as meaning,” to adopt Baude-
laire’s phrase), evoking the “strange serenity” the text has named. In and by
this serenity, knowledge relieves itself of the weight of knowing, and sense
recognizes or feels itself to be the extreme lightness of a “departure from
the identical” which “weighs nothing in itself,” but “thinks and weighs the
bo?k as such.” This play on pensée, what is thought, and pesée, what is
Weighed, this play inscribed in language itself, speaks thinking as measur-
'Ng and as test.' Here the book, its juncture, is measured, put to the test.
. But precisely tl:;is. this which fndfed says something, and which says
» mrough thc.meamngful game of a slippage of the etymon, says nothing
Pria[:am not.hfng. It appropriates nothing of the etymon; it doesn’t appro-
ridaf[)a—n‘ originary propriety of sense. No more than the ellipsis “Der-
Wt‘ighcz rissa Ia)fs clalfn to any kinship. Thought will not let itself be

e ‘-I;m-d ?-'e'(.‘lght lwull not let itself be thought, by it. If there is anything
Wi !-1 »!:t is the ll‘ghtncss of laugl"ltcr, this gossamer, infinite lightness
Setise ]:“S s at nothing, one must reiterate, but which is the lightening of

- No theory of comedy or of the joke has been able to master it. Here
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theory laughs at itself. Derrida will always have laughed, with a laughter 3
once violent and light, a laughter of the origin and of writing. '
In lightening itself, sense does not cast off its ballast, does not up
burden or debauch itself. Sense lightens itself and laughs, insofar as i,
sense, with all the intensity of its appeal and repeated demand for sense. Iy
lightening (which is not a relieving), means having its own limit as a r
source and having the infinity of its own finitude for its sense.
This sense, this sense of “all sense,” this totality of sense made up
its own alteration, this totality whose being-total consists in not allowingjj
self to be totalized (but in being totally exposed) is always too hastily tran
lated into “wordplay,” into an acrobatics or linguistic mischief, in sum, ini
meaningless surface noises. However, one would be equally wrong to sex
to “sublate” these plays on and in language in the manner of Hegel, w
sublates the dialectic itself in a play on the word “sublate.” There is no spi
of or in language, no origin of words before words, that “living speee
could bring to presence. Things are infinitely lighter and more serious: la
guage is alone, and this is just what the word “writing” means. It is w
mains of language when it has unburdened itself of sense, confided it to ¢
living yet silent voice from which it will never depart.
“Language is alone’”” doesn't means that only this exists, as is
and imperturbably believed by those who denounce as “philosophies i
prisoned in language” all thinking which does not offer them—that is
say, which does not name for them—a ready-sliced “life” and “sense” of &
“concrete.” On the contrary, “language is alone” means that language is n
an existence, nor is it existence. But it is its zruzh. Which is to say that if¢
istence is the sense of being, the being of sense, then language a/one ma
it, and marks it as its own limit.
Existence is the “there is [i/ y a]” of something. The fact that i
[qu'il y a]—here is the origin and the sense, and in these words “there!
language bursts into flames, laughs, and dies away. But for the “there is™
anything whatsoever there is only language, and singularly so for the “the
is” of any “there is” that transports us, delights us, fills us with anguish,
the “there is” that is “there, but out there, beyond.” That is to say, the trl
of being, existence, the immanence of transcendence—or finitude as whi
defies and deconstructs the metaphysical pairing of immanence and tra
scendence. This “there is” is presence itself, experience just at itself, right
our hands and as of now. But the zhere of “there is” can’t be put “there” @
“beyond,” or anywhere else, for that matter, nor in the nearness of some in
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ward dimension. “There” “signals” the place where there is no longer any
sign, save for the repetition of the demand, from sign to sign, along all of
meaning, toward the limit where existence is exposed. The here is infi-
nitely light, it is juncture and brisure, the lightening of every system and
the ellipsis of every cycle, the slender limit of writing. Here we touch on
presence that is no longer present o itself but is repetition and supplication
of a presence to come. (Derrida will say, will write, “Come!” as the imper-
ative, imperious, yet impoverished, ellipsis of an entire ontology.) The text
says: “the future is not a future present.” This is because it is 20 come, to
come from the rhere and in the there. And that is why “the beyond of the
closure of the book is not something to wait for.” It is “there, but over
there, or beyond,” and it is thus to be called for, here and now, to be sum-
moned at the limit. The appeal, the repeated demand, the joyous supplica-
tion says: “let everything come here.” That everything should come here, that
all sense come and be altered, here, now, at the point at which I write, at
which I fail to write, at this point where we read: the passion of writing is
impassioned by nothing other than this.

II

In the “there is” of existence and in that which “comes there” to pres-
ence, being is at stake, as is the sense or meaning of being. In its two ma-
jor philosophical forms, the transcendental has designated something put
In reserve, a withdrawal or a retreat of being. For Aristotle, being is what
keeps itself in reserve over and above the multiplicity of the categories
(P{fdicaments or transcendentals) through which it is said in “multiply.”
Being offers itself and holds itself back in this multiplicity. For Kant, the
transcendental denotes the substitution of a knowledge of the mere condi-
tons of possible experience for a knowledge of being that would subtend
::‘5 foC‘ficr_lc‘e. Being offers itself and holds itself back in these conditions,
kna Su[_’JCCUVIry which does not apprehend itself as substance, bur which

OWs itself (and judges itself) as a demand.
’ en the question of the sense of being was reinscribed in philoso-
E’O i‘r;’r.at its l.irnit, it was not in order to break through the transcendental,
e \t‘\c}?nd it and [hl‘.ls penetrate the reserve of its withdrawal. Rather it
eSSt:.nc(:t Heidegger, in ordc:r to interrogate this withdrawal itself as the
i h‘ﬂnd_ as the sense ofl:':elng. Being: that which is no part of all that is,
Which is at stake in existence. Such is the “ontico-ontological differ-
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ence.” The difference between being and everything that exists is precis ely
that which exposes existence as the putting-at-stake of the sense or meap
ing of being (in and as its finitude).

In these circumstances, the opposition or complementarity betwee
the transcendental (as the withdrawal of the origin) and the ontological a
the resource at the origin) loses all pertinence. What becomes necessary i
another kind of ontology altogether, or else a completely different trag
scendental; or, perhaps, nothing of the sort, but an ellipsis of the two. Ng
ther the retirement of being nor its givenness, but presence itself, being
self qua being, exposed as a trace or as a tracing, withdrawing presence, by
retracing this withdrawal, presenting the withdrawal as what it most pro
erly is: the nonpresentable. This propriety is nothing other than absolu
propriety itself and the propriety of the absolute. The absolute as the a
solute of finitude—its separateness from all gathering, from all sublatig
in an Infinite—gives itself in the event of the trace, the appropriation |
inappropriable propriety (Ereignis, perhaps).

(Need I emphasize the historical, ethical, and political ramificatio;
of this turning, of this torsion of the absolute? The question is nothi
other than the question of the “sense of existence” now that God,
with the Idea, Spirit, History, and Man, is dead. And, indeed, even befa

afresh, in the quest for the sense of existence.)
The thought of writing (the thought of the letter of sense, rat
than of the sense of the letter: the end of hermeneutics, the opening

when we discern ar the origin, as “Ellipsis” does, a “being-written” ang
“being-inscribed”? There is no question of giving a complete answer hef
What “happens” there has not finished happening, Derrida has not fif
ished making, transforming his own response. And undoubtedly the “%
sponse” comes in the very movement of writing, which we are bound to 1€
peat, writing “on” him, but also writing on “us.” _

What we can perhaps say here, however, is this: that in the ellipsis @
being and the letter, in the différance of the sense of being, being no longé
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imply withdraws into its’differcnce i.'“rom 'what exists, or into the gap of
chat difference. If (.hc onltlco-ontolloglcal dlﬁ‘cn:encc was once taken to b'c
central (but was it in Heidegger himself? and if so, to 'what extent?), 1.f it
ever constituted a system centered on the juncture of Being, and of a Being
esmblishcd in its own difference, it can do so no longer. Difference (of be-
. is itself differant. It withdraws still further from itself, and from there
ing) 15 1ESEIL.C2 il T e
il calls itself forth. It is withdrawn further than any assignation to a “dif-
ference of being” (or in a “different being,” or in any Other) could ever re-
move it, and it is altogether yet 20 come, more so than any annunciation
could say Later, Derrida will write that “within the decisive concept of the
ontico-ontological difference, everything is not to be thought in one stroke.”
More than one trait or ductus (to adopt a paleographic term designating
cach of the lines used to trace a single letter, suggested to me by Ginevra
Bompiani): this means at once the multiplication and the ductility of the
trait, its fracturing at its juncture and also, as the condition of these events,
the effacing of the trait: less than a single trait, its dissolution in its own
ductility. This signifies the ductus of difference, in difference and as the “in-
side” of a difference that has no interiority (it is the withdrawal of the in-
heritance of being to what exists). An inside which arrives to the outside.

The sense of the ontico-ontological difference lies not in its being this
difference, nor in its being such and such, but in the fact that it is to come,
to arrive, an sich ereignen [to emerge in the proper-ness of its event], still to
appropriate its inappropriable, its incommensurability. Being is nothing
outside of or before its “own” folding of existence: the folding of the book
in our hands, as we hold it. The fold multiplies the traits and opens the
book to writing. The only difference is in a coming equal to the infinite
Withdrawal that it traces and effaces at one and the same time. It is “there,
but out there, or beyond.”

As altered sense, existence demands, calls for, intimates there its “be-
yond.” Elli ptical sense, existence surpassing its sense, withdrawing and ex-
Ceeding i[_

That's what writing is, he says.

. Perhaps we should also say that, by definition, there’s nothing beyond

‘ "‘fg_fﬂnd its fold), and that this marks an absolute limit. But an absolute
L'";: :iilimit with no ou_tsidc. a fr'ontier withour. a .forcign country, an
the ]irnit Ufl-lt an.cxternal 51df2. Thls is no longer a limit, tlhcreff)rc, or it is
of nothing. Such a limit would also be an expansion without lim-
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its, but the expansion of nothing into nothing, if being itself is nothig
Such is the infinity proper to finitude. This expansion is a hollowing-g
without limits, and this excavation is writing, “a void which continues;
excavate itself,” as the quoration from Jean Catesson in “Ellipsis” puts.

Thus the void nullifies itself in itself and brings itself to light. W
ing excavates a cavern deeper than any philosophical cave; a bulldozer a
caterpillar for tearing up the whole field: a terrain, a passion for the m
chine, a mechanical passion, mechanical and machinated. This ma
marked /. D., excavates to the center and the belly. The belly is the alteg
void. The machine carries out an evisceration that is itself hysterical. T
hysteria of writing lies in bringing to light (a light unbearable yet simpl
through a genuine simulacrum of disemboweling and parturition, ¢
limit of being that no one can stomach. Writing perseveres and exhausts
self there, a corps perdu.

But writing doesn’t 4o anything; rather, it lets itself be done b
machinery, by a machination which always comes to it from somewh
beyond itself, from being’s passion for being nothing, nothing but its o
difference to come, and which always comes there, there where the
yond is.

This also means that, as in the question of writing, the questios
sense (of being) is altered as a question in such a way that it can no lor
appear as a question. A question presupposes sense, and aims to bring|
sense to light in its answer. But here sense is presupposed merely as
peal to sense, the senseless sense of the appeal to sense, the ellipsis which
nally never closes off anything, but which calls: the “gaping mouth,” the
where the ellipsis itself, and its geometry, are eclipsed by a cry. Bur a il
cry: nothing bur altered sense.

What responds to a call or to an appeal is not a response but an
vent, a coming to presence. Ereignis, for Heidegger, names the advent
presence proper in (and to) its inappropriation. “Writing” bespeaks the
lipsis of the present in this advent itself, this ellipsis of the present &y w/
the event takes place—taking place with no other place than the disp!d
ing of “all natural place and center,” the spacing of the place itself, of
“trace,” and of “our hands.”

Yet writing, at the limit that is its own but where it is not i@
wouldn't “say” even this. It wouldn’t substitute an affirmation to the qué
tion. It wouldnt substitute anything for anything; it would operate 8
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" amformation, re-claborafion. or r::-c:aluation (?fdiscoursc. The “system”
of writing is not another dlsc.ourse on” sense. It is the movement, the pas-
sions and the impatience which arises with sense, “all sense.”

[n a sense, an exorbitant sense—the ellipsis of ellipsis itself—there is
no discourse, no philosophy, and thus no thinking that is Derrida’s. This,
at least, would have been his passion: to elide, to eclipse thinking in writ-
ing. No longer t0 think, but tf) come and to let come. Needless to say, this
doesn't amount to a “project” or to a particular “enterprise of thinking.”
Yet might we not say that there 7s a “program” (a trace running always
ahead of itself), the program of an extenuation? One that Derrida carries
out relentlessly?

The sense of being differs—differs (from) its own difference, coming
to be the same as existence and nothing else—and calling to itself, calling
for itself, and repeating itself as being the “same,” right at existence, its dif-
ference, always remembering itself in the letter of sense which /literally does
not make sense, the rabbi of open books and not of the biblia, all of this
wouldn’t be Derrida’s discourse, any more than it would be Dérissa’s or
anyone else’s. It would be what comes today, here and now, our history, to all
discourse, in all discourse, at its fractured juncture, no possibility of this
coming ever being halted—being, on the contrary, what is always coming,
and to come.

What is it to come or to enjoy? What is joy? This is no longer a “ques-
tion.” It has never been a question for philosophy, whether philosophy has
never wanted to know anything about it, or whether it has always
known—and here Spinoza speaks on behalf of all philosophers—zhat it is
not a question. But it is precisely 2bout coming, coming to the limit, and
the limit of coming; infinite finitude.

As for what it comes to and where it comes from, this is discourse still
?"353; this is no longer writing—writing is the coming, and its call. But it
S—all the rest, all the sense of all the rest: what we call, and what perhaps
e need to rewrite totally as the world, history, the body, sense, work, tech-
nology, the work of art, voice, community, the city, and passion, passion
Yet again,

L nf)-:cthno'on; come to say, in any event, that this joy beya'nd que:rz'on.—
hhappjncsz?ol: appeal——rec%cs of facile and complaci:r{t discourse. It is
5 tipr that reeks. Happiness suc_:cuq-:bed. to the killing ﬁclds,. to gro-

) and to crack. The stench is still with us. Its accumulation will

Xplode, of l ! = |
. Plode, of course, Joy, the sense of existence, is the infinite but irrefutable,
ecusable demand.
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II1

Let’s go back; let’s repeat the text again, returning to the other end ¢
the ellipse, and take up the altered ring at its beginning, insofar as a rir
has a beginning.

“Here or there we have discerned writing”: everything is there, in on
fell swoop, in this lapidary incipit whose affirmation or affirmativity resi
on a discreet prosody. (And Aere, we ought to re-read this sentence with
proper scansion.) Everything is there in a passion of language which hg
overcharged with sense this simple sentence, otherwise so anodyne; w]
has saturated with resonances this very brief monody, to the point
somewhere, in some obscure place, it alters itself, fissures, and noiseles
gives in. Derrida has always had a devouring thirst for language, and has 2
ways striven passionately to make it do his will.

“Here or there”: the first words of the text effect a mise en abime, _
of this text itself and of the book it closes. What has been done (the di
cerning of writing) has been done right Aere, and so it is right here: in

ceases to be at stake, still and most especially when it is written “here.
is not a “present perfect,” but the passage of the present of writing (
present, its giff, which gives nothing without also giving the giver,
whom we are writing); it is the coming into presence of what is not p
(What comes into presence does not become present.) It does not stop
ing, and coming at a limit. Presence itself is nothing but limit. And @
limi itself nothing but the unlimited coming to presence—which is als
the unlimited gift, present, of presence, or its offering: for presence is nev
given, but always offered or presented, which means offered to our decisio
whether or not to receive it.

And the here is immediately redoubled: it is either here or theré
There, the there, will come at the end of the text, and will be redoubled
turn: “there, but out there, beyond.” Here or there: already the two foci 0
the text, already the ellipsis. It’s all there. Some years later, at the end of am
other text, accompanying once again the form and forgery of his own s
nature (of the proper sense of the proper name, where all sense is altered if
effect), Derrida will write that he signs “here. Where? There.”* Here
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moves itself from its own place and there pierces its own place (in per-
forming it)- Derrida’s entire text and oeuvre is altered by perforating and

erforming itself. He has, he i5, an inextinguishable thirst for a wild and
Jrunken pursuit of self-externalization of offering himself up where he is
not, of blocking himself from being where he is. He cannot bear himself,
though he is borne only by himself. And that sums up the violent, desper-
ate, joyous errancy of the sense of the age, of our sense, disseminated in a
great gust coming from beyond the West, just as it is sedimented and
paved over by the thickness, and thus the speechlessness, of our words. A//
of Derrida’s text is a deaf-mute text.

It is already time to inscribe an ellipsis here—as the title (Derrida’s,
and mine in repeating it) has already done. Or, more exactly, one cant do
less, but one must go to the end, the ellipsis of ellipsis.

For Derrida has neglected, by ellipsis, in accordance with the tropo-
logical use of the word “ellipsis,” which surely he could not have failed to
remember, making explicit the sense of this word. (And so: “Ellipsis” as a
title; the ellipsis of the title. He contrives not to entitle this text any more
than he signs it.) He will inscribe it in Greek, and elliptically attach to it
the double value of a lack, of a decentering, and of an avoidance. El-lipsis,
from ek-leipo, 1 avoid: I avoid—writing what I write. I live off writing, |
leave off writing,

And he will leave out saying (writing) that the ellipsis (as eclipse) has
as its etymon the idea of fault, of the absence of precision or exactitude. The
geometrical ellipsis was initially a generic term for figures that failed to be
identical, before being used (by Apollonius of Pergamon, in his treatise on
Conics) in the sense familiar to us, as designating what is missing in a cir-
cle and doubles the property of the constant radius of the circle into the
constancy of the sum of two distances, which always vary. All of this, to-
gether with an entire structural, historical, rhetorical and literary analysis
of the ellipsis and ellipses, has been subject to an ellipsis.

. Htr.lwcjver, it .is not simply a question of the specular play “Ellipsis
df’::;&l]lpsi.s, and in cllipsisl.” In calling ?tseif “Ellipsis” (which is not at all
Spt:culme: thm.g as b:?lng enr_xtled. “On Ellipsis”) and in its display of abyssal
b :[-I(,m. itself simple, mﬁmtely 50, r.he text says, writes, or “ellipses”
& E :T_"td fe\’eal's) s:ornethmg. else entirely. It indicates that something
N n-n-\:l ECt to ellipsis, something we cannot and must not know. It lets
Sy dt at we are really and tfuly missing something. Lots of things at

oubt: for example, the identity between “Derrida” and “Dérissa,”
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or else “this other hand,” named, pointed to, and shown to be invisib]
unnameable—and those suspension points that follow it. . . serpen
hand, or fish’s . . . This text says all sorts of sensible things about writin
and about sense, @nd it says that it has something else tucked away, that j¢
telling another story. But also it says that this exhibiting of a secret hidg
nothing, that there isn’t another story or, at least, that he doesn't kno
himself . . . This text effaces as much as it traces, effaces precisely insofar;
it traces, retracing the effacing and effacing this trace as well . . . Certain}
we will have missed the sense. It will have changed us. The passion of J. I
is to alter or to change his reader. What other passion could a piece of wri
ing have?

Once again, and first of all: “here or there.” An ellipsis of places, |
two foci, neither of which can center the text or localize the writing that
have discerned. This double focus, these two fires, two lights, two bus
patches, are shown to us, then removed from view. What is more, “twi
more than two; “two” opens onto the multiple. In the “here or there” §
the suspension, the hesitation, and the beating of the or that counts. {
this or [ou] which does not say where [ol1] writing is. Nor when, nor he

ments, from time to time,” and therefore “by accident, by chance,
itously.” Writing can only be made out by accident. Even the calculati
writing, to which we see Derrida give himself over to here—a calculus ¢
is meticulous and fierce, with all the rigor of the geometer (is he also fre
Pergamon, the city of parchment?, this little secret, scratched here?);
tenacity ruled by the systematic tracking down of what deregulates and di
seminates sense—this very calculus (in fact, especially this calculus
given over to the vagaries of language. Here or there language might fay

would take place everywhere or nowhere: no more play, nothing but
But the game of sense implies the hazardous ellipsis of its rules.

always once more the ellipsis, which is to say: sense itself as ellipsis, as 1

moving around a fixed point, but coming endlessly to the limit—here @
there—where signification is eclipsed and a presence only arrives at i
sense: a rabbi, a fish, a piece of parchment, who and what else? This sen$
of a presence is the joy, the pleasure and pain of the enjoyment of this pres

ence, exposed before or beyond all presentation and any present of a sig
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ifiable sense (of a sense present to itself?). This takes place where place
n : .. . ..

has 1O signifying privilege, unassuming places indifferent to all presences,
o all the differences between them: a constant sum, here or there.

r

What by chance takes (has taken) place here is a discerning (“here or
there we have discerned writilng”). T!'aatl is to say, a fine, penetrating in-
sight, a perspicacious gaze which has insinuated itself into writing, across
“labyrinth” and “abyss,” plunging “into the horizontality of a pure surface,
which itself represents itself from detour to detour” (for where else is writ-
ing to be discerned if not here, right at the “grapheme” itself?). In the in-
terstices of a “deconstructed” discourse, a piercing theory has seen what
had never been seen before. So far, a classic incipit of the philosophical text.
Bur to dis-cern, strictly, means to see between [to glimpse, entrevoir], it is
barely to see, or to guess, in an ellipsis of the eye. Theorein has been re-
duced here to an extenuation, to a vestige in the half-light—to a twilight
vision, not one of daytime.

“We have discerned”: we have divided off with a cerne, which in
French is the contour and particularly the ring of fatigue around tired eyes;
thus we have divided off from two cernes, tracing the contour and the di-
vision, the division as contour. (The sentence that follows in the text will
“sketch” this “dividing line"—and that “dividing line” will divide and share
of itself; separation and communication, exchange and isolation.) We have
retraced the limit of writing, writing as limit. We have written writing; it
can't be seen, or barely; it writes itself; it traces itself and effaces itself under
the very eyes of anyone who would try to look. It sets its course by groping
alﬁr_lg its traces. But its effacement is its repetition: it is its demand and its
calling forth; it is “all the sense” that traverses it, always coming from else-
where, and nowhere, offering itself to us as it takes us away from ourselves.

But who, “we”? This we which has, or have, discerned writing is both
the modest authorial “we” and the royal “we” of the philosopher. But it is
also ours: the we of a community in its history. “We” voices the historiality
:)nr(::;:rjiisa'{l;ning of writing. T!1is tflisccrning i's as recent as the outline, in
il o, frV ;t ufs say frorn Ben jamin and Blatall'lc to 'Bl:«.mchor). ?f a certain
it agnfip of writing whose phllosophscal' inscription Derrida has as-

: assured (in other words: where he invents “literature”). And yet

i]’]|5 dl . v : v % A . ’_
: ‘dSLt‘rnmg is as ancient as the first philosophical inscription. Later,
Iy = . —
of ;VWIH retrace the separation of book and text back to Plato: ellipsis
€ West,
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Here we are at this limit: the waning [occident] of sense, the disg
sion of its foci, frees up the task of thinking (though in what sense is it g
“thinking”?) the sense of our finite existences.

Transcendental experience is right here. There is, in effect, nothing
this incipit that does not bear the stamp of the empirical: the randompg
of place and moment, the simple facticity of discerning. The incipit gj
the origin and the principle of the system in the register of the empirj
Here's what happened, it’s happened to us. It not only opens up discoy
to writing, but it already breaches it (“breach” will be the penultim
word of the book). It opens up an irrepressible empiricity, in writing i
offering as a narrative what is, by rights, an exposition more geometrico,
elliptically so. Thus the transcendental experience of writing is
Husserl’s “transcendental experience.” Husserl’s was meant to be pun
perience, the reduction and purification of the empirical. Here, by @
trast, experience is impure—and this is why, undoubredly, the concep
“experience” is itself inappropriate, at least insofar as it presupposes s@
sort of experimental setup, as is the concept of the transcendental (wl
always lays claim to an a priori purity as condition of possibility).

Instead it is a question here of putting together what befalls us, in
non-purity of the event and the accident, the historical passage in whid
sense of History is changed: wars and genocides, collapses of represe;
tion, the erosion of politics by global technology, the drifting of’
chained peninsulas.”

In that case, experience should be expressed or thought as “wani
ing,” as “adventure,” and as the “dance” named in the text—in shof
passion itself: the passion of sense. What would pass as a “condition of}
sibility” here (but also an “ontology”) would be on the order of pass
But passion is always destined to the impossible. It does not transfol
into the possible, does not master it; rather, it is dedicated and exposeé
it, passive at the limit where the impossible comes, which is to say, wh
everything comes, all sense, and where the impossible is reached as
limit.

The impossible is the center, the origin, and the sense. Ellipsis is &
ellipsis of the center, its lack, its failing, and the presentation of the “da
gerous hole” into which the “anxious desire of the book” seeks to “havell
sinuated itself.” But when it insinuates itself there it discovers or discef
that it has plunged into nothing other than the “horizontality of a pt
surface.” The circle gapes; the ellipsis surfaces. Touching the center, ©
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ouches writing. All sense is altered—burt whart glides across the surface
:brilliam' slippery fish . . . ) and what plunges into the hole (tightly rolled
archment), would these not be the same? The same which alters, and all
sense, once again, without end? And is it the same passion to touch the

center and to touch writing? Is it the same machine which digs, fills in, and

rraces anew?

IV

Undoubtedly it is the same machine: has there ever been more than
one passion—more than one anguish, more than one joy, even if this unic-
ity is in essence plural? The passion for the center, for touching the center,
and for the touching of the center has always been J. D.’s passion—the
passion of philosophy as the passion of writing. The one and the other, ac-
cording to the two senses of the genitive, and one in the other, and one for
the other. Both completed, raised up, or cast into the depths by the passion
for touching language, as he will have repeated. To touch language: to
touch the trace, and to touch its effacement. To touch what moves and vi-
brates in the “open mouth, the hidden center, the elliptical return.” To
touch the ellipsis itself—and to touch ellipsis inasmuch as it touches, as an
orbit touches the edges of a system, whether cosmological or ocular. A
strange, orbital touch: touching the eye, the tongue, language, and the
world. At the center, and in the belly.

Itis the same passion: to discern is to see and to trace; it is to see or to
trace at the point where the rings around the eyes touch—between the
eyes. Discerning is where touching and vision touch. It is the limit of vi-
Son—and the limit of touch. To discern is to see what differs in touching.
To the see the center differing (from itself): the ellipsis. There is a certain
Narrowing in all discerning: sight narrows to the extreme, and becomes
sharper and more strangled. It always has its two hands clenched around
the book.

Itis the system, again. It is the will to system. (But what is will? Who
[;0\%'5. or thinks he knows? Doesn't will differ in its essence?) It is the will

touch: the wish that the hands touch, across the book, and through the
“::k(i) th: its hands touch, reaching just as far as its skin, its parchment;
"Ohr:[;]t] ands touch, always through the lnref'mediary of skin, bl:lt touch
it “’i[he:ss. To tmfch onlt:se|f. to be .touchcd rlgbr at.o_nesclf. outside one-
» Without anything being appropriated. That is writing, love, and sense.
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Sense is touching. The “transcendental” of sense (or what is “ong

logical” in it) is touch: obscure, impure, untouchable touch, “with an ap
mal-like, quick, silent, smooth, brilliant, sliding motion, in the fashion
a serpent or a fish,” even more than hands, the surface of the skin. The sk

repeats itself, here or there. The text says nothing of this: it will have g
fected an ellipsis of the skin. But that is why there is no skin as such.
missing and always being undone, and this is how it covers up, unvej
and offers.

Always an undoing of sense, always an ellipsis in which
emerges. It is the passion after a skin to write on. He writes endlessly on }
own skin, hand to hand, & corps perdu. (This means that whoever wri
“on” Derrida is no different from Derrida writing “on” sense and “on” wi
ing, or from anyone who writes on anything at all. We always write ‘@
someone, on some singularity of the skin, on a surface scratched and &
tooed yet smooth and slippery, on a piece of parchment, on a voice..
epidermic writing, mimicking the movements, contortions, and alterati
of a skin of sense stretched tight and perforated, intact and enacted, ni
ing a writing which imitates nothing, no sense having been given
One always writes as if overcome by a sovereign, sublime Mimesi
Sense, and by its inimitable Style; in writing one is always mimicking]
gestures and dances of this senseless model, 2 corps perdu.)

This corps perdu, this lost body—Derrida found it one day wri
French in Hegel. (See the beginning of Margins.) It is the passion of W
ing. Writing can do nothing but lose its body. As soon as writing tou@
the body, writing loses touch itself. Writing has only to trace it or efface
But the body is not lost in the simple exteriority of a “physical” or “c8
crete” presence. Rather, it is lost to all material or spiritual modalities €
presence full of sense, charged with sense. And if writing loses the b X
loses its own body & corps perdu, this occurs to the extent to which it
scribes its presence beyond all recognized modalities of presence. Toi

scribe presence is not to (re)present it or to signify it, but to let comel
one and over one what merely presents itself at the limit where inscripti€

itself withdraws (or ex-scribes itself, writes itself outside itself).

Derrida—under the name “Derrida” or some alteration of th
name—will not have stopped inscribing the presence of this lost body. F
is not trying to make some new power arise through language, to erect af
system or nonsystem of some new disposition of sense. On the contrary, .—
has always played—on stage and at stake—the body lost at the limit of 4

language, the foreign body, which is the body of our foreignness.
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That is why this body is lost in the very discourse of writing and the
d econstruction of metaphysics, insofar as that is a discourse (a philosophy
or even a thinking). The experience named “writing” is this violent ex-
haustion of the discourse in which “all sense” is altered, not into another or
the other sense, but in this exscribed body, this flesh which is the whole re-
source and plenitude of sense, even though it is neither its origin nor its
end, yet still place and the ellipsis of place.

This body is material and singular—it is also the very body of
Jacques Derrida—but it is material in a singular way: one cannot designate
it or present it as a “[subject] matter.” It is present with that presence of the
unavoidable withdrawal of writing, where it can be nothing but its own el-
lipsis, there, out there, and beyond.

There, out there, beyond “Derrida” himself, but nonetheless here, on
his body and his text, philosophy will have moved