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Originary Ethics 

There is a threefold difficulty involved in presenting Heidegger's 
thinking about ethics, whose terms inevitably need to be set out, at least 

briefly. 
First of all , Heidegger's Nazi engagement, followed by his almost 

complete silence about the camps, have marked him (even aside from any 
properly political judgment) with a moral taint that many have seen as in-
validating any ethical proposition on his part, if not the whole of his think-
ing. It isn't my concern to analyze these particulars (and the case has al-
ready been well investigated in the important work of Pierre Bourdieu, 
Jiirgen Habermas, Jean-Pierre Faye, Otto Poggeler, Philippe Lacoue-
Labarthe, Jacques Derrida, Gerard Granel, Nicole Parfait, Dominique Ja-
nicaud, Richard Wolin, Hans Sluga, etc.). Instead, I want to restrict myself 
to saying this: while it is certainly correct to infer from Heidegger's moral 
error a certain style or a certain professional intellectual conduct (across all 
his works), it is wrong to draw such an inference when what is at issue is 
the logic by which his thinking sought to analyze what it is that constitutes 
man as the being through whom being has as its original sense (or ethos), the 
choice and conduct of existence. That this thinking wasn't equal to the 
dignity ( Wurde) which it took thus as its theme is something that ought to 
give rise to further thinking. But that is only possible if we take Heidegger's 
thinking as our point of departure (not forgetting to ask ourselves about to 
the precise ethical expectation to which his political engagement was in-
tended to respond). 
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Second, over and above all this, there are those who think it's possi-
ble. to deny. any ethical dimension to Heidegger's thinking, basing their 

on h1s own objection to ethics as a "discipline," on the correspon-
ding of a ."moral philosophy" in his work, and on his refusal of any 
moral mterpretanon of the analytic of Dasein. Now, in order for the pres-
ent essay have any .relevance whatsoever, we would need to begin by 

the of this argument, and by reconstructing the pos-
s1b1hty of a properly ethical approach to Heidegger. However, not only is 
there no space for this here, but it can even be considered quite unneces-

1 those who have read Heidegger blindly, or not at all, could 
thmk h1m a to ethical preoccupations. Moreover, there are already 
enough works m existence to refute this prejudice. It should be enough, 
then, to spell out the following (which will be complemented by what I 

to say): no "morality" in Heidegger, if what is meant by that 
IS a. body of pnnc1ples and aims for conduct, fixed by authority or by 
choice, whethe.r or individual. In fact, however, there is no phi-
losophy that either prov1des or is itself a "morality" in this sense. It isn't 
philosophy's job to prescribe norms or values: instead, it must think the 
essence or the sense of.:what makes up action (l'agir] as such· it should 
think, in other words, the essence or the sense of what puts in the 
position of.having to choose norms or values. Perhaps, incidentally, this 
understandmg of philosophy is itself already Heideggerian or, at least for 
us, today, Heideggerian in tone. Of course, this wouldn't pre-
vent us from showmg how appropriate it is to Spinoza or to Kant or to 
Hegel or to Husser!, or prevent us from showing how, and doubtless for 

historical reasons, it chimes with Heidegger's contemporaries (each 
ve?' different from the next) Bergson, Wittgenstein, or Levinas. All of 
which amounts to saying that, in general terms, there would be a case for 
showing ho':", with Heidegger and with Heidegger's period, philosophy 

(once again) as "ethics" and not, let us quickly say, as 
knowledge, presupposing, in particular, a distinction between "ethics" 

"morality" inherited (if at times confusedly) by the whole of our own 
nme. But this isn't my concern here; rather, I want to sketch out an inter-
nal [explication] ofHeidegger himself, striving to be as faith-
ful as poss1ble while avoiding piety. 

. The difficulty runs counter to the second. If, paradoxically, 
eth1cs constitutes both a discreet and unobtrusive theme in Heidegger's 
work and a constant preoccupation, an orientation in his thinking, then we 
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would need to undertake a general examination of that thinking. We 
would have to show the extent to which the "thinking ofbeing"-which is, 
after all, the main or even the exclusive tide of Heidegger's thinking-is 
nothing other than a thinking of what he called "original ethics," and that 
it is so throughout, in all its various developments. In particular, it would 
not be difficult to show that the celebrated "turning" (the Kehre), charac-
terized most succinctly in the words of the Beitriige as a "passage from on-
tology to ontology," basically corresponds to an accentuation, a reinforce-
ment or a "folding" of the ethical motif. And this, we might suppose, 
wasn't wholly unrelated to a reflection silently tensed and perturbed by the 
National Socialist aberration. In much the same way that constraints of 
space mean that we cannot de facto cover the whole of Heidegger's work, 
then, so de jure there can be no isolation of a Heideggerian "moral philos-
ophy." Instead, let me confine myself to addressing the basic intention of 
the text in which the motif of "original ethics" is brought to light, namely, 
the "Letter on 'Humanism."' Linked to this will be some essential re-
minders of what paved the way for this motif in Being and Time and Kant 
and the Problem of Metaphysics. As for the rest, suggestions will have to suf-
fice (and by "the rest" I mean: 1. The thinking of freedom as an "un-
grounded foundation"; 2. The thinking of language and poetry as a true 
ethos; and 3· The thinking of"technology" as a retreat from moral founda-
tions and the delivery of a different ethical demand.) 

To sum up the situation, two overwhelming objections could be 
raised: "Heidegger has a bad morality"; "Heidegger has no morality." These 
are not so much ruled out here as reserved for a different sort of analysis. 
Instead, the only kind of analysis that is appropriate here needs to take as 
its theme Heidegger's thinking itself conceived of as a fundamental ethics. 

The "Letter on 'Humanism"' announces itself forcefully and dis-
tinctly, in irs very first sentence, as a reflection on Handeln, action.2 It is 
very clear that the question of humanism is, for Heidegger, the question of 
what man is (of his humanitas) insofar as he has to act or to "conduct him-
self." (Conduct or action, insofar as it is its own end, action that does not 
"cause an effect,"3 seems to me an appropriate term with which to render 
the German Handeln as well as the Greek praxis, especially in the present 
context.) 

But what man is insofar as he has to act is not a specific aspect of his 
being, but his very being itself. If Dasein-according to the opening for-
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mularions of Beinu and th b . c . 
. 6 e emg ror wh h « · · · 

that bemg is at issue for ir " 4 I·r I·s b h . ... , m Its very bemg, , ecause r IS IS at , h · .1 , this es geht um, this "it is about, d , b . . Issue, r Is z sagjt de, _ , oesn r nng mro play · th . 
theoretical or speculative. Ra h . an Interest aus 

omy of such an interest D - . t _er: It the supposed auron-
l'etre] (and if with I. : asem,·It Is bemg that is at issue [if s'agit de 
. . , out p aymg on words more than Ian . If 
mg Is a matter of action [/etre est de !'a . D . . guage does, be-
ing of Dasein, is what is at stake [!' . '.It Is because bemg, as the be-
th . . en;eu] In Its conduct d · d · e bnngmg into play [fa mise . J f b . ' an Its con uct IS . . en ;eu o emg. 

Thts pomt of departure-and more than th . . 
transcendental absolute of all th. ki f b . at, this axiOm or this 
as follows: because the di. ccere mb ng o also be expressed 

- m nee etween • d b . . ence ofbeina (it is not the d·cc b o-a!J emgs_Is not a differ-
o merence etween two ki d f b . ) . 

a difference between two real·r· b th -:--n so emg ' It is nor 
in and of itself o and cal_ II Ides, of Dasein insofar as it is, 
----- ' e to an essennal d " · , the proper fact of being. s acnve relation with 

relation is one of sense. In D · . . -
the fact of b · · . asem, It Is a matter of giving sense to 

emg-or, more exactly, m Dasein h £ . . 
of making sense This "maki , . r e very act of bemg IS one 

· ng sense Is nor th ·cal · · 
a sense somehow opposed to the theoretical eoren ' nor Is practical in 
more in keeping with Heidegg , th . ki (on whole, It would be 
· er s m ng to calltr ·cal ... th Instance") Kn 1 d h pracn In e first . ow e ge or t e u d d. f .th th . n erstan mg o being as sense . . d .cal WI e acnon of sense or with . Is I enri 
a direct line from Kanr· as sense. To be is to make sense. (In 

· pure reason 1s pra ·cal · £ . . Thi " aki , h . en mso ar as It IS theoretical) s m ng, owever, Is not a "produci , I . . . . 
or conducting oneself. Co d . th . ng. r Is, precisely, acnng, 
ing. As sense's conduct, or: e ( Vo!!bringen) of be-
ing , The .al . th. e conduct of sense, It IS, essentiallv "think-. essenn act IS mki B th d , J' " ( ng. ur at oesn t close action b k 
a merely) theoretical practice , If th "L " ac up on 

with man orh . e etter on Humanism,"' alon 
erh. y er_ appears to restrict action-and with it . . J 
. ICS-to an acnvuy that we might be inclined to call ongm 

ove, and only metaphorically " . " (" . abstract, specula-" acnve acnve" th h h the thinkers" and the "po ") h h. . roug r e metaphor of ets ' t en t IS Is rhe 1 f · reading. In realirv "tht"nki , . h resu t o an Inadequate 
' J' ng IS t e name for · b . 

sue in action Thinking (and/ . acnon ecause sense IS at is-
tion, the cond poetry) IS nor an exceptional form of ac- ,1 
action b . . I th uct to be preferred to others, but what in all ) 
no actio:.mgs Into pay e sense (of being) without which there wo,uld be I 
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This is indeed why action qua thinking-the bringing into play of 
sense-is "desired" by being. This desire is love thought as ability (Mo-
gen),6 in other words, as having a taste, an affection, 
as wanting something, as having the ability to do something. Bemg demes 
thinking (and here we might draw a direct connection with Hegel: :'the 
Absolute wants to be close to us") . Being desires thinking insofar as thmk-
ing can accomplish the sense that it is. What thinking names is this: the 
fact that sense desires itself as its own action. (And we would need here to 
develop the question of how the concept of such a "desire" is not an 
object-desire.) . 

- This means that being as the fact of being-the fact that there rs 
something in general-constitutes by itself the desire that this fact be ac-
complished (unfolded, acted) as sense. But this proposition needs to be un-
derstood in all its radicality and originariness. There is not first a brute fact 

\ 
(the being of beings, the "ther_e is"), desire for sense (for this being). 
If this were the case, sense, acnon, and ethrcs would have to come after and 

f from somewhere other than the fact of being. Now, on the one hand, be-
ing is not a "fact'' in this sense-it is not something given, the "fact:' 
there is a gift-and sense cannot be conferred on it as an external s_rgnifi-

\ cation. (Moreover, such a problematic is never truly encountered m any 
great philosophy. It shows through only wherever it has been possible to 
posit being as a brute fact of existence "in itself," in the face of,which a sub-
jectivity has to assume a giving of sense "for itself." This is true of Same's 
thinking-explicitly targeted in the "Letter on "Humanism"'-or of 
philosophies of the absurd. The specificity of Heidegger consists, however, 

. in thinking being as the fact of sense and sense as the gift ofbeing.)_On 
1 other hand, sense conceived as signification conferred on or found m addi-

\ 

tion to being could not the o[being, b:ing 
itself as sense, Herdegger havmg established m Bezng and Ttme that the 
sense of being can never be contrasted with beings, or with being as the 
supporting 'ground' of beings, for a 'ground' becomes accessible only as 
sense, even if it is itself the abyss of senselessness."7 The fact of being- as 
Dasein- is eo ipso the desire, ability, and love (ability-love) of sense. But 
what is given [donnie] or "handed out" ["donne"] is precisely the "gift of 
essence" in which being gives itself essentially as the action of sense.8 The 
"given," therefore, is the making-sense of being and what is given or de-
sired thus, given as what is desired (even if, once again, the sense of these 
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words would need to be reevaluated), is for the "truth of being" to be said 9 

for it to be "brought to language."1o ' 
Making-sense is not the same as producing sense. Let me say, in or-

der to make things absolutely clear, that it isn't an activity that could be 
pared that by which, according to Levi-Strauss, an existential given, 

1 

Itself reducible to a senseless materiality, is turned into an operative sense. 
(To which we might add, stiU by way of clarification, that in a world that 
is not related to the other world of a principle, a donor origin, a creator, or 
a world-subject in general, there is, strictly speaking, no other "fundamen-
tal" than the alternative represented in these ways by Heidegger 
and Levr-Strauss. Unless there is a different way of going beyond both for-
mulations of the alternative, which is another story-ours, perhaps.) 

. If_ i_s an "accomplishing," that is because being itself accom-
plrshes rtself m rt as the sense which it is. But being is itself nothing other 
than the gift of the desire of or for sense. So making-sense is not of sense's 
making; it is making being be, or letting it be11 (depending on how we 
want to stress the ambivalence of German lassen: bauen lassen, to have 

constructed, also means to let or to give to the constructing ac-
tiVIty as such; sein lassen means to let be, to give, to entrust to the activity 
of being as such). 

Letting be isn't passive; it is action itself. It is the essence of action in-
sofar as action is the essence of being. It is a case of allowing being to be or 
to act the sense which it is or desires. Being as such-the fact that there are 
beings in general-is no more "present" in Dasein than anywhere else (the 
being of beings in general is no more present or absent in one place than 
another); rather, it is the "that there is" of being as sense. This sense is not 
a property ofthe "that there is." It properly is (or makes) the "that there is" 
as such. It engages it and engages itself in it: "that there is" is what is at 
stake in sense. Being, absolutely and rigorously considered as such (which 

means, to allude to other developments in Heidegger's thinking, con-
srdered according to its unnominalized value as a verb-beina is or exists 
being, it "makes" them be, makes them make-sense), is essenti:rly its own 
"engagement" as the action of sense, therefore:12 such is the decisive axiom 

thinking. From which it follows that ontology is, from the outset, 
wrthin or beyond itself, being's conduct of sense or the conduct of the sense 
of being, depending on which of these two expressions has the strongest 
value (the most ethical and least directional value). 
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Sense's conduce-or the conduct of sense-makes being as being 
acted by and as Dasein. Dasein is being insofar as it is at stake 
chat man is. The conduct of sense is indissociable, then, from a hberauon 
of man for the dignity of his humanitas."13 Dignity (Wu:de) any 
assignable value, any measure of action regulated by a particular Hu-
manitas needs ro be measured against chis measurelessness of acuon or, 
rather, against action itself as the absolute measure. The of hu-
manism seems from che fact chat it rests on an interprecanon of bemgs that 
is already given,14 on an interpretation that has already sense 
a definition variously characterized as Christian, Marxist, etc.) .. By fixmg 
sense-the signification of sense-humanism conceals or loses sight of 
importance of Kane's fourth question-Was ist der a 
concerned not with a determinable essence of man but With what IS more 

l D . fi . d 15 originary in man than man, name y _asem qua . nuu e. . . . 
The finitude ofDasein is the fimtude ofbemg as the desmng-acuon 

f "F. · d " then does not mean a limitation that would relate o sense. Inltu e, , 
man-negatively, positively, dialectically- co some authority 
which he could derive his sense, or his lack of it. Instead, It means precisely 
the non-fixing of such a signification: not, however, as the owerlessness to 
fix it., but as the it . . 

"Finitude" thus means: unaccomplishment as the condinon for the 
accomplishment of action (or for the accomplishment that action is) as 
sense. This does not mean a "loss of sense" or a "sense produced through 
the mediation of its loss. " Rather, it means that sense itself has be 
as "the relation of being co the essence of man," 16 that is, it is bemg JS 

at issue in man, or that man consists in (has his humanitas in) the making-
, be of sense, and the making-sense of being, which could be 

reduced co a fixing of the sense of being. For such fixings (sigmficanons) to 
be brought about (to be determined, to be chosen, and to regulate con-
duct), being still has co be exposed co-and as-the acc_ion of sense as 

I such, or as the gift of the desire of and for this as, m ocher words, 
the non-given of sense, which is the very face ofbemg as sense-and thus as 
finitude. fi · 

I This is why "there is and has co be something like where m-
tude has come to exisc.'' 17 But existence is not the factual given. One could 
say: there precisely is no "factual given" before is of the ':there 
is" itself. There is no "fact'' before the gift of bemg, which Itself 

' the gift [le don] of or the abandonment [labandon] to sense. Nor IS eXJs-

---- -- --
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renee actualitas, the entelechy of an essence. 18 It is "ek-siscence," the way or 
conduce of being as being "outside" of itself: in other words, as being-to-
sense, or, again, as making-sense or action. (We might cry saying: ek-sis-
tence is the entelechy of what is neither essence nor power bur the sense of 
being.) 

Yet for all that, we mustn't chink of ek-siscence as an ontological cat-
egory alien to concrete existence. Just as chis word is but a different way of 
writing "existence," so the structure it designates takes place only right at 
concrete existence. What Being and Time calls the "facticity" of Dasein is 
doubtless not the factum brutum of some being that lies "within the 
world,"

19 
nor is it detached from the simple factuality of a concrete exis-

tence. The "fact" that Dasein is in that it is desired as the action of being 
takes place right at the fact that such and such a concrete human, in each 
case, exists, and chat his "ontical" existence as such has the ontological 
structure ofDasein. In general, what people have gotten into the bad habit 
of translating "authentic" but which is, in fact, the "proper" (eigen, 
Eigentlichkeit), takes place nowhere other than right at the "improper," 
right at everyday existence-and, what's more, in the very mode of the im-
proper's "turning-away" from the proper. 20 Put in another way, factual ex-
istence is "proximally and for the most pare" constituted in ignorance of 
the facticity of sense that is the ontological fact of existence itself. "The 
pure 'that it is' shows itself, but the 'whence' and the 'whither' remain in 
darkness."

21 
But it is precisely this darkness, this being-not-given of sense, ( 

that leads onto the proper dimension of sense as what is, in being and of 
being, desired and to be accomplished (acted out). In the ordinary impro-
p_riety. of existing, being's propriety of sense-which consists pre-
Cisely m havmg to make sense, and not in the disposition of a given proper 
senstt-both dissimulates and reveals itself. 

From which it follows: 1 

I. that ontic existence has, as such, the structure of ontological 
ek-sisting; 

2. that, correlatively, the face of being (of Dasein) has, as such, the 
structure of making-sense or of action. 

In principle, the ethics thus announced refers to nothing other than 
existence. No "value," no "ideal" floating above concrete and everyday ex-
istence provides it in advance with a norm and a signification. But this 

co make sense.22 This request, in turn, 
stems neither from heaven nor rom an authon ty of sense: it comes from 



180 JUDGING 

existence, being the proper request of its being. Only on the basis of this 
original request will it be possible for beings, in their action, to give them-
selves ideas or values- and, what's more, this will make sense only accord-
ing to the original action which is at issue in the request. 

H ence, this thinking strives to take most rigorously into account the 
impossibility, which has arisen with and as modernity, of presenting an al-
ready given sense, with the evaluations which would be deduced from it. 
(And although this is not the place to do so, we ought to ask ourselves 
whether this problematic is not in fact that of the whole of philosophy, al-
ready present in Plato's agathon and first radicalized in Kant's imperative.) 

To clarify, we could say: the ethics engaged in this way is engaged on 
the basis of nihilism-as the general dissolution of sense- but as the exact 
reverse of nihilism: as the bringing to light of making-sense as action re-
quested in the essence ofbeing.23 So it also engages itself according to the 
theme of a total and joint responsibility toward sense and toward existence. 
(I can only signal in passing the importance of the motif of responsibility. 

'
1 

Discreetly explicit, like that of ethics itself, this motif tends toward noth-
ing less than "being's being-responsible towards itself, proper Being-its-
self,"24 the latter having, in principle, nothing solipsistic or egoistic about 
it but, on the contrary, containing the possibility and the necessity of be-
ing-responsible toward others.) 

Ek-sistence, then, is the way in which Dasein is as Dasein, its way of 
being.25 This way of being is immediately a conduct: the conduct of being-
open to making-sense, a being-open that is itself opened by (or whose 
opening consists in) the desire/ability of sense. Insofar as it is opened in 
this way, this conduct is a setting-outside-itself or ex-position as the vety 
position of the ek-sistent. This being-outside-itself, this "ecstatic essence, "26 

doesn't happen to an already given "self." On the contrary, through it 
something like a "self" (a subject, and a responsible subject) can come 
about. "Ecstasis," as it needs to be understood here, is not exaltation be-
yond the bounds of the ordinary. (Besides, ecstasis as exaltation is in no way 
the hallmark of an accession to authenticity. 27 This is why the word "ecsta-

d d"fi 0 0 

" d" "28) sis" also un ergoes a mo 1 canon mto stan mg-our. 
Being in ek-sistence consists in "being the there."29 Dasein has to be 

understood not adverbally and locally, as being-there, but verbally, actively, 
and transitively, as being-the-there. H ence, Dasein is definitely not the 
name of a substance but the sentence of an action. "Being-there" in fact 
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presupposes the prior given of both a being and a place. "Being-the-there," 
however, implies that being properly ek-sists as its "clearing."3° By this 
"clearing" we need to understand not, or not in the first instance, an illu-
mination or revelation that brings being to light, but being itself as an 
opening, a spacing-our for possibilities of bringing to light.31 Being ek-sisrs 
(is) in that it opens being. The there is the open in which, right at an exis-
tence hie et nunc, making-sense is at issue. The there is the place in which, 
on the basis of it, on the basis of its opening, something can take place: a 
conduct of sense. 

The ek of ek-sistence is the conduct proper to being the there in full 
measure (indeed, it is itself to be understood as measure insofar as there is 
no ethics without measure), in which, by being the there, by being that 
there is there an existence, being is sense. Sense, indeed, is "the structure of 
the opening. "32 But such a structure is not the setting up of a distance (like 
the given opening of a source, for example, from which sense could 
spring); it is the activity of opening or of opening oneself as making-sense. 
(Let me note in passing that action as essentially opening implies "beina 1 
with one another" as its "foundation. " The opening of making-sense is 
terly impossible in a solipsistic mode.33 Nonetheless, we cannot take from 
this the prescription of an "altruistic" _!!1orality. What isesta lished, 
is tlia:"t,""whatever the moral choice, the other is going to be essential to 
opening, which is essential to sense, which is what is essential in the action 
that makes up the essence of being.) 

Essentially, then, being is a making-sense(-of-itself) and we can spec-
ify the scope of this expression by considering all the definitions that have 
now been acquired. Bur the fundamental definition is undoubtedly this: 
the sense which it is a matter of "making" is no more a sense that can be as-
signed according to something other than being than one can make sense 
of being by simply positing a being-there. There is, in principle, neither a 
simple transcendence nor a simple immanence. If it is entirely legitimate 
and not simply verbal acrobatics to say that the sense of being is the being 
of sense, this means that sense (the sense of human existence, but also, and 
along with it, the sense of the world) is in principle nothing other than ac-
tion, or conduct. Conduct is thus the proper transcendence of_theimma-
nence that is. ( 

let me pause for a moment in order to address the objection I 
that will doubtless be raised at this point: sense is thus identical and coex- {-
tensive with all action, whatever its signification and whatever its value. As 
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such, this supposed "ethics" leads to an indifferentism (a subjectivism or a 
moral relativism), even if that indifferentism is of the kind "morality of ac-
tion." To this objection, two responses: 

1. In fact, the determination of being as the desire/ability of making-
sense is ontologically and logically prior to any evaluation of a determinate 
sense. This is indeed necessary if what is at stake in the first instance is an 
absolute dignity as the character ofDasein. Transposed into different terms: 
only a subject which is entirely responsible for sense, and for its own exis-
tence as making-sense, without prior subjection to any fixed sense, can be 
a fully-fledged ethical subject. Already, nothing else was at stake in the 
K.antian notion of dignity, for which (setting aside the model of a "law of 
nature," which precisely is only an analogical model) the "universality of 
the maxim" meant the totality of responsibility, while the condition of"re-
spect" meant engagement by and before oneself as "acting self. "34 There is 
no more subjectivism in Heidegger than there is in Kant. For subjectivism, 
in fact, evaluative moral decision making is represented as a good in itself 

1 (the "freedom to choose"), the only real "good," already appropriated by 
every subject as such: fundamentally, subjectivity itself as good. By con-

I 
trast, the dignity of Dasein consists in needing, in each choice, to engage 
what can be called, for want of a better term, the objectivity of being (and, 

• 1 so of humanity and the world). Remarkably, what is undoubtedly one of 
r the most significant contemporary ethical investigations in the Anglo-

American context, Charles Taylor's investigation into the "ideal of authen-
ticity," is left as though hanging halfway between these two directions. To 

1 autho_!ity, it indicates -=albeit unco saously-die necessity of an 
ontology of-making-s_ense. n general, it is instructive to note the extent to 
which the contemporary Anglo-American debate on the (non-)foundation 
of morality (between Aristotelian-Thomist proponents of a determinable 
"good" and liberal proponents of "justice" concerning individuals with dif-
fering subjective "goods") has the same ontological demand unwittingly 
behind it. What is at issue here is nothing other than the end of a meta-
physico-theological foundation to morality so as to arrive at ethics as tht 
ground of being. So Heidegger will at least have marked out the particulars 
of the problem. 

2. Even though no norm or value can be determined on the funda-
mental level, where what is at issue is valueless value, the unevaluable dig-
nity of making oneself the subject (or the agent) of possible evaluations, we 
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can, by contrast, take this to indicate a positive hint in the direction of 
what can quasi-orient action as such, if I may put it that way: nothing 
other than the truth of ek-sistence. But we must not fail to remember that 
this truth takes place right at existence, or that it is its very event (irs every 
event and appropriation, Ereignir-a theme that I can't develop here). The' 
imperative, we might be tempted to say, is this: respect existence. But this 
imperative provides no sense or value. What it does require, though, is that 
we make sense of existence as existence. It cannot be reduced, for example, 
to a "respect for life," as though the sense of life or life as sense were some-
thing given. On the contrary, talk of a respect for life immediately exposes 
one to all the problems of determining what "life" is, what "human life" is, 
and how it does or does not differ from "animal life" (or "plant life"), what 
its conditions of recognition, dignity, and so forth, might be. From this we . 
can grasp how all the problems being raised today by bioethics as well as by 
human rights bring to light the necessity of heading back toward an on-
tology of action: not so that they can be resolved once and for all, but so 
that we can apprehend the absolute making-sense of the action that puts it-
self in the position of having, for example, to decide what a "human life" 
is-without ever having the ability to fix this being as a given that has been 
acquired once and for all. (I'm well aware that these considerations are \ 
wholly from but we need at least to indicate that 
such an extrapolanon, of which Heidegger will doubtless have been un-
aware, is not only possible but necessary.) 

The "proper dignity" of the human,35 which doesn't depend on any ' 
subjective evaluation,36 derives thus from being having entrusted itself to 
him by ex-posing itself as the opening of making-sense. Man, no longer 
the "son of God," the "purpose of nature," or the "subject ofhistory"-no /...l:-1 
longer, in other words, a being that is or that has sense-is the being -\-
through which being ex-poses itself as making-sense. Indeed, we could 

risk an expression such as the following: the human is no longer the -cb 
s1gmfied of sense (that would be the human according to humanism), but 

signifier; not, however, in the sense that man designates its concept, but 
m the sense that he indicates and opens its task as one that exceeds all as-
signed senses of the human. "Dasein" means: the making-sense of being 
that exceeds in man all significations of the human. 

Exposed in this way, being properly is the entrusting to Dasein of the 
"guarding" of its truth. In this sense, Heidegger calls man "the shepherd of 
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being."37 We ought to pause here for a moment, since this sort of "pas-
toralism" has often raised a smile. Granted, terms like "shepherd," "guard-
ing," and "protective heed" aren't entirely free of evangelistic, backward-
looking connotations. They evoke a sense of preservation, a conservation of 
what ought ro be open and to be risked. There's a reactive if not out and 
out reactionary tone here, one that Heidegger wasn't alone in taking, a tone 
that often befalls moral discourses ("preserving values," etc.). It is as 
though inaugural dignity were brought to light without any acquired pro-
tection, without the reassurance of any given sense, itself needing ro be 
protected or safeguarded. Now, what has to be "guarded" is the open-
something that the "guarding" itself risks closing back up again. For the 
dignity of the open we might then substitute the emblematic value of its 
guardians, which will soon be identified, moreover, in terms of the deter-
minate figures of the "thinker" and the "poet." All of this has to pose a 

\ 

problem, one that needs to be addressed. For it's still the case that, quite 
logically, the "guarding" of the "open" can only ever be the opening of the 
open itself, and that the pastoral tone ought not to conceal the indication 
of an absolute responsibility. Here we doubtless find the crux of a radical 
thinking of ethics: in the possibility of confusing original making-sense 
with an assignable origin of sense, an opening with a gift (and, again, what 
is lodged here is the whole ambiguity of the "gift"; I will come back to 
this). Thinking the origin as ethos or conduct isn't the same as representing 
an originary ethos, even though it is all too easy to slide imperceptibly from 
the one to the other. (The difficulty here isn't specific to Heidegger and 
could probably be found in Levinas or Spinoza as well.) 

Be that as it may, let us recall for the moment that these very 
terms-guarding, protective heed, the solicitousness of the shepherd-in-
dicate the order of a conduct. It is less a case of leading [conduire] a flock 
than of conducting ourselves in such a way that "beings might appear in 
the light of Being. "38 

This "appearing," however, isn't the effect of a production. Man 
doesn't produce beings, nor does he produce himself; his dignity is not that 
of a mastery (which, in general, is not susceptible of dignity, merely of 
prestige or impressiveness). In fact, "man does not decide whether and 
how beings appear." This is a matter for the "destiny of being."39 Thill 
there is something, and that there are such things-this world-is not for 
us to decide. This, then, is given. But what is properly given with this gift, 
or what is properly the destination of this "destiny" (and without 
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there would be neither "gift" nor "d . " b · esnny, utfoctum brutu ) · h · 
not, 10 other words, the being ofbein s h . . . m IS w at zs 
is properly given-what . gdastht e destre/abtltty of sense. What 

d b gtves an at as which it · . lf. nee to make sense of and . b . gtves ttse -is the 
light of being"). It is in th ' 10 eth10gshas a whole (their "appearing in the 

ts sense at umans ar 'bl c that the Dasein in them is th b . . e responst e ror being, or 
Wi d e e10g-responstb1e of/for being itself. 

e nee to replace for "b · · " th · "Th f e10g IS e expression "Esgz'bt" das s · " 40 e essence o being" is an " h . em. 
What being gives is being t IS that grants its truth."4I 
ings) is not a "gift" that t't " . ·, the10gcgtves of be10g. (The) being (of be-

gtves, ererore And th . 1' th 
biguity of the theme of th " 'ft " d . .' .ere10 Ies e whole arn-

e gt ' an It ts for thts r h . well prefer the term "lettt·n " th f" . . eason t at we mtght g to at o " B · 1 
ing does not "give" anyrhin . b . . th t> e10g ets beings be. Be-
thin . H g. e10g IS e 1ett10g-be through which 

g IS. ence the very f b . h . some-
itself or "transfixes" beings o t etr essence, "gives" itself, "lets" 

as trut ' 10 other words h h ' h onto sense-and · 1 ' as t at w tc opens ) . . - precise y not as a,.sense or as . b . 
stgntfication. The " · ft" · · . - an appropna 1e honzon of 

gt IS 10appropnable qua " ·ft " d th ' . -
what it "gives" or "let " (h h . gt ' an ts ts exactly s ence, w at we receive as d , come our property in th th . a present oesn t be-

e way at someth10g we h · d d gift becomes "mine" with al' . . . ave acqUire oes; the 
fc out tenat10g Its 10approp . bl or the essential reas th h na e essence qua gift; on at w at, on account of th .d. . 
es gibt, tends to be called th " 'ft " . e 1 Iomanc expression 
comes "mine" without alie e .gt : c:mnot destgnate "a gift"). The gift be-

l nattng Its 10appropriab1e essence 'ft C 
verse y and correlatively what . "1 " b qua gt . on-' Is et ecomes " · " · h any sense of a giver where thi th . m10e Wit out retaining 
be , s not e case 1t would Le k its own letting-be. ' not t-or ma e--

Thisiswhyitisa f . . b matter o correspond10g to this "gift" th. "l nng- e/-make" as such It . f ' to IS et-. IS a matter o respond· . d f 
sponsible for it, of being engaged b . I . 10g to It an o being re-

h . Y It. t ts a matter of finding th fi · 
t e nght conduct (das Schickliche . mng 

S"ncht as Het'de · · · ' das dtesem Geschzck ent-r ' gger says) toward ch · · th such 42 Toward b . . e glVlng or e letting-be/make as 
. e10g, 10 other words since b . . d fi . . 

giver of the gift (es gibe h •1 e10g ts e ntttvely not the 
- owever we ook at thi h . ft h 

and let me say that throughout our deal · e gt . as no owner; 
Heidegger, Derrida's analyses must be b 10gs.wt . t e mouf of the gift in 
self th orne 10 nund) Being is th 'ft · 
. ' or,. ra er, being is letting-be, just as it is "the "43 . e It-

SlSts be10gs. Being doesn't "g· , b . . g, ;ust as It ek-tve e10g existence th £ b · transitive sense, ek-sisting. ' ere ore; e10g is, in a 
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. " hes" on being.44 (Here, we would 
The fitting gesture ts one that couc h as a mere sense-in Ger-

h d. ft nee between couc f 
need to develop t e 1 ere h H "d gger uses to denote a sense o d h riihren t at el e f man, Tast, tasten--an t e . . f "couching" on being or o . . . vin .) If lt lS a matter o . surnng, affecung, mo g . . "th »45and insofar as lt denotes . . th" . b e bemg ts e nearest, . " . . couchmg lt, lS lS ecaus . D . . ·s being that " is at lssue, lt lS 

f k . · If m asem, tt 1 ds the transitivity o e -slstmg. ' . hes itself; in other wor , 

' 

. . . earness· exlstence couc . h . 
because of thls mumate n . . "d f. lf and affects itself Wlt ltS 

f . lf ovmg outsl eo ltse . 

t
it "moves" icsel , sets ttse m h" " . hat is at stake, therefore, m . h" . n of "couc mg, iS w .. 
own ek-. Acuon, t lS acuo uld al that the theme of ongmary . . " (We co so say d 
the being "that lS at issue. b d the sphere of consciousness an 

If-affection is reawakened here, eyon 
I se · · ethos) 

affect, as the theme of an ongmary k . h ould we would have to call 
d " h" " vo e w at w 

"Nearness" an touc e h" h "b . " is related to "the essence 
· d" ccordmg to w iC emg . »46 the inumate !Stance a . h" h "being itself is the relauon, 
, . th ds accordmg to w iC b · of man, m o er wor ' . lf as the action of sense. For emgs, 

Being is the relation of existence to ltSe . nd s·lmple but the open-
b . h Dasem pure a , being is precisely not emg-t ere, 

ing to an accomplishment of sense. 
. f h o ening of and to sense is 

The relation of existence to ltSel t e p " to the "proper."47 The 
h h relation of the 1mproper . has 

nothing other t an t e . al . lf "improper" insofar as it 
f d. scence reve s itse as . improper o or mary ext " "tf only in terms of fleemg or . . th the "proper -even an essential relauon Wl . . h its own "proper (son propre 

avoiding. Which means: it has a relauon to it, the call to make 
"propre"]," with what is ?rothper. is more ordinary than the 

0 uld cranscn e lS us. " d th sense. ne co . e to the "sense of existence, an no . -
call, most often an call in a fitting ("responsible") way, 
ing is rarer than respondmg . d b " nse" supposedly given to exts-

. h b · g deceive Y a se th other words, wtt out em d . . d of confining ourselves to e 
if from within or beyon it, mstea renee, as 

making-sense of ek-sisting. . doesn't mean that it is a 
h. f response ts rare . The fact that t lS sort o . . d" ffi ult to obtain: rather, it 

d £ £ w or chat 1t 1s very 1 c . . elf 
Privilege reserve or a e f th se of being not to glve tts 

1 h essence o e sen l means that it be ongs to t e k th "nt again to be not proper y 
( d o to rna e e pOl ' this as a laid-down sense an s ' fr h"is being exposed to d" · f man comes om 

given), and that the igmty? h h" most closely. What couches 
f h t which couc es lffi d essence o sense as t a h d 't let itself be incorporate ' 

him-or that upon which he couc es- oesn 
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appropriated, and fixed as an acquisition. If sense were acquired or, what ' 
amounts to the same thing, needed to be acquired, there would be no eth-
ical possibility. If, however, the action of sense is the exercising of the rela-
tion with ("touching") what is nearest but cannot be appropriated as a be-
ing, then not only is there an ethics, but ethics becomes the ontology of 
ontology itself (as for appropriation, it is the event of being, the Ereignis) . ..J 

"Nearness occurs essentially as language itself."48 This essential role 
of language doesn't contradict the primacy of action. It's not a case of say-
ing that the exercising of language is the only real action, relegating "prac-
tical" actions to second place. Later on we will have to make dear a few 
reservations regarding the role Heidegger entrusts to language (even 
though the potential for countering such reservations can be found in Hei-
degger himself). For the moment, however, we need to situate language as 
accurately as possible. 

Language isn't a superior kind of conduct. It is the element in which 
conduct confirms itself as conduct of sense. On the one hand, language ex-
periences sense as what is to be asked or questioned. It is "a questioning 
that experiences."49 On the other hand, what it experiences-the sense of 
being, in other words, being as sense50-it experiences or undergoes as "the 
transcendens pure and simple."51 Language responds to being as the tran-
scendens: what it doesn't do is respond to it by assigning the transcendens; 
rather, it responds by co-responding to the transcendence of the transcen-
dens and responds thus to transcendence by taking responsibility for it. 
This is why language itself is "the house of being, which is propriated 
[ereignet] by being and pervaded by being."52 As a structure oflanguage, it 
is less a "lodging" for a particular sense than the very Ereignis of sense, the 
event-appropriation (desire/ability) of sense. Why? Because it is properly 
the element of sense. And yet, it is not so much an element as a production 
of significations. It is so in that significations can only ever be signified on 
the ground of making-sense, which is not itself a signification (and which 
refers perhaps rather to "due silence"). 53 

In truth, "language" designates much less the order of the verbal than 
that on the basis of which this order can take place, 54 and which is, pre-
cisely, the experience of transcendence (or, more exactly, experience as tran-
scendence, and as its responsibility). Nevertheless, transcendence has to be 
understood very precisely, not as that which might transcend existence to-
wards a pure "beyond" (and which, by the same token, would no longer 
pertain to language but to a different experience, a-let us say mystical-
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de Ch rather than of transcendence), but . f he tramcen ns as su , k . ce 55 expenence o t . . lfinto a "beyond," into e -sisten . 
as that which structures existence I;s: . . transcendence of and for im-
The transcendence (of the sense) o hemdg I_s a/ bi.li'ty of making-sense, and 

h. th than r e esire a manence: it is not mg o er 
. I b'l' as makina-sense. b 1· · 1 this desire a IIty o fb . can and must e exp IClt y . b · h scendence o emg . 

1 On this asis, t e tran . c does not relate a parncu ar " . . ethics. " 56 Sense, m ract, . -
expressed as . h bl' mates it outside of ItSelf. Sense ap d · mficanon t at su I d c ul to a transcen ent sig bl' . g intimation an ror r es " d d for an o Igann 
pears instead as the . d . . c k-sisrence towards being, ought to 
that say ow man, . d . "57 Such an innmanon IS unnec 

h expenence rrom e . · · es-
live in a manner befitting his esnny. bl' . to enforce a law, about 

uld eed to be an o Iganon th sary since there wo n kn- h' g It I·s on the contrary, e ' - ld ill ow not m · ' d which, moreover, we wou st h faction. (If you like, we coul . f e as such as t e sense o b 
o sens 'd Kan Heidegger writes: "the respect e-

say: sense is the law.) As regar s . t, ·c f myself as acting self," . . . lf a making-man1rest o . 
fore the law ... IS m nse . . lf h for which the respect IS re-_, f e gives to Itse t at h · whereas "Reason, as re , ak h tunity here to emp asize " all "58 (Let me t e t e oppor . , 
speer, the mor aw. all h ' It is as though Heideggers . th . ranee of Kant to t IS. . . c . el£ 

) once agam e Impor . h' h Kantian subjecnvity rrees Its ' · the pomt at w IC c . . 
concern was to regrun c d . firom representation, rrom sigru-. b' r·ve roun anon- d I by itself, from ns su Jec I . . other words as expose to a fi . and confirms itself as actmg, m , \ canon-. , . 

sense that 1sn t gtven.) f d' .b · n of disciplines that would h . . , th effect o a IStn uno f 
Here, et zcs tsn t e . 'fi . ( alues) from the order o cog-

. h d f moral signi canons v " . . 1' " distinguish t e or er o . , " h . ") 59 In fact, diSCip mes . 'fi · ("logic or P ystcs · nirive or natural sigm canons . 'fi . nl "after" making-sense as 
· s of swm canon o Y . " can find their place as regime . t> h division an "intimation 
h is pnor to any sue ' f . such. Making-sense as sue . . . y determination o sig-

th d of eXIstence IS pnor to an . 
of it, just as e con. uct lo icall to deduce that all disciplmes are 
nifications (from which we gth r . al the physical, and the aes-" . . 'ly ethical"-the cogmnve, e ogic , ongman al) 
theric just as much as the mor . d " b de" (following Heraclitus's say-

Ethos needs to be undersroo asb ad o. the "there" in that it is open. h . da · on )GO The a o e IS 
ing: ethos ant. ropoz zm . d h.," ;, is a residence; more ac-b d . h more...a con uct t .. '-"" --.. th As such, the a o e IS - - _ d___.... h conduct of being- e-;;- .d. , . · cipally a con uct, t e . . 

1 
\.: curately, resi mg IS pnn " ethi·cs , since It mvo ves . d · h s ongmary ' there. To thinKfhis con uct IS t u d' the truth of being. This sort 

thinking ethos as the conduct of/accor mg to 
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of thinking is more fundamental than any ontology, therefore; ir doesn't 
think "beings in their being" bur "the rrurh of being." Ir was in rhis sense 
that rhe thinking rhat rook place in Being and Time had already been de-
scribed as "fundamental Ontology. "61 What becomes clear now, however, is 
nor simply that the thinking of being involves an ethics bur, far more rad-

1 kally, thar ir involv" itself as an orhics. "Originary orhics" is a more ap-
propriate name for "fundamental ontology." Ethics is what is fundamental 
about fundamental ontology. Nonetheless, we cannot simply substitute 
one name for the other without losing sight of the following essential / 

ethos isn't external to or superimposed upon being; it is not added to I 
" · does nor happen ro ir, does nor givo ir rules char come &om elsewhere. / 
Rather, being i>--because iris in no sense a being-whar ek-sisrs beings, 
what ex-poses them ro making-sense. Being is rhe ek-sisrenr conduct of 

also why, in preference ro any rerm char mighr evoke _a ' 
"moral .e_hilosophy" deduce fiOi'iia"firsr-philosophy," Heideg<>er retains 

--- b 

thinking thar iris "neither ethics 
nor Ontologx," " eitlier...theorerical nor practical. "62 

This thinking "has no result. "63 It gives neither norms nor values. It 
does nor guide conduct bur conducts itself toward the thinking of conduct 
in general

64
- nor as something to be normalized or finalized, bur as what 

constitutes dignity itself, namely, having, in one's own being, to make 
sense of being. Besides, if thinking as originary ethics were ro provide 
"maxims that could be reckoned up unequivocally, " ir "would deny ro ex-
istence nothing less than the very possibility of acting. "65 

What is deliberately provocative in the expression "this thinking has 
no resulr" requires careful consideration. It also amounts to saying rhar 
such a thinking is its own result, or "effecr"66-not because rhe purity of its 
speculation leads it around in circles, but because it is only possible as a 
thinking (in the manner of all true thinking) insofar as it is itself a con-
duct, an existential action. Ir posits and posits itself actively, which is also 
ro say thar ir obligates itself ro encounter human dignity insofar as the lat-
ter is incommensurable with a fixing of signification and a filling our of 
sense: in other words, it is ultimately incommensurable with any "think-
ing" in the usual sense of the word (idea, concept, discourse, etc.). Neither 
a sense projected indefinitely beyond (a "philosophy of values") nor sense 
captured and fixed as pure autonomy (the subjectivism of free choice) can 
ensure such a dignity. Both, moreover, lead to bitter disappointments that 
are rather different from what initially seems to emerge from Heidegger's 
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notion of thinking as having "no result." Indeed, this is shown by contem-
porary moral confusion, which fails to find either values or free will. Do-
ing so, however, it shows that it has no sense of an ethics. 

Dignity is possible only if it measures up to finitude, and finitude, as 
will now be clear, means the condition of a mode of being whose sense 
makes-sense as a ground and a truth. (Infinitude, by contrast, would be the 
condition of a mode of being that results in a sense being produced, ac-

1 quired, and related back to itself.) Schematically speaking, therefore: ek-sis-
tence is sense; it has no sense. 

Existence, however, still has various senses (and non-senses). It can 
and must have them, can and must receive, choose, and invent them. Their 
number and scope is incommensurable with the unitary sense of dignity. 
Touching on this sense-not absorbing it as a signification, therefore, but 
ex-posing ourselves to it-such is the conduct toward which thinking 
strives. What marks it out as a conduct is the fact that it knows that it is 
conducting itself toward the "shattering" that consists in "shattering 
against the hardness of its matter."67 This is a long way from being either a 
conduct of shattering or a way of "philosophizing" about shattering.68 

Rather, it is a conduct that conducts itself in such a way as to take the 
measure of the incommensurable interval between every "thinking" (idea, 
representation, etc.) and the fundamental action through which it makes 
itself think. It takes the measure of the absolute interval that sense is. 

) There's nothing mystical about all this; what is mystical, is 
thinking that immediately projects its insufficiency onto the sufficiency of 

/ a signified effusion that somehow lies beyond it. Here, however, thinking 
merely experiences the relation of the improper to the proper as what 
properly needs to be thought, despite its being precisely not an "object of 

\ thinking" but the gesture of conduct or, more than this, the event of being 
that ek-sists as the conduct of sense. What we call "thinking" is not a dis-
cursive and representational elaboration "about" this conduct, therefore; it 
is being-engaged in it. 

Let me recall briefly just how this event of being comes to be de-
nd T ' "call f . "69 Th call " ak " D scribed in Being a 1 zme as a o conscience. e m es a-

sein schuldig, guilty or in debt.7° However, this idea of Schuldigsein isn't sim-
ply a matter of '"having debts' and law-breaking."71 Rather, it is "a predicate 
for the 'I am."'72 In this sense, then, it is the "responsibility" that is incum-
bent upon me insofar as I am "the ground of a nullity in 
other words, the "ground" of ek-sisting as such. In the terms used by the 
"Letter on 'Humanism"': I am responsible for the gift as such. 
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At the same time, responsibility isn't played out between an imper-
so al "b . " d . 1 d " If. " n . an. an ate se . There is no "impersonal being." 
Rather, bemg IS, If you like, the being-person of Dasein or, a little differ-
ently, in a formulation that would be both provocative and humorous, the 
personal being of Dasein. 74 Hence, responsibility only ever takes place as a 
responsibility with and toward others.75 

Thinking in the sense of "originary ethics" is the experience of this 
for sense. Nevertheless, this way of "experiencing" 

tsn t a feelmg .. <a word that isn't used in the text, and that I'm only using 
here as a prov1s10nal recourse). This ethics is no more an aesthetics than it 
is a mysticism. It is not a matter of feeling the sublime sentiment of in-
commensurable dignity, and the action of thinking doesn't consist in sa-
voring its mixture of pleasure and pain ... It is a matter of exposing our-

to absence of concept and affect (we should think, once again, of 
Kan:s nonon of respect-but also, if we reread the texts carefully, of the 
sublrme as. apatheia) that constitutes the articulation of being as ek-sistence 
or as making-sense. The intimation of sense and/or its desire is without 
concept and without affect. Or rather, the original ethos is the ek-sistent a 
priori of concept and affect in general. And it is only thus that, 
rather than bemg the object of thinki.Qg0 is its very matter. 

Opening ourselves to making-sense as such, as what is at stake in be-
the same time opening ourselves to the possibility of evil. 

. being. "76 In other words, the gift, as the 
of making-sense, also gives itself as the possibility of 

not as a. (without which it would be neither a "gift" 
nor mnmanon -nor what is more properly the synthetic a 

pnort of these three categories). It isn't a matter of denouncino- human 
"b dn " d b a ess as oppose to the generosity ofbeing.77 This generosity itself of-
fers the possibility of the "nothing" within the essence of being. This isn't 
to say that there is no difference between the two antagonistic possibilities; 
were that so, they could hardly be called "good" and "evil. " Rather, then, it ( 

evil possible as the "rage" that precipitates_ being into the 
nothingness that It aJS0 I s.78 -

. How can ek-sistiiig,"Precipitated thus into its nothingness, be distin-
gmshed from ek-sisting exposed to its ownmost possibility of sense? Basi-
cally, how can one nothingness be distinguished from the other? Heideg-
ger wants us to understand that no distinguishing ("normative") 



192 JUDGING 

. . real sense if thinking is not firmly upheld in the 
proposmon can have any . . h " .hilate" or destroy itself "bT h making-sense mtg t m 
face of the posst ttty t at. . . th. text's refusal to attempt even 

ch No doubt the glanng tenstOn m ts . Th. ld 
as su . . . f vil can seem a touch worrymg. rs wou 
the slightest determmanon o e h b eded is the fact that 

d 1 h What as to e cone 
need to be addresse e ere. from the necessity of think-
any determination of would lea·! aw?ek-sistence. It would lead us 
ing the possibility of evtl as a posst 1 tty_ o 

h ·b·1· fbeing as ek-ststence. away from t e posst 1 tty 0 
. · ht.ch he sketches 

d · d. t s m the passage m w This is what Hei egger m tea e · "79 ( a1· "ni-
. . ". the essence ofbemg reve mg 

out a recent history of h. of bein , -or from being as 
h.l · " to be indissoctable from the tstory g h . , 

1 anon . . . . ·a1 character). He notes t at 1ts 
history-that brings 1t to hght m tts . b . ng but he does so l with speculative dialectics that that wills it-

. d bserve that emg ts t ou b 
merely m or er too d 1 ".so in other words, dialectics su -

)
self as the will to knowledge and ' I this the most recent form of 
lates evil in this knowledge. an" t ts ?alvel. n .1 d :, "Being as will to power 

" .h.l . " matns essenn y vet e . 
theodicy, m 1 anon re . . .11 er that nihilation has mani-. . a1 d" H 1t 1s as w1 to pow . 

\ts snll conce e . e_nce . . We can loss this indicanon by 
fested itself without dtalecncal . degger Tsn't more explicit, that 
thinking of the date of the text: I94 . et . fNazism from that of 

h fu eparate the quesnon o 
is surely because e re to s d fi . . n the modern world linked ·at Wdtnotal a dtstress or e ctency 1 . h 
an essentt , " , which it's not enough to oppose wtt a 
to the unleashmg of technologly ( h th modern world-or being in 

al ) Th. s means at east, t at e d 
mor protest . 1 , . 1. h t a harsh light an unreserve " ding" bnngs to tg t, o , h h its most recent sen . -. 1 sibility for sense (w ic 
"engagement" of ek-sisnng m tdhe comdp ete Nazi engagement was 

that the eman to w 1 . lf 
may mean, moreover, h. al d that Nazism ultimately showed ttse 
intended to respond was et tc and . " ge") In this "originary 

f h. d n over mto ra · ' 
to be the movement o t ts emaal or conduct of thinking, it is . , . nl the fundament structure . 
ethtcs ts not o y d h accomplishment of the hts-
also what is delivered at an,;, tC:n no longer refer to available 

f " h W. st" or of metap ystcs. e f th 
tory o t e e .bT for making-sense o e h to take absolute responsl 1 rty .th th 
senses; we ave h "d. , by filling up the horizon wr e 
world. We cannot t e . rstress heir metaphysical foundation " a1 " h mconsrstency-once t same v ues w ose . , c ld What this means, 

d th " 11 to power to umo · 
had collapsed-allowe de wrd b thought somewhat differently: as 
however, is that the groun nee s to e 
ek-sistence. 
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This is how original ethical conduct encounters its law, its proper 
nomos: the nomos of the "abode," of"upholding" according to ek-sistence.82 

It is a matter of and "bearing" or "carrying" ourselves 
in a way that befits the injunction of being-the injunction to be-ek-sis-
tent. Conduct, dignity, is a matter of bearing. We have to bear ourselves, 
bear up before the responsibility for making-sense that has unfolded unre-
servedly. Man has to understand himself according to this responsibility. 

This bearing is above all that of language. "Thinking" action consists 
in "bringing to language." What has to be brought to language isn't of the 
order of maxims. These, as such, don't need to be brought to language; 
they are, at least to a certain extent, available significations. (To take up the 
example once again: we can express a "respect for life," yes, but that says 
nothing about what does or does not make sense through "life" and our 
"respect" for it.) 

This bearing of and in language is nothing more than respect or care 
for the job of making-sense; the refusal, consequently, to reduce it to facile 
moralizations or aestheticizing seductions (whence, for example, the reason 
why Being and Time was to dismiss interpretations of "responding to the 
call" as "wanting to have a 'good conscience"' or as "cultivating the call vol-
untarily."83 None of which rules out the fact that the "Rectoral Address" 
fell into both of these traps.) 

Hence it is with regard to the bearing oflanguage that the "Letter on 
'Humanism"' expresses what are, properly speaking, its only maxims, the 
maxims of "bearing" itself: "rigor of meditation, carefulness in saying, fru-
gality with words."84 These three maxims propose no values. Nor could 
they be used simply to measure the "ethicity" of any given discourse. The 
careful- even fastidious-restraint that they evoke, which has a whole 
Kantian and Holderlinian tradition behind it, can just as easily be turned 
into puritanical affectation. The ethics of "bringing to language" should 
not be confused with a morality, still less with a policing of styles. These 
three maxims are merely the maxim of the measure of language in its rela-
tion with the unmeasurable character of making-sense. 

All of which explains why H eidegger takes as his example of "the in-
conspicuous deed of thinking" the use of the expression "bring to language 
itself," an expression that he has just said needs to be taken "quite liter-
ally."85 If we think it, he says, then "we have brought something of the 
essence of being itself to language." This means that "bringing to lan-
guage" doesn't consist in expressing through words a sense laid down in the 

I ' 

I 
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thing that we call being (being is precisely not a thing). It means 
(and we probably ought to say "physically," had we the time to explam our-
selves on this point) bringing being itself, as ek-sisting, to the advent or the 
event that it is: to the action of making-sense. Language doesn't signify be-
ing but makes it be. But "making being being" means opening it to the 
conduct of sense that it is. Language is the exercising of the principle of re-
sponsibility. Hence, saying "man" or the humanitas of man-provided we 
have "bearing"-cannot amount to expressing an acquired value. It will al-
ways mean, so to speak, letting ourselves be conducted by the experience 
of a question-What is man?-that is already experienced as be-
yond any question to which a signification could respond. Language IS ac-
tion in that it is indefinitely obligated to act. "Bringing to language" 
doesn't mean entrusting ourselves to words; on the contrary, it means en-
trusting the acts oflanguage, as all acts, to the conduct of sense, to the fini-
tude of being, in other words, to the ek-sistence in which "man infinitely 
exceeds man." 

If it isn't going too far, allow me three brief concluding remarks. 
which will extend beyond the scope of an article such as this. This isn't the 
place to develop them, but it's relevant to mention them, since it 
demonstrate a marked failure of integrity not to indicate the perspectives 
from which it has here been possible to present my remarks on Heidegger-
ian ethics (and it should be pointed out that these perspectives are in line 
with a whole history of post-Heideggerian elaboration, particularly in 
France, Italy, and the United States). 

a. Unquestionably, Heideggerian ethics is a long way from stressing 
the "being-the-there-with-others" that is, according to Being and Time, co-
implied in ek-sistence. That sense is or makes sense only in that 
finitude essentially is, this is what is not emphasized. And this IS doubtless 
the reason why it will have been possible, without further ado, to treat a 
"people" as an individual. In order to be rigorous, the analysis would. need 
to extend to plural singularity as the condition of ek-sistence. Such smgu-
larity isn't that of the "individual," but that of each event of being in "the 
same" individual and "the same" group. Moreover, the singularity of the 
event of being also needs to be considered insofar as it affects the totality 
of beings. It would also be necessary to "bring to language" the being or 
the ethical sense of nonhuman beings. At any rate, "bringing to language" 
is indissociable from a "communicating," something over which 

-------
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not linger. This isn't the communication of a message (of a significa-
tion), but that of making-sense-in-common, something that is quite dif-
ferent from making common sense. It is finitude as sharing. 

b. At the same time, the attention paid to language-particularly in 
the form of poetry-is always, and above all in the Heidegger of rhe essays 
on language, on the point of privileging a silent enunciation, one rhar 
might well prove to have the structure, nature, and appearance of a pure 1 

utterance of sense (and not of what I have been calling rhe "conduct of 
sense") as the sole and final (no longer "original") action. Poetry-and/or 
thinking-would give sense, even if silently, instead of opening onto ir. Ar 
this precise point, at the apex of the action that "brings to language," we 
would need to think how the "bringing," bringing being itself, is action 

speaking, more so than language, and how existing ex-poses itself ( J 
language through language itself, something that would take place, 

1 
? 

m particular, within making-sense-in-common; in other words, through a • 
language that is first and foremost an address. We might well say: ethics 
would need to be "phatic" rather than "semantic." And I would also sug-
gest that we put it in the following way: making-sense ex-scribes itselfrather 
than being inscribed in maxims or works. 

These two points amount to saying that "originary ethics" still fails 
to think the responsibility for its own ex-position (to others, to the world), 
an ex-position that constitutes its true logic. 

c. By claiming the title "originary ethics" and by identifying it with a 
"fimdamental ontology" prior to every ontological and ethical partition of 
philosophy, Heidegger cannot but have kept deliberately quiet about the 
only major work of philosophy entitled Ethics that is itself an "ontology" as 
well as a "logic" and an "ethics. " His silence about Spinoza is well known, 
but it is doubtless here that it is at its most deafening. There would be lots 
to say about this, but the most summary of observations will suffice: to say 
that ethos is the ek-sisting of existence itself might be another way of saying 
that "blessedness is nor the reward of virtue, but virtue irsel£"86 

Translated by Duncan Large 
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