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Translator's Preface 
...... .... 

A moment arrives when one can no longer feel 
anything but anger, an absolute anger, against so 
many discourses, so many texts that have no other 
care than to make a little more sense, to redo or 
perfect delicate works of signification. 

- Jean-Luc Nancy, The Birth to Presence 

What I am attempting to · signify" here is nothing 
more than this: meaning at the limit of 
sign ification .. . 

(Logos] bas the capacity to encounter itself at its 
own limit (in the end, perhaps I am speaking here 
only of th is encounter), and, consequently, to 
encounter there that which exceeds its signification . 

- Je.an-Luc Nancy, The Gravity of Thought 

Jean-Luc Nancy's philosophical work (sometimes coauthored with Philippe Lacoue-
Labanhe)1 has become increasingly well known on the American intellectual 
scene.2 l t would clearly be impossible, within the limits of th is preface, to do 
justice to the remarkable breadth, richness, and complexity of these writings.3 

I will therefore confine my comments to the main themes developed in the 
two texrs presented here. Written in May 1986, The Forgetting of Philosophy is 
situated squarely in the philosophical debates of the day. Nancy observes _that 
although many publications proclaim their intention to return to or recover 
true philosophy (that of the Enlightenment) after nearly two centuries of allegedly 
deviant thought, the tasks, responsibilities, and urgency of philosophy have 
in fact been forgotten. Indeed, if, as Nancy claims, the task of philosophy is 
to think the present by exposing itself to the end or exhaustion of Western 
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significations and to what comes to us from such an end, the attempts to 
return to past significations can only amount to a forgetting of philosophy.4 As 
Nancy himself admits (Gravity, 1), Forgttting of Phi/Qsophy is a "polemical" 
text, which addresses the recent "reactionary" movement of thought advocating 
a return to past values, Ideas, and significations. 

In 1985, Luc Ferry and Alain Renaut published La '68, a highly 
polemical and virulent essay, whose intentions were clearly not devoid of a 
certain academic opportunism.5 In this text, the authors take as their target the 
so-called poststructuralist or postmodern ideas, which they categorize as the 
Philosophy of the Sixties, a somewhat journalistic denomination that, as such, 
reduces these thoughts to a phenomenon (if not a "disease") that is sociologi-
cally analyzable and, in this respect, already obsolete. Their argument, or 
"diagnosis," can be roughly summarized as follows: post-Nietzschean and 
post-Heideggerian thoughts (as manifested in the work of such French think-
ers as Deleuze, Foucault, Derrida, and Lacan) are essentially perverse in their 
results as well as in their assumptions; they are politically suspect, if not dan-
gerous, and last but not least, morally irresponsible. In short, these thoughts 
would essentially be "nihilistic," this latter adjective understood as sufficient in 
itself to fulfiU the function of a critique. Following this expeditious diagnosis, 
a no less brutal "solution" is proposed: a return to the very ideals and values 
that have come into question in the poststructuralist or the postmodern move-
ment. Specifically, these authors advocate a return to the humanism of the 
Enlightenment, to the dominant values of modernity, following the example 
set by Jiirgen Habermas and others. Their intention: to salvage what, in the 
modern project of the Enlightenment, is supposed to have been missed, the so-
called unfinished project of modernity (in Habermas's celebrated expression).6 

Strangely, however, and despite its prevalence, nowhere in these thoughts is 
the notion of the problematized as such. Hardly any philosophical elabo-
ration of this motif is ofFered. In fact, the notion of return simply functions as 
an instrument in the service of a preestablished agenda: Why, for instance, this 
return to Kant? The question is not even posed. In this text, Nancy's strategy 
will not consist in debating these "neomodern" authors on specific technical 
points, but, rather, in identifying the assumptions that underlie the very project 
of return. 

THE CRITIQUE OF THE RETURN 

According to Nancy, the thoughts of the return assume from the outset the 
possibility of a return of the "same," an identity of meaning unaltered by his-
wry, an ideal identity that would have be.en, so to speak, kept frozen but able 
to reemerge intact. In a sense, these thoughtS are symptomatic of a protest 
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against the frustration of identity to which our time exposes us. It is not insig-
nificant that their main targets are those thoughts that elaborate problematics 
of difference, difFerance, dissemination, displacement, errancy, and so on, and 
which, for that reason, have been called "philosophies of difference. "7 In order 
to "correct" or "rectify" what they see as deviances, neomodern authors demand 
the return of a meaning (the "right," or "correct" one) that must be identical 
to itSelf, that must never have been lost, and that would therefore still be avail-
able, or at least ready to be recaptured in its original purity. This return of the 
same is not equivalent to that of Nietzsche, who calls for an exposure to an 
infinity of meaning: it is rather the trivial return of some particular preconstituted 
meanjng, of some established signification. Because the "thinkers of the return" 
do not reflect upon the exhaustion of traditional significations, on how these 
significations may have lost their force or meaning, because they fail, in other 
words, to reflect upon the limit of the very order of significations, they must 
settle on significations (such as "humanism") that have become commonplace 
and empty. These values are then treated as the lowest common denominators. 
They are "embraced" only minimally, if not negatively. Hence the importance 
(for example in Ferry and Renaut} of the Kantian notion of the regulative 
Idea, which, by definition, is empty of content (it cannot be "presented" in an 
intuition) and which is ma.intained on the teleological horizon of thinking as a 
last attempt to preserve some force in meaning. The return to an ideal mean-
ing is thus understood as the answer to the "crisis" of meaning. 

Because this ideal meaning does not seem to have been affected by the past 
two centuries, the return to Kant is in fact a return to an atemporal reason. 
After two centuries that have essentially changed and modified nothing, we 
rerum to a "healthy" past (and to a good conscience!}, in short, to Kant. Here 
we have the profound ahistoricism of these various thoughts of "return." Ap-
peal is always made to a transhistorical norm, to "values" that are presumed to 
be atemporal. A guiding or transcendent principle is called for, a principle that 
escapes real history. The fact of history is denied, as is apparent in the under-
standing of crisis as motivating this demand for meaning. Instead of recogniz-
ing in the crisis of meaning the moment at which the exhaustion of any 
(and hence, of the whole order of significations) is exposed, the crisis is all but 
trivialized, its symptoms traced back to contingent or accidental causes. 

In fact, the crisis is understood as an aberration. It should not bun, and 
so is to be condemned. History can be denied because what has happened, for 
these neomoderns, has no real significance; in a sense, it hasn't really hap-
pened. History is judged to be either worthless, aberrant, or deviant. Hegel's 
thinking on history is qualified as "monstrous." Nietzsche and Freud (always 
conflatc:d} are irrationalistS. Heidegger is a quasi-mystical thinker, and so on. 
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In short, the thoughts of Hegel, Marx, Niensche, Freud, Heidegger, et al. art 
not rtad, but reduced to formulas, caricatures, if not me.re journalistic summa-
ries. The crisis is understood as a simple illness, a "passing disorder" (Gravity, 
17) that can be treated blundy with massive excisions of entire epochs of his-
tory. The "thinker of the return" is not the "physician of civilization" of whom 
Niewche spoke, that "sub de reader of symptoms," but the brutal dogmatist 
who "rectifies" deviances, and who claims to recover past significations. But it 
is not certain tbat history presents the return of anything whatsoever: "In history, 
questions do not return any more than do the faces of individuals" (ibid., 13). 
In fact, the very enterprise of return reveals a fundamental structure in the 
Western order of significations, that is, the project of a subjective appropriation 
of meaning into a remainderless circle or system. 

This subjective enclosure is revealed in the schema of the return. As such, it 
is organized according to an entire system of desire and lack tbat constitutes 
meaning as the ttlos of a project, that is, as Nancy puts it, as "present-at-a-
distance." This presence-at-a-distance rests upon the positing of a mythical lack 
or loss of meaning, which then gets posited as an object of desire, initiating 
the activity of tbe project of modernity; meaning is to be recaptured, that is, 
assumed by the project of signification as a project of a total presentation. 
Positing meaning as lacking betrays the paradoxical complicity of the thoughts 
of the return with the "negative" contemporary thoughts of lack (such as Lacan's) 
that they take as their targets. In both cases, the problematic of lack subtends 
subjectivity. In the Cartesian wiJJ, in the drive for the unconditioned in Kant, 
or in the determination of the essence of self-consciousness in Hegel, the sub-
ject is presented as a subject of de.sire, that is, as Nancy explains, "the desire to 
become a subject" (Gravity, 31); Meaning is assigned to a will, literally a "will-
to-mean" or vouloir-dirt, which presents philosophy as a purveyor of meaning, 
or rather of signification [since, as Nancy stresses, it is on the basis of the 
position of meaning as an object of desire "that the determination of meaning 
as signification is engendered" (ibid., 31)]. The project of meaning comes full 
circle. It is completed in the structure of return because the return designates 
the very logic of philosophy as the project of a subjective appropriation of 
meaning and of itself as the subject of meaning: "philosophy simultaneously 
repeats and reflects, develops and closes the circle of the appropriation of meaning. 
In its completed form, this circle is as follows: the subject of signification rec-
ognizes itself as the ultimate signified. This amounts to saying that the process 
or structure of signification recognizes and signifies itself as its own subject" 
(ibid., 43). The return is perhaps the final form taken by what Nancy calls the 
"logic of signification." 

In this respect, the circular structure of the return, its denial of history, of 
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its movement, and also of its errancy, is nothing but the obliteration of the 
optnntss of meaning. This peculiar closing off appears in the project of "re-
turn" insofa.r as it takes the form of a return to. As such, Nancy claims, the 
return to (to Kant, to universal reason, to the value of values, to the subject, 
to freedom- in short, to humanism and the progressive optimism of the En-
lightenment) reveals the closure of thinking upon itself: "all that is presented 
in the form of the return or under the heading of the return," he explains, "is 
in principle closed upon itself" (Gravity, 13). How does this closure present 
itself? Clearly, the call for a return to meaning exhibits a demand for meaning. 
Against the background of a crisis-understood as a lack or loss of meaning-
comes the call for a return of meaning. For the thoughts of the return, the 
return of meaning-which has been supposedly lost or lost sight of, which has 
gone astray-will occur through the return to meaning: the return of meaning 
is subjugated to the return to meaning. But Nancy insists on the distinction 
between the return of meaning and the return to meaning. He is thus able to 
argue that the return of meaning-if not predetermined, directed by a subject 
or "policed" by a thought-might indicate a journey, a distance, a difference.8 

This return would then include the possibility of a detour, of a drift, a non-
retrievable expenditure of meaning, the indefinite deferral of a simple return, 
the possibility of an event; it would indicate the very movement or displace-
ment of meaning and would ultimately reveal the optn character of meaning 
itself. In the thoughts of the return, the return is always to a meaning that is 
already established, pmmttd, namely, to a simple significa.tion; the ideal of meaning 
commanding these thoughts is a meaning that is achieved, completed, dosed, 
in the guise of the perfect, remainderless adequation between concepts and 
intuitions (as in Kant).9 Signification takes place when "the meaning of things 
is presented in the meaning of words and vice versa" (Gravity, 22). The inten-
tion of meaning (that is, the desire for meaning) is fulfilled in a perfect pres-
entation that repeats the most deeply rooted metaphysical desire: the completion 
of tbe "circle of the appropriation of meaning." But what becomes apparent in 
the difference that Nancy stresses between these two kinds of return is the 
open character of meaning, its "eventual" nature. This implies that meaning 
does not belong to a subject, be.cause, in a sense, meaning opens up at the 
limits of subjectivity: 

What is one asking, henceforth, when one asks for meaning? What is it to 
ask for meaning? What is the meaning of this request? I would be at great 
pains indeed to determine the meaning of the return of the question of 
meaning. It is no one's exclusive province to effect this determination: it is, 
or will be, rhe effect of history, which has never ceased to give rise to the 
unprecedented, precisely because history itself is not someone and is not 
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a subject (a subjut is, perhaps, bound only to reproduce itself). And yet, I 
know- with a knowledge that is accessible to anyone who does not claim 
to rule over thought, or to make himself its overseer, but who intends rather 
to let it think, or to let it come to be- / /mow that this meaning could not 
take any other form (if it is a "form") than that of an opming. (Gravity, 10, 
emphasis added) 

This problematic of an opening of meaning, or rather of meaning as opening, 
can be traced back to Sharing Voices, in which Nancy had emphasized the 
essentially open character of meaning through a radicalization and appropria-
tion of Heidegger's thesis of the anticipatory character of understanding, of 
Auslegung, and of the motif of the hermeneutic circle. The anticipatory nature 
of the movement of Auslegung (interpretation or clarification) reveaJs for Nancy 
nothing other than the very opening of meaning; more precisely, it indicates 
that meaning itself opens up in the structure of understanding insofar as it 
consists in such an anticipation, that is, in and as such an opening. Meaning is 
not presupposed in the anticipation of understanding, it does not precede its 
being caught in the circle of Auslegung; nor does it maintain itself as its telos. 
It is the movement of anticipation itself that makes such a reference possible, 
a movement made possible by the withdrawal of both origin and telos. Mean-
ing is its very opening. Nancy writes that "understanding is possible only by 
an anticipation of meaning which is or constitutes meaning itself [qui fait le 
sens lui-mlme]" (SV, 223; trans. modified). Meaning anticipates itself and lies 
in such an anticipation. In fact, anticipation itself is only possible if there is no 
meaning before the anticipatory movement of understanding. Meaning can only 
anticipate itself if its own origin is withdrawn. Its movement is engendered 
from the lack of both origin and end. The necessity of anticipation lies in the 
withdrawaJ of both origin and end, just as Dasein can only come to itself and 
come back to itself by stretching itself between its withdrawing ends, birth and 
death. This structure of anticipation defers any possibility of a "return to." 
Because meaning consists entirely in its opening, and is exhausted therein, there 
is no origin to return to. Meaning does not precede the circle in which it is 
always already caught (as in the classical motif of presupposition). Hence the 
anticipation of meaning does not open "the circular perspective of the final 
return to the originaJ meaning, sublated and 'comprehended'" (SV, 223; trans. 
modified). There is nothing lost to which one ought to return. The loss in the 
thoughts of the return is only a simulacrum, for the so-caJied lost meaning can 
be recaptured and has therefore never been lost. Instead, the movement of 
"loss" or closure of meaning, like a withdrawing wave already tracing out an-
other configuration, is that from which and by which me.aning opens up. A 
finite thought of meaning does not set off a project of total presentation from 
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the imaginary lack of its completion, but rather attempts to understand the 
finite movement of the event of meaning as the inscription (ex-scription) of 
ex-propriation at the heart of appropriation. "This is why," explains Nancy, 
"the originaJ representation of philosophy-i.e., as a 'loss' of meaning, or of 
meanin,g as such-should be understood in two ways: as the imaginary disap-
pearance of a previous signification, or else, as the withdrawal of meaning by 
which meaning happens" (Gravity, 70-71). In "The Decision of Existence," 
Nancy elaborates further this notion of an opening that opens in its very closure-
a "minuscule" (infime) opening, as it were. There, in the context of a discussion 
of the belonging together of Uneigentlichkeit (as a mode of closure) and the 
opening of Eigentlichkeit (as a mode of disclosure), he emphasizes the essential 
finitude of the opening. The loss of meaning is a loss through which and by 
which meaning opens up: "What is lost in this must therefore be understood 
as the 'loss' in the 'they' by which the opening of Dasein is truly opened." 
Furthermore, "the closing-off is proportional to the opening up, and each takes 
place just at the other." As Nancy puts it: "To haJf-open [stntr'ouvrir]: this is 
the right word" (BP, 90-92; trans. modified). Loss, or closure, constitutes the 
openness of meaning. This is why it is absurd to return to the "before" of an 
imagined loss. 

In a sense, Nancy goes against the course taken by the thoughts of the re-
turn, for he understands the atrempt to return to a previous configuration of 
thought to be an inversion of the very movement of meaning. Unlike concep-
tions of a meaning emerging from a project or a will (i.e., a subject), Nancy 
understands meaning as a finite sending that destines us to our "shared condi-
tion."10 Meaning is not projected or thrown by a subject; rather, it throws or 
destines us. Nancy describes meaning in terms of a finite event, a materiaJ as 
well as singular fact, a certain "quantity of movement," an "c!lan, departure, or 
sending of a destination" which has exhausted itself, and which is becoming, 
"as if before our very eyes, insignificant" (Gravity, 48). In opposition to the 
return to, Nancy reminds us that our history, the history of meaning, presents 
itself as that singular sending, that "gigantic Western trajectory of signification 
that has come to rest on and expose itself to its limit" (ibid., 60). The will to 
return is a will to deny such an exposure to the limit. Such a will wants to 
deny the task of thinking on or from such a limit. Indeed, the negation of the 
openness of meaning through the project of a return to meaning is also an 
attempt to negate or deny the intrinsic limit or finitude of meaning, for "Be-
ing-open is nothing other than Being-finite" (ibid., 79). The thoughts of the 
return deny the constitutive finitude of meaning. Meaning exhausts itself, it 
comes to an end, not because of some weakness or incompleteness-Nancy 
rejects the negative problematics of lack or of a so-called weak thought-but 
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because its end is at once its point of exhaustion and its only resource. The 
end should then be reconsidered in terms of limit (meaning is nothing other 
than the limit of signification), or what Nancy calls in Une pmsle ftnie an 
"extremity" (PF, 12). 

In the same passage, Nancy interprets the event of reaching the "end" of 
meaning as an exposure to the "extremity" or "radicality" of thought, and not, 
therefore, as its completion. Recalling Heidegger's reappropriation of the Greek 
sense of limit (peras), defined in Building Dwelling Thinking as "not that at 
which something stops but ... that from which something begins its pmencing 
[ Wesm]," 11 Nancy shows that a meaning's end as extremity is at the same time 
its beginning. The end is the point from which meaning arises and to which it 
returns. In that sense, the end or limit is not a moment that is reached at the 
"end" of a journey, but rather the secret resource of a finite or finished thought. 
In that case, as Nancy explains in a recent text, finitude indicates "that which 
carries its end as its own" (SM, 54). A finite or finished thought is not a 
thought of a lack, but a thought of the limit as that which is absolutely proper 
to existence. We "need" a finite thought, says Nancy, chat is, "not a thought 
of limitation, which implies the limitlessness of a beyond, but a thought of the 
limit as that from which existence, being infinitely finite, arises and to which it 
is exposed" (PF, 48). T his is why the closure or end of metaphysics, which 
Nancy aJso calls the order of significations, does not mean that metaphysics is 
closed or finished. "Rather," he explains, metaphysics "is wide open, opened 
by its very completion and by the power that makes the logos confront by 
itself its end and Limit" (Gravity, 51). The closure or limit of the order of 
significations opens it to an "other" that comes to question metaphysics at its 
very limit. If meaning can only be an open meaning, the issue becomes not 
one of "managing" or manipulating significations, but of exposing oneself, on 
or at the limit, to this event of meaning. 

THE " OTH ER THOUGH T": ON T HE LIMIT 

In opposition to the retrograde movement of return, Nancy then does not 
advocate some sort of "march forward." Such a conception would still belong 
to the problematics of progress or progression assumed by the various projects 
of significations, a problematic in fact shared by the thoughts of the return: 
one returns in order to start again in the right direction, chat is, to accomplish 
the "unfinished" project of modernity. Nancy does not understand the task of 
thought to be an "overcoming" of metaphysics at its end. When he uses the 
expression "another thought" (Gravity, 52), it is, it seems to us, a somewhat 
ironic reference to Heidegger's call for another beginning. In Heidegger, the 
theme of an overcoming (Oberwindung) of metaphysics (which, it should be 
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noted, appears only in a specific phase of his thought and which he eventually 
renounced 12) was developed against the background of the question of nihilism 
and the end of philosophy. But the exhaustion of significations of which Nancy 
speaks cannot be "overcome," if that means simply going beyond this exhaus-
tion, or producing new significations. It is the entire order of significations 
that has come to an end. It has come to an end because it enclosed itself in 
the subjective movement that has come full circle in its realization. "Significa-
tion becomes empty precisely because it completes [bouck] its subjective process" 
(ibid., 44). This completion does not mean that we have emerged from or 
"left" the order of significations. Rather, we are exposed to the limit that such 
an exhaustion manifests. In the order of significations, Nancy writes, we are 
the moment "when, and the move by which, the signifying wiU knows itself as 
such, knows itself to be insignificant, and by itself releases a new demand for 
'meaning."' (ibid., 51). In fact, meaning "has perhaps no other meaning than 
that of opening and undoing that which encloses itself in signification" (ibid., 
28). That other thought, whether it be called "finite thought," thought of 
exposure, existence, or "sharing," will not occur beyond, or after, the meta-
physical order of significations; nor will it come through a return to any "before" 
of metaphysics. Whatever "before" or "after" means is already assigned in the 
language of significations. "There is no sense," Nancy explains, "in wanting to 
'go back' to before metaphysics. There is nothing 'before' the West, if the very 
idea of the 'before' is already caught in a network of metaphysical significations 
(the prior, the causal, the archaic, the primitive, the originary, the native, the re-
pressed, the forgotten, the recalled, etc.)" (ibid., 47). 

It is dear, then, that no return to past significations is possible, only an 
exposure to the opening of meaning. Meaning, as that which exceeds significa-
tion, does not take place before, under, beyond, or after signification, but at 
its limit, to which philosophy must expose itself. In Nancy's words, the other 
thought "presents itself in the very present of the exhaustion" (Gravity, 52). 
This presentation is not the advent of a new signification. In his essay "Of 
Being-in-Common," Nancy writes that philosophy presents itself in this ex-
haustion "nakedly," that is, as having to be reinvented: not reinvented in order 
to discover other significations, but "to be only on the limit." 13 

But what can "thinking on the limit" mean? It first means to think without 
passing beyond the limit. For indeed, there is nowhere, no place, "nothing to 
pass into," since "everything happens, on the contrary, on the limit" (Gravity, 
70). Everything happens or takes plac-e on the limit, because the limit is the 
place for the event of meaning, the event of transcendence itself, that is, exis-
tence. The limit reveals the movement of a transcendence, if one understands 
transcendence to be not a passing beyond bur a passing to the limit, a touching 
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of the limit. Second, if there is no beyond that would be reached after the 
crossing. neither is there some place of immanence that would be overstepped 
before rhe stepping beyond. In a sense, there can be no separate sphere of 
immanence that is nor already split open by a movement of transcendence. 
Immanence means to remain within oneself; it refers, as Nancy reminds us in 
"The Heart of Things (BP, 182), to that which "remains in itself [in-manere)"; 
being immanent is therefore always a being-immanent-to-something, to oneself 
for instance. In this "to" there already lies the transcendent relation to a self. 
Transcendence, in this sense, proves to be the truth of immanence. The "essence" 
of the existent, as Nancy explains in The Experience of FruiUlm, is to be from 
the outset "brought" to this limit where it exists as transcendence. Transcen-
dence, then, "is nothing other than the passage to the limit. It is not the 
crossing over of the limit; rather, it is the being-exposed on the limit, at the 
limit and as limit" (EF, 29; trans. modified). It is not a question of the tran-
scendence of a being, but rather, of the being of a transcendence. To think on 
rhe limit would therefore be to think a mime, right on this limit of transcen-
dence, to "accompany," as it were, the movement of overstepping. If there is 
indeed no place of immanence apart from the disruption of transcendence, 
there is nevertheless an immanence to transcendence that must be thought. 
This attempt to think a radical immanence to this movement of an existence 
(transcendence) passing to the limit is conveyed by Nancy's frequent use of the 
expression a mimeo-which could be rendered as "at the very level of," "right 
at," " right on," "in the same element as," or "immanent to," that is, not taking 
place before, beneath, or beyond that to which it is related, but "at" it. This 
does not imply a sameness or identity but simply designates the naked fact of 
an exposure, the fact that everything takes place a mime, right at, this exposure. 
Meaning lies in its very exposure; it does not precede this exposure, does not 
outlast it, but is right at it. 

To think on the limit, then, means that there is no transcendent sphere 
beyond the limit, and no immanent sphere before the limit. It means, there-
fore, that thought has to be redefined in such a way that the traditional oppo-
sition between transcendence and immanence is exceeded. But this excess is 
just that, an excess, and it is consequently necessary that one start from this 
opposition in order to subvert it. Nancy's treatment of the transcendence-
immanence doublet could be reconstituted in the following sequence. First, 
immanence is denied; there is no immanent being, by definition. An immanent 
being could not appear, could not relate to anything, because it would not 
have the space of transitivity that is constitutive of Being as such. All being is 
then situated outside, in transcendence. Second, and correlatively, transcendence 
cannot be said to be simple or pure exteriority. As Nancy explains in "Of 
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Being-in-Common," a pure or absolute outside is a contradictory notion. Tran-
scendence, then, is not what can be located in a sphere, but simply the move-
ment of overstepping to which we are each time exposed. This is why, third, 
Nancy will speak of an immanence to transcendence, rendering the opposition 
ultima·tely untenable. For what this immanence to a transcendence reveals is 
nothing other than the very movement, trembling, or oscillation of the limit as 
such, along our exposure to it. The emphasis will then shift from the "in" of 
immanence to the "ex" of exteriority, and from that "ex" to the pure preposi-
tion of transitivity as such, the "to" (a). 14 

This radical exposure to the limit- which is to be understood literally as 
the exposure of an exposure (exposure exposes itse/f)-is an exposure only in-
sofar as it cannot appropriate the lim it. Exposure is finitude itself. As that 
which is exposed to such an exposure, thought or philosophy will have to give 
up its pretensions to a total appropriation of meaning. Nancy shows that to 
think the limit or on the limit cannot mean to appropriate it. For it is nor 
possible to "settle down on the limit," "hold on there as one could hold to a 
system or order of signification." Rather, the limit happens or arrives. In short, 
to touch the limit means that the limit arrives or happens to us, that "it always 
presents itself as new" (Gravity, 67). Finite thought welcomes this arrival at 
(of) tbe limit in wonder, for, "in the final analysis, wonder is nothing other 
than that which happens or arrives at the limit" (ibid .• 67). The task of 
thoughtt, once called back to its finitude, will not consist in giving or project-
ing significations, but in receiving, welcoming. and exposing itself to the event 
of meaning, in wonder. What is forgotten in the "forgetting of philosophy" is 
this sense of wonder that ever since Plato and Aristotle has been recognized 
as the fundamental disposition for philosophizing. 15 To remember philosophy 
would thus be to remember this sense of wonder, and Nancy insists at length 
on their indissociable relation. 16 Thjs, in turn, implies that thought recog-
nizes itself in its essential passivity and finitude. But this element of passivity 
is not the simple opposite of activity. Rather, it is to be understood as our 
being "capable" of meaning, or, as Nancy calls it, our being passible (passibk) 
to meaning. 

The term passibk has the ordinary sense of "to be liable for," as in being 
liable for a crime, but Nancy plays on the fact that the word echoes passivitl, 
thus emphasizing its contrast to the activity of the metaphysical project of 
giving signification. To be passible to meaning means to "suffer" or undergo 
the event of meaning. 17 T he term is thus clearly employed in opposition to the 
subjectivist tradition in philosophy. Yet Nancy tries to conceive of a sense of 
passivity that would not simply be opposed to activity; this sense would desig-
nate the "activity" of receiving, as it were, of being affected by the event of 
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meaning. Passibi/itl, not unlike the Kantian notion of receptivity, which, as 
such, includes a certain "creativity," is then defined as the capacity of being 
affected. It rhus includes both passivity and activity. As receptive, it denotes a 
passivity with respect to the givenness of what is given to it; but as a recep-
tion, it implies an "active" participation in givenness itself. Yet the "only" ac-
tivi ty of which finite thought is capable is the activity of being passible to 
meaning. This conflation disrupts the logic of signification, that is, the project 
(will) of giving signification. Commenting upon Benjamin's phrase "Truth is 
the death of intention," Nancy develops the idea of a meaning that happens 
outside of the conditions of possibility provided for it by all the structures of 
intentionality and all the projects of significations. Truth is not conditioned or 
constituted by a subject and as such evades or escapes desire (we have seen 
how Nancy situates the problematics of desire within the metaphysical horizon 
of subjectivism).18 Being neither a presentation based on "presentability" nor a 
representation or correspondence, truth does not have to be adjusted to any 
conditions. It is thought as the irruption, or coming into presence, of presence 
itself. To this extent, "it is no longer a question of calibrating an intentionality 
[visle-], but of letting the thing present itself ' in truth'" (Gravity, 55). 

THE COMMONALITY OF M EANING 
What we are passible to, in the final analysis, is the event of meaning, which at 
once reveals the commonality of a "we": "But meaning as opening does not 
open onto the void, any more than it infinitely tends toward its fulfillment. It 
opens directly onto us. It designates us as its element and as the place of its 
event or advent" (Gravity, 65). 19 

Nancy will always refer to the being-plural of this self. It is a we that is at 
issue here, not simply what Heidegger referred to as the I, or the Self, or the 
individual Dasein. Even if Heidegger did include in the definition of Dasein 
the existentiale Being-with, one could argue, as Nancy does, that he did not 
develop the consequences of such an inclusion radically enough.20 It is there-
fore significant that Nancy derives the possibility of the singular I from the 
commonality of a we, indeed talks of the I as a we. He attempts to conceive of 
this we on the basis of a sheer access to meaning. Prior to any anthropological 
or humanistic significations, we- are (ek-sist) in the element of meaning, a com-
mon element that would designate the very opening of a we, understood as an 
exposure to meaning. We are nor the substantiality of a pregiven identity, but 
simply the being of an exposure; we are- exposed, and this exposure constitutes 
us. This pre-egoistic, pre-subjective, and even pre-intersubjective being calls 
for what Nancy names an ontology "of the common." Such an ontology, yet 
to come, would be developed on the basis of the collapse of traditional ontologies. 
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"The ontology of the common and of 'sharing,"' he writes in La comparution, 
"would be nothing other than the ontology of ' Being' when radically distin-
guished from all ontology of substance, order and origin" (C, 57). In fact, this 
ontology of the common is ontology per se, and nor some branch of it. Ontol-
ogy itself, the science of Being as such, is to be elaborated as an ontology of 
the common, for Being itself is Being-in-common. Indeed, as Nancy insists, 
there is no Being that is not common. "What," he asks, "can be more com-
mon than to be, than being?" (CLE, 1). This ontology of the common is ap-
proached through Nancy's thought of comparution. 

Comparution is a term formed on the basis of the nominal form of the verb 
paraitre- (to appear}, parution, and the prefix com- (with). The term comparution 
is ordinarily used to refer to a "court appearance," as in "to appear [comparaftre-] 
before the law,''21 and the word retains this sense here to the extent that Nancy 
thinks comparution in terms of an exposure to a present for which we have 
to answer and in which we are judged (in and by the !trine-in of the crisis). Yet 
he also seeks to give it the more literal sense of a "co-appearance" or, better, 
a "co-appearing." We render comparution by "co-appearing," rather than "co-
appearance," because Nancy seeks to use the term in the active, verbal sense of 
a coming into presence. An appearance, as Kant noted, is a notion that neces-
sarily refers to something that appearsY But for Nancy there is nothing be-
hind the singular being that appears; this is why it is a question not of an 
appearance, but of appearing. There is nothing that appears, but there is ap-
pearing. Nancy is quite clear on this point: "This appearing [apparaitre-] is not 
an appearance [apparmu]" (IC, 28). 

This dimension of appearing-which, as we will see, must be taken as com-
mon, that is, as a co-appearing-must be approached on the basis of Nancy's 
thought of Being, which for him is existence itself, in the sense that Being can 
only be put into play each time as existence.23 Existence, as he writes repeat-
edly, is without essence, it is the essence-less itself. In this re.spect, Being can-
not take place save in its very existing, that is, in the way in which it ek-sists, 
each time, "out there." One might say, to paraphrase Heidegger: so much ap-
pearing, so much Being.24 Appearing is rhus related d irectly to the ek-static 
movement of an existence, that is, of a transcendence. This existential appear-
ing of the singular being opens exteriority. To appear is to be exposed, to be 
thrown into the element of exteriority. Everything rakes place outside (appears) 
precisely because it take-s piau, in a certain "spaciousness" in which everything, 
that is, every existence, is opened and exposed. One appears, that is, one is 
exposed, abandoned, delivered over, but also subjected: One appears for, and 
this "for" has the sense of a biforr. before the law, before an Other, and before 
oneself as an Other. The existi ng 1 presents or manifests itself to an alterity 
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(including its "own" alrerity}, it does not constitute some sphere of "ownness" 
or sameness that would subsequently expose itself to an exteriori ty. There is no 
place of immanence for the I, no "inside" to inhabit, no retreat to go back to, 
"nowhere to hide." This is why coming into the world has to be understood as 
an appearing that is indissociable from an exposure to others; to appear always 
means to co-appear. This commonality, as suggested above, should be under-
stood in the most radical way: appearing, coming into the world, is always a 
coming-together into the world. To be means to be-with, constitutively: "We 
co-appear: we come into the world together . ... T here is no coming into the 
world that is not radically common: the 'common' itself. Coming into the world 
= being-in-common" (C, 53) . The commonality of being-in-common is, how-
ever, most paradoxical, for Nancy presents it as arising from a withdrawal of 
commonality. As he often puts it, there is no common being, but there is 
being-in-common. One might go so far as to say: there is no common being, 

there is Being-in-common. Nancy expresses this in his essay "On Be-
ing-in-Common" as follows: "Being, or existence, is what we share. . . . But 
Being is not a thing that we could possess in common .... We shall say then 
that Being is not common in the sense of a common property, but that it is in 
common."25 How are we to understand this claim? 

Following up to a certain point the Heideggerian thinking of {and 
ultimately radicalizing it),26 Nancy begins by rejecting the classical models that 
have governed representations of togetherness, or community. Community is 
above all not a community of essence, through which singularities would be 
absorbed in an encompassi ng whole. Togetherness in community cannot be 
understood through what Nancy calls an "immanentist" model (one of identi-
fication, substitution, "incorporation," communion, or fusion), not only be-
cause the appearing of the existing I already constitutes the disruption or 
transcendence of any immanence (for nothing can subsist within itself), whtthtr 
singular or co/kctivt, but also because an immanentist model amounts to a 
negation of otherness and, therefore, of Being-with.Z7 Nancy's community is a 
resolutely transcendent community, better, a community of transcendence: it 
is woven of and into transcendence. This is why Being-with cannot be under-
stood on the model of that celebrated figure, Heidegger's dm Man, in which 
there is a peculiar identification between the self and others in which "everyone 
is the other, and no one is himself" (BT, 165/128). The They, or the neutral 
"one," could be said to be the immanentist version of Being-with par excel-
lence, since, in this mode of existence, the I and Others are, as it were, "one." 
As we know, in such an identification, the individual self has been "subju-
gated" to the Others. Yet one should note that in such a subjugation it is the 
Others themselves, and not only the individual Dasein, that vanish. Heidegger 
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is quite explicit on this point: "This [everyday] Being-with-one-another dis-
solves one's own Dasein completely into the kind of Being of 'the Others,' in 
such a way, that as distinguishablt and txp/icit, vanish mort 
and (ibid., 164/126; emphasis added). It is therefore the dimension of 
otherness itself that is closed off in the so-called dictatorship of the They. But 
individuation, too, is closed off, for the They, as Hcidegger explains, is properly 
"nobody" (ibid., 166/128). "Nobody" means: neither me nor you nor anyone 
in particular, in fact, "nothing definite" (ibid., 164/127). 

Nancy retains from this Heideggerian analysis the insight that a certain ten-
sion preventing communion is essential to the possibility of community. T his 
is the case to the extent that the sense of Being-with as communion or identi-
fication implies the very negation of alteri ty, of Being-with as such, and of the 
singularities involved in such Being-with. It is therefore necessary to preserve 
some sense of difference, some "resistance," in the very fabric of community, 
one that would prevent its collapse into the fantasy of immanence. And yet the 
implicit recognition of a certain interruption or disruption that lies at the basis 
of Being-with (the fact that Being-with excludes the possibility of being 
"together" in the sense of being in one another's place) does not signify that 
others would be simply juxtaposed, as if Being-with were a "being-alongside-
one-another. "28 That would imply that the singular being could exist on its 
own, an absolute or monadic separation, in short, in a Being-without-
others. It would thus also represent the negation of the possibility of commu-
nity. The commonality in question here community, and Nancy "situates" 
it in what be calls a "dis-location" (JC, 25),29 which is not the same as a pure and 
simple dissociation. The rupture in, of, or as community, this "tearing apart," 
which Nancy designates by the significant metaphor of the dlchirurt (for in-
stance, ibid., 6), would not absolutely separate the elements it sets apart. When 
a fabric is d!chirlt, it remains one, albeit in pieces. Those pieces still "commu-
nicate," as it were, through the holes that separate them from one another, and 
this "system" of communication is what makes up the whole. 

What matters here is that this "interruption" of community represents the 
possibility of Being-with. Interruption, as Nancy states ("Myth Interrupted," 
IC, 61), is the very law of In such a logic, the interruption of an 
immanent Being-with becomes the very possibility of co-appearing. This is why 
death, or Being-toward-death- precisely because it represents the inttrruption 
of the relation to the O ther, because it is, as Heidegger put it, "nonrelational"-
should be reconsidered in its constitutive implications for Being-with. Nancy 
suggests just this in Community when he writes that "Dasein's 
'being-toward-death' was never radically implicated in its being-with- in Mitstin," 
and that "it is this implication that to bt thought."30 It is perhaps authentic 
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Being-toward-death itself-the anticipation of my death insofar as no one else 
can die my death for me, as well as the impossibility for me to die the death 
of the other (in Nancy's terms, insofar as it interrupts the immanence of com-
munity)-that is the basis for Being-with, for any community. Commentators 
often claim that Heidegger's thinking of death in Bting and Time is essentially 
individualistic or solipsistic, and that it obliterates the dimension of the other. 
They often support this claim by opposing to Dasein's care, that is, to Being-
for-the-sake-of-one's-self, a Being-for-the-sake-of-others,31 and to the solipsistic 
dying for oneself a dying-for-others that would in some sense be more primor-
dial, if not more "authentic." However, Nancy shows quite pertinently the 
insufficiency of this representation. On the one hand, there is no "ownness" of 
Dasein, no property of oneself that is not partagle, "shared out." Consequently, 
being for the sake of one's own being is simultaneously and indissociably a 
being for the sake of others. Heidegger explains in his 1928 course, The Meta-
physical Foundations of Logic, that Dasein's Being-for-the-sake-of-oneself is the 
"metaphysical ground of the possibility" that Dasein be "with others, for them, 
and through them" (GA 26, p. 240). On the other hand, Dasein's authentic 
anticipation of its own death does not dissolve the dimension of the other; 
rather, what is dissolved in such a motk of existence-the authentic mode-is 
the possibility of substitution, that is, an inauthentic mode of Being-with. In 
other words, authentic Being-toward-death only interrupts inauthentic Being-
with, thereby freeing the possibility of a community that is based on resistance, 
indeed, that is resistance.32 This is why, paradoxically, Heidegger's notion of 
an "existential solipsism" turns out to constitute the possibility of being-with 
as such, since the affirmation of Dasein's existential solipsism does not negate 
the dimension of the other but simply states that, as Being-with-others, Dasein 
is singular. Indeed, the meaning of the expression "we share that which divides 
us" (nous partageons ce qui nous partage), which we find in many places in 
Nancy's texts, can only be the following: as alone, as totally alone, I am never 
so much with others. Heidegger explains that "Being-alone is a deficient mode 
of Being-with," which amounts to saying that "the Other can be missing only 
in and for a Being-with" (BT, 157/120). Nancy makes this very point in The 
Experience of Freedom: it is true, he concedes, that solitude, as such, must be 
total, that it is nothing if it is not the independence of a singular being cut off 
from everything; but it is just as true (and "irreducible"), Nancy continues, 
that "in solitude and even in solipsism-at least understood as a sola ipsa of 
singularity- ipseity is itself constituted by and as sharing" (EF, 70). The enigma 
of such an inoperative community thus comes to the fore in the following 
passage: "Singularities have no common being, but they co-appear each time in 
common before the withdrawal of their common being, spaced apart by the 
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infinity of this withdrawal- in this sense, without any relation, and therefore 
thrown into relation" (ibid., 68; trans. modified). 

This singular logic of a relation/nonrelation is developed in Nancy's thought 
of partage. Partage, which we translate as "sharing out" for reasons we shall 
discuss shortly, already has a long history in Nancy's thought.H Nancy recently 
proposed no less than ten senses of the term: "partition, repanition, pan, par-
ticipation, separation, communication, discord, split, devolution, 
While it has been rightly noted that partage signifies both a division and a 
sharing, it has been most frequently translated as "sharing"; for example, Le 
partage des voix was rendered as "Sharing Voices." Although partly accurate, 
this translation misses the essentially distributive quality that Nancy exploits in 
partage (as well as the tide's play on words: the parting of the ways [voies]). 
This is why some translators, in order to capture this latter sense, have opted 
to render partage by "partition" or "parturition." But this translation is equaHy 
inadequate in that it does not capture the commonality the word also implies. 
This explains why another practice has been to translate the term by using two 
terms: divide and share. Yet an essential feature of Nancy's thought of partage 
lies in the fact that it indicates at once a separation and a sharing. Indeed, 
common usage says something of this paradoxical indissociability; in sharing 
something, we necessarily also divide it. For instance, when used in the expres-
sion notre partage, the term indicates something like "our common lot," that 
is, the lot that each of us has in common-our share. Partage thus designates 
the paradoxical concept of a community based on the sharing of what cannot 
be shared, that is, the sharing of singularities. It points to the undecidability of 
a sharing and a separation. T his is why we believe it important to render it 
with one locution. We thus attempt to capture this ambiguity with the expres-
sion "sharing out," and we render the verbal form, partager, "to share out" so 
that the reader may hear both the divisive and the inclusive senses in the term, 
unless the context dearly emphasizes one of the two senses. For example, the 
expression we cited earlier, nous partageons ce qui nous partage, cannot be ren-
dered otherwise than by using the two terms: "we share that which divides us." 

The task is thus to account for a community that paradoxically depends 
upon the interruption of all relations. There is a Being-in-common, a co-appearing, 
in the very disruption of commonality, in the gap that separates singularities 
and interrupts community. One would have to think the very possibility of a 
relation-to on the basis of such an interruption. As Nancy writes: "Instead of 
dosing it in, this interruption once again exposes singularity tO its limit, which 
is to say, to other singularities" (IC, 60). One would have to hold together 
these two theses: on the one hand, relation, the very possibility of a relation, 
lies in the interruption of any relation; and, on the other hand, the singularity 
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of the finite being lies in the relation-to-another. Being-with would then designate 
the paradoxical simultaneity of a rapport sans rapport, a relation without relation. 

In a beautiful passage from The Experitnct of Frudom, Nancy elaborates this 
peculiar logic on the basis of a reflection on the constitutive effects of the 
scansion or "syncope" of an "each." Starting from Heideggcr's statement in 
Being and Time that Dasein is each time mine (je meines), Nancy shows how 
the singularity of the existent, its "mincnes.s," originates or is constituted from 
the cutting edge of this "each time." Indeed, that Dasein is each time mine 
does not mean that the I accompanies its representations each time. Rather, 
the I is an I because of the constitutive effects of this each time. As Heidcggcr 
claimed, Dascin's mincncss must be thought on the basis of such a temporal 
scansion: It is not accidental that the term Jemeinigluit, or "mineness," which 
appears prominently in Being and Time, was preceded by that of jeweiligluit, 
which can be rendered as "each particular while," as "temporal spccificiry," 
stressing its temporally distributive scnsc.3s The each time of Jemeinigluit or 
Jeweiligluit interrupts any continuum; it has, says Nancy, "the structure of an 
interval." As Aristotle pointed out in his treatise on time, the now itself, as 
boundary or limit, has itself the structure of an interval, and is therefore dou-
bled: the now as limit of the before, the now as limit of the after.36 This is 
why the singularity delineated by the syncope of the each time "is immediately 
in [the) relation" (EF, 67). Because Dascin is each time its own, each time 
singular, each time cut and separated by the discrete scansion of this each 
time, it is thrown into relation with others, it is a mit-Dauin. The logic of the 
"each" constitutes the Being-with of the self: "Each time, it cuts itself off from 
everything, but each time lfois], as a time lfois] (the strike and cut [coup et 
coupe] of existence) opens itself as a relation to other times, co the extent that 
continuous relation is withdrawn from them" (ibid., 67). 

The each time at once dislocates and constitutes both singularity and com-
munity. Singularity follows the dislocating effect of the relation; the "each" 
institutes the relation as a withdrawal of identity and institutes commonality as 
a withdrawal of communion. Nancy here makes explicit what compdled Hcidegger 
to posit the co-extensiveness of Being-with and Bcing-one's-self. This is why 
the very term "relation" is ultimately inadequate co designate the co-extensive-
ness of Being-in-common and Bcing-onc's-sdf. This co-extensiveness means, 
certainly, that Being-in-common is not a dimension added to an otherwise 
isolated self. But it means, above all, that the self, as such, is exhausted in the 
relation-to-another, in the "with" of Being-with. The self docs not simply stand 
in relation, it is that very relation. The self is the "in" of Being-in-common. 
This is why the task is to think this relation in terms of the between of singularities, 
the relation/nonrelation indicated by the "with" of Being-with, or the "in" of 
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Being-in-common. In the expression "Being-in-common," in indicates, as Nancy 
explains in The Inoperative Community, the very between of "you and I (be-
tween us)" (/C, 29). Singularities are constituted in this "between": only in 
this co-appearing, or communication, "are singular beings given" (ibid., 29). 
This co-extensiveness defines the singular being, whose being, therefore, lies 
only in an exposure. 

Neither an encompassing identity nor a mere cxterioriry that would leave 
the juxtaposed elements indifferent to one another, the "co" of co-appearing, 
the "in" of Being-in-common, the "with" of Being-with, all call for a specific 
logic, which Nancy calls "the very logic of singularity in general" (CLE, 6). 
Such a logic would articulate the relation/nonrelation between outside and in-
side, l and we, singularities and community, outside the opposition between 
the individual and community. It is on the basis of this logic "of the limit," 
which is concerned with "what is between two or several, belonging to all and 
to none-not belonging to itself, either" (ibid., 6), that Nancy often writes 
singular/common, 1/we, unique/multiple, in one sequence,37 thereby designat-
ing at once their difference and indissociabiliry; they are all shared out, partagls. 
This logic manifests and accounts for an undecidable. In The Forgetting of 
Philosophy, Nancy speaks of "the simultaneous and undecidable reference to our 
'singularities' and our 'community'" (Gravity, 64; emphasis added). This is 
why, concludes Nancy, when "I say 'we' ... I designate equally and indissociably 
each of our singular existences, whose singularity is each time the place of such 
a presentation (it is 'collective' only in a seconda.ry and derivative way) and the 
common element of meaning in which alone that which takes place in this 
way can take place" (ibid., 62). The I itself, as I, lies in a "wc."38 Co-appear-
ing, as the exposition of the between, renders the separation of the singular 
from tlhe plural undecidable. In the rupture that shares out singularities, the 
cutting edge of the "each" simultaneously constitutes the singular and the plu-
ral, or better, the singular as plural. Indeed, singularity can only be written in 
the plural, as "singularities." There is no single singularity. If Being were sin-
gular, rhat is, unique, it would absorb all other beings and, therefore, would 
not be singular. Nancy writes, "If there is just one time, there is never 'once'" 
(EF, 67). Rather, all there is is singularity, which means that there are only 
singularities. What is common lies only in this "each time." The singular is 
plural and the plural is singular each time.39 The singularity of the each must be 
thought as plural, and this, as singularity: "One could say: the singular of 'mine' 
is by itself a plural. Each time is, as such, another time" (ibid., 67). In shon, 
"the uniciry of rhe singular consists very exactly in its multiplicity" (SM, I 16). 

It should become apparent at this point that the concept of singularity is 
itself transformed and radically distinguished from the traditional notion of 
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individuality.4° For while Heidegger's analysis could be said to end up with a 
rather traditional emphasis on the individual (for example, in Ba;ic Problems of 
Phmomenology, he maintains that "only from and in its resolute individuation 
is the Dasein authentically free and open for the thou," and that, consequently, 
"existence as together and with one another is founded on the genuine 
individuation of the individual"),41 Nancy's, on the contrary, does not ulti-
mately refer Being-in-common to an individualistic pole. In fact, the individual 
itself cannot be conceived in such a thought without its "differential" place in 
the communication (and not communion) of its being. There are not, first, 
singularities-already constituted identities-that would then enter into a rela-
tion with other singularities: there are singularities (not individualities or iden-
tities) a; shared out, chat is, that "are themselves constituted by sharing out," 
that "are distributed and placed, or rather spactd, by the sharing out that makes 
them othtrs" (IC, 25; trans. modified). T his is not to say that community pre-
cedes singularities. Community is rigorously contemporaneous with singularities, 
because community, as we saw, is nothing but the rclation/nonrelation be-
tween singularities, or the very between of singularities. To the extent that 
there is no singularity outSide of such a relation to other singularities, the 
concepts of autonomy and individuality collapse. In short, singularity is not 
opposed co community. This is why it is not simply another term for the 
individual. In contrast to individuality, singularity is constituted through com-
munication. What we call individuality should be conceived on the basis of 
singularity, because, a.s Nancy writes, individuality is ultimately nothing but a 
limit or a boundary of community: "In each case, 'I' am not before this com-
mutation and communication of the 'I. • Community and communication are 
constitutive of individuality, rather than the reverse, and individuality is perhaps, 
in the final analysis, only a boundAry of community. "42 This is why the tran-
scendent movement of co-appearing does not go from the I to the Other; 
rather, it comes from the Other (which is not in turn another identity but is 
Other-to-itself). Yet while coming from the Other, and while happening to 
me, it still does not stop at me. It continues through me, cutting through and 
leaving me aside, ex-centered. It does not come from me and it does not come 
back tO me. Transcendence, like love itself, is a "coming and going" that "goes 
elsewhere than co me": 

What is offered by transcendence, or as transcendence, is this arrival and 
this departure, chis incessant coming-and-going .... Exposed to arrival and 
to departure, the singular being is traversed by the alterity of the ocher, 
which docs not stop or fix itself anywhere, neither in "him," nor in "me," 
because it is nothing other than the coming-and-going. T he other comes 
and cuts across me, because it leaves for the other. ("Shattered Love," /C, 98) 
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Singularity, then, would be the very trace of this movemenr of coming-and-
going, the tracing of "an intersection of limits on which there is an exposure," 
the sheer "point of an exposure," (CLE, 7), nor an individual pole from which 
the relation to the other is projected and back to which this relation is re-
flected. The Being-in-common of our singular beings lies only in rhe tran-
scendence of community to the extent that, as Nancy writes, "Community is 
the community of othtrl' (BC, 155). Being-in-common lies in an exposure 
that neither unfolds out of a prcgiven immanent being nor returns to one. The 
other is not the terminus of the transcendent exposure, nor is it sublated in 
some reappropriating return; rather, it pierces immanence through and through, 
thereby exposing it as outside, or better yet, as the limit of the outside and rhe 
inside. This ex-posure, or positing-outside (which represents for Nancy "the 
arcbi-original impossibility of Narcissus"[!], /C, xxxviii), affects the I through 
and through. The otherness to which the I is exposed alters the I itself. Nancy 
writes: '"To be exposed' means to be 'posed' in exteriority, according to an 
exteriority, having to do with an outside in tht vtry intimacy of an inside" 
(ibid., xxxvii), and this, to such an extent that, as Nancy puts it, "We are 
othtn" (BP, 155). The I does not face another as an ego faces an alter ego; 
rather, rhe I is altered through and through, in the Other, which "itself" is 
other than itself; this is precisely, as Nancy puts it in "Shattered Love," what 
"transcends 'in me'" (IC, 97). Community is nothing but the exposure of 
singularities to e.ach other. This co-appearing frustrates any appropriation into 
an essence or common identity because it takes place only in an exposure to an 
exteriority that is beyond appropriation. What is shared is the singularity of 
existence, that is, the absence of any common being. The common, what is in 
common, is the very absence or lack of any common substance; what is shared 
is not a common identity, not even that of our nonidentity. As Nancy puts it, 
"We present ourselves to ourulvts. That is to say, at once to one another, 
through one another, and each one to him or herself. We co-apptar" (Gravity, 
62). What is shared is, as he says in "Myth Interrupted," nothing other than 
sharing our itself- that is, the absence of any identity. Wt shart sharing out, 
and "consequently evetyone's nonidentity, each one's nonidentity to himself 
and to others" (IC, 66). Being-in-common as such takes place as the de-propriation 
of the proper. 

This exposure to an inappropriable is understood by Nancy in terms of 
materiality under the names of"weight," "heaviness," or "gravity." What wtighs 
is precisely this inappropriable, the impact or shock that the event of meaning 
imparts to thought, the "communication" of the momentum of meaning. It is 
the exposure to the inappropriable limit of significations that weighs upon thought. 
Thought, then, will have to be redefined as that which bears the weight of 
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what weighs, and to chat extent, as a weighing. As Nancy writes: "Thought 
weighs exactly the weight of meaning" (Gravity, 77). "Weighs" has here two 
senses, which we cannot choose between: the act of measuring the weight of 
meaning and thought's being itself weighed down by that weight. 

THE MATERIALITY OF EXISTENCE 

As Nancy himself reminds us in his Introductory Remarks to this volume, the 
theme of weight has a certain insistence (if not "weight") in his work. The 
short and remarkably dense essay included in this volume, "The Weight of a 
Thought," should be taken in the context of Nancy's attempt to articulate 
what he has called at times (rather enigmatically) a "transcendental" or "onto-
logical materiality" (EF, 103), a "mineralogy and a meteorology of being" (BP, 
171), a "hyletic reduction" (ibid., 159). Here, it is called a "transcendental 
aesthetics of gravity" (Gravity, 77). These expressions, near oxymorons, indi-
cate from the outset chat the thematics of weight and materiality cannot be 
understood from the perspective of a simple materialism, and that therefore 
the facticity which is here introduced will have to be redefined. The very tide 
of the essay alre.ady suggests a distance taken with the traditional association of 
thought with a certain immateriality or ideality: that of meaning, ideas, repre-
sentation, and so on. Yet in his emphasis on the materiality of thought, Nancy 
will also attempt to complicate the traditional oppositions between materiality 
and immateriality, reality and ideality. By speaking of the weight of thought, 
Nancy in fact manifests the undecidability of these oppositions. In The Forget-
ting of Philosophy, for instance, he claims that "the element of meaning is a 
reality that is undiscernibly and simultaneously empirical and transcendental, 
material and ideational, physical and spiritual," admitting that this would sug-
gest something like "an unprecedented kind of 'fact of reason' chat would manifest 
simultaneously the bare outline of a logic and the thickness of a 8esh" (Gravity, 
60). The very term "gravity" is itself such an undecidable; it bespeaks at once 
the "force of attraction" between two bodies and the "seriousness" of a situa-
tion. In the essay "The Weight of a Thought," Nancy begins by destabilizing 
the ideality/materiality opposition, translating the ideal categories of thinking 
into the vocabulary of weight, gravity, heaviness, and weighing. Is this gesture 
tantamount to reaffirming a materialism of meaning, or rather an intelligibili ty 
of matter? The "matter" cannot be resolved, for the measure with which one 
might distinguish the materiality of weighing from the immateriality of thought 
is struck with an irreducible undecidability. Nancy writes, "Who could say 
what is proper to thinking and to weighing, to thinking as much as to weighing, 
thus being properly neither? ... Who could weigh, and on what scales, the 
'materiality' of weighing, on the one hand, and the 'immateriality' of thought, 
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on the other? On what unit of weight, on what law of gravity [pesanttur], 
would such an operation be based?" (Gravity, 75). Precisely because these two 
senses cannot be absolutely disentangled, speaking of a weight of thought is in 
no way metaphorical. Thinking is really, literally, a weighing. It weighs the 
weight of the real as meaning. In fact, the issue is to think the materiality of 
the ideality of thought. As Nancy explains in Le stns du monde, "The ideality of 
meaning is indissociable from its materiality" (SM, 96). 

Yet it is not only the ideality of thought chat must be reformulated, but 
materiality itself. It is here understood as the materiality of a factual, corpo-
real, worldly existence, an existence that has its place in media rei. This sense 
of materiality, not entirely distinct from the mere factual ity of the thing;43 has 
to be referred back to Nancy's thought of existence, for materiality is an existentiale 
of the existent, a law of Being. The very conception of existence as essence-less 
necessitates a thematic of weight and gravity. If existence is without essence, if 
it is not free-floating but occurs right in the midst of things, if it exists only as 
exposed, then it cannot but take place as a fact, one that demands to be thought 
as the materiality or weight of one's own presence. Being, as we have seen, is 
a singular event that, each time, is indissociable from the occurence of a this, 
a there, the fact or Being-there of a thing. "To exist is a here-and-now of 
Being, it is to be a here-and-now of Being" (SM, 36). This thinking of a here-
and-now of Being itself collapses the opposition between the "who" and the 
"what" (the Da of human Dasein and the place of things) into the singular/ 
plural "there is" of Being itself, which is always a material, factual "here." 
Existence, Nancy writes, "is the essence whose essence it is to exist, actually 
and in fact, 'hie et nunc.' . . . Every 'what' that exists is a 'who,' if 'who' means: 
that actual, existent 'what,' as it exists, a factual (even material} punctuation of 
Being (WCAS, 6-7, emphasis added). T his actuality, or factuality, is insepara-
ble from the event of presence, that is, from freedom. Yet the fact of freedom 
is that we are delivered over to what is never a simple fact but to what remains 
always "to be done," that is, to the pure obligation of Being. In this respect, 
what weighs is the responsibility of having to exercise this freedom. 

It is no accident that the theme of weight appears in Heidegger's Being and 
Time whenever it is a question of Dasein's facticity, the fact of being-thrown. 
Existence is ftlt as a weight or burden insofar as I am thrown into it; being 
thrown in the midst of things manifests the essential passivity and materiality 
of existence. Yet I am not thrown, as Sartre believe.d, into an inert materiality 
(the "in-itself"). Materiality is not here the absolute opacity of the stone, but, 
as we alluded above, a "transcendental," "ontological," even "differential" materiality 
that qualifies the singularity of the finite being. As Nancy explains in Le sens 
du mondt, "Matter is not first an immanent thickness absolutely closed in itself, 
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but, quite to the contrary, the very difFerence by which some thing is possible" 
(SM, 95). In other words, matter is not the pure identity of the thing, but the 
"reality of difFerence ... by which alone thm is (are) some thing(s)" (ibid., 96). 
Materiality is ultimately the materiality of the "there is (something)." This is 
why facticiry or factuali ty does not pertain strictly to some inert matter that 
existence as a "for-itselr' would face and negate, at once fascinated and re-
pulsed, but is rather a trait of the existent itself and its very freedom. I am 
therefore thrown into a possibility, a sheer freedom, in the sense that I am 
delivered over to an existence that, because it has no ground, puts me in the 
situation of having to appropriate this absence of ground. This is what weighs: 
existence itself, as I have to assume it, here, now, each time. More precisely, 
existence is felt as a weight because I am thrown into it as having to be it. I 
am therefore thrown into the obligation of my being, into Being as obligation. 
Obligation is the very form of Being, for Being means having-ro-be. Ontologi-
cal materiality is here tantamount to the possibility of responsibility, the pos-
sibility of an archi-original ethics. As Levinas reminds us in Time and the Other, 
materiality itself is not what bodies lend to an otherwise weightless existence, 
but is that which is brought by responsibility, that is, by the fact of being-
thrown into existence and having to make it one's own.44 

Yet I can never appropriate chis "own-ness," I can never leap behind myself, 
as it were, to recapture the ground of my being. To this extent, I am, as 
Heidegger explains, essentially responsible or guilty, I am schuldig (hence the 
expressions "to carry a responsibility on one's shoulder," to "shoulder a bur-
den"). This guilt manifests the very inappropriability that inhabits all "my" 
projects. It opens the question of finitude: the weight of thought, Nancy ex-
plains, "is what is also called, in another vocabulary, finitude" (Gravity, 78). 
The weight of existence lies in the fact that there is something that remains 
inappropriable for it. T herein lies the possibility of responsibility (thought tra-
ditionaUy in terms of guilt, debt, lack, fault, etc.), and the necessity of obliga-
tion; such is the finitude of existence. Nancy writes, "Finitude consists in that 
existence 'understands' that 'being' does not consist in resting upon the basis 
of an es.sence, but strictly in answering to and for the fact that there is 'being,' 
that is, in answering to and for oneself as the existing of existence. Finitude is 
the responsibility of meaning, absolutely" (PF, 26-27). To remember philosophy 
is to remember this weight, that is, the responsibility of answering for the 
inappropriable of existence. T his inappropriable should not be understood in 
the negative sense, however, as if existence were coming up against limits that 
prevented its completion, as if existence's absence of ground were a mere lack. 
Existence, Nancy often stresses, 14clu nothing. It is not for all that complete or 
absolutely realized; rather, it lacks nothing, positively, and is therefore "abso-
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lutely," or wholly, finite. "Lacking nothing, yet still lacking: that is existing" 
(ibid., 26). Existence may be deprived of its essence, but "this privation is the 
privation of nothing" (SM, 54). The absence of ground that is existence in its 
freedom is the lack of nothing: there is nothing that it lacks precisely because 
there is no ground for it to lack. This in fact is the very definition of freedom 
for Nancy: the withdrawal of the cause, principle, basis, ratio-in short, the 
ground-into the thing. Existence is supported neither by a ground nor by a 
lack of ground. This is why the absence of ground is the absolute positing, 
Setzung, or "hecceiry" of finite existence, Being-there. The finitude of existence 
is the absoluteness of finitude. A finite thought is therefore "not a thought of 
relativiry, which implies the Absolute, but a thought of absolute finitude: abso-
lutely detached from all completion, from all infinite senseless closure" (PF, 
48). Finitude is not the privation of the infinite, as an entire theological and 
philosophical tradition had believed. Nancy rejects the sense of the finite as 
that which is not-infinite, as "the badry-finished and the not-finished in the 
sense of the incomplete, the aborted, the failed" (Gravity, 81 ), and points in-
stead toward a "positive" or "proper" sense of finitude.•s Finitude has to do 
with the event of presence, not the privation of Being; it is the "essence" of 
existence, or ex.istence itself, the pure existing of the singular existent. There is 
no negativity or negation, in short, no negative thought of finitude . Existence, 
writes Nancy, "is the appropriation of the inappropriable" (ibid., 80). What 
remains "inappropriated in its appropriation" (ibid., 81) is what weighs. In the 
end, finitude lies in the exposure that existence is, one that, because it does 
not close or complete, lets the thing weigh with its weight. Remaining 
inappropriable and excessive, the thing weighs for thought. "The weight of 
thought is then the weight of the thing insofar as that thing weighs outside of 
thought" (ibid., 79). Thought is passible to this outside. 

We have already alluded to the implication of the theme of weight in Nancy's 
attempt to approach thought in terms of "passibility," that is, in opposition to 
the activity of the so-called thoughts of giving significations. Indeed, if thought 
is no longer understood as spontaneity (according to Kant's definition of the 
understanding), then it is afFected by an otherness that exceeds the simple ap-
propriation of thought. Because existence is ex-posed to an alterity, the very 
possibility of appropriation is put into question. Weight would thus be the 
"resistance" of what remains inappropriable. T he fact that thought receives the 
shock of meaning, or registers the "shock of the thing," and, to that extent, 
requires "strength, work, efFort and rigor" (Gravity, 70)-in a word, "activity"-
does not prevent it from remaining "passive" through and through. This pas-
sibility makes itself felt as a weight; its "activity" is one of weighing, if it is 
understood that weighing does not mean here the act of measuring and giving 
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significations but, more radically, the "act" of "ktting what weighs rvtigh" (ibid., 
67). This is ultimately what weighs: the fact of being exposed to what thought 
receives, to what remains inappropriable for it. This reception has the sense of 
inscribing or registering a reality foreign to the order of signification without 
making it homogeneous to that order. In this sense, that inscription should be 
written, as Nancy suggests, as "ex-scription,"46 thereby preserving a certain ex-
cess or inappropriability in the very gesture of writing. Nancy names this pecu-
liar exposure of thought to the inappropriability of meaning "figure": 

On this account, a figure would be the entire weight of a thought: its way, 
not of "thinking" meaning (of elaborating its signification) but of letting it 
weigh, just as it comes, just as it passes away, heavy or light, and always at 
the same time heavy and light. Are we (we who keep saying to ourselves that 
we arrive so late, so much at the tnd), in the end, going to let ourselves be 
presented with this constantly renewed graviry? Are we--with difficulty and 
serenity-going to let ourselves simply exist? (Gravity, 82) 

Raffoul 
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Why publish these two texts together, Tht Forgttting of Philosophy and "The 
Weight of a Thought"? The first was a short book written in particular cir-
cumstances: I wanted to protest against a kind of simplistic dismissal, in the 
name of a "return" to the Enlightenment and humanism, of the most pointed 
demands of contemporary thought. The second was a preface to a collection of 
texts whose concerns we.re rather unuitgtmii.ss (heedless of the spirit of the 
times). The five years that separate these two texts do not in themselves consti-
tute a significant distance. But I had not, in my recollection, put them on the 
same level. Reading them again, I realize that the first ended in large part with 
the theme of the wtight of thought. I had forgotten this. (I generally forget 
most of what I write. I always feel that I am being carried off once again by a 
new urgency, which would somehow owe nothing to the previous one. In fact, 
I have to admit thar I am always retracing my steps, as do we aU.) 

As for the polemical aspect of the first text, it is hardly necessary to press it 
further; it has to a large extenr lost its raison d'etre. Those who once believed 
they could dismiss a whole mode of thought that some called "poststructuralist," 
and others "postmodern," have become much more discreet. They are obliged 
to recognize that the situation is more serious [gravt] or more joyous {it is the 
same thing) than they cared to admit. It has turned out that the old formulas 
were, quite simply, old. And that, as a result, one must think with one's times, 
and not as if we were in 1775 or in 1820. I will not dwell on this any further: 
everyone can determine what is past and what is not, as well as what remains 
to come. 

What intrigued me was the theme of wtight. Why does this theme persist, 
in these two texts. but also elsewhere? Why does it function for me as an 
"obsessive metaphor"? In fact, I have to admit it, there is something in it that 
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obsesses me-l might just as well say: something chat wtighs on me. 
This means at once: something that weighs me down, that pushes me to-

ward the earth, that bends me, tires me, and something chat troubles me, that 
concerns me. To think, or to want to think, is heavy.1 As one says in French, 
it is lourd dt consequmcts.2 One speaks as well of a "weighty silence." 

T here is no pathos here: I certainly do not say that the condition of the 
"thinker" is a heavy one, certainly not! And this for the simple reason that 
there is no "condition of the thinker." On the contrary, thinking is the condi-
tion of everyone, the human condition (assuming that we know anything about 
other conditions). This said, we all carry this weight. Or, rather, we do not 
carry it: we art this weight. 

What, then, is this weight? In general, weight consists in being outside of 
oneself, in having one's being or essence outside of oneself, in having one's 
landing point or place of presence, one's earth, ground, or void, one's belong-
ing or abyss, outside of oneself. Weight means to fall outside of oneself. 

Thinking is presumably nothing other than the sensation of a "self" that 
falls outside of itself tvtn bifort having been a self. And what is then felt is 
neither a dizziness nor an intoxication but, indeed, a violent shock (no gran-
diloquence or melodrama her.:: a good shot that hits hard, chat is all, yet that 
is quite enough). It is a calm and opaque hardness. Patrice Loraux has said this 
beautifully: "Hard things ... are mute, yet they call you to a logos that does 
not gacher, bur to a logos that maintains the heterogeneous and discreetly guar-
antees that these things reveal no secret but that of being there" (Lt Ttmpo de 
Ia ptnset, Paris: Seuil, 1993, p. 377). 

Now, all there remains to be thought is this: hard things are there. Or else 
"thinking" means: the "hardness" of things insofar as they are "there," and also: 
the Being-there of things insofar as they are hard. Insofar as chey are gravt. 

T his means: insofar as thry mist thought; this is how they make it think ... 
What we call "thought" - or "to think" (the English language makes percep-

tible the gap between the substantive thought and the verb to thinlt, the latter 
being itself divided between to thinlt of and to thin It or thinking, absolutely)-
is nothing other than that against which an infinitt mistanct is opposed and 
whose vtry objtct (or very subject) is chis infinite resistance. 

(One might say, with good reason, "thinking" is masochism par excellence, 
the only difference being that the masochist has a precise representation of 
what or whose hardness hurts him, and he draws his perverse pleasure from 
chis representation. But there is nothing perverse in "th inking." Thinking en-
joys liouit} and suffers without any representation, and in a single movement 
divided in two.) 

Thought: the infinite return into itself of an exceriority that has been originarily 
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torn from itself, and to such an extent that it was preceded by no self. 
Thjs is intolerable, unbearable (one bends, collapses under the weight of 

what is to be thought, that is, of what just is), and yec this has no heaviness, 
it is lightness itself (one can think whatever one wishes). This is grave, the 
existence of the world is grave, but this gravity has the lightness of that which 
exists without any other justification than existing. As is also said in French: ra 
tombt so us It uns. 3 Thought is such a meaning. 

An infinite return into itself: it therefore does not return but falls back upon 
itself without falling anywhere. "Self" is a place of gravity without bottom or 
center. It endlessly falls into it, hence it also does not fall into it. "To fall " no 
longer has any meaning. "The weight of thought" means the end of any "original 
fall. " There is nothing any more, no more height from which one might fall. 
The height is equal to the fall, as is obvious that each time there is a faJJ. But 
the hcight, here, proves null: nothing exceeds the measure of the world. The weight 
of thought means that the world is gravt enough by itself, without any other 
consideration. Which also means: joyous enough. This equation is the very 
weight of weightiness: its impalpable lightness. This is what cannot be forgotten . 
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Prefatory Note 

We are told from various sides that our era has forgotten true philosophy, its 
authentic tasks and the soundness of its reflection. In fact, this call to order 
most often testifies to a forgetting of what philosophy is, of what it has be-
come and of what one should do with it or in its name. It seemed desirable, 
even urgent, to show what has indeed been forgotten, to show at least the 
basic elements of what constitutes the current states and tasks of philosophy. 

No discoveries are offered here in these pages. In one sense, this is simply a 
taking stock of the situation, often stating nothing more than what is doubt-
less already known. However, it would be useful , at least for once, if it were 
not presupposed to be known, since such a presupposition often proves quite 
faJlacious (listening to what is said and reading what is written). What follows 
will be somewhat didactic, for not only have I tried to write for those who are 
well versed neither in the history nor in the techniques of philosophy, but I 
also thought it a good idea to clarify for myself some things that are easily 
"taken for granted" or are left to the penumbra of one's personal inclinations. 

Consequently, I will appeal to many works, to many thoughts operative in 
our recent history and at the present time, but I wiU not name them. On the 
one hand, of course, I wanted to distance myself from polemical interests and 
rigidities engendered by proper names (without being so naive, however, as to 
believe they would be completely eliminated). On the other hand, I will try to 
restrict myself to what, at least to a certain extent, belongs to everyone and yet 
can be claimed by no one. With regard to the first point, this is no irenic 
declaration; thinking today is clearly embroiled in a state of struggle, and those 
who have taken up arms in order to foment the forgetting of philosophy are 
well aware of this. But this is not a quarrel between individuals or groups (no 
more than it is a mere conBict between ancients and moderns). For in this 
battle it is truth that is at stake. With regard to the second point, I do not 
wish to claim that th oughts that have their own particular styles, and whose 
differences (if not differends), deserve reflection, could be gathered into an 
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anonymous synthesis. But I hold that in this division of thoughts, and thanks 
to it, there is something common to all of them, something that bears the 
mark of history, something that is ours in the sense that I will try to give to 
that word. (In the process, I grant something to those-diverse also, and yet 
similar-who make an amalgamated "modernity" the target of their attacks. I 
do not grant them the amalgam, only the existence of turning points and lim-
its in history to which they are the belated and reactive witnesses.) In another 
sense, it will become clear that I am advancing only a single proposition, one 
for which I alone am responsible. This is inevitable. T hus, two distinct levels 
can be read here. 

2 
...... 
T 

Introduction 

That which might rightfully lay claim ro the name of meaning dwells in what 
is open and not in what is closed upon itself. 

- Adorno, Negative Dialectic 

More or less quietly, more or less clamorously, the question of meaning once 
again troubles the aging West, which believed itself to have overcome it. One 
should not be too quick to say that this agitation is in vain. There is necessar-
ily at least one sense [sms] to the question of meaning [uns) being posed. 1 And 
this sense is not only negative-as when one claims, with good reason, that 
the meaning of history, of the polis, of war, or of communication, has been 
interrupted. (This could also be stated, with all the ambiguity of the expres-
sion: we no longer hav( a sense of history, of community or of truth- or, 
more bluntly, we no longer have tht sense of history, of destiny, of mystery, of 
existence, etc.) There is a positive sense to the question of meaning being 
posed anew, but the mode or the nature of this "positivity" is difficult to de-
termine. In order that it not be empty or illusory, this positivity must have 
nothing to do with any of the determinations of meaning that our d istant o r 
recent past might offer us. Furthermore, it must have nothing to do with the 
idea of "overcoming" the question of meaning, an idea that is not only posi-
tive but positivist. The idea of an "overcoming" stems from dt] a simple 
dialectic of meaning: when structuralism declared that people no longer had 
anything to say, but that what was interesting was the way in which they said 
it, it :si tuated meaning (having then become a combinatory network) in the 
impeccable mastery of its own sublation It au empted to put forth 
meaning no longer as message bur as functionality, which itself then became 
the message. 

Yet our recent history surely cannot be assimilated to the fate of structural-
ism and its avatars alone, contrary to what certain people believe, and to what 
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others feign ro believe. lr is not certain that, once reduced ro functions of 
language, we would no longer have anything to say. Nonetheless, it is nor 
certain that we can say this as if language were once again simply at our dis-
posaL Something has been suspended in the reciprocal availability of meaning 
and of the speaking function. And if there is a question of meaning for us, it 
is dependent upon this suspension in such a precise and rigorous manner that 
the very meaning of the question as such is, from the outset, left in suspense. 
What is one asking, henceforth, when one asks for meaning? What is it to ask 
for meaning? What is the meaning of this request? 

I would be at great pains indeed to determine the meaning of the return of 
rhe question of meaning. It is no one's exclusive province to effect this deter-
mination: it is, or will be, the effect of history, which has never ceased to give 
rise to the unprecedented, precisely because history itself is not someone and is 
not a subject (a subject is, perhaps, bound only to reproduce itself). And yet, 
I know-with a knowledge that is accessible to anyone who does not claim ro 
rule over thought, or to make himself irs overseer, but who intends rather to let 
it think, or to let it come to be-l know that this meaning could not take any 
other form (if it is a "form") than chat of an opening (to use Adorno's term). 

What does this mean? These pages have no other purpose than to attempt 
to spell out what such an "opening" consists of, or at least how it first opens 
up. If meaning depends on thought, insofar as it is thought that welcomes 
meaning [/'accueil/eJ (but does not produce it), then the meaning that "dwells 
in what is open" depends on thought itself as opening [ouverture]. This is not 
an openness [ouverture] of thought, as one might say of liberal or conciliatory 
intellectual attitudes (for such accommodating postures point instead to the 
forgetting of thought).2 It is, rather, thought as the opening to which and 
through which what belongs to meaning is able to happen, precisely because it 
happens-with all the force of its declaration, call, or demand. (At the risk of 
repeating myself, I will say that philosophy is not, perhaps is never, that which 
happens; but the wonder before the fact that it happens bears the name and 
form of the philosophical for the West.) The dimension of the open, then, is 
the one according to which nothing (nothing essential) is established or set-
tled; it is the one according to which everything essential comes to be. It is 
therefore also that dimension according to which thought has nothing- nei-
ther things, nor ideas, nor words-that would simply be at the disposal of its 
(supposed) mastery. Consequently, it is also the dimension according to which 
"meaning" is far from being identical to "signification." For signification is 
located meaning, while meaning resides perhaps only in the coming of a pos- \ 
sible signification. O ne should at least attempt to think in this direction. 

Bur we must first dear the horizon of the problem. That is, we must discern 

Introduction I II 

the reasons why the current return of the question of meaning most often 
takes place under the heading of the "closure upon itself." At least this is how 
things are presented in the conventional wisdom, and by chose who, in the 
name of such a "return," have demanded it the most vehemently in these last 
years. Such a discernment is indispensable if we are to move toward what 
happens to us and toward that which will call upon us in the order of mean-
ing. It is probably even through the process of discerning the themes and structures 
of the "closed upon itself" that one may begin to make oneself available to the 
"open," to what comes-co that which, since it comes and since its essence lies 
in coming, in the yet-to-come,3 has no "self" upon which to dose itself. 
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The Schema of the Return 

Indeed, all that is presented in the form of the return or under the heading of 
the return is in principle closed upon itself. If I have spoken of "return," it is 
out of mere convenience and in order initially to make use of a somewhat 
stereotypical phrase: "the return of the question of meaning." But in history, 
questions do not return any more than do the faces of individuals. History is 
Leibnizian in that it obeys the principle of the impossibility of indiscernables. 
Undoubtedly, the or so centuries of our Western history seem 
punctuated by the periodic repetition of crises during which a configuration of 
meaning comes undone, a philosophical, political, or spiritual order decays, 
and, in the general vacillation of certainties and reference points, one is alarmed 
at the: meaning lost--one tries to retrieve it, or else tries to invent a nc:w 
meaning. We have thus seen-at the very least-a crisis of the ancient Greek 
world. a crisis of the classical Greek world, a crisis of the Roman world, a 
crisis of the Christian world, and now (this is the whole histoty of the 
eth century) a crisis of the modern world. But it is not at all certain that the 
succession of these critical episodes signifies the "return" of anything at all 
(perhaps only the return of a cenain representation of "crisis"). More precisely, 
it is not ce.rtain that an interpretation in terms of "return" (which is most 
often found in solidari ty with the representation in terms of "crisis") is 
cient, provided that thought is not too lazy. 

The point of view of the "return" conceives of each crisis in an identical 
manner and as the reproduction of the same episode. However varied the dis-
courses that stem from this point of view may be, their fundamental typology 
can be reduced to a single model: in times of crisis, meaning is lost sight of, 
but when the crisis ends, when the dust has settled and the vagrancies and 
extravagances of the crisis have run their course, the demand for meaning 
reemerges: intact and unmistakable. The rtturn thus first means that nothing 
had truly been lost and that neither the length of the crisis nor the abundance 
and intensiry of its manifestations could have fondamtntally altered a certain 
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Idea (a schema, a paradigm, sometimes a norm) of Meaning. "Now all disci-
plines are restiruted"-this line of Rabelais emblematizes all the thoughts of 
return: rebirth, restitution, restoration, rediscovery .. .. 

This is how, for some time now, and from various places, one has hastened 
to bracket nothing less than the two centuries that separate us from Kant, in 
order to proclaim the return of a certain once critical, ethical, 
juridical, regulative and humanistic-whose purity and necessity are purported 
to have gone practically unaffected by the thoughts of the dialectic, of history 
or economy, by those of anxiety, the letter, the body, and, especially, by this 
thought of self (reflection, calling into question, radicalization, genealogy, over-
coming, destruction, deconstruction, etc.) that philosophy has undertaken (that 
is to say, we are told, where it had gone astray) since Kant. Others propose yet 
more extensive operations: they would have both the crisis and the slow, silent 
process of the immaculate Return begin with Descartes, or the Counter-Refor-
mation, or even the Church Fathers. There is also a less historicizing version, 
as one might expect, according to which what returns, or what must return, is 
a certain common sense, an obvious rationality, verifiable by all in the accu-
racy of its measure and in the limit of its pretensions: it is ageless, it is the 
Solon of thought.4 From its very beginnings (and I will return to this), our 
Western world alternately awaits or announces the return of Solon, who would 
once again have to police the polis, its community, its customs and its thoughts. 

This schema is, of course, rarely presented today with such simplicity, since 
it is hardly possible nowadays to propose without further ado the neutraliza-
tion of a whole segment of history. If only cautiously to comply with a kind of 
elementary rule of modern consciousness (one no longer openly allows oneself 
all the violence of untimely meditations), it is hardly possible today to act as 
though nothing has happened that would have to be taken into account. So, 
now and then, one admits that there was some partial necessity to some par-
ticular aspect of the crisis. One could not, dearly, simply remain with classical 
metaphysics any more than with the Enlightenment. In philosophy as in poli-
tics- though, obviously, all this is but a matter of philosophical politics and of 
political philosophy-hardline reactions are not in vogue nowadays. Yet for all 
this, they may be all the more insidiously and profoundly reactive. This is 
why, if it is admitted that one must live with one's times, one in fact refuses 
to admit that one must think thtse timts through. It is here that the schema 
regains all the force of its overwhelming simplicity. One must think against 
the times, or despite the times, since it is still the time of the crisis. Against 
the times, and in order to put an end to them, one must think the scansion 
of the return and, on the basis of this, beyond these times, one must think 
reform and renewal. 

Tht Schmuz of tht Rttum I I 5 

This refusal or avoidance before a thinking of the present day already and 
by itself testifies to the forgetting of philosophy. Indeed, of all rhe inaugural 
propositions of the philosophy of the contemporary era, none is more forgot-
ten or misunderstood than Hegel's famous line: "The owl of Minerva spreads 
its wings only with the falling of dusk." What this line means is unambigu-
ously established by its context: 

Whatever happens, every individual is a child of his time; so philosophy too 
is its own time apprehended in thoughts. It is just as absurd to fancy that a 
philosophy can transcend its contemporary world as it is to fancy that an 
individual can overleap his own age .... If his theory really goes beyond the 
world as it is and builds an ideal one as it ought to be, that world exists 
indeed, but only in his opinions, an unsubstantial element where anything 
you please may, in fancy, be built. s 

The "falling of dusk" would thus be a certain fulfillment, the event and advent 
of a "present day"-that is, of the real; philosophy is that which thinks the 
present reality (the only one there is ... ) by thinking the present, the presence 
and presentation of reality. When one selects from the provenance of this present 
that which is, on the one hand, to be taken into account and, on the other 
hand, that which is to be classified under the rubric of "the delirium of the 
crisis," one has already de-realized the real. One has "overleapt one's age" backward 
so as to be better able to leap ahead toward the restorative return. By picking 
and choosing from history, one has already denied oneself the possibility of 
thinking through the real movement that is carried out in the real present, or 
the movement of the day that the night brings to a close and presents-and 
that brings us to the eve of another real day. Not that it is a matter of taking 
all the givens of our past at once, so as to try to swallow the whole mass 
indiscr iminately .... By thinking through the provenance of the present, the 
philosopher thinks history through; he orders it into a new apprehension (that 
is, he not only writes another history but thinks the very idea of history in 
another way). But the philosopher does not refit in advance a history that 
would conform to the norm of the return of what preceded this history. Deliriums, 
excesses, errors, and crimes also demand to be understood by thought; this is 
not to accede to madness, stupidity, or the will to evil, but it is to accede to 
the reality that permitted them, gave rise to them, or was marked by them. 
Merely to advocate a return to the law that was violated is not to think through 
the is to avoid thinking it through without avoiding (quite to the 
contrary) its possible repetition. 
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The Will to Meaning 

The schema of the return, thus traced back to the simplicity of its calculated 
distraction, or of its denial, with regard to the reality of history (this is the 
schema's way of inverting the ruse of reason that so scandaljzes it; the schema 
ruses with reason itself), carries with it two major implications. On the one 
hand, the crisis is deemed merely superficial, and, on the other hand, the re-
turn of some deep meaning must be understood as the return of the identical. 

The crisis is superficial because it only consists, at best, in extravagant for-
mations, or because it can be reduced to deviations that arose from a sound 
inspiration. For example-to take the obviously exemplary case of history it-
self-the Hegelian conception of history is but a monstrosity (tk Marxo, sikmus!), 
and the speculative tendencies in Kant's philosophy of history are only an 
unfortunate slippage, quickly corrected by the vigilance of orthodox Kantianism. 
But the crisis is also superficial in the causes of its aberrations: it was Germa-
ny's unfortunate incapacity to forge a political unity that engendered specula-
tive thought (one might almost be tempted to draw on the resources of a kind 
of sub-Marxism: but since, as a rule, no one is a Marxist, at least not anymore, 
one does not even use such a tool or say what kind of causality is being used). 
Then it was the seductions of irrationality, the hunger for glamour or power, 
morbid or hermetic tendencies (this time sub-Nietz.scheanism or sub-Freudianism 
plays the role of sub-Marxism), and, finally, the idling talents or the vainglory 
of the salons (parisianismt is an old accusation, dear to certain Parisians) that 
accounted for an impressive succession of errors and weaknesses. Never does 
one ask oneself: why this weakness, why these hungers or tendencies-and 
certainly not: why such spectacular causal links, or relations of mutual expres-
sion, between a few collective or individual pathologies and phenomena of 
thought that are not completely inconsistent, incommunicable and ephemeral? 
T hese questions are not asked because the crisis is treated as a mere sickness-
a term that is itself understood in the most superficial manner possible, as a 
passing disorder, due to contingent causes, that in no way alters what is essential. 
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If philosophy always puts itself in a more or less medical posture, treating 
the soul or the understanding, the philosophers of the return are the most 
expeditious of doctors: they diagnose only either minor colds or gangrenous 
infections that require massive and immediate excisions. For them, the "crisis" 
is no longer what its name meant to Greek physicians and to philosophy: the 
moment of judgment (ltrisis), of the discernment of the true nature of the sick-
ness by way of its "critical" manifestations. Thus, even supposing that the whole 
of romantic and .speculative idealism after Kant were nothing more than a 
"crisis," it would still be appropriate to diagnose what this philosophical body 
(in which runs the blood of Kant, Leibniz, Spinoza, Rousseau, etc.) was suffer-
ing from, and consequently, how this body was constituted. Even supposing 
that all contemporary thought stemming from Heidegger and Nietzsche (or 
Marx, or Freud) were nothing more than a "crisis," it would still be necessary 
to discern what a so widely and durably infected philosophical corpus is suffer-
ing from and how it functions. For a whole philosophical constitution is no 
doubt at stake, and perhaps even the entire philosophical constitution in gen-
eral. Undoubtedly, there is a great physiology of thought, with a complex cir-
culatory system that runs, for example, from Marx and Nietzsche to Heidegger, 
Benjamin and Wittgenstein by way of Kierkegaard, Husser!, the "human sci-
ences," logical positivism, Bergson, Bataille, structuralism, and so on-but also 
by way of the modern experience and consciousness of the social bond and of 
struggle, of the partitions of the world, of the putting to the test of art, litera-
ture, and language. And it would no doubt be possible to apply to this consti-
tution of humors, reflexes, and metabolisms the same kind of diagnosis that 
Nietzsche himself initiatecl within philosophy on philosophy itself ... . 

Unless we should find that the medical paradigm, along with the orthopedic 
or hygienic models it entails, themselves belong to the most traditional philo-
sophical constitution and cannot be used, despite Nietzsche or thanks to him, 
without philosophical Bur then one would have to undertake other 
operations on philosophy, other modes of questioning and judging it, in which 
it would no longer be a question of crisis or diagnosis. These would be the 
various modes by which contemporary thought has had to investigate a certain 
completion (which Heidegger also called an "end") of philosophy as such, and 
the new relation to itself or out of itself that is thus opened. If one does not 
want to undertake such an investigation, · one has already confined oneself to a 
philosophy that is forgetful of itself and its history-one that is thus twiu 
Jinish(d. "6 If, on the contrary, one recognizes that philosophical seriousness 
and rigor cannot be demanded at a low cost, one must admit that one of the 
prices to be paid (in fact, the lowest price) is the relinquishing of the themes 
of crisis and return. 

Tht Will to Mtaning I 19 

To the superficial character of the crisis corresponds the deep and immuta-
ble character of meaning in its insistent return. This return is the return of a 
meaning that is identical to itself beneath the swell of change. But it should be 
noted that this has nothing to do with Nietzsche's "eternal return of the same." 
NietzSche conceives the now in its exposure to an eterniry of meaning, or, 
rather, to an eterniry understood as an infinite opening of meaning where irs 
signification collapses. The other return merely designates the preservation of a 
signification shielded from history by a strange intellectual freeze. 

For nearly two centuries now (and this length of time alone should make us 
wond.er ... ), the slightest irruption, the slightest stirring or innovation of thought, 
is regulasly followed by a call back to the same values-that is, to valut itself: 
man, the subj(ct, communication, rationality, and so on-and by a call back to 
the same philosophical virtues necessary to enact these values in a humaniry 
finally re-valorized: clarity, r(sponsibility, communicability, and so on. There ase 
several consequences of this. 

The first consequence-or rather corollary-is that the set of notions or 
themes that constitute the overall m(aning that is alleged to return consists in 
nothing other than the complete collection of those received ideas that were 
taken as ideals or demands ever since modern thought became for itself an 
obvious fact or a foregone conclusion. Who today would not be quick to agree 
upon the values of freedom, rationality, communication, responsibility, dig-
niry, and the right of men to shase these same values-as long as it is a 
of facile declarations and not philosophical work? This agreement is the verita-
ble commonplau in which, if not all thoughts, at least all declarations made in 
the name of the thoughts of the contemporary world, can coexist. (Certain 
enterprises, more playful or seemingly more anxious to distinguish themselves 
from humanism, appear to keep themselves at a distance from this common-
place; these may range from a new hedonism to various forms of what could 
be called general symbolic analysis. But since, in these cases, the question of 
meaning is simply no longer raised, or, rather, since it is foreclosed, the com-
monpEace remains, a silent and ghostly presence.) Yet this commonplace can 
only be agreed upon on the condition that one neglect, in this supposed con-
cord of thoughts, certain notable exceptions: at tht V(ry ltast, and despite ev-
erything, since unfortunately it seems that it must be said tkspite tvtrything, 
Marx, Nietzsche, Freud, Heidegger, Wittgenstein, and a sixth, for which the 
names Rimbaud, Picasso, and Joyce might be combined or substi-
tuted .... One can come to this agreement only on the condition of retaining 
in each thought only a few terms (for example, "freedom") that are to be taken 
in the limited context of a few general statements of intent. But in order to 
preserve access to the commonplace, one must be wary of too closely examining 
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rhe exact construction of the concepts and the stakes of rhe systematics or 
problematics in which these concepts are produced. The philosophical com-
monplace that is offered to us as the return of the philosophy, this common-
place that we must agree, and once again despite everything, ro call by the name 
humanism (in a sense that would hardly be recognizable to historic humanism, 
which produced a rupture in thought and for which "man" was a thought of 
rupture, not consensus), can hardly be characterized (despite everything . .. ) as 
anything but an ideology, that is, a thought that does not critique or think 
through its own provenance and its own relation to reality. 

Undoubtedly, it will still be easy for quite some time to come to an agree-
ment concerning the ideology of a "meaning of man." But this somnambulistic 
agreement refuses to realize that it is a.rrived at before a humanity that bas 
long despaired or been disgusted by the appeals made to its own "meaning," a 
humanity that feels that it inhabits the least human of all possible worlds. For 
two-thirds of this humanity, "man" is, in sum, a denial; he is barely allowed to 
survive. For the other third, it is the modern name of a Narcissus who is at a 
loss before the disappearance of his own image. Certainly, the discourse on the 
rights of man does not fail to fulfill necessary functions from time to time in 
the name of political or moral demands. That is no reason to ignore what we 
already know; the man whose rights are respected is given over to a freedom 
and to a community that, he is told, is his meaning but that has for him 
neither meaning nor flesh. And the reason for this perhaps lies precisely in the 
fact that freedom, community, and so on, are foreclosed in philosophical hu-
manism. It is one thing to denounce the ignominy of slavery; it is quite an-
other 'to think sovereignty, which is not simply the cessation or the opposite of 
slavery, and which brings another essence-or another meaning-into play. 
This does not mean that we are through with "man," "freedom," or "commu-
nity," as we are with the steam train. It means that there is nothing essential 
or true to be done with these Ideas as long as the system of their closure lias 
not been entirely brought to light, thereby releasing possibilities of meaning 
that necessarily exceed the significations of humanism. 

The second consequence is that the return that is announced or called for, 
to the extent that it is the return of the identical, ultimately consists less in a 
return of than in a return to. One might still suppose that the return of mean-
ing would be similar to that of Ulysses, who does not come back just as he 
left-who comes back, for example, under the name of Bloom, and who un-
does his own legend by repeating it ("undoing one's own legend" means saying 
that there is something more to be said). But this would require a specific 
reflection on return, on repetition. It would require a precise elaboration of 
the nostos and of the difference or drift that entails it. Joyce's gesture is one 
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version of such an elaboration. It was clearly not by chance that it occurred in 
an era in which (since romanticism and since Nietzsche) a more or less direct 
investigation into the essence of the return had become a philosophical preoc-
cupation. But this preoccupation, and consequently any elaboration of the prob-
lematic of return (and perhaps of the West and philosophy themselves as return}, 
are foreign to those who, in the end, are demanding a return to: to values, to 
reason, to God, to Kant, or to God knows what else. 

The return to seems to assume a strange way of proceeding. It proposes 
retreating in order to advance (unless it is in order to leap better ... over its 
time). I will not oppose to this, however, the image of a pure and simple 
forward march, which would fall in with the too obviously dated models of 
discovery or progress. Christopher Columbus, Descartes, Condorcet, and Kant 
(despite everything) are no longer of our age; undoubtedly, "taking a step for-
ward" could not easily be analyzed by philosophy nowadays in terms of a reso-
lute march or a guided path. But it is the return to, in fact, that obeys the 
logic of the forward march, on the condition that one accept the possibility of 
having gone astray. One goes back to the place where one took a wrong turn 
or wandered from the path, and then sets off in the right direction. Nothing 
has happened; the return is a neutral or null move, and is, in fact, only mo-
mentary. Historically speaking, it amounts to nothing; it simply puts history 
back on the right trade. AJI that is required is that one be suddenly alerted to 
the fact that thought has been wandering since about 1795 (or 1580, or 402), 
and that one decide to return to the point of departure. This move is entirely 
positive. There is no retreat; it is not a retrograde move. It is, rather, a retro-
active one; one can annul the interim and, in 1985, get the good start that was 
missed in 1785. The two dates are therefore essentially identical, and what 
distinguishes them is nothing-nothing but rhe negligible time of crisis and 
wandering. Ultimately, the intermediary dates are but false dates in history-
or else, simply rhe dates of errors or lies, instructive if taken as indications of 
the wrong way to go. 

But under these conditions, where in history can a true date and a true 
starting point be found? Let us assume rhat it lay in Kant (since he is the one 
we hear about most, as if, moreover, we had been waiting for the call to return 
in order to read and reread Kant). Following this assumption, Kant would be 
the moment of a rupture and an inauguration. But what law of history would 
limit the inauguration to Kant? What conception of history would authorize 
such a law? For lack of a response to these questions, which, moreover, are nor 
even raised, one proceeds as if Kant at once inaugurated and was himself noth-
ing more than the return of and to an Idea whose provenance is here left 
undetermined. The logic of the return is caught in a history that it at once 
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denies and affirms, at once corrects and submits to. This is confirmed by the 
fact that no one advocates a return to pre-Christian Antiquity (although, from 
time to time, someone makes a move in this direction, regarding law, morality, 
or happiness ... ): the gap is too great, and one would find that something was 
lacking; for some, it would be God, for others, the subject, for everyone, it 
would be freedom and man's vocation. This is to acknowledge that the return 
has limits, and that "somewhere" there is a past that has passed, a past in 
relation to which something has happened [arrivl], a past in relation to which, 
in the end, wt have arrived. But we are never told exactly how or when the 
past stopped passing-in order to let the crisis pass before getting the return 
under way. As for the past of the crisis itself, which was posterior to the once 
again present present of the good start, it has not properly passed; it has not 
settled in the alluvium of history, nor, consequently, has it been inscribed in 
its fecundity. It is overcome [dlpassl], that is all. For some time now, one has, 
while shaking off the yoke of historical thought, undertaken to teach us that 
there is some past thatquitt simply did nottalu piau [nt s'm pas pass!): Hegel, 
the death of God, the proletariat, or Auschwin., respectively or all at once. 

Third consequence: that to which it is a matter of returning is not so much 
a determined meaning as mtaning itself, or else the category of meaning in 
general. (More precisely, one would have to say that the determined meaning 
of humanist ideology is presented as immediately subsumed under the categoty 
of meaning in general, whose task and stakes it assume.s.) 

Meaning in general is meaning understood as signification. Signification it-
self, that is, mtaning in tht stnst of "signification" (which is the most ordinary 
sense of the word "meaning" in our language and in philosophy) is not ex-
actly, or not simply, "meaning"; it is the presentation of meaning. Significa-
tion consists in the establishment or assignment of the presence of a factual (or 
sensible) reality in the ideal (or intelligible) mode (which is what one calls 
"meaning"}; or else, and reciprocally, it consists in the assignment of the pres-
ence of an intelligible determination in the sensible mode (a particular reality 
and/or the materiality of the sign itself). From Plato to Saussure, signification 
is, properly speaking, the conjunction of a sensible and an intelligible, con-
joined in such a way that each presents the other. The meaning of meaning as 
"signification" is taught (signified) by the most elementary and most constant 
lesson of philosophy; if we assume the division between sensible and intelligi-
ble, then signification would be the dialectical resolution of this division. Its 
succint formulation might be: the meaning of things is presented in the mean-
ing of words and vice versa, or else, even more laconically: logology (discourse, 
science, and calculation of the reasons of the real). 

In Kantian terms- since these are the most appropriate here and since it is 
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indeed our relation to Kant that is at is properly speaking 
that through which concepts are no longer empty and intuitions no longer 
blind. In other words, signification realizes the one in the other and the two 
together. It relates each one to the other as to that which confers upon it its 
true property: the concept thinks and the intuition sees; the concept thinks 
what the intuition sees and the intuition sees what the concept thinks. Signifi-
cation is thus tht vtry modtl of a structurt or sysum that is ckJud upon itst/f, or 
better yet, as c/osurt upon itulf This is the signification of humanism: the 
reality of man presents itself right in the ideality called "man." And this is the 
humanism of signification: the ideality of man presents itself right in7 his sen-
sible reality, that of his works and/or signs. 

Before the terrifying or maddening abyss that is opened between the possi-
bility that thought is empty and the correlative possibility that reality is chaos 
(this does not date back to Kant, but in his work it takes on its modern and 
perfectly human form}, signification is the assurance that closes the gaping void 
by rendering its two sides homogeneous. Reality has an order to it, and reason 
orders the real. The stlf[soi], the selfsamt [soi-mbne] 8 "upon" which this sys-
tem closes itself (and which it in fact constitutes by this very closure) is the ( 
locus or agency of this homogeneity, its support and substance; it is the sub-
jtct, capable of presenting the concept and the intuition together, that is, the 
one through the other. 

That is why, in Kant, signification or meaning designates that which takes 
place as prtstntation. The force or "sleight of hand" (Handgri/1)9 that consti-
tutes this presentation are declared by Kant to be forever ungraspable, the "'h1daen 
art" of what he baptized the "schematism." It suffices to leave this ungraspable 
to its obscurity. It suffices not to wonder whether this obscurity might demand 
not simply a supplementary clarification but perhaps a whole other approach 
to the question; it suffices to ignore that which nonetheless is thereby revealed, 
namely, that signification in no way yitlds tht "mtaning" of its own production or 
of its own advent (which cannot itself be a signification, but the act or move-
ment in whtcfi d ie possibility of meaning arises- which has sometimes been 
called "signifianu"). 10 All this suffices to make the whole of philosophy into a 
general enterprise of signification and presentation. One could even say that 
the open and shut enigma of the schematism was necessary in order to engage 
modern philosophy in- the explicit will to, and systematic project of, total pre-
sentation: sensible, moral, logical, aesthetic, political, metaphysical. Even though 
Kantian thought in itS most acute tension never forgot the qutstion of the 
schematism, this project nonetheless began in Kant's work itself. Signification 
there takes on differem modes, ranging from the ostensive mode of mathemat-
ics to the analogical, symbolic, and even "negative" modes of morality, aesthetics, 
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and history-but it is still essentially signification, it is still the demand and 
the logic of its closure (Kant speaks of the "satisfaction" of reason) that are at 

f stake. From Kant to Husserl, the great philosophical lineage has done nothing 
but modulate the will to presentation in various ways. 

(Undoubtedly, this great modulation has constantly come to touch on 
the limit11 of signification and put it into question; it has constantly raised the 
question of the meaning of the provenance of meaning, the question of the 
opening of meaning, and of an other "meaning" of meaning. In fact, it has 
raised this question as such. It is thus philosophy itself that brought to light 
the question of its own closure, of its own edge on the outskirts of meaning. I 
will return to this later on, for it is through this obstinacy about the limit of 
signifying presentation that philosophy properly carries out the act otphilosopblcat 
thought. The forgetting of philosophy is the forgetting of this obstinacy.) 

T he will to presentation constantly makes meaning return-that is, th""e 
ingfo/ essence of meaning sensee du sms), or signification-in knowl-
edge, history, work, the State, the community, law, ethics, and even in art and 
faith, because this will is the presupposition of meaning: there must be signifi-
cation, that is, Ideas must not be empty, and experience must not be chaos. 
(The limit of this unconditioned demand is found in the Idea of the presenta-
tion of the unconditioned itself; this is the Kantian sublime. The sublime-
indissociably aesthetic, moral, political and philosophical-makes another opening 
of "meaning" rise up against the background of signification out of which it 
emerges. This sublime, as such, is perhaps already no longer a sufficient resource 
for us. It still adheres, albeit negatively, to the logic of presentation and risks 
preserving a maximum of signification. It should be noted, however, that the 
partisans of the return do not refer to the Kant of the sublime nor to his heirs.) 

The return is thus each time a return to this will to meaning. If one agrees, 
along with Kant and as it is no doubt necessary to do since Montaigne and 
Pascal, that man does nor have or is nor himself a signification that is already 
produced and available, then he has or is at the very least the signification of 
this will, and rhus has or is the signification of the subject of signification or 
presentation. This is how contemporary humanism defines itself: as the self-
presentation of the will to meaning, or more exactly, as the self-presentation of 
the meaning of the will to meaning. That which governs the process and project 
of signification is the following: "man" signifies this project-and this project 
signifies man. 

Thus we can see how the thoughts of the ·return keep returning ro this 
commonplace made up of "freedom," the "subject," "communication," and so 
on; these categories or regulative Ideas are in sum the rranscendenrals, in the 
scholastic sense of the term, of signification. They are its fundamental predi-
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cares; signification, or presentation, must be produced by rhe subject, which 
presents itself (therein lies its "freedom") and thus communicates, and com-
municates itself all by itself. Humanism is the complete system of the auto-
donation of meaning. As for "value," a theme that never fails to punctuate the 
demands for return, it is nothing other than signification as wilkd; "value" is 
meaning that is not yet realized but (postulated) meaning regulates the 
gait and direction of our every step. Humanism is the postulation of the meaning 
of man and confers perhaps no other meaning upon man than that of his 
infinite postulation. In a sense, humanism deliberately (willfully) goes no fur-1 
ther than man's will. The inhumanity of his world is not terribly surprising. 



5 
...... ..... 

The Displacement 
of Meaning 

I will try to explain how all of philosophy, from its inception, has corresponded 
in stnu to this thought. But one must 6rst determine the extent to which, in 
philosophy (in the West), no age before ours (if it is still ours and that is the 
whole problem) has been defined, structured, or magnetized by this will as much as 
it has. This is proven by the constancy and the reactive demands of the thoughts 
of the return; we cannot stand ourselves without a project of signification, or 
without the signification of a project. The feeling of this necessiry, with its 
ardent demand, did not become general and permanent until the end of the 
eighteenth century. This was not the result of progress, for the thought of 
progress-which is in sum the matrix of the thoughts of the return, being as it 
is the thought of a fruition of presupposed meaning--<>nly constituted itse.lf at 
that moment and according to that movement. Rather, it was the result of a 
protective reaction against the distress and wandering in which modern man-
let us say, the man of the second "humanism," who could no longer live on the 
model of the ancients, hence, modern man--experienced himself: Montaigne, 
Shakespeare, Pascal, La Rochefoucauld, Sterne, Diderot, Lichtenberg, Rousseau .... 
The thought of progress (sometimes in the works of these same authors) reacts 
via the project of signification. 

The thoughts of the return repeat this reaction. This does not justify them. 
On the contrary, it condemns them. It condemns them without appeal (and 
without there being any need to introduce the slightest bias into this condem-
nation; this is all so clear, so overwhelming-hardly a question of preference ... ). 
It condemns them because the time that has passed, the event, the work of 
history and the uncompromising suspicion of philosophy itself have all brought 
this to light: the will to signification is but a "human, all too human" reaction 
to the unprecedented experiment 12 that the West undertook (or at least, that it 
thought it was unde.rtaking at that time, but in which it may have been involved 
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from the start, and by which it defines itself). This was not the experience of 
a "loss of meaning," as a thought of crisis or retu.rn would say, since such a 
formulation is founded upon the reconstitution after the fact or the retrospec-
tive illusion (so tenacious and so deep-seated in the West) according to which, 
"before," there was some established, shared signification available that the crisis 
would come to muddle or conceal. But the experiment or experience of the West, 
since it invents signification, and since in its modern form it gives rise to the 
will to signification, does not in fact proceed from lost signification to redis-
covered or restored signification. It is rather the experience of an entry into the 
order of signification from out of a different order. This different order perhaps 
never was; for the historian, in any case, the five hundred years that preceded 
the birth of the West are, in Braudel's words, " the night," which means that 
one must not try to give a signification to this moment (when "the eastern 
Mediterranean was at history's degree zero, or nearly so"), not even a "nocturnal" 
signification. There was another day, then, upon which we cannot confer the 
meaning of any of our days or nights. The question of an order exterior to 
signification cannot be posed under the conditions or in the terms of significa-
tion (thus all our conceptions of "myth" have never made us accede to a "life 
in myth,"13 if this expression means anything; or else, on another level, all our 
thoughts of mimesis set themselves the task of thinking the fact that it is im-
possible to signify what the West's first models were, or, more radically, whethe.r 
there was or is a model for the logic of mimesis). Even if there was once an 
order exterior to signification, and even if it is still present somewhere among 
us, or in us, we would not be able to name it or describe it in our discourse; 
we would not be able to give it meaning within the logic of signification. 

One can only try to say that in this order thoughts could not be empty and 
realiry could not be chaos, because the division thus presupposed between 
"thought" and "realiry" would have no currency. This amounts to saying that 
"thought" would not be the representational-significative activiry of a subject, 
and that "realiry" would not be this thing that is signified and presented by 
and to this subject. One could also say that, in this different order, chaos 
would it.self be a thought, and the conceptual void would itself be a realiry .... 
But, once again, it is not here a matter of trying to signify this order; this 
would be the will to signification's supreme and most tenacious illusion. (To 
speak of an "order" is already to say too much.) It has perhaps no other meaning 
than that of opening and undoing that which encloses itself in signification. 
By experiencing an "entry" imo signification, the West experienced an exit from 
something that it could not signify, and consequently, the impossibility of sig-
nifying either its own advent or the establishment of the order of signification. 

Thus, we have never forgotten, lost, muddled , or masked signification in 
such a way that we would have to retrieve or reconstitute it. We are always 
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already in it; we have always only just entered it- and the modern age has 
been the access to signification as will to produce signification, while the an-
cient age entered signification as the ordering [disposition] of the world. Each 
time, we have given this access the signification of a process [prods] or a progress. 
We were emerging from a loss or blurring of signification, from a moment of 
stammering, of lies or delirium, from chaos or fate, from an animal or divine 
condition, from a cruel or happy absence of laws, and so on. At that momem, 
the subject represents itself as alone; or rather, at that moment, "solitude," the 
"subject" and its disarray emerge all at once; at that moment, a disorientation 
{which is the Occident itself) occurs that demands signification to the very 
degree to which it signifies itself from the outset as a deprivation of significa-
tion. Thus the enterprise of meaning always begins by signifying the anterior 
or transcendent presence of a meaning that has been lost, forgotten , or altered, 
one that is, by definition, to be recovered, restored, or revived. 

The fact that the prior and provisional loss of meaning is a represented loss 
in no way prevents the realiry of its effects, which are as powerful as those of 
any fantasy. It does not prevent the distress and wandering of the disoriented 
man and thus does not spare our being concerned about this distress. What 
matters is to know whether the way to free oneself of the effects of the fantasy 
is by means of the fantasy itself. Now the fact that the (always provisional) loss 
or the (always curable) crisis of meaning are representations that are concur-
rent, indeed consubstantial with the establishment of the order of signification, 
confronts us with what might be called the fantasy of signification. These rep-
resentations indeed signify (such is their function and the reason for their ne-
cessity) that signification is always already given or present, that it was always 
already available (whether it be in the guise of a "regulative idea," a "value," or 
sometimes even a "premonition"; one need only think of the way in which 
Christianity represented itself as already potentially present in Antiquity, just 
as Plato represented himself as already present in Hesiod or in the priests of 
Egypt). No)Y, this obligatory antecedence governs the very structure or opera-
tion of signification; meaning, or the signified, is present, by definition and in 
whatever mode, and signification consists in recapturing this presence and pre-
senting it by signifying it. The signifier presents as signified the meaning that 
was silently signifying itself beforehand. This movemem of the return of meaning, 
which constitutrs meaning itself in signification, reveals itself by being redupli-
cated in the representation of the loss or obliteration of the meaning whose 
crisis precedes and provokes the demand for its return. The thoughts of the 
return conceive of meaning as something whose essence has a structure of return, 
and as the re-orientation promised to the Occident. 

Such a structure thus implies that the loss of meaning is also essential for 
the return of meaning. And yet, at the same time, the crisis of the loss must 
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appear only as a superficial accident, otherwise one might no longer know how 
ro return to meaning. A fundamental ambiguity of all thoughts of signification 
and return is thus revealed; meaning must be present, available, visible, immovable, 
and, at the same time, it must be absent, nearly inaccessible, far behind words 
and/or things, remote in some heaven of Ideas, or projected by the aim of a 
will. This ambiguity is indispensable to irs structure of return. But the return 
endlessly brings back the ambiguity; hardly have we entered into meaning, 
hardly have we come near it, when it has to move away again, into the heavens, 
into history, or into the depths of the signified. Meaning is affected by this 
constant disp/amnmt-which is also its dissimulation (Vmtellung)-which Hegel 
criticized in Kant's moral law {and this moral law, at least when considered 
strictly according to the philosophical economy of meaning, is indeed a prime 
example of signification; it prescribes meaning itself, which is thus present, but 
since the meaning of that meaning can only be prescribed, it remains infinitely 
distant). The meaning of signification, or meaning in terms of signification, 
essentially consists in this infinite displacement or flight. For example, the meaning 
of appearances lies precisely in the reality they veil, the meaning of becoming 
lies precisely in the permanence it masks, the meaning of language lies precisely 
in the meaning that it keeps at a signified's distance ... O r else, and symmetrically, 
the meaning of appearances, becoming, or language always consists, in the final 
analysis, in their virtual vanishing for the benefit of the presentation of meaning. 

In the last few years, some have taken pleasure in identifying what they 
considered to be constitutive features of contemporary thought, which they 
understand as a crisis, a pathology, even as a perversion of thought: a privilege 
accorded to absence over presence, to the empty over the full , ro lack over 
satisfaction, to the elsewhere over the here. But in reality, it is a thought that 
claims for itself the health or normality that keeps slipping absence under irs 
presences, rhar keeps holJowing out a void at the heart of its plenitudes. The 
meaning that thought invokes is always elsewhere, always displaced, always on the 
move [m diplacemmt}; or more exactly, the presence of meaning immediately opens 
the indefinite or infinite perspective of its projection into an elsewhere. This does 
nor mean, however, that one should side with absence. Certain theoretical attitudes 
that have valorized an order of the "signifier" and have projected the order of the 
"signified" onto an infinitely vanishing line [ligne de Juiu] have remained, at least 
in part, caught in the logic of signification to the very extent that they have 
maintained its vocabulary and concepts. They have nevertheless played their 
role, in caUing our attention to and in precipitating the crisis. But they have 
remained, at a certain level, in complicity with that thought that today seeks 
to discredit them. This complicity lies in the thought of signification as the 
desire for meaning. 

6 
..... ..... 

The Project of the Subject 

In jes:t, one might say that in the desire for meaning the problem is not mean-
ing but, rather, desire. In other words, if the desire for meaning characterizes 
that which is completely enclosed in the thought of signification, that which 
keeps it in the metaphysical Versullung, it is not because this thought concerns 
itself with meaning (this is said without the expectation of being able to say 
more about "meaning" to those who believe or feign to believe that current 
thought is only concerned with nonmeaning, nonsense, or trivialities foreign 
to meaning) but because it posits meaning as an object of desire {and in the 
end it is on the basis of that position that the determination of meaning as 
signification is engendered). 

The desire for meaning marks in every way the modern subject's access t_9 
itself; and this "desire for meaning" is surely not a particular kind of desire but 
rather qualifies desire as such. From Montaigne or Descartes to Rousseau and 
Proust, everything begins with a situation of loss or of being lost in which or 
out of which is born the desire either to recover what has been lost {a desire 
cast respectively or simultaneously as want, will, need, nostalgia, ... ) or to 
find what was never present (respectively or simultaneously an identity, a di-
rection, a history, a proximity, a memory) . But at the same time, this system 
of loss and desire reveals, from the outset and by itself, a decisive feature of 
this meaning: its absence or distance. So much so that desire offers the first 
meaning of this meaning: it is at a distance, irs very presence presents itself in 
the di:stance, and that which first has meaning is the tension toward it. The 
subject defines itself as the subject of irs desire, and this desire is the desire to 
become a subject (such is the law of the Vmullung). In other words, desire is 
at once the appetite for the signifying fulfillment and the sign of the distance 
of meaning, or, more precisely, the sign of its presence-at-a-distance. The sub-
ject enters into the order of signification by beginning to decipher itself and its 
own desire {or else: itself as desire) as the sign or symptom of its own pres-
ence-at-a-distance. In Hegelian terms, the unhappiness of consciousness presents 
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the meaning of consciousness, and presents it a.s conscious. (But was is not this 
logic that, already in Kant, governed the critique of reason on the basis of the 
absence of an intellectual intuition in human reason?) Desire-which becomes 
with Hegel the ontological qualification of the access to the Self-is the emp.!J 
signifier of the distant signifteti or of the distance of meaning. This ls 
desire orders the reign of signification. 

On the one hand, desire is the law of signification. Signification itself is 
desire; it is the tension of the signifier toward the signified, or else of the sign 
toward reality. The West in its entirety is preoccupied with the thought of the 
sign's finality, a thought that is exacerbated in the The goar of 
the sign, its direction [stns], is to lead to or to present meaning, and the goal of 
the signifier is to present the signified. But the sign, or the signifier in it, is by 
nature inadequate to its own end; either languages are poorly made (from the 
eighteenth to twentieth centuries there has perdured the will to construct a 
"well-made language"), or else language is fraught with metaphoricity. The 
instrument of signifying adequation or imitation is by definition only capable 
of an approximation; that is, it can only maintain a distance, and keep meaning 
at a distance. The teleology of signifying presentation is thus bound to the 
ineffable. The ineffable itself has its signifiers, which are consequently only the 
signifiers of its distance, and which might be, depending on the case, Science, 
History, the State, Freedom, Value, Man, or Meaning itself. It is hardly sur-
prising that in these signifiers the meaning of the signifier "god" comes to 
completion, that is, comes to die. 

On the other hand-but on the whole, this is the same operation-desire is 
itself organized into a system, or at least into a series of signifying practices: 
the literary enterprise, experimental'p.-oceCiures, lii$t6fiCal adion, polltlcafcon: 
stitution, artistic invention, psychoanalytic verbalization, logico-mathematical 
formalization, technological self-management, humanistic valorization, the 
hermeneutic approach, semiological analysis, and, finally, the philosophical 
worldview are all, or are all presented as, so many aspects of the same general 
function of signification. These various aspects may come into conflict and 
may even contradict one another, they may fail to signify one another (which 
is certainly not "insignificant" ... ), and yet this docs not prevent them from 
all obeying the same logic: that of significatively referring back to the subject 
that is in the process of signifying itself, that is, to the desiring subject, which, 
in the end, constitutes the meaning of art, of the polis, of philosophy, and so 
on. And still this subject is present-at-a-distance, whether because it is posited 
in the Idea or in Value (Man, Freedom, Science, or Philosophy) or because it 
is given as the end of a (historical, poetic, or pedagogical) process-a process 
that by definition "we'll never see the end of," or perhaps even because, in the 
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final analysis, and as if to make sure that we will not see the end of it, this 
subject is identified with the movement of the process itself (whether it be 
literary, logico-mathematica1, theoretical, technological, psychoanalytical, philo-
sophical, or humanitarian, etc.). 

Throughout this gigantic operation, this unique and polymorphic imp/emm-
tation of meaning, the marks of desire and the features of signification are infi-
nitely homologous or substitutable. They can be classified under the two general 
rubrics of lack and project. 

Meaning is lacking, and this lack unleashes all the forms or figures of desire: 
Cartesian impatience and will, Humian frustration, Kantian dissatisfaction, Fichtian 
activism, Hegelian unhappiness, Nietzschean fever, Kierkegaardian angst, Marxian 
history, Bergsonian c!lan, Husserlian intention, et cetera. (This et cetera calls 
for clarification, for the desire for meaning docs not simply end with Husser!. 
But its various figures undoubtedly can no longer produce anything new. On 
the other hand, and as I will be led to investigate later, something had already 
begun to suspend this desire, or call it into question, before Husser!, though it 
would only come to light in another era, briefly designated by the names 
Heidegger, or Wittgenstci.n. Hence I allow myself a periodization, which, thouglf 
not inexact, remains summary.) 

In each of these desire is at work with its own power, which is the 
power of the negative: the division of the subject from itself, the ensuing rev-
elation that its truth, value, and end lie elsewhere, though it is itself this else-
where, one that consequently never ceases to reopen in the subject a gaping 
hole full of fever and disorder-the fever and disorder of an identification that 
is condemned in advance to an infinite exhaustion. Montaignc established once 
and for all, at the threshold of the era of desire, the exemp/um of this endless 
task-and this is also why he assigns to philosophy the goal of "teaching us 
how to die," that is, for him, teaching us to accept the infinite distance be-
tween us and our signification (or even better, teaching us that the final signi-
fication is the end [arret] of signification). (The fascinating exception that Spinoza, 
in many respects, represents in modern thought ultimately and essentially lies 
in his rejection of Montaigne's formula. According to Spinoza, philosophy is a 
meditation on life, not death. In a way, Spinoza sought nothing other than a 
thought of meaning without distance. Hegel, too, in his own way. With them, 
metaphysics was already touching on the limit of signification). With Montaigne, 
the goal became the end-the end of meaning in the sense of its cessation-
which one must learn to will as such. Even though Montaignc had also estab-
lished the excmplum or matrix of that by which this mortal task is 
remunerated- the work (the written one, in particular) as a substitute for the 
meaning and subject that are lacking-this fact would still not prevent, on the 
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contrary, the widening of the gap between the substitute for presentation and 
genuine presentation; nor would it prevent the infinite, interminable Work 
(from romanticism to Mallarme and Joyce) from eventuaJiy drowning in the 
sea of its own desire. (It was a single movement, no doubt, that exhausted 
both the work as signification and signification as work; we will return to this 
exhaustion.) 

The lack iniriates the project; the subject throws itself ahead in the direction 
of the absent meaning, or more exactly, since that absence prevents a priori a 
direction from being given, it is the very gesture of throwing oneself ahead 
that provides the direction, as if by a kind of spontaneity that is an anticipa-
tion of meaning. Descartes says so explicitly; the traveler lost in the forest 
must go straight ahead without trying to choose a direction [sms]. Under these 
conditions, the direction or orientation essentially consists in the 
of desire itself. Desire orients, but it orients above all insofar as it is adesire 
for orientation. This is why its orientation is, on the one hand, always the 
same-the accomplishment of signification, the realization of "man" -and, on 
the other, infinitely varied: it gave rise to all kinds of "meanings of history," as 
well as all kinds of "aims" at ahistorical, if not antihistorical, values. 

In each case, what is at stake is the very meaning [vakur] of orientation: that 
which ean rule, direct, or even be the norm for the movement of the Occident 
toward what it has, by essence, lost: daybreak, the light of the true, of the 
beautiful, of the good, the dawn of meaning. Even if this light must once and 
for all be declared chiaroscura, fraught with inevitable shadows (this would be 
the version of a reasonable humanism, brave in the face of disenchantment), 
its dim Orient is still worthy to lead our steps, rather than abandoning us to 
darkness. Orientation, along with the thought that considers itself to be both 
oriented and orienting, proceeds from the void hollowed out by the flight of 
meaning. This is also why orientation does not always claim to signify and 
present the object of its aim. It can be content with designating it analogically 
or metaphorically, indirectly, or provisionally, by means of a sketch that is 
constantly being reworked. The goal can remain figurative-whether it be called 
"paradise," "the West indies," or "the reign of justice and freedom." What 
matters is not so much that the aim properly signifies the goal, but, rather, 
that it signifies itself; it signifies the project, and the project as such signifies 
the truth of the subject. Curiously, the man of humanism can never be where 
he is, but only in his project and as project. He has to become what he is, 
through education, intention, effort, transformation, progression, anamnesis. 
This becoming may be accomplished through the succession of generations, or 
through the individual act of the project and the aim, but never in the present 
of existence. For the man of humanism, his present and his presentation (his 
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meaning) cannot coincide. On the contrary, in the project, the subject appro-
priates the presence-at-a-distance of meaning in the mode of projection. Ideas, 
values, even the idea and value of the subject itself, can only be projected onto 
the screen of representation since their status or nature is of the order of sig-
nification. On this screen, ideals, fantasies, ideas, theories, thoughts, values, 
and meanings communicate, or perhaps commune, in the essence of projec-
tion: visions (or conceptions) of the World, of Man, of Community, of Right, 
and so on. Projection is thus the true order of signified meaning, that is, meaning 
put at a distance by signification and by the desire for it. It is precisely because 
the subject has a project and projection for its truth that the lack of mean-
ing-or its presence-at-a-distance-is dialectically converted into an abundance 
of signification (this, moreover, is what defines dialectic: the conversion of 
meaning's loss into a surplus-value of signification by means of a primitive 

1 accumulation in the form of the will to signify). Project and projection are 
thus by nature inexhaustible. 

This is an additiona.l and final confirmation of the thought of the return; 
the rerum itself, which refers back to the project and projection, already signi-
fies the true because the true is found within the scope of the project. At the 
risk of shocking, at the risk, even, of seeming to provide ammunition to those 
who claim to see totalitarian tendencies in the thoughts of crisis (whereas what 
one calls "totalitarianism" no doubt represents the height of orienting and sig-
nifying thought), I will give but one example: since its inauguration, the phi-
losophy of democracy has always represented its Idea as project and projection 
in a hundred different ways, ranging from Rousseau to Che Guevera, from 
Kant to Bakounin or to Pannekoek, from Tocqueville to Gandhi or to Arendt. 
In a hundred different ways, this philosophy has contributed to restoring dig-
nities, to sharing out responsibilities, to reducing violence and to limiting 
ambitions. But in a hundred different ways, too, the desire for democracy has 
constantly run up against the infinitude of its own project ("Good for a god-
like people," as Rousseau used to say), or constantly indulged itself in the 
inexhaustible repetition of its projection. Fascism, nazism, and Stalinism, each 
in its own way, found in the use of this repetition a resource for precipitating 
their own projections, fantasies of immediacy opposed to indefinite mediation. 
But theilr ultimate failure (if it is indeed a failure, and if it is indeed ultimate) 
did not change the nature of democratic thought. The project of rights and 
freedom is always content with being a project-and a return of the project-
since that is its essence. It is, however, becoming less and less certain everyday-
and this, to the very extent that this projection is repeated-that its essence 
as project, or that its signification, is not becoming more and more harshly 
confronted by protests arising from the most glaring injustices (wherever poverty 
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flies in the face of the most modest sense of the term "democracy") as well as 
by the most concerned or most disillusioned interrogations of the very meaning 
of the political. There is no doubt that all other current political forms stem 
from more fantastical and dangerous games of signification, and yet this does 
not allow one to be content with a "democracy" that is imperturbably signified. 
What is the meaning of the political when all political significations touch on 
their own insignificance? This is what one should try to think. 

7 
...... ..... 

Meaning Signified 

The thought of signification determines philosophy as the discourse that sus-
tains projection and announces the project; it is the "visionary" discourse par 
excellence. In this regard, philosophy is what gives meaning by elaborating and 
presenting significations. A few years ago one could read in the newspaper that 
we lacking a great philosopher, one who would be able to impart to us a 
vision of the world, to sketch out for us its signification and, consequently, to 
inspire us with the spirit and energy of his project. The lack of a "great phi-
losopher" symbolized the lack of philosophy as that which gives meaning. In-
sofar as it can be given by an operation of signification, meaning is as 
present-at-a-distance. Lamenting the absence of a great philosopher amounts 
to lamenting the absence of a figure {for there must be a major figure, a signi-
fying projection of the will to signification) who would give us back meaning 
at a distance, re-orient us and cast us toward it again even while making us 
once again wait for, desire, and project it. (In another sense, lamenting this 
absence amounted to insinuating that we did not have a thinker worthy of the 
name, when precisely it has been the work of a certain number of philosophers 
for the last fifty years to investigate what thinking means when signification is 
exhausted [a bout]. They are of various styles and calibers, but what they have 
in common is that they do not forget philosophy-neither its demands nor 
what it has exhausted.) 

The representation of philosophy as "provider of meaning" is moreover 
not restricted to philosophies-or to those so-called philosophies- that seek 
to communicate a full and positive "meaning." It is also suitable for discourses 
that, in a pessimistic, skeptical, prudent, or lax mode, conclude that meaning 
is incomplete, weak, relative, or nonsensical. Indeed, even the impossibility of 
completing a signification, or of completing signification as such, even this 
impossibility that seems to dominate contemporary ideology to the point that 
it presumably affects it through and through (though in various ways) can 
quite easily be represented- and in fact does present itself-as a signification, 
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since, ultimately, incompletion is the law of signification. Resigning oneself to 
the absence of meaning, or rejoicing before that absence, are "philosophical" 
or "semiotic" lessons that are as old as the promise or the undertalcing of total 
and definitive meaning. In fact, all "philosophical lessons" arc as old as rhe 
West: optimism and pessimism, skepticism and dogmatism, doubt and cer-
tainty, resignation and will, playfulness and seriousness, wisdom and madness, 
separation and communion, relativism and unanimism, and so on (and every-
thing rhat might be called a philosophical macro-signification), as well as all 
their possible combinations or distributions, whether contradictory or insipid. 
From the perspective of the "lesson," that is, of the proposition (and some-
times, the imposition ... ) of a signification given to existence (and/or to the 
universe, to history, etc.), the rules of the game along with their variations are 
so contemporaneous with the beginnings of our culture, and so intimately woven 
in a network of "ideas," "mentalities" or "attitudes," that it is at once not 
surprising, and yet disconcerting, to be endlessly told to return to those same 
teachings (each one, in fact, having had at a given moment its raison 
and its function). When one is disenchanted with empires and history, one 
must relearn the meaning of values or of mistrust; when, in turn, one is weary 
of ideals or suspicion, one must return to one's own projects and vital energy. 
On this level of our culture, everything takes place as if the contents of those 
lessons mattered less than the mere fact of hearing them at all, or rather, of 
hearing them again, of being endlessly "schooled" in and ever "attentive" to 
any proclamation of signification. 

This presentation of philosophy as a discourse that announces, teaches, ad-
vises, indeed, even leads by example, is not only dependent on the thought of 
signification. It itself constitutes a signification conferred upon philosophy-
that of being the place where significations arc invented and communicated 
(and, in this sense, a "philosophy" can rake on many different forms: religious, 
moral, political, existential ... ). And, a.s expected, the signification of philoso-
phy obeys the: general rule of signification; the signified is present-at-a-dis-
tance, and philosophy is never found where one expects it. It is not in the 
philosopher's book, but neither is it in the ideal, or in life, or in the concept: 
it is always incomplete, always impossible to complete, always promising both 
its essence and irs existence, so that it finally becomes that very promise, that 
is, becomes its own incompletion. It is no longer simply a matter here of a 
"philosophy of value:," because philosophy itself is a value and therefore subject 
to the: permanent Vtrsu//ung of value. This is why there is a constant oscilla-
tion between the demand for philosophy and the mistrust or disdain for phi-
losophy, just as there: is a constant oscillation between the choice of a "philosophical 
orientation" and the eclecticism that rakes the history of philosophy for a self-
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service: counter for all different kinds of ideas; and this is why there: is also a 
constant oscillation between the choice: of a "philosophical orientation" and 
the call to "great philosophy," it being understood that it is only "philosophy" 
to the: extent that it is "great," and that it is "great" co the: extent that it 
projec ts the mtaning of irs teachings very far or very high. 

Such a signification of philosophy seems ro us to have: been established for a 
long time now, for as long in· fact as there has been philosophy. One thinks in 
the: philosophical vulgate, or one says in the: philosophical koinl, that such is 
indeed the: meaning of the word "philosophy" itself. History and legend-the 
history of a legend, or the legendary history of philosophy-would have this 
word mean what it in fact meant in Greek (that is, if one does not inquire 
further into the: meaning of the significations that we attribute to the: Greek of 
the seventh century B.C., nor into our possibility of transcribing, that is, of 
signifying, the semantics at work when our Western semantics was emerging), 
namely, "the love of wisdom." And the love: of wisdom means the distance of 
wisdom, the desire: to tend toward it in the: intellectual and moral conscious-
ness of the impossibility of reaching and realizing it hie tt nunc. 

This signification of philosophy has certainly always accompanied philoso-
phy itself. It has certainly always been at least a part of the understanding of 
philosophy, and of its self-understanding; philosophy, too, has elaborated it.s 
own significative legend. (On the other hand, philosophical thought-and I 
will return to this internal division (partagt] of philosophy-always rejects the 
intimidation of legends. In this sense, it does not believe that "love" and "wis-
dom" exhaust-and in what smu?-the mtaning of "philosophy.") However, 
the signification in question has only formally emerged as tht signification of 
philosophy at a certain moment of philosophical rupture: within the history of 
philosophy. It represents philosophy in the sense of what one: might call, with 
Nic:nsche (and with those who, Hc:ideggc:r being the: first, borrowed this usage 
from him, something that in itself clearly raises philosophical problems), "meta-
physics." By freely appealing to this technical term, Niensche did not make it 
designate anything other than the: general idea of presence-at-a-distance:, the 
idea of meaning placed in another world (heaven, future:, value-but also, the: 
depth of meaning beneath the: sign), and, finally, the very idea of signification 
and the will to signification. 

In this respect, "metaphysics" does not designate the effective history of 
philosophy from Plato to Nietzsche (despite all appearances to the contrary, 
Nietzsche: himself knew this full well). It does not designate: the: reality of the: 
event ·or meaning that constituted the questions, works, and struggles of phi-
losophers. Rather, it designates the way in which, from a certain point onward, 
this history came to understand itself, the way in which philosophy in irs history-
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that is, in the history of the world as well-was led to make of its own dis-
course, existence, and signification the object of a new philosophical question. 
(To forget philosophy is first to forget this: at a certain point philosophy put 
irs signification into question; it put itself into question as signification, and 
this putting into question, which be understood in the strongest sense 
of "making itself a question," was a necessary stage in its history and not a 
capricious va.riation or a pathological crisis.) 

In this sense, "metaphysics" is by essence doomed to the unhappiness of 
desire, that is, to the distance of projection and to the permanent return of the 
project. It is even twice doomed to this unhappiness. 

It is doomed a first time by virtue of the very structure of signification. 
Meaning is there present-at-a-distance, and if metaphysics claims to be a repre-
sentation of the world14 (a representation from which are drawn promises, advice, 
and donations of meaning), everything occurs a priori according to a disjunc-
tion of the "world" and its "representation" or "view." A world of which a 
view must be given is a world that is not present by irself, that does not give 
itself of itself, or even, that is not the place of our existence. Indeed, the "world" 
of metaphysics is opaque, chaotic, or illusory. It takes on form and meaning 
in the subject's representation. But, as such, the subject of representation 
(the subject of meaning-the-world [vouloir-dire-k-montk)) is not of this world, 
and neither is its representation. The subject signifies the self-
subsisting, and self-relating activity of representation insofar as it is not the world, 
and insofar as it signifies at a distance. In this way, the world of a worldview 
is always a viewed world: the object of a certain vision, referred back to the 
latter's optic system, to its orientation, and to the distance at which the sub-
ject stands in order to see the object. Neither the spiritual elevation of this I 
vision, nor its power of comprehension or explication, nor its ethical demands, 
nor its aesthetic preoccupation, can change anything in this metaphysical economy 
of representation. 

T hus, when we are asked to return some humane, rational, or reasonable 
conception of the world-notwithstanding that this implies a conception of 
man, of reason, and, consequently, an infinite series of conceptions-we are 
asked to do nothing other than to change our perspective [optique). Returns are 
always returns of optical systems, and of the objects or the perspectives on 
objects that they bring to view, projected on their screens-but never the re-
turn, which would no longer be a return, of the thing itself. That such is 
nevertheless the problem, at least in a preliminary and simple formulation, is 
attested to by Nietzsche's laughter as well as by Marx's anger or Husserl's 
impatience in his injunction "Back to the things themselves!" If each has re-
mained in his own way dependent on the metaphysics of representation, each l 
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has nevertheless indicated the moment at which, so to speak, it came up against 
itself. On the contrary, the thoughts of the return to "meaning" are always 
thoughts of vision, adaptation, correction, or clarification; they are thoughts of 
the signification of meaning, never thoughts of the meaning of signification, 
although it is precisely this meaning that is at stake when it is a matter of 
"things," of their "existence," and our "experience" of them. Above all, they 
are never thoughts of this: that the will to vision, conception, and signification 
has been an epoch in the Western experience of the world, an epoch as neces- f 
sary as any other, though this epoch, in a way no less necessary, has come to 
a close in its own desire for vision. 

"Metaphysics" is doomed a second time to the unhappiness of desire in chat 
its signifying message can reach practically none of its addressees. To the dis-
tance of meaning corresponds the distance of those who are supposed to re-
ceive or recognize it. The philosopher speaks for man, for the human community, 
not only by virtue of a pedagogical, therapeutic, moral, or political demand, 
but also in accordance with the principle of signification itself; the signified 
must be signifiable for anyone who has the signifier at his (at least virtual) 
disposal, lest it not malte sm!_e {but metaphysics defines man through this avail-
ability, that is, as the speaking animal). And yet nothing has been as well 
known since the very beginning of philosophy (and not only for the last 50 or 
150 years, as those who think in terms of "crisis" like to claim) as the incom-
prehensibility of philosophical discourse, its esotericism, indeed its hermetlcl'sm, 
or even irs "elitism" (to denounce this, the thoughts of the return surround 
themselves with "social sciences" that dissect the psycho-sociological determinations 
of the thoughts of crisis, or in crisis, with their morbid or snobbish taste for 
the sacred obscurity of discourse, etc.). Consequently, the is ineviE-
ble: if philosophy gives meaning, to whom does it give it? 

As long as it gives it only to philosophers capable of reading philosophy 
books, it is a lost cause (and doubly lost, for it is well known that philosophers 
compete among each other more than they learn from one another ... ). In 
order for philosophy, on the contrary, to be able to communicate that mean-
ing to all men, it would have two options: it would have to reform its entire 
discourse, "popularize" it (as was said in Kant's time, and as Kant himself 
feigned to wish for, while at the same time declaring himself incapable of it), 
to translate it into ordinary language. This would suppose a complete homol-
ogy of signification-in meaning and structure-between the two languages. If 
"translation" inevitably "impoverishes" the philosopher's thought-as metaphysics 
has always claimed-it is because this homology does not exist. But if it does 
not exist, it is because something other than signification (if only the possibility 
of putting it into question) is at stake in philosophical discourse-and metaphysics 
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is silent about this. Or else, it remains for the philosopher to declare that it is 
necessary w aim at the communication of meaning over a relatively long pe-
riod of time. This communication itself thus becomes a or an the 
Idea of the communication of the Idea .... One may nonetheless wish to real-
ize this Idea (thereby opening the era of the realization of all Ideas). It then 
becomes necessary to indicate and effectuate the necessary practical mediations: 
the reform or revolution of the polis, of customs or of language. But if these 
mediations take effect only little by little, they deprive of meaning all the gen-
erations that have not yet reached the historical, or transhistorical moment of 
communication. If, on the contrary, they take effect instantaneously, offering 
in one fell swoop the completed presence of Meaning, this is called the Terror. 
In each case, signified meaning remains present at a metaphysical distance, and 
the addressees of its message remain inaccessible to it. 

For these reasons, sometimes unavowed, sometimes half-recognized as inevi-
table inconveniences of the ideal character of meaning (of its signified or 
ingfol" character), the thoughts of the return most often settle for a middle 
course. They practice a weakened philosophical discourse, make compromises 
with the accessible languages of advice or exhortation, and aiVeirptfltosoprucal 
texts from their complexities and difficulties-which is to say, by keeping them 
from being thought through, they signifY by any means (I here 
ignore the cases in which they are simply dishonest). Finally, they practice the 

of discourse as much as that of its object. 

8 
...... ,.. 

The Exhaustion 
of Signification 

Now, "metaphysics" does not exhaust the of philosophy. That is, to 
suggest a first approximation of another meaning of the word "meaning," it 
does not exhaust philosophy's destination. 

(It is difficult to be completely satisfied with this term, which Kant used 
philosophically. In Kant's work and beyond, this term remains at least partly 
bound to a systematics of signification. But it also indicates, in Kant's work, 
the movement of what is sent, thrown in a direction or into a meaning whose 
signilication cannot be produced, and for which, perhaps, is no 
tion to productd. For Kant and beyond, it is man's and philosophy's privilege 
to have, indeed to a desdnation. I will not attempt here a further elabora-
tion of the theme of destination as such. It will function as a simple index.) 

Metaphysics does not exhaust the meaning of philosophy, but it does ex-
haust its signification (or, more precisely, "metaphysics" has designated the 
exhaustion of signification). It represents the total accomplishment of what 
one might call the signification of signification, or the presentation- that is, 
the representation-of meaning present-at-a-distance. This is indeed an accom-
plishment, a fulfillment in plenitude. From Plato to Hegel-and then, though 
in a different way, insistently right up to us and undoubtedly even beyond-
philosophy simultaneously repeats and reflects, develops and closes the circle of 
the appropriation of meaning. In its completed form, this circle is as follows: 
the subject of signification recognizes itself as the ultimate signified. This amounts 
to saying that the process or structure of signification recognizes and signifies 
itself as its own subject. Thus, the of the (and this is the only 
one there is) is situated at onct in a constant and infinite presence-at-a-distance 
and in a perfect ontological identity with the subject whose meaning it consti-
tutes; the uniformly evasive presence of meaning constitutes its substantiality 
and subjectivity. This might be called, by way of a metaphor drawn from 
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mechanics, the intrtia of signification. It may bear the names: History, Con-
sciousness, the State or Value, Right, Force, Will, Work, Freedom, An, Man ... ; 
like the dead incarnate God in the mad Nietzsche, it bears "all the names in 
history" because it accomplishes all significations in the infinite subjectivity 
and inertia of signification. 

This is why the accomplishment of metaphysics constitutes as a result its 
exhaustion, which is designated by the death of God. The death of God-
about which it must be repeated that it has taken place, or that it is still taking 
place today, and that anything "human" or "divine," if there is still any mtan-
ing in speaking this way, can only open up beyond that death, which is, like 
death itself, without resurrection- the death of God is the advent and the 
event of metaphysics in its completion, that is, in its exhaustion. Signification 
becomes empty precisely because it completes [bouck] its subjective process; irs 
only mtaning is itself, in its inertia, that is, at once it.s own desire, its own 
projection, its own representational distance., and its own representation of distance, 
insofar as this distance constitutes its essential property: the ideality, transcendence, 
or future of meaning. 

Nietzsche knew, to the point of madness (and perhaps Hegel before him}, 
about the despondency and aberration that takes hold of a reflection that, in 
all its projections (Truth, Goodness, Value, Humanity ... ), reflects only the 
empty glimmer of projection itself. This is an event from which it is not pos-
sible to return without an upheaval so deep that it prevents all return to what 
preceded it. Nietzsche's age is the age when all the projects of Humanity come 
to recognize themselves under the heading of "nihilism," that is, as doomed 
from the outset and by essence to the exhaustion of their signification. 

The fact that this event has happened, and that it is still under way {which 
does not mean that it is alone on this path ... ), the fact that history, whose 
"meaning" has itself been suppressed, has at least this deep scansion, this cae-
sura or syncope of signification- and that this inevitably delivers us over to 
anothtr history which opens up before us beyond signification, a history whose 
meaning could never consist in a return of "meaning" (no more than Plato 
could make the meaning of Egypt return, or Christianity could make the meaning 
of Socratism return, or industrial society could make the meaning of the Christian 
community return), the fact that this happened to our time as its destina-
tion-this is what the thoughts of the return make themselves incapable of 
recognizing. Without such a recognition, it is strictly impossible to try to think 
one's time, or for one's time. For the reality of this time lies entirely in the 
eaesura that everywhere inscribes rhe open rift of signification: in world war, 
extermination, exploitation, hunger, technology, art, literature, philosophy .... 

This event is so hard to ignore that many feel obliged to admit thar some-
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thing has indeed happened in our recent history, something that they have 
proclai med "the end of ideologies" (in defiance, we should note in passing, of 
the whole history of the philosophical significations of rhis word). One would 
rhus have oneself believe that our era has buried a certain number of intellec-
tual excrescences, of gratuitous or maniacal speculations, or simply of philo-
sophical deviations or fixations that arose because of a kind of temporary 
derangement of good sense and an obscuring of its lights (that nineteenth cen-
tury that ir is fashionable to regard with disdain ... ). At times one may claim 
to regret-though only a bit- the loss of a certain generosity that sometimes 
gave color to these "ideologies," but on the whole one gladly notes the exhaus-
tion of the fantasies of thought. In truth, this recognition is only a hypocritical 
half-recognition; one thereby avoids recognizing that the entire structure of 
our philosophical discourse has come to measure itself against its own exhaus-
tio!l: the will to signify finds itself confronted with the bare projection of sig-
nification. The "end of ideologies" is an underhanded notion by means of 
which one tries to select from what history bas judged- that is, from that 
which bas reached the maturity and gained the power necessary to judge it-
self-in order to leave itself a way out for a return of what would not have 
been "ideological." In this regard, the idea of the "end of ideologies" is an 
ideological idea par excellence, in the sense that it wants to know nothing of 
its presuppositions. But at the same time, it represents a kind of admission, 
the embarrassed, roundabout admission that something has happened. 

Jahla Gato




9 
.... 
T 

The West at Its Ends 

What actually happened [a"ivi] did not happen in a day. 15 And just as this 
occurrence [amvlt] is not yet over, so it did not begin in 1789 or 1830. It 
began with the beginning of metaphysics, the slow a.nd difficult recognition of 
which was revealed to us by Nietzsche, Marx, IGerkegaard, Husser), Freud, 
Bergson, Wittge.nstein, Benjamin, and Heidegger; the West was destined to 
designate its destiny as "metaphysics." · 

"Metaphysics" is not a deviant part of philosophy (as suggested when one 
concedes that it is probably necessary to criticize certain aspects of metaphysical 
"dogmatism," "idealism" or "rationalism"). Insofar as metaphysics is that which 
philosophy reveals itself as in its completion, it is indeed philosophy itst/f. 
Philosophy, that is, the occidental mode of thought, or else its disoriemed-
and for that reason signijjing-mode, was initiated from the outset as metaphysics, 
while initiating by this very gesture the possibility and potentia.! of manifesting 
itself as different from metaphysics, or manifesting an essential difference within 
metaphysics itself. the difference in meaning, or the difference of mtaning, which 
is, in fact, the sole object of what I am attempting to explain here. 

There is no sense-neither direction nor signification-in wanting to "go 
back,. to before metaphysics. There is nothing "before" the West, if the ve.ry 
idea of the "before" is already caught in a network of metaphysical significations 
(the prior, the causal, the archaic, the primitive, the originary, the native, the 
repressed, the forgotten, the recalled, etc.). And yet, the West has taken place; 
it has happened and there was not nothing when and where it happened; but 
its occurrence consisted in signifying that the "before" was lost, that it was this 
lost meaning (Egypt, the gods, Homer, Solon ... ) and that the process of 
signification was initiated on the basis of this loss {or else, which amounts tO 

the same thing, that meaning remained mute, unarticulated, not yet signified 
and presented). What has happened is the will to give (back) meaning, or 
some kind of meaning: logos, the "-logy" in general. 

This occurrence [arrivlt] has reached [a"ivlt] its ends. To reach its ends or 
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to be capable of coming to irs own end is perhaps the most distinctive feature 
of logos, the surprising mark of its own power. It has the capacity to encounter 
itself at irs own limit (in the end, perhaps I am speaking here only of this 
encounter), and, consequently, to encounter there that which exceeds its signi-
fication. The logos that has reached its ends has enclosed the general space of 

by completing the history of nihilism. Yet this very accomplishment 
is itself in no way nihilistic. Nihilism means that signification infinitely escapes 
itself, but the accomplishment as such accomplishes the meaning of signification, 
the entire signifiable meaning of logos. Without this accomplishment, the Occident 
would not have taken place, and the Occident is not an unfortunate acci-
dent- even though we are not in a position to understand its "necessity" be-
cause our idea of necessity, just like our idea of freedom, is bound to signification. 
If we seek to grasp the signification of the West, we run up against the exhaus-
tion of signification accomplished by the West. We can, however, encounter at 
an unsignifiable limit of signification something that appears as the reality and 
necessity of this accomplishment (without having the metaphysical sense of the 
real or the necessary); we can encounter the fact that this happens to us, and 
we can gather or welcome the fact that, in the impact, it imparts to us not a 
signification but a quantity of movement: the elan, departure, or sending of a 
destination. And this destination presents itself in at least the following way: 
the West in its accomplishment asks us neither to revive its significations nor 
to resign ourselves to their annulment, but rather to understand that_.from 
on the demand for meaning has to go through the exhaustion of significations. 

This exhaustion does not imply that all significations will have been null 
and void. They had their meanint;. they cleared the way for this destination 
that leads beyond them without itself, perhaps, leading toward some other sig-
nification. Christianity and empiricism have led us to ourselves, they have des-
tined us, just as democracy, axiomatics, the critique of reason, human rights, 
art for art's sake, and the total man, and so on have. But in the end, the 
system and history of signification have come to signify their own annulment, 
turning upon themselves only to reveal the infinite withdrawal [1/oignement) of 
signified meaning, that is, of a meaning that is immobile, inaccessible, or else 
infinitely evasive, thus slowly becoming, as if before our very eyes, insignificant. 

There was this end-or at least, this end began to happen-because the will 
to signification arose against the background of a loss of meaning that had 
;lways already happened, and because the sighting [visit) or fore-sight [prl-
vision] of the final meaning was none other than the replica of this infinite 
devouring. When Kant declared that "the philosopher is to be found nowhere, 
while the idea of his legislation is to be found everywhere in all of human 
reason"- which, in the final analysis, says about the philosopher nothing es-

The West at Its Ends I 49 

sentialry different from what Plato was saying-he did not make a resigned 
observation (despite a tone of resignation at the impossibility of meeting the 
Master of Meaning ... ); rather, he exposed the very law of this metaphysical 
"legislation": namely, that its proper and ultimate signification only ever presents 
itself from a distance. This law is so because the idea of philosophy that is here 
implied is precisely the idea of willing signification (the "philosopher" need no 
longer desire it). It is the Idea of philosophy as a search for meaning, which it 
always reaches in fragments and symbols, which it communicates without be-
ing able to go beyond discussion, and which, consequently, it must always still 
seek and discuss anew (we recognize here the most commonly accepted image 
of "philosophy," the reasonable image that is also proposed by the thoughts of 
the return). It is the end-lessness of the will-to-signify (or present or realize) 
the philosopher man that constitutes the end, in all senses of the word, of 
philosophy as metaphysics. Humanism is henceforth that which makes man 
fls_e. 10: the end, he finds himself dumbfounded, faltering before the violent 
bedazzlement or the naked horror of impossible Meaning-and real man is 
sacrificed to the superhumanity or to the inhumanity of the Subject of this 
ultimate signification, which can take on all sons of guises: the Philosopher, 
the People, the Race, Science, Technology, the Church, History, Art .... 

The negligence or thoughtlessness of the thoughts of the return consist in 
wanting to distinguish and select within metaphysics what, on the one hand, 
was supposed to have been an excessive and dogmatic imposition of a totalitar-
ian signilication (Hegel is most often taken as the model for this, even though 
it is precisely in his work that the passage to the limit of the system decidedly 
opens onto the end of signification) and what, on the other hand, would be a 
critical demand for the distance one should keep with regard to the absolute; 
Kant is then the model and the panacea, which means that his thought is 
reduced to this: "one must signify, but not too much." .... This paltry lesson is 
a return to Candide rather than to Kant. But above all, its pitiful content 
a.lters nothing; in the will to signification, the presence of Meaning and its 
distance fall back on one another, endlessly exchanging their properties, and if 
the Subject wants to gain a Meaning, Meaning wants to feed on the desire of 
a subject. This is a double will that closes metaphysics upon itself, and ·that it 
is important to recognize as such. That is, it is important to recognize our 
destination through all that the West has signified and brought about, through 
the worst as well as through the best; it is not that there is nothing to be 
chosen, on the contrary (and this is precisely what allows one to decide be-
tween the "worse" and the "better"), but it must be understood how the worst 
was and remains possible in the name of Meaning, and how the best remains 
hanging on the fleeing of Meaning, in the same metaphysical closure. 



10 
..... ..... 

Being Exposed to the Limit 

Need we specify that this "closure" does not mean that metaphysics is dosed 
like an abandoned building? Rather, it is wide open, opened by its very com-
pletion and by the power that makes the logos confront by itself its end and 
limit. Metaphysics in every way calls for interrogation, inquiry, and doubt, in 
order to bring to light the play (jeu] and the stakes [mjeu] of the destination 
to which it has destined us. We have not gotten out of philosophy; we are in 
it the moment when, and the move by which, the signifying will knows itself 
as such, knows itself to be insignificant, and by itself releases a new demand 
for "meaning." 

This demand is new precisely insofar as it now frees itself from signification, 
insofar as it expressly "signifies" the limit of signification, and consequently, 
already imposes, within the discourse of signification, the indeterminate but 
constant task of passing to the limit of this discourse, of diverting, laying bare, 
or forcing its possibilities (such are today the broadest stakes of all that exposes 
philosophy to its limits: non-Western realities, the autonomy of techno-struc-
tures, arts and literatures that break down the use of signs, but also, and still, 
philosophy itself turned back on its limit, sometimes to the point of 
unrecognition ... ). But this demand, right up to and including the most vis-
ibly modern or "postmodern" consequences, is not as unprecedented as one 
might believe. It has arisen and emerged from within philosophy for as long as 
there has been philosophy. Since that time, and throughout the history of the 
West, the system of signification comes together and comes to a completion 
and, just as necessarily, just as inevitably, comes apart and exceeds itself. This 
copuJa, this and-which functions at the same time as a caesura-contains the 
most proper articulation, decision, and power of philosophy: its exposure to 
the limit of meaning. Neither Plato, nor Descartes, nor Kant ever proposed a 
"worldview" without at the same time attempting to indicate the limit of all 
worldviews. Their· discourses in one way or another always take the responsi-
bility for a closure of signification, for the payment of an infinite debt to 
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Meaning, and for the opening of a breach or an excess, the abandonment of 
the debt and its economy. For that matter, it is in this, and in this alone, that 
one recognizes "great" philosophies; they art ntvtr simply worldvitws, they are 
never simply signifying messages. And it is also to this that we owe their aporias 
or enigmas, and along with them, the re.al, effective history of philosophy: Plato's 
Good or Love, Descartes's evidence, Spinoza's joy, Kant's schematism, Hegel's 
logic, Marx's praxis, and so on. 

In one sense, we find here a constant renewal, but this is precisely why it is 
futile to call for the "return." The West always returns within the West, it 
always returns to its limit. But this is how it accomplishes itself and how, by 
bringing to light the limit as such, by manifesting its repetition, it achieves its 
ends. The planetary, and now interplanetary, reality exposes this to us every 
day. Every day it exposes to us the fact that we are a little more exposed to the 
limit. To philosophize is not to reactivate the signs and significations that are 
in the process of being consumed in this exposure; it is, rather, to think the 
exposure itself. 

Philosophy has no doubt tkfintd itself from its inception as the desire or the 
will to signify, but it has also dturmintd itself from its inception according to 
the demand of a meaning that is in excess of signification. It destines itself, 
and it destines us, to encounter this demand that we expose ourselves to it. By 
acomplishing and exhausting the system of signification, it accomplishes itself, 
exhausts itself, and destines itself always more rigorously to this encounter. To 
ignore this is to forget philosophy. 

Of course, this means that when this accomplishment will have completed 
its history (if there is any sense in speaking this way: it is perhaps not a matter 
of history and of the future-and yet it happens ... ), when we "are" at the 
end of exhaustion-to the point of no longer being able to recognize it as 
such, for we then "will be" elsewhere, and we will not know it anymore than 
the first Westerners knew that they had already initiated the West (this is why 
it may well be that we are already elsewhere, it may well be that it does not 
cease to happen), then, at that moment, "the demand for another meaning" 
and "another demand for meaning" thtmu/vu no ltmgtr havt any mtaning. This 
is why we do not have to signify a "future," but, rather, have to make 
ourselves available for the thought of our time-and, to this extent, we are not 
going toward a future whose meaning we would project but are instead making 
ourselves present to what never fails to happen, to what is always to come and 
does not come from signification. This task is always a philosophical one. It 
does not exceed the presenr time of philosophy, even when it seems to divide 
philosophy from itself and to call for "another" thought. The other thought 
presents itself in the very present of the exhaustion; it recalls this time to itself. 

11 
...... 
T 

The Simple Truth 

The reality of our rime, the actuality and necessity of our present, is to present 
the limit as such. It is, as it were, to bring signification to its limit. Rtpmm-
tation has puunud itself as such. It is not another presence, be it immediate, 
practical, or living, that has presented itself in opposition to representation or 
in its place, for when such a presentation has been attempted (one might give 
the example of Feuerbach, or of a certain modern idea of Myth, or else of 
some invocation of Existence), it is merely one more signification claiming to 
replace another that is reputed co be illusory, impotent, or obsolete. Yet it is 
not immaterial that a hundred different ways of reclaiming immediacy, life, 
existence, practice, the world, experience, the truth of appearances, of the body, 
of the work of art, of the event, as well as discontinuity, the now, obscurity, 
and heterogeneity have all converged upon the coming of a moment that is all 
the more historic for having punctuated our history by suspending its significa-
tion. These claims could have themselves, in turn, joined in the game of signi-
fication-and not without a certain risk- by opposing countervalues co values, 
and yet they nonetheless tended, as toward their own end, toward a presenta-
tion of representation as such. 

(A lot has been said about a moment in this history-May 1968- when 
there was, at least in pan, a sort of fleeting acting of this moment or 
movement. Much fun has been made of this, for one often makes fun of what 
one is incapable of understanding. But its truth was simply this: one presented-
sometimes candidly-representation [political, social, academic, spectacular, 
artistic]; one demonstrated its closure; one said-sometimes naively-one's 
goodbyes to signification. For a moment, the joyous cry of "let imagination 
rule," despite its postromantic pathos, had the meaning, the fragment or spark 
of meaning, of a passage co the limit of signification.) 

What was a happming'7 in 1968 is still happening to us, contrary to what 
the doctors or guardians of the (in)significant order believe, who see in this a 
mere crisis that has already passed. Rarely, no doubt, since the end of Rome, 
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has a civilization or a culture experienced to such an extent the inclinatio to-
ward the last resources of its significations, as much in the relation of the West 
to itself as in its relations with the "Third World" and the "Fourth World." It 
is indeed a crisis (of which the thoughts of the return are a symptom)- it is 
our crisis, the crisis of our actual history, in that it determines and judges the 
accomplishment of metaphysics as the will-to-signify. 

In and by the crisis, philosophy is judged, and therefore led to determine 
itself. (In this sense, there is indeed a repetition of something like the Kantian 
critiqut, but the givens are dilferent; the task is not to clarify the schematism 
but to bring it to light as the limit, which it represents, of the thought of 
signification). This determination does not call for a recovery of a good and 
healthy philosophy (one that would be nondogmatic, critical, relative, etc.) 
against a bad and morbid philosophy. But philosophy is led before that which 
divides it from itself: Meaning's presence-at-a-distance. This point of division 
is thus the point of its identity. It is defined by the intersection, if you wiJI, of 
presence and distance. One can always think of the dialectical sublation 
of the point; its nuJI identity can engender the infinite, hyperbolic function of 
an asymptotic approximation of signification. But it is the very meaning of 
such a function that philosophy henceforth determines as its nihilism: a move-
ment toward presence through distance, and the engendering of distance as the 
truth of presence. We must then open up, for this point, the possibility of 
another movement whose style [a/Jurt] might perhaps be similar to the preceding 
one, but which, instead of mediating presence and distance by way of one 
another, would sweep away the entire system of this mediation, severing it 
from its aim and allowing another function or figure of philosophy be traced out. 

This is what takes place. In the crisis, signification is swept away. In our 

} 
most recent history, perhaps three names are the principal witnesses to what 

I has happened: Benjamin, HeLdeggef, and Wittgenstein (I understand that these 
names could serve both as the thoughts that they sign and as a kind of signal 
for the entire network of names they entail: Nietzsche and Marx, Bataille and 
Proust, Holderlin and Baudelaire, Apollinaire and Joyce, Frege and Einstein, 
Malevitch and Weber, and many others). I do not intend to examine these 
three thinkers, nor their differences-sometimes great-nor the relations be-
tween their ways of thinking. l simply wish to indicate their essential and 
C(ommon testimony, which neither suppresses nor transcends their sharply con-
trasted singularities, which inscribes them in one and the same historical ne-
cessity, and inscribes us in turn in the necessity to follow. The most direct 
expression of this testimony might be found in this saying of Benjamin's: "truth 
is tht of inttntion." 

"(ruth is not of the order of intention, of the aim that seeks to uncover, 
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reconstitute, or constitute a signification. It is not of the order of the project, 
of desire or of the will to meaning. On the contrary, it puts an end to them. 
It puts an end to presence-at-a-distance, and to the reign of its presentation. 
But as a result, it makes another meaning of presentation, or at least of pres-
ence, It is no longer a question of calibrating an intentionality [visit] 
but ·of letting the thing present itself "in truth." In a sense, this truth is noth-
ing other than what metaphysical truth wants to be, but without this very 
will. 18 As we saw, for philosophy represented as metaphysics, truth wants (itst/f) 
to presentable, and this will already constitutes the essence of its presenta-
tion-which is its signification. In this logic, "presentability" precedes and, in 
short, governs presentation. Truth-true mtaning--requires its own conditions 
of possibility and production. The appropriation and implementation of these! 
conditions define the subjectivity, whether transcendent or operative, by and 
for which there is signification. What, on the contrary, Benjamin's saying te.s-
tifies to is, in sum, the fact that truth is freed from these conditions; the sov-
ereignty of what was desired-the splendor of the true, its necessity, its 
generosity-rises beyond this desire, having no further relations with it. That 
l'fbich is true is not a correspondance between the presentable and its presen-
tation, which will always keep what is presented at a representational distance; 
rather, it is the bursting forth of a This presence is thus no longer 
defined as a (re)presenration of the presentable, no more than of the unpresentable 
(and we know that for metaphysics both are ultimately presentable in significa-
tion, and that the unpresentabiliry of Truth in itself even constitutes in the 
end the condition of possibility of its presentation-at a distance). It is defined 
as the coming into presence of a presence; something, which by itself is neither 
presentable nor unpresentable, which neither olfers itself to nor evades signs, 
comes to presence, that is to say, comes to itself and to us in the same move-
ment. One might say that truth is a simplt presentation, and the simple wel- j 
coming of this presence. Whether the latter be what Benjamin in his idiom 
calls "ideas," or whether it consists, as in Heidegger, in the unconcealment of 
being as it conceals itself, or whether it olfers the Wittgensteinian multiplicity] _ 
of language games, this is what_mM_ts_historyJ .._ 1! 
what prtstnts our history to us-is t.ha__t.it..be signifiq tiOJl. .;;. 

Of course, it is not a question of putting the thing in place of the sign (an 
old obsessive fear of metaphysics, which is but another side of its desire). For 
each of these witnesses, and here again, despite their extreme differences, pres-
eruation- is thought..i.n. an...cssential correlationyj_th language. This correlation 
is not signification, for the latter, precisely insofar as it signifies, keeps presenc.e 
at a distance. To think this correlation, or perhaps better yet, Ptis co-belong-
ing of lang!_lagc and presence, that is, in the end, to think another meaning of 



56 I THE FORGETTING OF PHILOSOPHY 

meaning, demands that one put back into question an entire understanding of 
language. This is the historical necessity of the exhaustion of signification that 

Jfraised the question of language as an unprecedented and fundamental quJ:S· 
tion. The thoughts of the return would nor mind going back to before this 
question, in which they see only the rhetorical rash of a reAection that is just 
as much divorced from reality as it is from values. They don't want to know 
anything about the fact that the problems of language could appear minor or 
secondary-at least if one simplifies matters by forgetting the actual place they 
occupied from the very dawn of philosophy ... -only as long as language was 
understood as a tool of signification. When this is no longer the case, 

,itsel£ln..a co-belonging with thought..a ne-V< It is 
not a matter of claiming that it itself becomes the sole reality; this would still 
be to posit it in terms of signification, as the exclusive referent of the signify-
ing functioning. (Isn't it ultimately metaphysics that always ends up, through 
a muted and constant nominalism, positing language in this way? Even the 
Nameless is but a name, one that allows the completion of the whole of signi-
fication by leaving all things at a meaning's distance.) But it is a_maqg_now. o£ 
inquiring_.what presentation....Qf the_thing would not be an end ofJanguage, and 
what Linguistic presentation would not be an instrument for the signification 
of things (or of language itself) . .J.t_.is_a matter of questioning_truth_as some.-cf thing in languageJ and_as ,som®ing_ofJanguagc:..ill....thuhing-
that is, also, something that withdraws from the thing, and something that 
withdraws from language. But this withdrawal does not put anything at a dis-
tance, it lets presentation be [/aisst foirt). When something presents itself, nothing 
disappears; it is rather presence that withdraws into itself. 

When you x;ourself [tt prlsmtts), X£U name yourself, .thisJus. 
eo signification; it is not a concept joined to an intuition; there is neither 
distance nor intimacy; it is not a representation, nor is it sheer indetermina-
tion, since you stand out from both the world and significations. What hap-
pens there, in a sense, does not take place as long as it is not repeated a.nd 
does not enter into an ensemble of significative relations. It does not take 

(
place because it is fi rst of all the presentation of a place: that of your presence 
and your nomination. It is a very simple truth, even a very humble one. It in 
no way replaces all other "truths," but these truths are worth no more than 
their significations if there is not this simple truth . .Qur era is a to 
the _fact that this truth-which for the moment probably does not mean much-

_demands to be thought. 

12 
__ ...... .... 

We Are Meaning 

Since I am sp_eaking_the disco.urse oWignifigtioo- for therejs..Q.P..,JUher, and it ( 
is .not-a-question-of.uplacing...it..hu.t.J)£.exposing. oneself..to_itsj im i ts-I will be 
asked: what, however, does presentation signify? I will not elude the question 
by answering that presentation has no meaning-and this has never been the 
answer of those whose testimony I use. "Presentation": I employ this word 
here (whose every signification undoubtedly conceals a trap or an impasse for 
the use I make of it) in order to go elsewhere, toward other words. If I choose 
it this time because of certain philosophical privileges it has or had, it is not in 
order to give it a new meaning, at least not in this unst; it is, rather, in order 
to write it here in a way that would be not simply the communication of a 
meaning but the exposition of a thing, and a kind of .£_all, JU.On-ofl 

or like a sketch or a discharge of energy; there is 
nothing precise signified here (though one can, of course, reduce it all to per-
fectly dear translations), and all this signifies that which borders the meaning 
of significations in all discourse, and which is perhaps a "presentation" of dis-
course and of words, of you to me, of one to another, that is irreducible to 
"meaning" and yet is always present on its borders. I might attempt to say that 
t]tis meaning takes place betwun .J!! and not between and 
W"erent. &ut-this would by the codes of 
!Jgnifianu1" by those of the pragmatics of enunciation, or the psychosociology 
of communication; rather, i.! would l].e.A.,Q.U.e§.tion-but here again, how is this 
word to be understood?-.of..4.._P-o/itics of the choices and deci-
sions that do or do not engage us (in certain ways) in the exchange or in the 
sharing out of these words and discourses, whose stakes are by nature public, 
communitarian, indeed, civic. One might also say-and this time, it would 
instead resemble a pathetics, or "logic of emotions"-that out of the word "pre-} 
sentacion" itself, or else out of the word "truth," something must come to present 
itself that traces the limit of all irs meanings, and yet still makes you hear 
something else. For you [tor], for all of you [vousJ, ir will present itself perhaps 
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only in other texts, with other words: it is a matter of style or tone, of the 
communication of idioms, of rules that either are or are not common, that are 
already established or that are to be invented; it is a matte.r of how the words 
touch us with the edges of their meanings. Whether it be political or pathetic 
or both, philosophical work is not a combinatory network of significations; it 
builds concepts and links reasons only in order to make possible the move-
ment that carries itself or lets itself be carried away to the limits of significa-
tion, where there occurs, always unpredictable and free, always new like history 
itself, that "existence in truth of the thing known" which Plato considered the 
last degree of knowledge. What I am attempting to "signify" here is nothing 
more than this: meaning at the limit of signification. 

This would first mean, at least, that such a mtaning does not consist in a 
new interpretation of the system of signification. Nor does it consist in an 
interpretation of signification itself as interpretation, for interpretation belongs 
entirely to the system. Ultimately, interpretation is even the most advanced 
name of signification. This name clearly and openly designates the irreducible 
distance of meaning in the metaphysical order. Interpretation is the master-
word of the West-and it is also the master-word of its disenchantment and 
exhaustion. The reactive thoughts do not miss an opportunity to take issue 
with the Nienschean theme so much in fashion some time ago (which has an 
earlier origin in Montaigne): "there are only interpretations of interpretations." 
But this is to refuse to understand that this phrase, in the final analysis, does 
not mean that there are no realities or facts other than those of interpretation. 
It means that the signified "reality" or the signified "fact" is caught in t.he 
circle and the distance of signification, so long as meaning is thought accord-
ing to the order of signification. Specifically, it means that appealing to "facts" 
as opposed to "interpretations" is already caught in interpretation, so long as 
one has not thought the presentation of a fact at the limit of signification. For 
Nietzsche, there were indeed facts, and one of these was the fact that the meta-
physics of language is condemned to an infinite chain of interpretations. 

Hermeneutics is the name of a general thought of interpretation (more wide-
spread in the Anglo-Saxon countries than in France) that constitutes, on the 
one hand, a recognition of the closure of signification, and, on the other, de-
spite everything, the denial of it (forming a kind of variant, often more gener-
ous and acute, of the thoughts of value and humanism). To consider meaning 
as a historical process, and this process in turn as a continual deciphering (al-
ways renewed and revived} of always unstable or incomplete significations, is, 
in sum, already to signify a kind of asymptotic exhaustion of signification and 
to indicate that mtaning (the meaning of the process itself, and the meaning of 
the hermeneutical move) lies elsewhere. But it is also to hold this meaning-
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the infinite source or renewal of meaning-at a distance that is itself always 
renewed; and it is also to propose, in the logic of this distance, a view of the 
world, of history, and of the subject of meaning. The deep structure of signi-
fication is preserved. 

There is, however, at the finest point, as it were, of hermeneutical thought-
a point so fine that this very thought often forgets it, even though it leads to \ 
it and even arrives at it- something that challenges or pierces 
from within. This is revealed particularly in the "interpretation" of the "signi-
fication" of the Greek word htrmtntutin proposed by Heidegger, who, offerin 
its oldest meaning as its newest, understood it as the meaning of the 
sion of a message, of the announcement of news and of its forwarding by 
carrier. The messenger is not the signification of the message, nor is he its 
interpreter; he does not give it any meaning and he does not give its mean-
ing- although, in another smst, the messenger's bearing, his style and his own 
relation to the content of the message (which he may not know, or understand) 
may come to accompany, even contaminate, its signification, affecting the sig-
nified on its borders, as it were, by the modalities of its presentation. Such 
would be the first meaning [valtur] of "presentation": philosophy does not 
make meaning and does not confer significations (or at least this is not an 
activity that is more proper to it than to other discourses); rather, it presents\\-,L_ 
meaning, and it presents it because the meaning of meaning, before all signification, \ CJ' 
is, first of all, to be presented, to present itself. T,!te _:mgs,age" -a term that 
has long connoted the idea of a signification so rich with reasons and 
that the entire modern interrogation of the literary function has relied upon )f 
it-is a that isJ a destination 

(Th'iTJimit of hermeneutics drawn out by Heidegger certainly has something 
essential in common with the Benjaminian idea of translation as well as with 
the Wittgensteinian theme of showing as opposed to explaining.) 

L,his first of all means that -»ttl'!.aing-understood as presentation or as com-
ing into presence-£t:.eexists signi6c.arion and exceeds it. The truth, that truth 
with which we are unavoidably confronted and that our history presents to us, 
is not that meaning takes place within signification and through it, but that 
meaning is on tht contrary tht tlemmt in which thtrt can bt significations, inter-
pretations, representations. It is not language, nor the logos in general, that \ 
makes meaning, but the opposite. Meaning in this sense is not a meaning; it is 
not a signification, whether determinate or indeterminate, completed or still in 
progress, already present or yet to be won. Meaning is the possibili ty of( 
sign ifications; it is the system of their presentation and the limit of their mean-
ings. It is with this, today, that thought finds itself inevitably confronted-and 
it is to this, precisely, that one cannot return; for bygone history contains for 
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significations. That which. on the other is of the order of _!!!9n-
. t act that hist t . e st soit passle] and that it has passed [soit 

assle]; this means, for instance, that it presents itself to us as this gigantic 
estern trajectory of signification that has come to rest on and expose itself to 

its limit. 
The semiotician, by speaking for example of signifiance or "semiogenesis," 

fagrees with the philosopher at least in this: the element of meaning js gjyen .. to 
us; wt; are posjtcd. our ownmost possibiJiry, 
one that distinguishes the idea of a significant world and the fact of this world 
from any other, since, in this case, such a fact is strictly contemporaneous with 
.that idea, that is, since P1e element of a realiry that is undiscernibly 

cmpicis;al and transcc.o.dcnW. material aodJdeational. 
irituak an unprecedented kind of "fact of reason" that would manifest 

the bare outline of a logic and the thickness of a Aesh. A sig-
ificant world is a world offered to understanding, explanation, or interpreta-

tion before having any signification. Ours is a world that is presented as a 
world of meaning before and beyond any constituted meaning-and, for ex-
ample, before and beyond the meanings of the word "world" as well as the 
word "man." This presentation of its meaning, or in meaning, this elementarity 
of meaning, occupies, as it were, the place of the schematism. But, as opposed 
to the schcmatism, it does not constitute an operation, nor a "hidden art"; it is 
rot the condition of the possibility or of the productton of significations. If it 
IJs our ownmost possibility, it is in the sense that we arc "capable of mean-
ing"-and capable of it unconditionally . .Ihc of meaning..is..tbus 
not a P.£Lmitiys; orjgin of signifis;ation. It is not made up of primitive elements 
of signification, just as signifying words, as Plato already noted, are not made 
up of signifying phonemes. There is no meaningful provenance of meaning-
nor is there a meaningless provenance, for this would still presuppose meaning. 
Quite simply, there is no provenance of meaning: it presents itself, and that is 
all. This is why, if meaning is an element more deeply buried t.han any logic of 
dements could assign, it is also something perfectly uncovered, offered at the 
very level of our existence. 

Producing significations has all sorts of functions: practical, technical, moral, 
social, political, and philosophical as well. 
al!Jhe&e.ful!CfionS, but it: the): arC 
testify -to .. it,.Jn this way, meaning is first of all that by which, or rather that i 
which, or even that as which, there is a being [hre] of meaning or an endty 
[existant] whose existence is by itself, from the outset, in the element of mean-
ing, before all signification. One might call this being man-but one would 
have to be able to separate this word from its significations (has not this sepa-
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ration been on the horizon ever since Kant declared that one could not answer 
the question, What is man? and ever since declaring that "man is the 

essence of man," brought the signification of this essence-as well as 
the signification of the "essence" in general-to the limit? But at the 
same time, in each case, the movement to the limit falls back into the logic of 
signification and humanism, for what is ultimately said in each context is that 
"man" is for himself his own signification: ultimately, it is from this that one 
would have to be able to separate the meaning of "man"). One might also try 
to name this being otherwise, as Hcidegge_1 did with and the entire 
production of analyses that this makes possible does not prevent the reappear-
ance of problems of signification (specifically, it does not prevent the funda-
mental question indicated by the word Dasein from being the question of a 
signification at the limit, though this question remains hidden as long as one 
merely uses it as a word; I do not here want to dwell further on this question). 
Finally, one might give up, at least for a time, trying to name this being, andl) .. 
even refrain from signifying it as "a being," by simply saying that we are in the 
element of meaning. As we know, as a linguistic "shifter," -l£!.1!as no significa-
ti,rut. Here, for now, we does not signify any community, not even the signi-
fied "community" in general. the CODl.{llOl! belonging to 
that enunciats:s itself, that "shifts itself," as it were; meaning_can,..onl_y be...com1 
mQO. and rhat- which i$..com11UJn takes place only in the clement_of_meaning 
(otherwise, outside of meaning or in the order of signification, one would be 
dealing, for example, with something "molar" or "collective"). We: the com-
muni!)' of meaning sets jtsclf jn motjon as comrnunU:y, which still means nothing 
other than the possibility that this community elaborates some particular signi-
fication, as well as the possibility for this community to confer upon itself 
some particular signification . if you will, in the subject of enun-
ciation of what is not yet even a statement (with its signification), but which 
would be something like the general communication (one might also say: the 
general performativiry, or the general pragmatics ... ) that is inherent in the 
element of meaning as such. In the final analysis, _!! wou!_2 _!!Ot even be a 
subject of enunciation, but the word "we" would be-or we would be- the\-,....., 
.meaning of meaning, the very openi_ng of meaning, as opening. 
Only in this opening, that is, "in us" or "between us" (which here means the 
same rhing), would there be the possibility of saying we-and even, and above 
all, the possibility of saying /. One could in fact show that, at the point where J 
the Cartesian ego is still suspended just before all signification, before sum (if 
this is a signification), and before cogito, the..fgo is caught in the element of we; 
Descartes himself is not far from saying this when he ascribes the evidence of 
his proposition to the fact-which is, here again, inextricably empirical and 
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all experience our existence, and that it is this cer-
tainty alone, which we all already share, that can impart to us the evidence of 
its philosopheme. 

are meaning. Before all produced or disclosed meaning, and before all 
exchanges of meaning, out exis_u:nce presents itself to us as meaning- and when 
I say "we" in this sentence, I designate equally and indissociably each of our 
singular existences, whose singularity is each time the place of such a presenta-
tion (it is "collective" only in a secondary and derivative way) and the com-
mon element of meaning in which only that which takes place in this way can 
take place. Our_existence presents itself as meaning (which can just as soon 
present itself as nonmeaning, as meaning that is weak or powerful, eternal or 
ignoble, etc.-it does not matter for now), and simultaneously, we present 
ourselves to ours_elves. That is to say, at once to one another, through one 
another, and each one to him or herself. We co-appear [comparaissons], and this 
appearing [parution] is meaning. 

This we of meaning, which is meaning, this meaning that is the being of the 
we before all anthropology, all humanism, and all antihumanism, caJis for an 
ontology that is yet to come, which does not mean that it will come, but that 
it is perhaps, in itself, as thought, ordered according to the dimension of a 
"coming" or a "coming to pass": that of our co-appearing, of our presentation 
in t.he element of meaning. This presentation itself has no signification; i& only 
takes place, unceasingly, through innumerable significations. It does not pro-
ceed as the recognition or the identification of those-we-who are presented. 
It proceeds as an exposure; we art exposed, that is our being-or the meaning 
of being. 

This means nothing other, at least for the moment, than this: here and now, 
at each moment, for each of us, this exposure takes place. Without this, we 
would not exist. It is, as they say, as necessary to us as the air we breathe. It 
takes place before all signification, before all ideality or all finality that we 
might signify to ourselves. Clearly, it is not that it constitutes another signifi-
cation, more powerful or more primordial. Rather, .U is that without this expo-
\ ure no signification would have any meaning; for any signification would be a 
mere indication or a mere denotation of things, which would no more put 
heir meaning at issue than would a numeration (for, in fact, numeration would 

no more put meaning at issue than denotation would). There is, therefore, 
some sense in signifying, there is some sense in initiating projections and projects 
of meaning-or at least, there has been and there will be as long as we are the 
West-just as there is now some meaning in signifying the exhaustion of the 
thought that places meaning in signification, and in signifying that we are led, 
without possibility of return, to new casks. But this meaning is not to be sought 
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in significations, which, on the contrary, find their possibility of meaning in it. 
sense, so to speak, in the_ meaning of the fiv.e senses through \ 

wJllch in the world, feeling pleasure and pain, without this having any 
_sjgniJjca,tion_ Or else, in the sense in which there is some sense in presenting 
to ourselves what is called "art," a name that is perhaps nothing more than an l 
immense question about signification in general. Or else, in the sense in which 
we ward off, in vain, or else contemplate, blindly, that end of signification 
caJied death. Or else, love. Or else, in the fact that the only thing we under-
stand about the signification marked "political" is an excess or a lack of signi-
fication. Or, in the fact that no signification of the "good" or the "just" can . 
prevent us from being exposed, or from exposing ourselves, to the most igno-
ble, wretched or atrocious evil. That there is meaning in this sense explains or 
justifies nothing, but it does hold back our significations, and it must from 
now on hold us back from taking refuge in a return to what these significations 
may have signified. For example-but this is a prime example--it does not in 
the least invite us to give meaning to evil by converting it, in one way or the 
other, into "good," but neither does it invite us to set it aside under the cat-
egory of the senseless, which can constitute another kind of signification. The 
fact that evil arises in the element of meaning-in us and berween us-does 
not give it a meaning, but forbids one from classifying it under a restorative or 
exorcising signification, and requires one to open the question of evil anew, 
contrary to what the theodicies, then the dialectics, used to do, and to what 
the thoughts of the return to "law" and "values" would like to do today. 

Th.e fact that meaning in this sense infinitely exceeds signification, and that 
it neitther has nor gives signification, makes it neither nonmeaning nor fate nor 
some duiLnecessity. It is made up of a permanent stake, that of being exposed; 
.it is us as exposed, to a space and to ourselves as a space, t.9 a time and to 
ourselves as a time, to language, to ourselves {nous-mimes], that is, to us others 
[;,ous autres], 19 to evil, to good, to choice, to decision, to choices and deci-
sions, in the event of our significations. Through this exposure, which presents 
us to meaning and which presents meaning to us, we are spared being caught 
in the presence that results from signification. Eor insofar as holds that pres- " .-¥ 
ence at a distance, signification holds us back before it, immobile. But the 
fteaning offered at the limit of signification takes us into the movement of a 1 
presentation to ... which is a rupture of presence itself: not only a rupture of 1 
evidences, certainties, and assurances (there can also be a full assurance in the 
arising of meaning), but, more deeply, a rupture of signification itself and its 
order. That is why th!s presemW2.n_at the limit 

it as surely as the present of a time that comes and goes, as surelY\ 
as the ptesence of a signification in the poetic o.r philosophical inauguration of 
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l, language. This presence is thus not deferred as if it were postponed to a later 
date and to another place (this, on the contrary, is what signifying thought 
endlessly proposes); it presents itself, instead, in the difFerence with itself, be-
cause meaning is nothing other than this infinite hollowing out of presence, 
which is the possibility and even the most proper nature of its coming, that by 
which we are exposed to it-by which we art. 

All the modern problematics of difFerence attract the protestations of the 
thinkers of the return, who see in them a destruc.tion or frustration of identity, 
of the possibility of identifying anything. the return is always proposed as a 
return to the ont (even when, in politics, it invokes La Boetie's Counttr-O,u};20 

what is demanded is an identification of man, right, good, or meaning, and 
also, in the continuing variations upon the requisite plurality, ont pluralism, a 
weak sense of diversity, which demands its moral recognition but cares little 
about thinking it as such-or else thinks it only as a relative deficit against the 
background of (/flt humanity 'J;his_ is tO ignore that difFer-
ence is not the opposite o£..identity; uu:.d.iffercnce. is whaunakes identity pos-
sible, and by inscribing this e_ossibility at the heart of identity, it exposes it to 
this: that its meaning cannot be identical to it. We are our identity, and wt 
designates-once again, in the simultaneous and undecidable reference to our 
"singularities" and our "community" -ae identity that is necessarily shared out, 
in us aad. between DifFerence takes place in this sharing out, at once a 
distribution of meaning into all significations and a withdrawal of meaning from 
all signification-a withdrawal that each signification indicates, at the limit. 

J;} 
\ 
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On Wonder 

rhe metaph.)'sia of signification_conteuo know ilS.el£asjrs o_w.nlimit...it 
It exposes itself to no longer being able to return to any signifi-

cation, and to reopening the entire question of meaning, right up to the point, 
perhaps, of thinking and practicing signification itself in another way. 

This amounts to saying that cxposed..to...the...tisk..oLAo longer being 
,.Pic to understand or interpret ourselves-but also, that we arc thereby exposed 
once again to ourselves, and once again to one another, to our language and to 
Q!Jt world. Once again, our existence demands its meaning and irs rights. We 
can no ourselves to be presented at a Heaven's, Idea's, or History's 
distance, nor in general a._t a signification's distance. Wc:.mwt exist in the meaning 

are. There is today an imperious, strident demand to stop surrendering 
meaning, without further ado, to signification. This demand Lies in the condi-
tion that is imposed on us by our world, one that is often called "senseless" in 
its economic, technological, and political severity; it lies in poverty, in exploitation, 
in being condemned to hunger or to helplessness; it lies in the theft of our 
moments and of our death by the powers that be, by promises, values, or 
projects; it lies in the d istress or the hypocrisy of d iscourses that signify with-
out any longer having meaning; it lies in that which throws language into 
crisis, or into availabili ty; and it lies also in this reality that is, after all, aston-
ishing: that wt exist in such a worn and miserable state, that we exist destitute, 
lacking, and lost, that is, that wt or meaning resists, and beyond all possible 
representation, the accumulation of significations as much as their exhaustion. 

The meaning that resists is "open" meaning, the opening of meaning or the 
opening to meaning, that is, that which does not allow itself to be imprisoned 
in a signifying finality and enclosure. But meaning as opening does not open 
onto the void, any more than it infinitely tends toward its fulfillment. It opens 
directly onto us. It designates us as its element and as the place of its event or 
advent. But we are not a signification: neither a "humanity," nor a polis, nor a 
"project." We are the plural that does not multiply a singular-as if we were 
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the collective figure of a sole reality (all the materialist critiques of idealism 
went no further than this)-but that, on the contrary, singularizes a. common 
dispersion, this time irreducibly material and absolutely spiritual. Yf/e are the 
1community of meaning. and this community has no signification; it does not 
subsume under a Meaning the exteriority of its parts, nor the succession of irs 
moments, since, it is the element of meaning only insofar as it is exposed by 
and to this exreriority and succession. 

This means very precisely that it is a community by not having a 
rion and it bas no signification. l tJ.Lour exposure to mea.ni.ngJhat 
cons!ln!!es o_u,r_lking-in-common, and not communication of significa!,!ons. 

/R
he idea of "communism" has represented in our history both the desire to fill 

this community with signification and our access to the bare moment when we jr have to think ourselves without signification: that moment when one must 
think the burgeoning and indigent enigma of the as the very faint light 
where meaning itself rises. 

I seem to suppose something like a secret or a mystery: a self-evasion. Yet 
this is neither dissimulated like a secret nor waiting to be revealed like a mys-
tery. It.is_manifest. lus as manifest at..the_face:toJ'ac:e or the berween-us that 
jndefinitely constitutes us. This manifestation is without secret because it is 
without signification. But this is also why it is not the appearance of some-
thing: it is itself the thing in itself. Wure ili_e thing-qteaning's thing or 

/

me?-ning as thing; which also amounts to saying that we ourselves are "the 
open," and that the open is the thing, the real itself. What constitutes us is the 

\(?pen, or, if you will, the uncovered that puts us face to face. Ih.i!_ 
!! the _§pace of mearung-i._t_is the spacing-in ..which and as which .there is 
meaning, a meaning that precedes all signification and that succeeds it too. 

that thing, we, might be identified with the agency of language, 
with the agency of the political or of passion (love and hate, terror and pity), 
or with a combination of the three. But it is withdrawn from all these 
identifications, of which it is, in old-fashioned parlance, the "transcendental 

/

condition," or-if you want to use another parlance-the space. element, flesh, 
and difference. There is no such thing as the we, as there may be "the political," 
"language," or "passion." There is only us, that is, the thing out in the open [a 

being without subjectivity, finite man, and the unsignifiable provenance 
of .lJle,aning. 

Ever since its foundation, wonder has been philosophy's virtue. To wonder 
'today is nothing other than to wonder before this resistance and insistence of 
our strange community in meaning, in the exposure to meaning. This certainly 
does not define "a philosophy" - that is, if "a philosophy" is still what is to be 
sought. But it does define the philosophical attitude and act (that are forgotten 
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when one seeks to return to a signification of the world): .!O welcome the 
before that which presents itself. Thougnt is this very welcoming. It 

does not give us meaning, but uod.ergocs [IP-touve) it 
tests ut [nous lprouve]; it lets this demand speak and lets us speak. If "think-
ing" [penser) means "weighing" [peser], it is fim of all in the sense of letting 
what weighs weigh, of feeling [lprouverJ today the weight of the West reaching 
i ts destination, of letting it weigh with all the weight of its exhaustion and its 

ture of meaning. 
The exhaustion and the opening indicate only one thing: that there is 

ing to our existence, meaning in withdrawal from, or in excess of, all significa-
tion, a meaning to each of our existences- as much for the fleeting time of 
each individual existence as for the scansions of history, for our projects and 
our struggles-as soon as existence or the project itself opens itself [s'expose] to 
undoing the subjugation to the distance of signification. Lbe exhaustion and 
.the opening indicate that there is, here and now, a sovereign eternity of mean-
Log (in Rimbaud's sense). The work of thought, its discipline and its rigor, do 
not consist in mastering this sovereignty-that is, in signifying or representing 
it-but i,n experiencing it as sovereign, and in remaining exposed to it, in l ){!> 

exposed, today, to the limit of "man," the "West," "history" and 
"p]tilosop.h.y." In no way is this a blissful contemplation, but, rather, a diffi-
cult, complex, and delicate set of decisions, acts, positions and gestures of thought 
and writing. This is what makes one feel the weight; it has nothing to do with 
the recombination of-and the more or less uncertain commentary on-
significations, but has everything to do with what keeps signification-either 
willingly or reluctantly-oscillating dangerously on its limit. No bravado here, 
no [philosophical heroism in the tradition of the philosopher martyred for 
(= signifier of) truth. It is simply true; one cannot settle down on the limit, 
one cannot hold on there as one could hold to a system or order of significa-
tion. One must always let the limit present itself anew, and it always presentsl 
i;self as new. In the final analysis, wonder is nothing other than that which 1 

Qappens or arrives at the limit. Wonder itself is without signifi-
cation, and the sign-the index or signal-that signification is verging upon 
its limit, and that meaning is laid bare. 

There will certainly be other significations, other tasks of signification, and 
other tasks than signification. But to discover them we must first make our-
selves capable of wondering about this: that signification has had a history, that 
this history has been compkted, that this completion is an evmt, and that we 
are already, whether we know it or not, whether we want it or not, engaged by 
meaning and in the meaning of what happens to us in this way. 



14 
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On Passivity 

That-ft-happem.-tO-US.._and_that cause to wonder: this implies passiv.icy.. 
Passivity is not well regarded by the thoughts of signification, for signification! 
is, by nature, an activity: it stamps meaning, printS it in intelligible characters, 
but it does not receive it (what does receive it-that infinitely malleable de-
ment of wax, that lawless and formless matter-philosophy has never been able 
to say). 

But passivity tbat i5 aG iuue..hecr canoot..b'-deterrojned in opposition to \ v$ 
agiriJy. It does not consist in being "passive," but ip being, if we can put it .-
this way, that is, or welcoming it. 
Thought is not a discourse, but the disposition and the activity that are pass-
ible to the event of meaning; el(ent-cjUile-which means that it 1 \.) 
ma_kes it-happen as such, or that it inscribes it. It is thus a "doing," it ) 
is..Ao_t..a production. (Similarly, it is a "repetition" of meaning, and yet it is nor 
a representation.) is not to produce, nor is it to transcribe. One 
might say that it is sQffiething .t.o.-ent.e.Lint<UULm:deLoJl ...... v_ 
Jparks a •calitf rbat i5 
lu>mogeneoll.UQ_it. "Thinking" inscribes the limit of signification in language. 
t.b.e-inscrjptlo.n..U tb_e gQQ.Jre by to the limit of signifi- ..... , •• 

At this limit, language does not verge on the absurd or on nonsensef 
which arc themselves only forms of signification. This outside docs not have to 
be signified, and that is why language docs not penetrate it; there is nothing to 
penetrate, no depth of the real that would await another signification or a 
l ignification from beyond. B.ut this...o.uuide-the.real, the tiJing_iueJf, the thing 
in iudf-happens...(wt" happen).I't happens constantly, and itS happening at 
once calls for and opens up rhc entire -Possibility and passibility of meaning, 
that is, it puts back into play, step by step, the entire order of significations. 
For such is indeed the definition of rhe real: it is not what is to be signified}... 
but what runs up against or violates signification-the opening of meaning, or 
its being laid bare. 

69 
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( 
The nakedness of meaning no doubt retains something of the traditional 

nakedness of Truth. However, signified truth presented (at a distance) a body 
that was desirable to the subject ("in truth," the imaged body of its own desire). 'llu: tru<h_of m...U.g doeu>o< qj[<t..iu n.kcdom " ' bo<ly, no<, in genml, 

omething. It presents itself much more as very gesture o£ lar.ingJ >Jte; 
is not to &t!e something but is to offer this very gesture of 
What there is to be grasped of meaning, its truth, is not 

"something" (nor "all things"), but the fact that it offers its nakedness more 
than any naked identity. It offers the action of its "passivity"; it offers the veryll 
act of meaning: to make oneself passiblc to its event . .JI. l?.a.s.Ung..to.-the.J.im.iLo£ signification,la.nguage. registers the shock of the thing. 
The hollow or crack disjoins, the signifying order. T he inscription is the out-
line of this disjunction. This outline has no recognizable profile, it has no face; 
it is neither "logical," nor "poetic," nor "philosophical." in the sense that these 
words arc now exhausting their significations. Nor is it simply "practicaL" J.t is 

quite singular oudine of a passage to the limit, 'tbich is also, bx,.dcfinition, 
limit of the This is why the letter of the inscription is 

less signifying than transformational: transformations, variations, constant 
displacements of the passage itself. Because it pasw in this way, the "passivity" 
of language or thought is an act; it forms an active power that requires strength, 
work, effort and rigor. But because it docs not pass over the limit, since there 
is nothing to pass into, and since everything happens, on the contrary, on the 
limit, on this edge without an outside, which is nothing but the minuscule 
opening of meaning- because it only passes right at the limit, t.hls power re-

' tains within itself all the passivity that consists in being passiblc to meaning. 
This docs not mean being capable of meaning, in the sense of inventing or 

fabricating new truths. (For truth is never new; it is always 
identical to what comes to border on, overflow and disrupt signification.) Rather, 
it means being capable of receiving the shock of meaning. This capacity can-
not be produced by way of significations. It cannot constitute what one would 
have formerly called a "message," nor what one commonly calls a "philosophy" 
(when in fact one has forgotten everything, or nearly so, about philosophy). 
This capacity- let us call it, despite everything, philosophy, since one needs a 
name, and since this one has a few credentials to claim for itself-must have 
preceded itself; one needs to have undergone the event and the upheaval of 
meaning in order to be passiblc to it. The usc of the signifying system, the 
manipulation of discourse, must already, always-already, have been breached, 
tormented, and threatened by the limit of signification. This is why the origi-
nal representation of philosophy- that is, as a ' loss' of meaning, or of meaning 
as such-should be understood in two ways: as the imaginary disappearance of 
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a previous signification, or else, as the withdrawal of meaning by which mean-
ing happens. In this sense, it is necessary that meaning abandon us so that we 
may be opened with t he entire opening of meaning. And this, from now on, 
cannot be forgotten; this abandonment is what makes our history. 

May 1986 
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The Weight of a Thought 
..... 
"""' 

Etymology relates thinking [ptnstt] to weighing [ptstt]. 
Pmsart means to weigh, to appraise, to evaluate (and also ro com-pensate, 

to counterbalance, to replace or exchange). It is an intensive form of ptndo: to 
weigh up, to make or let the pans of a balance hang [ptndrt], to weigh, to 
appraise, to pay, and, in an intransitive mode, to hang, to be weighty. La 
ptnslt, thinking-the ptns, the "ptnsing" -came later. 

Etymological relations are of limited worth: their weight is onJy the rather 
light weight of the contingency of derivations (not to mention the uncertainty 
of conjectures concerning them, even if this is not the case here, or so it seems). 
Nonetheless, they have also a way of letting this suspicion-which we know to 

be more, much more, than just a suspicion-weigh, a suspicion according to 
which thinking occurs at the very level of languages, without us, without the 
thinking-subject-reeds who only come into the world, and to themselves, as 
carried and weighed by this thought. 

Lightness and gravity, approximation and certainty, such is the poorly bal-
anced condition of the thought of proper meaning, of the proper meaning of 
"thought," and of the proper provenance of meaning in general. Who could 
say what is proper to thinking and to weighing, to thinking as much as to 
weighing, thus being properly neither? Who can think how one counttrba/ancts 
the other [st font pendant], or at what inclination [pente) one slides into the 
other? And why should "weighing," as a material act or state, be the proper 
and primary degree from which or on which "thought," as the second degree, 
as an immaterial act or state, would dtptnd-a dependency that itself would 
entail some loss or txptnditurt [diptnst] of meaning in the passage from one 
word to the other? Who could weigh, and on what scales, the "materiality" of 
weighing, on the one hand, and the "immateriality" of thought on the other? 
On what unir of weight, on what law of gravity [ptsanttur]. would such an 
operation be based? 

Let us confess, instead, whar everyone knows full well: thinking can never 
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grasp weighing; it can offer a measure for it, but it cannot itself weigh up the 
weight. Nor can weighing touch thinking; it may indicate a few ounces of 
muscle and neuron, but it cannot register the infinite leap of which they would 
supposedly be the place, support, or inscription. (And what is a leap, if thought 
is indeed a leap? What sort of escape from gravity? What counterweight?) 
Against these obvious truths, the etymologist's desire would be to give us ac-
cess, at least as a trace inscribed in language, to a weighty/weighing property 
of thought, which would be identical to a thinking property of the weighty 
thing ... 

We certainly do experience the weight of thought. Sometimes the heaviness, 
sometimes the gravity of a "thought" ("idea," "image," "judgment," "volition," 
"representation," etc.) affects us with a perceptible pressure or inclination, a 
palpable curve-and even, with the impact of a fall (if only the falling of one's 
head into one's hands). But this experience remains a limit-aptritnu, like any 
experience worthy of the name. It does take place, but not as the appropria-
tion of what it represenrs; this is why 1 also have no access to the weight of 
thought, nor to the thought of weight. 

• • * 

This is not to say that the intimate co-appropriation of thinking and weigh-
ing is a mere figure of speech, or the fantasm of a somewhat alchemical mate-
rialism. On the contrary, this appropriation is certain and absolute. The act of 
thinking is an actual weighing; it is the very weighing of the world, of things, 
of the real as meaning. 

There is no doubt that meaning is incorporated (if only as a "leap") into the 
reality of the real (into its matter, and thus into its weight)-just as there is 
no doubt that the real malw sense (it is an ideality, and therefore is without 
gravity). No skeptic's extravagant hypothesis could weaken this point; outside 
of this appropriation, there could be no aisttnu. But there is existence, and 
the co-appropriation of meaning and the real is precisely that by which exis-
tence always precedes itself, as itself, that is to say, insofar as it is without 
essence-insofar as it is the without-essence. 

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

And it is not having such an access that makes us thinking as well as weighty 
beings, and that attunes within us, as ourulvts, this dissonance of weight and 
thought that constitutes the whole weight of a thought. 
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(This does not mean that such an access would be available for other beings: 
the coappropriation of weighing and thinking, just as it is reached in etymol-
ogy only through a metaphorical reversal [bascuk] that always precedes itself, is 
in and <Jf itself inaccessible, and definitively so; its terms define it in this way, 
just as ![hey command it to occupy its inaccessible place.) 

.. .. .. 
There is therefore no pure space or time. (General relativity curves both 

according to masses.) There are only places, which are simultaneously locations 
and extensions of bodies. Bodies are heavy. The weight of a localized body is 
the true purely sensible a priori condition of the activity of reason: a transcen-
dental aesthetics of gravity (pesanttur]. 

In this transcendenral aesthetics, the concept of an a priori "form" of sensi-
bility becomes insufficient. Gravity is not simply a "form," for along with it 
"matter" is given, the very materiality of reason. Along with it is given this 
hard grain, this sharp poinr of dense ore that a thought pushes, presses heavily 
into the head and into the belly, throughout the whole body, with the force of 
a fall or a tearing. This weighing (peste] organizes a priori the entire "logic" of 
a reason whose principle and end lie in the experience of this pressure (peste] 
on the ground, loading it down ro the point of hollowing it out, cracking it 
open, disarticulating its limbs and substances, casting it outside of itself. 

But "<Jutside of itself" is not another kind of "pure" system or order. Weighing 
(down) is not the pure outside-of-itself; rather, it is an exile, an errancy, a 
balancing oscillation from oneulf to oneulf. Thought weighs at the point where 
reason, being (present) to itself [itant a sotl, distances itself from itself and does 
so with the whole distance of this to. Now this distance, the distance of the 
presence-to-itself of an existence whose existing means precisely this presence-
to-a to of being (presence) itself, the to of a sending, of a sending back, of a 
throw, a projection, a rejection, the to of a yet-to-come, of an expectation, an 
attention, a call-this distance is nothing other than meaning, absolutely. 

Thought weighs exactly the weight of meaning. It is the weight of an ex-
tremity on which an irresistible force is being applied at the place of a possible 
eruption of meaning (that is to say, in every place), causing at once shattering 
and compaction, concentration and explosion, pain and joy, meaning and 
absencing of meaning. 

With this absolute tip, which is the first and last property of a thought-
angle, spike, stylus, signature-we are repeatedly taught that there is no sense 
in trying to totalize meaning (even if by a minor or temporary totalization), in 
trying to adjust to a completed knowledge the event of an existence that, precisely, 
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exists only in the disjunction of the presence-to, in unconnected tremors, and 
in the halting qualiry of its events. Meaning is an event, not an ending lfinition]. 
Or, rather: its ending is itself endless [sans fin]. 

The place, the weighry and pointed hie et nunc, cannot be dislodged or 
delocalizcd into an ether of "full meaning" (of meaningful meaning ... ). But 
the place constitutes meaning in remaining the place, at once weighry and 
pointed- pressed upon and pierced through. Meaning always has the sense of 
the noncompleted, the nonfinished, of the yet-to-come, and in general of the to. 

Meaning does not have the sense of an answer, and not even of a question; 
in this sense, it has no meaning. But it is the event of an opening. It brings no 
salvation, but greets (calls) the to-come and the end-less. It does not gather 
communiry or bring about intimacy, but relendessly exposes a common exterioriry, 
a spacing, a coappearance of strangers. (This is why there is no primary or 
final place, no capital, no Rome, Athens, Mecca, or Jerusalem. There is only 
the gap between places, which constitutes place, and the weight of each place, 
of each landing or meeting place.) 

• • • 

The weight of a thought-its local, pointed, stretched, multiple, disappropriated, 
open weight-is what is also called, in another vocabulary, finitude. 

Finitude is not the privation of the infinite, in the: sense that the infinite 
itself would be: the appropriation and the total resorption of meaning as rela-
tion-to-itself: the appropriation and resorption of the to, of the gap and of the: 
not, of the not-yet and the yet-to-come, the appropriation and reduction of 
the opening "to," of the coming of the other, in itself, as "self," to the self, the 
appropriation and absorption of birth and death, and existence finally transfig-
ured into a pure essence. This-this Hegelian "good infinite" - would indeed 
presuppose the negation of its own negation (the negation of the limit, of the 
gap, of alteri ry, and of the open), that is, the negation of finitmtss in its tradi-
tional sense. According to this concept of finiteness, the: essence and destina-
tion of the finite consist in this self-negation: lack and relativiry are by definition 
subsumed under the realization in plenitude and absoluteness, under an end-
less ending. 

But the modern sense of finitude-that is, our sense of finitude, the one 
that is to be made ours, to be appropriated, and thus, that is yet to come-
forms, on the contrary, the: absoluttntss of tht finitt. The finite no longer con-
stitutes the ne.gation of the infinite, which the: infinite would have to negate. It 
constitutes, rather, a mode of ending (of completion of meaning) that does not 
md, that does not complete or totalize and, in this exact sense, does not "infiniriz.e." 
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It is that which lies in the availability of the singular, of the nontotalizablc:, the 
uncompleted, the open, or of the granular, fractal, or dispersed totalities, and 
in the necessity of contingency, in the harshness of errancy, and, finally, in the 
exposure of that Being-exposed that we call "existence." In tht md, it is still 
existence that is at issue. 

In finitude, therefore, a thought does not complete the meaning (of what) it 
thinks, and thus lets this "object" -the thing itself- have the: wtight that car-
ries it away from completed, presentified, or signified meaning. The weight of 
thought is then the weight of the thing insofar as that thing weighs outsitk of 
thought, insofar as it punctures and overflows the thought that it is, but that 
it can be only by being open to the thing, and to its heaviness. The "opening" 
does not carry here those: dubious values of dynamism and generosiry that are 
attributed to it by a weak modern convention. Being-open is nothing other 
than Being-finite, and the "open"-just like the closurt of the finite-is noth-
ing other than the to, the heaviness of the to by which meaning, in order to be 
meaning, exceeds and exceeds itself. 

The watchword of all modern thought is: "to the things themselves!" But in 
this "to" one must discern all the heavines.s, the: whole heavy fall of thought 
that is necessary in order to make that which exceeds meaning weigh in mean-
ing, that which opens meaning to the thing to which it is a matter of giving its 
meaning, or, in truth, of letting it.s meaning be given or delivered: that which 
constitutes meaning by exceeding all meaning. The existence of the slightest 
pebble already overflows; however light it may be:, it already weighs this exces-
sive weight. 

• • • 
Certain habits that some claim to be "Cartesian" (this is, in fact, mere ideo-

logical seniliry) lead one to believe that ideas must be "clear," it being under-
stood that "dariry" is something of the order of pure transparency, perhaps 
even of the void. But who wants an empry thought? , 

Meaning needs a thickness, a densiry, a mass, and thus 'an opaciry, a dark-
ness by means of which it leaves itself open and lets itself be touched as mtan-
ing right there where it becomes absent as discourse. Now, this "there" is a 
material point, a weighry point: the flesh of a lip, the point of a pen or of a 
srylus, any writing insofar as it traces out the interior and exterior edges of 
language. It is the point where all writing is tx-scribtd, where it comes to rest 
outside of the meaning it inscribe.s, in the things whose inscription this mean-
ing is supposed to form. This tx-scription is the ultimate: truth of inscription. 
Made absent as discourse, meaning comes into presence within this absence, 
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like a concretion, a thickening, an ossification, an induration of meaning itself; 
like a becoming heavy or weighty, a sudden, destabilizing weight of thought. 
Who would not want a thought that blocks all passage through it, that does 
not let itself be breached? Who would not want an impenetrable meaning, a 
meaning that has consistency and resistance? For it is the communication of 
this resistance that makes me "endowed with meaning"-even when this com-
munication represents the noncommunication of a "meaning" (the nondelivery 
of a message). 

• * 

"Finitude" designates nothing other than the meaning of existence insofar as 
this meaning itself actually exists, insofar as it is given at the very level of the 
singular existent, at the very level of the "open" of that existent, and insofar as 
this meaning does not subsume existence unde.r an essence. It is the existence 
of meaning rather than the meaning of existence. 

Existence does not have a meaning, in the sense of a property that could be 
assigned, determined or stated in the language of significations. But meaning 
does exist, or again: existence is itself meaning, it is the absolute signiftanu (the 
signiftanu of Being) by and in the very fact that it exists. This is why there is 
meaning (there is meaning as such) even in the existence of a child who lives 
only for a day. Rather than repeating the proverb that says "As soon as a child 
is born, it is old enough to die," it would be better to give its true meaning: as 
soon as an existence comes into the world, it bears the whole of meaning, the 
absolute of meaning. 

In existing, existence presupposes itself and calls itself infinitely as mean-
ing-as the entirety of meaning, absolutely. But, at the same time, in existing, 
existence denies that it bas meaning as a properry, since it is meaning. It there-
fore has to appropriate the inappropriabiliry of the meaning that it is. This is 
what, in other, somewhat unfortunate terms, has been called the Being-in-lack, 
the Being-in-debt or even the Being-guilty of the existent. Existence is the 
appropriation of the inappropriable. 

The weight of a thought is exactly this inappropriability of appropriation, or 
the impropriety of the proper (proper co the proper itself, absolutely). 

• • • 

Nowadays, the vocabulary of finitude is commonly used. One speaks in 
magazines or on television of our world as a "finite" world, of our history as a 
"finite" history. One understands by this that humanity seems to touch on, to 

The Weight of a Thought I 81 

come up against, some limits, and so now has to conceive of itself and manage 
itself under the constraints of these limits. From the ancient and pre-Western 
space of a world "closed" around its landmarks and in its order, we moved to 
the "infinite universe" of an exponential expansion of humanity, of its history, 
knowledge, and power: in both cases, albeit in different ways, Meaning was 
assured of its Ending. Now, on the contrary, one would have to resign oneself 
to the humble certainty {with as little bitterness as possible) of being bound to 
the limited area of our little circumscribed space where no Ending can ever 
take place. 

This thought claims to be "positive," it wants to approve of this human, aU 
too human condition, it wants to assume it, and it comforts itself above all 
with the idea that any completeness of meaning harbors a dogmatic and totali-
tarian threat. But it remains precisely a thought of the negativity of incom-
pleteness, a thought of lack, of relativity and weakness. This is, in fact, what 
makes the whole vocabulary of finitude fragile and suspect: the finite obsti-
nately remains the name of the non-infinite, that is, of the badry-finished and 
the not-finished in the sense of the incomplete, the aborted, the failed, in the 
sense of missed or truncated signification. 

T his thought thus misses its own weight: the weight of what is completed in 
incompletion, the weight of what unsolders and unseals the bottom [fond], 
hurling things deeper, and scattering them further than any bottom of things. 
Hurling them into existence, from the height of existence itself, in a fall that 
staves in [a'lfonce] the ground. Letting existence resist-that is, endeavoring to 
let it, working toward a letting, toward a letring-fall and a letting-weigh that 
thought catches sight of, weighs up, as the most proper meaning, but proper 
on the condition of remaining inappropriable, and of remaining inappropriated 
in its appropriation. Of being both eventful and disruptive even as it inscribes 
itself in the order of meaning. Of ex-scribing this inscription-such that the 
ex-scription be the Being-inscribed, or rather the true Being-inscribing of in-
scription itself. Of having weight at the heart of and in spite of thought: of 
being the breast, the belly, the guts of thought. A burden of meaning in excess 
of meaning itself. 

* • • 

The weight of meaning, its excess with respect to all "meaningful" 
appropriabiliry, this reversal, this staving in-tears and joy, trembling, impa-
tience, and the letting-come of existence-all this does not collapse into an 
abyss. The abyss is only a version of the infinite in its negation of finite nega-
tion, "a dreadful black sun from which the night shines," but a sun all the 
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same. It is a question here of a meaning that neither dominates nor shines 
down like a sun, that does not rise to the zenith, or set to the nadir, but that 
weighs insofar as it alights and sinks in [s'mfonct>], and even settles, each time 
existing here-and-now, in a singular here-and-now, and always singular anew, 
plurally, absolutely, as impossible to resorb as to complete. 

This means that inappropriable meaning presents itself in as many figures as 
there arc existences (but not according to the solar, circular, sacrificial ultra-
figure). It is this figuration that we would like to address here and in other 
texts. All these texts speak of the appropriation of the inappropriable in fig-
ures, or in a figurability that is at once general and fragmented. But what they 
are speaking of-or wished to speak of-does not take place in the order of a 
"figuration" that "represents" something, that is, that stands for something other 
than the figure itself, and for "something other," or some essential feature of 
it, that the figure uproduus. 

No. It is here a question of the figures that inappropriable meaning forms 
insofar as it appropriates itself. The inappropriable is not represented: it presents 
itself, it presents the absentification that happens in the coming of presence. 
One will find here- it is an example and more than an example (I would like 
this book to be entirely a picture book)-a photograph of someone.• T his 
image does not count as the representative of the real person photographed, 
nor as his portrait, made in his image. Instead, it counts as the image that it 
is, as this configuration and this event. It counts as this someont> in this pho-
tograph, with this pose-with this weight, with this thought; but this image 
exhausts itself in showing what these demonstrative pronouns show, and yet 
it leaves it inappropriable, fragmentary, fractured, a fractal object of meaning, 
definitely heavier or lighter than anything one might grasp of it. 

• • • 

What we are attempting to grasp in the term figurt> would be an exposition 
(or the sketching of an art) of the inappropriable gravity of meaning. An image, 
a writing, a gesture, in order to stress or let weigh the heavy or light features 
of a presence in the endless process of coming. 

On this account, a figure would be the entire weight of a thought: its way, 
not of "thinking" meaning (of elaborating its signification) but of letting it 
weigh, just as it comes, just as it passes away, heavy or light, and always at the 
same time heavy and light. Are we (we who keep saying to ourselves that we 
arrive so late, so much at the md), in the end, going to let ourselves be pre-
sented with this constantly renewed gravity? Are we-with difficulty and serenity-
going to let ourselves simply exist? 

Tht> Wt>ight of a Thought I 83 

The simplicity of existence: its turbulence, its turmoil, its sorrow and its joy, 
its thickness, its density, its extended thing, its halting, disjointed time, its 
undiscipline, its stammering, its visceral unconsciousness, and its lucidity, which 
is just as much attached to the body ... 

• • • 

This is the limit of an era, which was the era of the representation of a 
meaning. It gives way to the weighing of these countless figures that places, 
bodies, things, fragments of meaning are-that Wt' arc. 

We will not go so far as to say that we have "finally" found meaning. Cer-
tainly not. We have exhausted the schemas of progress and of the progressive 

_unveiling of truth. In this sense, History is indeed finished, or finite, and "finitude" 
opens another history. 

We will say instead that the conditions of meaning arc always the same (we 
will sec, however, that this is not an antibistorical proposition): they arc always 
woven into the opacity of meaning, into its consistency and into its resistance 
to the breakthroughs of "spirit." The psycht' is first psyche by its t>xtmsion, 
parus t'xtra parus, and by the opacity to itself in which it remains with respect 
to this cxteriority-in-itself, or with respect to the to-itself that constitutes it. 

("The psyche is extended, and does not know it": this is Freud's great saying.) 
The conditions of meaning arc always the same, and if we want to imagine 

what access to meaning was had by the inhabitants of a world that seems to us 
to have been immersed in the transparency of meaning (the Christian, Greek, 
Jewish, Nambikwara, or Zen world, etc.), we must above all understand that 
this "transparency" is only the interpretation that Wt' offer to ourselves of what 
was also their opacity. Never did a Christian, a Greek, a Jew, a Nambikwara, 
or a Buddhist, accede to the kingdom of meaning in a procession or ascension 
of luminous certainties. Nor did a Plato or a Descartes. On the contrary, meaning 
always made itself known by its obstinate consistence, its resistance to the 
enslavcmcnts of intelligence, its opaque apodicticity. But-and this is history-
its figures transform tbemselve.s, for example from "Jew" into "Greek" and from 
"Greek" into "Arab" and from "Arab" into "Christian"-and this transforma-
tion itself, this twisting and incessant multiplication of figures, of exposures of 
meaning, are a part, and not the smallest, of its opacity and resistance. 

This is also why these figures are not successive figurations of the same identical 
meaning-as are the figure-moments of the Hegelian process: they are the shatter-
ing of the exposed identity of meaning, and the dispersion of its "meaning." 

Our time is the time that, as it were, exposes exposure itself: the time for 
which all identifiable figures have become inconsistent (the gods, the /ogoi, the 



84 / THE WEIGHT OF A THOUGHT 

wise, knowledge), and which therefore works toward (or which gives itself over 
to) the coming of a figure of the unidentifiable, the figures of opacity and of 
resistant consistency as such. "Man" thus becomes opaque to himself, he grows 
thick and heavy with the weight of an excessive thought of its humanity: eight 
billion bodies in an ecotechnical whirlwind that no longer has any other end 
than the infinity of an inappropriable meaning. 

How are we to let it be sun that meaning exposes itself as impenetrable, and 
exposes us to this density? With what figure? By de-finition-that is, by the 
absencing of the ending (/inition]-there will not be only one. By right, any 
figure is already such an exposure. This is why "art" can no longer suffice for 
us, if "art" signifies a privileging of chosen, sublated, sublime, exquisite figures. 
For meaning has, on the contrary, no chosen or privileged ones, no heroes or 
saints, and it is rather a formidable density of common tkstiny that is brought 
to light, to our light, the entire weight of a community of equals that does not 
come from a measure, but from the incommensurable opacity of meaning, 
which is the meaning of aU and of each (and of no one). We need an art-if 
it is an "art"-of thickne.ss, of gravity. We need figures that weigh upon the 
bottom rather than extracting themselves from it. That stave it in and expose 
it. We need a thought that would be like a mass out of true, the fall and the 
creation of a world. 
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community, or communication, as such" (/C, 12). 

28. In paragraph 26 of Being and Time, Heidegger similarly rejected the conception of 
Being-with as the "summative resuJt of the occurrence of several subjects" (BT, 
163/125), that is , rejected the "categorial" understanding of others in terms of a 
juxtaposition of singula.r items that couJd be reckoned with or counted as numerals. 

29. A term that already appears in Nancy's L 'implratif catlgorique (Paris: Flammarion, 
1983), 59, in the context of a discussion of origin, of its withdrawal and "non-
simplicity." 

30. !C, 14 (emphasis added). "Death ," he also explains, is "indissociable from commu-
nity, for it is through death that the communi ty reveals itself" (IC, 14). 

31 . But precisely by counting Being-with as an existentiale, Heidegger had already 
rendered this opposition untenable. He writes, for instance, "According to the analysis 
which we have now completed, Being with Others belongs to the Being of Dasein, 
which is an issue for Dascin in its vety Being. Thus as Being-with, Dasein 'is' 
essential ly for the sake of others. Th.is must be understood as an existential state-
ment as to its essence" (BT, 160/123). 

32. "The community resists: in a sense, as I have said, it is resistance itse.lf" /C, 58. 
33. In a long footnote in C (55- 56 n. 2), Nancy gives a "history" of his use of the 

term, as well as a list of works that have contributed to this "thought of partage." 
34. C, 54-55. In "De l'etre-en-com mun" (a passage from the original text that is not 

available in English), Nancy ofFers the following senses of partage: "partition and 
repartition, dialogue, dialectic, difFerence of the identical." In La communautl dlsoeuvrie, 
2d ed. (Paris: Christian Bourgois, 1990), 2 11. 

35. For a discussion of this term, see William McNeill 's explanatory note i.n his trans-
lation of Heidegger's 1924 lecture Der Begriff tkr Zeit; The Conctpt of Time (Ox-
ford: Blackwell, 1992), 24-25 n. 8. Also: Theodore Kisiel, "On the Way to Bting 
and Time," in Research in Phenomenology 15 (1985): 193-226 (and now in The 
Genesis of Htidegger's Being and Time [Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Pre.ss, 1993)). 

36. Aristotle, The Physics, English trans. R. P. Hardie and R. K. Gaye, in The Basic 
Works of ed., Richard McKeon (New York: Random House, 1941 ), 
292. 

37. For instance, in EF, 72-73. 
38. "The pronoun 'we' manifests such an undecidable: 'Wl: first-pt rson plural: ler us 

try to imagine the difficulty of this simple designation," writes Nancy in "Of Being-
in-Common" (CLE, 6; trans. modified). 

39. On this point, see Nancy's introduction to Who Comes After tht Subject? (New 
York: Routledge, 1991), 8. Hereafter cited as WCAS. 

40. In Le sens du monde, Nancy formulates the question of the "singular" being-the 
"some one"- in terms of the three thematics of the unique, the whatever (/e 
quelconque), and the exposed. SM, 111 - 2 1. 

41. Basic Probltms of Phenomenology, trans. Albert Hofstadter (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1982), 288/408. 
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42. "Finite History," in BP, 154. It is therefore nor a matter of individuation, but of 
a finite coappearing (on Nancy's critique of the motif of individuation, sec /C, 27). 
The necessity for the radicalization of Hcidcggcr's thought of Mitstin, as Nancy 
explains in "Of Being-in-Common" (CLE, 3), lies in the former's failure to suffi-
ciently extricate his thought from an individualistic perspective. Nancy's summary 
of his interpretation of Hcidcggcr in "Shattered Love" (/C, 104) can be recon-
structed as follows: on the one hand, he recognizes that Hcidcggcr determined the 
essence of Dascin as a being-exposed-to-others, that is, in a nonsubjectivistic way; 
but, on the other hand, he maintains that Hcidcggcr also kept his thinking of 
Dascin, to a certain extent, within an individualistic framework. Nancy goes as far 
as saying that, in Being and Time, the analytic of Being-with is only a "moment" 
and "is not returned to thematically" (/C, 103). The latter statement might be a 
little forced. First, Being-with is not a "moment" that could be negated in the 
movement of appropriation of Dascin, but an cxistcntialc. As such, it is an essen-
tial item of Dasein's ontological constitution, an irreducible dimension of its exis-
tence. Furthermore, Being-with is in fact returned to in the second division of 
Being and Time, and described in its "authentic" modality (for example, BT, 344/ 
298). The severity of this judgment is probably due to Nancy's ancmpt to radicaJiz.e 
what Heidcgger had perhaps insufficiently posited, namely the co-extensiveness of 
Being-with and Being-oneself. 

43. Nancy seeks to complicate Hcidc.gger's famous distinction between the facticiry 
(Falttir.itat) of existence and the factuality ( Tatsiichlichlttit) of things that are sim-
ply "present-at-hand." On this question, see "The Decision of Existence," in BP, 
82-109; EF, 157-58; and SM, 94 If. 

44. Le Temps et /'autre (Paris: PUF, Editions Q uadrigc, 1983), 37. 
45. T his sense of finitude can be understood against the background of Heidcgger's re-

interpretation of finitude, for instance in the lecture "On Time and Being: where 
finitude was rethought in relation to the event of appropriation, Ereignis, and no 
longer in reference to the infinite. We read for example, "The finitude of appro-
priation, of Being ... is no longer thought in terms of the relation to infinity, bur 
rather as fin itude in itSelf: finitude, end, limit, one's own .... The new concept of 
finitude is thought in this manner-that is, in terms of Appropriation itSelf, in 
terms of the concept of one's own." "Summary of a Seminar on the l..ccture Time 
and Being,'" in On Time and Being (New York: Harper and Row, 1972), 54. 

46. On this "concept," sec "Exscription," in BP, in particular, pp. 337-39. 

GRAVITY 
(The followi ng arc all notes from the translators.) 

I. Lourd, in French, also has the sense of something difficult, hard to bear. In the 
passage that follows, the reader should hear both senses. 

2. Literally, "heavy with consequences." This means that which has many serious 
consequences. 

3. Literally, "it falls under meaning," and has the sense of that which is obvious. 
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PART ONE THE FORGETTING OF PHILOSOPHY 
I. Senr-Nancy plays often on the different senses of this term: "meaning," "sense: 

"direction," and "perceptual faculty." "Meaning" and "sense" will suffice in most 
cases and will serve to translate no other words unless indicated. 

2. Nancy plays here on the polysemy of the word ouverture, which usually signifies 
"opening" but is also used in the moral sense of being "open-minded," as in the 
expression ouverture d'tsprit. On this distinction, see PF, 16-17. 

3. La venir, literally, "what is yet to come," is also a homonym of l'avenir, "the 
future." 

4. Solon: Athenian archon whose name is associated with a particularly legalistic style 
of administration. 

5. The Philosophy of Right, tra.ns. with notes by T. M. Knox (London: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1967), II. 

6. Fini.e: in both senses of the term, that is, eilher a philosophy that has reached its 
"end" (fin), is "finished," or i.s finite. 

7. A this expression, see the translator's prelizce. 
8. Mime is usually just an intensifier. Le soi-mlme, though it could be translated 

literally as something like "the self itself," has come to designate simply "the self." 
However, Nancy here seems to be calling attention to the literal meaning of 
"same." 

9. Even though, in ordinary Ge.rman usage, the term Handgriff means a •manipula-
tion" and has been rendered in the various French trans lations of the Critique of 
Pure Reason as either mlcanisme, or fonctionnement, Nancy here anempts a more 
literal translation of it (coup de main), one that would preserve the reference to the 
hand. We have therefore not resorted to Smith's rendering as •modes of 
and have foUowed Nancy's retranslation. 

10. Nancy refers here to the untranslatable neologism coined by Jacques Lacan (in 
"The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious or Reason since Freud," in Ecrits) 
in order to render the Deutung of Bedeutung (signification). On this point, we 
refer the reader to Nancy and Lacoue·Labarrhe's Title of the Letter, 6 1-78. 

11. On the concept of "touch" in Nancy's work, see Jacques Dcrrida, "Lt Toucher 
(Touch/to touch him)," in Paragraph, 122-57. 

12. In the passage that follows, Nancy draws upon the double meaning of the word 
txpbience (experiment/experience), which we have rendered accordingly as the context 
demands. 

13. An expression which Nancy borrows from Thomas Mann, as he reminds us in a 
foot note to his essay "Myth Interrupted," in The Inoperative Community, 160 n. 6. 

14. "Reprlsentationlconceptionlvision du mondt" all mean "worldview." Nancy plays on 
these different forms in the passages tha t follow. 

15. "The West at Its Ends": L 'Occident arrivl a ses fins. There is a play on words in 
the riLle of this chapter; the idiom arriver a m fins means "to get what one wants," 
though it literally means "to reach or arrive at one's ends." Throughout this chapter, 
Nancy plays on the double sense of arriver: both "to arrive" and "to 

16. In English in the o riginal. 
17. In English in the original. 
18. Nancy plays here on the verb vo11/oir, which is generally used in the sense of " to 

wanr" but which, when substantificd as le vouloir, signifies "will." 
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19. Untranslatable play on "same" (Gravity, pp. 23; 89, note 8) and •other." No us 
autm (literally. we others) ordinarily designates an "us" that has the more inclu-
sive sense of •all of us," as in nous autrts artistts (we artists). Yet Nancy is here 
emphasizing the fact that this "we" exists only as exposed and is therefore in some 
sense "other." For instance, Nancy writes in "Fin ire History": "The otherness of 
existence consists in its non-presence to itself, which comes from it.s birth and 
death. We are others-each one for the other and each for him/herself." In BP, 
155. 

20. This expression is borrowed from the full title of La Boetie's (1530-1563) cel-
ebrated critique of tyranny as the rule of the one, Dt L4 Strvitutk Volontairt ou 
Contr'un (Geneva: Oroz, 1987), translated as Slavu by Choiu (Egham Hill: 
Runnymede, 1988). 

PART TWO THE WEIGHT OF A THOUGHT 
1. The book from which this essay is d rawn (u poids J'une pmsle [Sainte-Foy, 

Le GrifFon d'argile, 1991], 113-24) contains a series of photographs (not repro-
duced here) depicting someone named Georges with captions by Nancy. 
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