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in this volum e are " new" and "my own "- the quotation mark s servin g here , 
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Althou gh I read it after completin g the work on this volum e, I believe that 
Philip Lewis's "Vers la traduction abusive" (in Les fins de /'homme--a partir du 
travail de JaCffues Derrid_a, Paris: Galilee, 1981) con tains the criteria by which aU 
tran slations of Derrida will be judged. 

ALAN BASS 

New York City 
July 1982 
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The thesis and antithesis and their proofs therefore rep­
rese nt not hing but the opposite a!>sertions, that a limit 
I is (ei11e Gre11ze isl), and that the limit equally is only a 
ls11blnted (n11fgehobe11e [re/eve)) one; that the limit has a be­
yond with which however it stand s in relation (i11 Bezie-
h1111g steht), and beyond which it mu st pass, but that in 
doing so there arises another such limit, whi ch is no 
limit. The solutio11 of these antinomie s, as of those pre­
viously mentioned, is transcendental , that is. 

Hegel, Science of Logic 

The esse nce of philosophy pro ­
vides no ground (bodenlos) pre­
cisely for peculiarities, and in 
order to attain philosoph y, it is 
necessary, if its body expresses 
the sum of its peculiaritie s, that 
it cast itself into the abyss tl corps 
perdu (sic/1 a corps perdu hinei11-
zusturze11). 

The need for phil osoph y can be 
expressed as its presupp osi tion 
if a sort of vest ibule (eine Ari van 
Vorhof) is su pposed to be made 
for phil oso ph y, which begins 
with itself. 

Hegel, The Difference between the 
Fichtean and Schel/ingian Systems 
of Philosophy 

fbid. 



To tympanize '- philosophy . 
Being al the limit: these words do not yet form 

a prop osition, and even less a discourse . But there 
is enoug h in them, provided that one plays upon 
it, to engender almost all the sentences in this 
book . 

Does philosophy answe r a need ? How is it to be 
understood? Philosophy? The need? 

Ample to the point of believing itself int ermi­
nable, a discourse that has called itself philosophy ­
doub tless th e only discour se that has ever in­
tended to receive its name on .ly from itself, and 
has never ceased murmuring its initial letter to 
itself from as close as possible-has always, in­
cludin g its own , meant to say its limit . In the fa­
miliarity of the languages called (inst itut ed as) 
natural by philosophy, the languages elemen tary 
to it, this discourse has always insisted upon as­
suring itself mastery over the limit (peras, limes, 
Grenze). It has recognized, conceived, posited, de­

clined the limit according to all possible modes; 
and therefore by the same token, in order better 
to dispose of the limit, has transgressed it. Its own 
limit had not to remain foreign to it. The refore it 
has approp riated the concept for itself; it has be­
lieved that it con trols the margin of its volume an d 
that it thinks its other. 

Philosophy has always insisted upon this: think ­
ing its other. Its other: that which limits it, and 
from which it derives its essence, its definition, its 
production. To think its other : does thi s amount 
sole ly to relever2 (a11f/1eben) that from which it de­
rives, to head the proce ssion of its method only 

"And I have cho ­
sen, as the sign be­
neath which to place 
th em, the entir ely 
floral and subter ra­
nean name of Perse­

phone, which is thus 
extracted from its 

dark terrestrial 

depths and lifted to 

t he heavens of a 

cha pter heading . 

The acanthus leave 

copied in sc hool 

when, for better or 

for worse, one learns 
to use the fusain, 

the stem of a morn­

ing glory or o ther 

climbing plant , 

the helix inscribed 

on the shell of a snail, 

the meanders of the 

sma ll and the large 

intestine, 

the sandy serpentine 

excreted by an ea rth 

worm , 

the curl of childish 

hair encased in a 

meda llion , the P1:'­
trid simulacr um 

I. Tra nslator ' s note (hereaft er abbr eviated as "TN"). In French, tympa11iser is an 
archaic verb meaning to criticize, to ridicul e publicl y. I have tran sliterated it here . 
.. 2. 1:N, On De rrida 's tran slation of the Hegelian term a11f11ebe11 as re/ever, see below, 

La d1fferance," note 23, for a sys tem of notes. There is an untran slatable play of 
words here: " Pense r so n autre : cela revien t-il seulement fl re/ever (auf11ebe11) ce dont 
ellc re/eve .. . ?" 

X 
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by passing the limit? Or indeed does the limit, 
obliquel,)r, by su rpri se, alway s reserve one mor e 
blow for philosophical knowledge? LimiVpassage . 

In propagating this question beyond the precise 
context from which I have just extracted it (the 
infinity of the quantum in the greater Logic and the 
critique of the Kantian antinomies ), almost con­
stantly, in this book, I shall be examinin g the rel­
evance3 of the limit. And ther efore relaunching in 
every sense the reading of the Hegelian A11fl1ebung, 
eventually beyond what Hegel, inscribi ng it, 
understood him self to say or intend ed to mean, 
beyo nd that which is inscribed on the internal ves­
tibule of his ear. This implies a vestibu le in a del­
icate, differentiated stru ctu re whose orifices may 
always remain unfindable , and whose entry and 
exit may be baiely pas sable; and implies that the 
text-Hegel's for example-functions as a writing 

machine in which a certain number of typed and 
systematically enmeshed propositions (one has to 
be able to recognize and isolate them) repr esen t 
the "co nscious intention " of the author as a reader 
of his "own " text, in the sense we spea k today of 
a mecha nical reader. Here, the lesson of the finite 
reader called a philosophical author is but one 
piece, occasionally and incidentally interesting , of 
the machine. To insist upon thinkin g its other: its 
proper• other, the proper of its other, an other 
proper? ln thinking it as such, in recognizi ng it, one 
misses it. One reappropriates it for oneself-, one 
disposes of it, one misses it, or rather one misses 
(the) missing (of) it, which, as conce rn s the other , 

drawn by a s light 
pressure of the fin­
gers from a pere-la­
colique, • 
the marblings that 
bloom on the edges 

of certain bound 

books, 

the curved wrought 

iron, "mo dem sty le," 

of the Metro entries, 

the interlace of em­

broidered figur es on 

sh eets and pillow 
cases, 

the kiss-curl pasted 

with grease on the 
cheekbone of a pros­

titute in the old days 

of Casque d' or, 

the thin and browner 

braid of the steel ca­

ble, the th ick and 

blc nder one of the 
string cable, 

the cerebral convo­

lutions exempli fied 

by, when you eat it, 

mutt on brains, 

the corkscrew ing of 

the vine, the image 

• "!'N, A pere-la-coliq11e is a small porcelain toy representing an old man sitting on 
a toilet seat. When a certain p roduct is put into it, it excretes. 

~- TN. Releva11ce is not the Englis h "relevance " but a neologi s m from the trans ­
lation of a11fliebe11 a~ re/ever. Like A11fl1ebu11g it is a noun derived from a gerund . 

4. :;" · Le p~opre •s,,one ~! the key term s of thi s book . In French , propre can mean 
bo th pr~per' and own , as her e with so11 propre au/re, its own other , the othe r 
prop~~-to 1t. I have sometime s given simply "p roper ," and sometimes "own, proper " 
(e.g. its own , proper other' ') . See also " La diff~ran ce," not e I. 

xi 



Tympan 

always amounts to the same. Between the proper 
of the other and the other of the proper. 

If philosophy has always intended, from its 
poin t of view, to main tain its relation with the non­
phi.losophical, that is the antiphilosophical, with 
the practices and knowledge, empirical or not, that 
constitute its other, if it has constituted itself ac­
cording to this purposive entente with its outside, 
if it has always intended to hear itself speak, in the 
same language, of itself and of something else, can 
one, strictly speaking, detetmine a nonphilosoph­
ical place, a place of exter iority or a1terity from 
which one might still treat of philosophy? ls there 
any ruse not belonging to reason to prevent phi­
losophy from sti.ll speaking of itself, from borrow­
ing its categories from the logos of the other, by 
affecting itself without delay, on the domestic page 
of its own tympanum (still the muffled drum, the 
tympanon, the d oth stretched taut in 'order to take 
its beating, to amortize impressions, to make the 
types (typoi) resonate , to balance the striking pres­
sure of the typtein, between the inside and the 
outside), with heterogeneous percussion? Can one 
violently penetrate philosophy's field of listening 
without its immediately -eve n pretend ing in ad­
vance, by hearing what is said of it, by decoding 
the statement - making the penetration resonate 
within itself, appropriating the emission for itself, 
familiarly communicating it to itself between the 
inner and mjddle ear, following the path of a tube 
or inner openi .ng, be it round or oval? In other 
words, can one puncture the tympanum of a phi­
losopher and still be heard and under stood by 
him? 

To philosophize with a hammer . Zarathustra be­
gins by asking himself if he will have to puncture 
them, batter their ears (Muss man ilmen erst die 
Ohren zersc/1/agen), with the sound of cymbals or 
tympani, the instruments, always , of some Diony-

xjj 

of what later wiU be­

once the juice ha s 

bee n bottled-the 

corkscrew (itself pre­

figuring the endless 
screw of drunken­

ness ), 

the circulation of the 

blood, 

the concha of the ear, 

the sinuous curves 

of a pat h, 

everything that is 
wreathed, coiled, 

flowered, gar­

landed, twisted , ar­

abesque, 

the spur (which for 

my purposes here I 

will imagine in a spi­
ral) of an espadon, 

the tw ists of a ram's 

horn, 

all this I believe un­

covered in the name 

of Persephone , po­

tentially, awaiting 

only an impercepti­

ble click to set it off 

like the ribbon of steel 

tightly wound on it­

self in the midst of 

the pinions of a clock­

work or the spring in 

the closed-cover box 

from which the 

bristly-bearded devil 
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sian ism. In order to teach them "to hear with their 
eyes" too . 

But we will analyze the metaphysical exchange , 
the circular complicity of the metaphor s of the eye 
and the ear. 

But in the structure of the tympanum there is 
something called the "luminous triangle." It is 
named in Les Chants de Maldoror (II), very close to 
a "grandiose trinity ." 

But along with this triangle, along with the pars 
tensa of the tympanon, there is also found the han ­
dle of a "hammer." 

In order effectively, practicall y to transform what 
one decries (tympanizes), must one still be heard 
and understood within it, henceforth subjecting 

oneself to the law of the inne r hammer? 5 In relaying 
the inner hammer, one risks permitting the noisie st 
discourse to participate in the most se rene , least 

disturbed, best served economy of philosophical 
irony . Which is to say, and examples of this meta ­
phy sical drumming are not lacking toda y, that in 
taking this risk, one risks noth ing . 

From philosoph y- to separate oneself, in order 
to describe and decry its law, in the directi on of 
the absolute exteriority of another place. But ex­
ter iority and alterity are concep ts which by them­
selves have never su rprised philosophical discourse. 
Philosophy by itself has always bee11 co11cemed with 

them. These are not the concep tual heading s un -

has not yet emerged. 
Therefore, essen­

tially, in que stion is 

a spiraled name--or 

mor e broadly: a 

curved nam e, but 

whose gentleness is 

not to be confused 
with the always more 

or less lenitive char­

acter of that which 

has bee n dulled, 

since - quite to the 

contrary-what is 

piercing and pene ­

trating about it is 
confirmed by the 

rapprochement to be 

made between the 

sy llable s that com­

pose its name and 

the syllables forming 

the civil statu s of the 

in sec t called (in 

French] perce-oreille 
(ear-piercer) [and in 

English , "earwig"]. 

For not only do " Per-

5. The hammer, as is well known , belongs to the chain of small bones, along with 
the anvil and the stirrup. It is placed on the i11ternnl surface of the ty mpani c mem­
brane. It always has the role of mediati on and com muni cation: it tran smits ,onic 
vibration s to the chain of s mall bones, and then to the inner ear. Bicha t recognized 
that it has another paradoxi cal function . Th is small bone protects the tympan um 
while acting upon it. "Without it, the tympa num would be affected painfully by 
vibrations set up by too powerful sound s." The hammer , thu s, can wea ken the 
blows, muffle them on the thr esho ld of th e inn er ear. The latter - the labyrint h­
include s a vestibule, the semicirrnlar ca11nls, a cochlrn (with its two spirals), that is, two 
organ s of balance and one organ of hearing. Perhaps we shall penetrate it more 
deeply later . For th e moment , it suffices to mark the role of the midd le ear: it tend s 
to equali ze the acou stic resis tanc e of the air and the resistance of the laby rinthin e 
liquid s, to balance interna l pressures and extern al prt•ssurcs. 
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der which philosophy' s border can be overflowed; 
the overflow is its object. Instead of determining 
some other circumscription, recognizing it, prac­
ticing it, bringing it to light, forming it, in a word 
producing it (and today this word serves as the 
crudest "new clothe s" of the metaphys ical dene­
gation which accommodates itself very well to all 
these projects ), in question will be, but according 
to a movement unheard of by philosophy, an other 
which is no longer its other. 

But by relating it to something to which it has 
no relation , is one not immediately permitting one ­
self to be encoded by philosophica l logos, to stand 
under its banner?6 Certain ly, except by writing this 
relationship following the mode of a nonrelation­
sh.ip about which it would be demonstrated si­
multa neously or obliquely-o n the philosop hical 

surface of the discourse-that no philo so pheme 
will ever have been prepared to co1tform to it or 
translate it. This can only be written according to 
a deformation of the ph.ilosophicaJ tympanum. My 
intention is not to extract from the question of 
metaphor-one of the most continuous threads of 
th.is book- the figure of the oblique. This is also, 
thematically, the route of Dissemination.7 We know 
that the membrane of the tympanum, a thin and 

sephone " and "perce­
orei lle" both begi n 

with the same allu­

sion to the idea of 

"pie rcing" (less de­

cided in Persephone, 

because of the s 
which imparts some­

thing undulating and 

grassy, chimerical 

and fleeting, to the 
name, to the extent 

that one might be 
tempted, by execu t­

ing an easy meta­

thesis, to call her the 

Fay Person . .. ), but 

the one and the other 

end with an appeal 
to the sense of hear­

ing, which is overtly 

in play, for the in­

sect, due to the 

enunciation of the 

word "ear" (that is, 

6. Without an inventory of all the sexual investments which, everywhere and at 
all times, powerfully constrain the discourse of the ear, I shall give an example here 
to indicate the topics of the material left in the margins. The horn that is called 
pavillon (papil/011) is a phallus for the Dogon and Bambara of Mali, and the auditory 
canal a vagina. [TN. Pavilion in French has multiple meanings. Here , the reference 
is to the end of the horn called the bell in English; it also designates the visible part 
of the ear. Further, bot h senses of pavilion just given derive from its older sense of 
"military tent," because of such tents' conic shap e. Finally, pavilion can also mean 
flag or banner, as in the sentence above that ends with the phrase "sta nd under 
its banner (pavi/1011)."I Speech is the sperm indispensable for insemination. (Con­
ception through the ear, all of philosophy one could say.) It descends through the 
woman's ear, and is rolled up in a spiral around the womb. Which is hardl y very 
distant from Arianism (from the name Arius, of course, a pries t from Alexandria, 
the father of Arianism, a heretical doctrine of the concep\ion in the Trinity), from 
l101110011sios, and from all the records of the Nicene Council. 

7 .. Cf. especially "La double seance." ("The Double Session," in Dissemination, 
trans. Barbara Johnson (Chicago: Unive rsity of Chicago Press, 1981).J 
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transparent partiti on separa ting the aud itory canal 
from the middle ear (the cavity), is stretched 
obliquely (loxos). Obliquely from above to below, 
from outside to inside, and from the back to the 
front. Therefore it is not perpendicular to the axis 
of the canal. One of the effects of this obliqueness 
is to increa se the surface of impre ssio n and hence 
the capacity of vibration. It has been observed , 
particularl y in birds, that precision of hearing is in 
direct proportion to the obliquenes s of the tym­
panum. The tympanum squints. 

Consequently, to luxate the philo sophical ear, to 
set the loxos in the logos to work, is to avoid frontal 
and symmetrical protest, opposition in all the 
forms of anti-, or in any case to inscribe antism and 
overturning,8 domestic denegation, in an entire ly 
other form of ambush, of lokhos, of textual maneu­

vers. 
Under what conditions, then , could one mark, 

for a philosopheme in general, a limit, a margin 
that it could not infinitel y reappropriate, conceive 

as its own, in advance engendering and interning 
th e process of its expro priation (Hegel again, al­
ways), proceeding to its inversion by itself? How 
to unbalanc e the pres sures that correspond to each 

of t he orga n by 

means of which au­

ditory sensatio ns 

penetrate into us) , 

and less directly in 

play for the goddess 

by means of the suf­

fix phone, also found 

in "te lephone " and 

"gramop hone ," the 

latter being an in­

strument for which 

is more appropriate 

than the former the 

very euphonic end­

ing that beautifull y 

defines it as a musi­

cal mechanism. 

The insect whose 

principal work is to 

gnaw on the inside 

of fruit pits in orde r 

to take subsistence 

from them , and 

8. On the problematic of overturning and displacement , see Dissemina(ion and 
Positions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press , 1980). To luxate, to tympamze ph 1l­
osop hical autism is never an opera tion within the concept and without some carnage 
of language . Thus it breaks ope n the roof, the closed spira l unity of the palate . It 
proliferates 011tside to the point of no longer being understood. It is no longer n tongue . 

Hematographic music. 
"5ex11a/ jubilation is a choice of glottis, 
of the splinter of the cyst of n dental root, 
n choice of otic canal, 
of the bad a11ric11/ar ringing, 
of a bad instillation of sound, 
of current brocaded 011 the bottom carpet, 
of the opaque thickness, 
the elect application of the choice of the candelabra of chiselled string, 

in order to escape the prolific avaric obtuse 11111sic 
witl1out ram, or age, or ramage, 
and which has neither to11e nor age." 
ARTA UO (December 1946) 
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other on either side of the membrane ? How to 
block this correspondence destined to weaken, 
muffle, forbid the blows from the outside, the 
other hamm er? The " hammer that speaks" to him 
"w ho ha s th e third ear'' (der das dritte Ohr hat). 
How to interp ret-b ut here interpretation can no 
longer be a theory or discursive pract ice of phil os­
oph y- the strange and unique property of a dis­
co ur se that o rgan izes the economy of its 
represe ntatio n, the law of its proper weave, such 
that its out side is never its outside, never sur prises 
it, such that the logic of its hete ronomy still reaso ns 
from within the vault of its au tism? 

For thi s is how Being is under stood: its proper. 
It assures without let-up the relevant movement of 
reapp ropri ation. Can one then pass this singular 
limit which is not a Limit, which no more se parat es 
the inside from the outside than it ass ure s their 

permeabl e and tran spare nt continuit y? What form 
could thi s p lay of limit/passage have , this logos 

which posits and negates itself in perm itting its 
own voice to weU up ? Is this a well-put que stion? 

The analy ses that give rise to one ano ther in thi s 
book do not answer this question, brin ging to it 
neither an answer nor 1111 answe r. They work , 
rather, to tran sform and deplace its statement , and 
toward examining the pr esu ppositi ons of the ques­
tion, the institu tion of its pro tocol, the laws of its 

procedur e, the headin gs of its alleged homogene­
ity, of its appa rent unicity: can one treat of philo s­
ophy itself (metaphysics itself, that is, ontoth eology) 
without already permitting the dictation , a long 
with the pretention to uni ty and unicity, of the 
ungraspabl e and impe rial totality of an order? If 
there are margins, is there still a philosophy , tire 
philosophy? 

No answer, then . Perha ps, in the long run , not 
even a que stion. The cop ulative corres pondence, 
the oppo sition questio n/an swer is already lodge d 

xvi 

which occas ionall y, 

so they say, perfo­

rat es human tym­

panu ms with it s 
pincers, ha s in com­

mon with th e 

dau ghter of Demet er 

tha t it too buries it­

se lf in a subte rra ­

nea n kingdom . The 

de ep co untr y of 

hearing, described in 

terms o f geo logy 

more th an in those 

of any other natura l 

science, not only by 

virtue of the cart ila­

ginou s cave rn th at 

cons titut es its organ, 

but also by virtue of 
the re lationship that 

unit es it to gro ttoes, 

to chasms, to all the 

pockets hollowed out 

of the terrestrial crust 

w ho se e mptin ess 

makes them into re­

so natin g drums for 

the slightest sound s. 

Just as one might 

worry about the idea 

of the tymp anum, a 

fra g ile membr ane 

threa tened with per ­

foration s by the min ­

ut e pin ce rs of a n 

insect- unless it had 

Tympan 

in a structur e, enveloped in the hollow of an ear, 
which we will go into to take a look. To find out 
how it is mad e, how it has bee n formed, how it 
function s. And if the tympanum is a limit, perhap s 
the issue would be less to displace a given deter­
mined limit than to work toward the concept of 
limit and the limit of the concept. To unh inge it on 
several tries. 

But what is a hinge (signi fying: to be reasoned 
in every sense)? 

Therefo re, what legal questio n is to be relied 
upon if the limit in general, and not only the limit 
of what is believed to be one very parti cular thing 
among others, the tymp anum , is s tru cturally 
oblique? If, therefore, there is no limit in general, 
that is, a stra ight and regu lar form of the limit? 
Like every linws, the limes, the short cut, signifies 
the oblique . 

But indefati gab ly a t iss ue is the ea r, the distinct, 
differentiated , articulated organ that produces the 

effect of proximity, of abso lute properne ss, the 
ideali zing eras ure of organic differenc e. It is an 

orga n whose structure (and the sutu re that holds 
it to the throa t) produce s the pacifying lure of or­
ganic indifference. To forget it- and in so doing 
to take shelter in the mos t familial of dwelling s-­
is to cry out for the end of orga ns, of o thers. 

But indefatigably at issue is the ear. Not only the 
sheltered porti co of the tym panum , but also the 
vestibula r canal.~ And the phoneme as the "ph e-

alread y been broken 
by too violent a 
noise- it is equall y 

per missible to fear 

for the vocal cords, 

which can be broken 
instantaneo usly 

when, for exampl e, 

one screa ms too 

lou dl y, subjec tin g 
them to excessive 

tension (in the case 

of anger, g rief, or 

eve n a simple game 
dominated by the 

sheer pl easure of 

shrieking ), so that 

one's voice get s 

"b roken ." An acci­

dent m y mother 

so metime s wa rne d 

me aga inst, whether 

she actuall y believed 

that it could happe n, 
or whether -as I tend 

to believe-s he used 

the danger as a sca­

recrow th a t might 

make me less noisy, 

9. "Anatomical term . Lrregular cavity that is part of the inne r ear. Genital vesti­
bule, the vulva an~ all its part s u~ t~ the _membrane of the hymen exclusively. Also 
the name of the ~nangula r space hm1ted m front and laterally by the aileron s of the 
nymph s !small hps of the vulva), and in back by the orifice of the uret hra· one 
en te rs throug h _this spa_ce in practicing a vestibular incision . £. IAt. vestib11l11111.'fro m 
the augmentahve particle ve, and stab11l11111, place in which things are held (see 
stable), a~cordmg to certai~ Latin etymologist s. Ovid , on the cont rary, more rea­
sonably, 11 appear s, takes 1t from Vesta because the vestibule held a fire lit in the 
~onor of Vesta !goddess of the proper, of familiarity, of the domestic heart h, etc.). 

mong th_e mo~ern s, Momm sen says that vest ib11/11111 comes from vestis, being an 
entrywa y m which the Roman s left the toga (vest is) ." Littr~. 
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nomenon of the labyrinth" in which Speech and 
Phenomena, from its epigraph and very close to its 

false exit, had introduced the question of writing. 

One might always think, of course, in order to 
reass ure oneself, that " laby rinthi c vertigo" is the 

name of a well-known and well-determined dis­

ease, the local difficulty of a particular orgi' n . 

This is--another tympanum. 

at least for a while. 

Margina l to Perse­

phone and perce-or­
e i /1 e, solde red 

toge ther by a cement 

of relationships 

hardened - in broad 

day light - b y their 

Lodged in the vestibule, the labyrinthic receptors of balance are named uestib11/ar 
receptors. These are the otolitlric organs (utride and saccule) and the se111icirc11/ar 
canals. The utride is sensitive to the head's changes of direction, which displace 
the otoliths, the ear's stones, small calcified granulations modifying the stimulation 
of the ciliary cells of the macula (the thick part of the membraneous covering of the 
utrid e). The function of the saccule in the mechanisms of balance has not yet been 
definitely ascertained. The semicircular canals, inside the labyrinth, are sensitive 
to all the movements of the head , which create currents in the liquid (endolymph) . 
The reflex movements which result from this are indispensable for assuring the 
stability of the head, the direction and balance of the body in all its movements, 
notably in walking upright. 

Tympanum, Dionysianism, labyrinth, Ariadne's thread. We are now traveling 
through (upright, walking, dancing), included and enveloped within it, never to 
emerge, the form of an ear constructed around a barrier, going round its inner 
walls, a city, therefore (labyrinth, semicircular canals-warning: the spiral walkways 
do not hold) circling around like a stairway winding around a lock, a dike (dam) 
stretched out toward the sea; closed in on itself and open to the sea's path. Full 
and empty of its water, the anamnesis of the concha resonates alone on a beach. 
[TN, There is an elaborate play on the words limaro11 and co11q11e here. Limm;o11 (aside 
from meaning snail) means a spiral staircase and the spiral canal that is part of the 
inner ear. Co11q11e means both conch and concha, the largest cavity of the external 
ear. I How could a breach be produced, between earth and sea? 

By means of the breach of philosophical identity, a breach which amounts to 
addre ssing the truth to itself in an envelope, to hearing itself speak inside without 
opening its mouth or showing its teeth, the bloodiness of a disseminated writing 
comes to separate the lips, to violate the embouchure of philosophy, putting its 
tongue into movement, finally bringing it into contact with some other code, of an 
entirely other kind. A necessarily unique event, nonreproducible, hence illegible 
as such and, when it happen s, inaudible in the conch, between earth and sea, 
without signature. 

Bataille writes in "The Structure of the Labyrinth" : "Emerging from an incon• 
ceivable void in the play of beings as a satellite wandering away from two phantoms 
(one bristling with beard, the other, sweeter, its head covered with a chignon), it 
is first of all in the father and mother who transcend it that the minuscule human 
being encounte rs the illusion of su fficiency. ( ... ) Thus are produced the relatively 
stable gatherings whose center is a city, similar in its primitive form to a corolla 
enclosing like a double pistil a sovereign and a king. ( ... ) The universal god 
destroys rather than' supports the human aggregations which erect its phantom . 
He himself is only dead, whether a mythical delirium proposes him for adoration 
like a cadaver pierced with wound s, or whether by his very universality he becomes 
more than any other incapable of opposing to the loss of being the breached walls 
of 1pseity." 
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If Being is in effect a process of reappropriation, 

the "9;1_est ion of Being" of a new type can never 

be percus se d without be ing mea~ain st the 

absolu tely coextensive question of the proper. 

Now this latter question doe s not permit itself to 
be separated from the idealizing value of the very­

near, which itself receives its d isconcerting powers 

only from the structure of hearing -onese lf-speak. 

The propri11s presupposed in all discourses on econ­

omy, sexu~lity, language, semantics, rhetoric, etc., 
repercusse s its abso lute limit only in sonorous rep­

resentation. Such, at least, is the most insistent 

hypothesis of this book. A quasi-organizing role 

is granted, therefore , to the motif of sonic vibration 
(the Hegelian Erzittem) as to the motif of the prox­

imity of the meaning of Being in speec h (Heideg­

gerian Nii/re and Ereignis). The logic of the even t 

is exa min ed from the vantage of the structur es of 

exp ropria tion called timbre (ly111pan11m), style, and 
signature. Timbre, style, and signature are the sa me 

oblite ratin g division o f th e prope r. They make 

every event possible , necessary, and unfindable . 

What is the specific resistance of philo sophical 
discourse to deconstruction? It is th e infinite mas­

tery that the agency of Being (and of the) proper 

seems to assu re it; this mas tery permits it to in­

teriorize every limit as being and as being its own 

proper. To exceed it, by the same token , and there­

fore to preserve it in itse lf. Now , in its mastery and 
its discourse on mastery (for mastery is a sign ifi­

cation that we still owe to it), P.bilosophical power 
always seems to combine two types. 

On the one hand, a hierarcl,y:ilie particular sci­

ences and regional ontologies are subordinated to 
general ontology , and then to fundamental ontol­

ogy. 1° From this point of view all the questions that 

solicit Being a nd the proper upset the order that 
sub mits th e determined fields of science , its formal 

names, a durab le su­

ture is thus formed 

between the throat 

and the tym panu m, 

which , the one as 

much as the other , 

are subject to a fear 

of being injured , be­

sides both belonging 

to the same cavern­

ous domain . And in 

the fin al analysis 

caverns become the 

geome tri c place in 

which all are joined 

toge ther : the 

chthonian divinity, 

the insect piercer of 

pit s, the matrix in 

which the voice is 

formed, the drum 

that each noise comes 

to strike with it s 

wand of vibrating air; 

cave rn s: o bscur e 

pipe-work s reach ing 

down into the mo st 

secret part of being 

in order to bring even 

to the totally naked 

cavity of our mental 

space the exhala ­

tions -of variable 

temperature , con­

sistency, and orna­

mentation - that are 

10. The putting into question of this ontological subordination was begun in Of 
Grammatology (Balhmore: Johns l-lopkin.s University Press, 1978). 
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objects or material s (logic and mathem atics, or se­
man tics, linguistic s, rhetoric , science of literatur e, 
political economy, psychoanalysi s, etc.), to philo­
sophical jurisdiction. In p rin cip le, then , th ese 
question s are prior to the constitution of a rigorou s, 
systematic, and ord erly theoretical d iscour se in 
these domains (which therefo re are no longer sim­
ply domain s, regions circumscribed, delimit ed , 

and assigned from outside and above). 
On the other hand, an enveloement: the whole 

is implied, in the specu lative mode of reflection 
and expre ssion, in each part. Homogenous , con­
centric, and circulati ng indefinite ly, the movement 
of the who le is remark ed in the partial determi­
nation s of the system or encyclopedia, without the 
status of that remark, and the partitioning of the 
part, giving rise to any general deformation of the 

space. 
These two kinds of appropriating mastery ,~ 

erarchy and envelopment, communicate wit h each -olner accord ing to complicities we shall define. If 
one of the two types is more powerful here (Ar­
istotle, Descartes, Kant , Husser l, Heidegge r) or 
there (Spinoza, Leibniz, Hege l), they both follow 
the movement of the same wheel, whether it is a 
question, finally, of Heid egge r's herm~utical cir­
cle or of Hegel 's onto~eological circle. ("Wh ite 
Mythology" deviates according to anot her whe el.) 
For as long as this tympanum will not have been 
destroyed, (the tympanum as also a hydraulic 
wheel, desc ribed minu tely by Vitruviu s), 11 which 

propagat ed in long 
horizont a l waves 
after rising straight 
up from the fermen ­

tation s of the out side 

world. 
On th e one hand , 

therefore, is the out­
side; on the other 

hand, the inside; be­
tween them, the cav­

ernous. 
A voice is usually 

described as 'cavern ­

ous' to give the idea 

that it is low and 

deep, and even a bit 

too much so . For ex­

amp le : a basse taille, ** 
in relation to a basse 
chantant e with a 

higher register and 

also more supple 

line, wherea s that of 

the basse tail/e rather 

wou ld seem more 

pro per- in that it 

seems rough , as if 

hewn with an ax-to 
the stone breaker, the 

0 TN. The basse-tai/le is the voice called in English and Italian the basso prof11ndo, 
while the basse clrantante is the voice usually called "bass" (betw een basso pro/undo 
and baritone). Leiris is playing on the tai/le in basse-taille, from the verb tail/er mean ­
ing to hew, to cut, to chise l, etc. 

11. In De Architectura Vitruvius described not only the water clock of Ctesibius, 
who had conceived aquarum expressiones a11tomatopoetasq11e macliinas 11111/taque delici­
arum genera ("First he made a hollow tube of gold, or pierced a gem; for these 
materials are neither worn by the passage of water nor so begrimed that they 
beco me clogged . The water flows smoothly through the passage, and raises an 
inverted bowl which the craftsmen call the cork or drum (q11od ab artificibus phe/los 
sive tympanum dicitur). The bowl is connected wit h a ba.r on which a dru .m revo lves. 
The drums a re wrought with eq ual teeth" (On Arcltitecture, tran slated and edi ted 
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cann ot be achieved by means of a simply discursive 
or the6retical gesture , for as long as fhese two 
types of~te ry will not have been des troyed in 
their essential familiarity - which is also th;t of 
phal/oce11tris111 and logoc~ ris111'2- and for as long 

chiseler of funerary 
marbles, to the miner 
with his pick , to the 
g ravedigge r, the 
ditchdigger , and (if 

by Frank Gra ~?e r, New York: :,utnam , 1934; Book IX, C. Vlll , p. 259). One ought 
to ate all t~e corks or drum s which follow. Vitruviu s also de scribes the axle of 
the n11aplro~'.cal clock, ex q11a pendet ex 1111a parte phellos (sive ty111pa1111111) qui al, aq11a 
s11blevat11r ( On one en d hangs a cork or drum raised by the water," ibid., p. 263), 
?nd_ t~e famous hydraul ic wheel which bears his name: a drum or hollow cylinder 
is d1v1ded by_wedges wh ich are open on the surface of the drum . They fill up with 
wate r. Reachin g the level of the axle, the water passes into the hub and flows out . 

ln_s'.ead of the _wedges of Vitruvi11s' ty111pa1111111, La/aye's tympa1111111 has cylindri cal 
partttions fo_llo"".mg the developables of a circle. The angles are econo mized. The 
water, entenn g into the wheel, no longer is lodged in the ang les. Thus the shoc ks 
are redu ced, and so, by the same token, is the loss of labor. Here 1 am reproducin g 
the perhaps Hegelian figure of Lafaye's tympanum (1717). ' 

-=-- - ·: l :---==-= 
:< 

12. Thi s ~corc/11! (Disse1!1!11ation_too was to "skin the ear"), bares the phallogocentric 
system tn its mos'. sensitive ph,lo sop h.ical articulations . ITN. An ecorc/re (from the 
verb ecorcJ'.er, to skm) ts a model of a hum an or animal without its skin used to teach 
the techm_ques of hfe d rawing.] Therefo re, it pur sues the deconstruction of the 
t~ianguloarcular structure (Oe~ipus ,_ Trinit y, Speculative Dialect ics) alread y Ion 
since begun , an~ does so exphqtly m the texts of Disse111i11atio11 and of Positious~ 

,~~""' , £. '",; , i.e.• • l I _ r . , n. ,, ~ 

(-' it,r. lv t,C.,Yr t-, ►: 
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as eve n the philosophical concept of mas tery will 
not have been aes troyed , aiI7ne liberties one 
claims to take with the phil osophi cal orde r will 
rema in activated 11 /ergo by misconstrued ph ilo­
sophical machine s, according to den egation or pre­
cipitation , ignorance or stupidity . They very quickly, 
known or unkn ow n to their "au tho rs," will hav e 

been called back to order. 
Certain ly one will never prove philosophically that 

0 11e has to tran sform a given situati on and proceed 
to an effective decon struction in orde r to leave ir­
revers ible ma rks. In the name of wha t and of 
whom in effect? And wh y not perm it the dictation 
of the norm and the rule of law 11 /ergo (viz. the 

tympanotribe)? If the disp lacement of forces doe s 
not effectively tran sform the situati on, wh y de­

prive one self of the pleasure , and specifically of 
the laughter, which are neve r without a certai n 

repe tition? This hypothe sis is not secondar y. With 
wha t is one to authorize oneself, in the last an alysis, 
if no t once more with philosop hy, in o rde r to dis­
qua lify na ivete, incomp etence, or misconstru al, in 
orde r to be concerned with passivity or to limit 
plea sure ? And if the va lue of aut hority remain ed 
fundam entally, like the value of the critiqu e itse lf, 
the most naive? One can ana lyze or tran sform the 
desire for im-perti nence, but one cannot, within 
discour se, make it und e rstand pertin ence, and that 

I can refer to a social 

s itu a ti on whi ch , 

strictly speaking, is 

no longer a pr ofes­

sion) to the monk , 

pur s ued w ith 
weigh ty steps, dow n 

along cloistered cor­

ridors and thr ough 

the years, by the slow 

voya ge towa rd an 

intern al prey. 

Of this basse tail/e, 
w ith the id ea a t­

tached to it, like a 

st o ne ar ound it s 

neck, of steps fash­

ioned in the gro und , 

as if in ord er to go to 

the basement o r step 

by step to de scend a 
ce rtain num ber of 

meters below sea­

level ( . . . ) to open 

u p a pass age wa y 

through the organ s 

by burr ow in g 

This structur e, the mythology of the prope r and of organi~ ind iff~nmce, is_ often 
the architectur al figure of the ty111pa1111111, the part of a_ ped 1~en t mclud~d m thl" 
triang le of th e three cornice s, sometimes s_hot _through with a circula r ope n mg cal)ed 
an ocu/11s. The issue here is not one of paying 11 the tribute of an oracula r denegatt on 
or of a thesis without a strategy of writing that the p hallogocent ric order manipulates 
at every turn in its conceptu al argumentation a nd in its ideological, political. a nd 
literary conno tations. The issue, rathe r, b to ma rk the concep tual hold s and turn , 
of writing that the o rder cann ot tu rn inside out in order to ge t it~ gloves back on 
or to sta rt up once more. Here, ma rgin, march, and d emarca1to 1~ pass bct~veen 
denegatio n (plu rality of modes ) and d econstruction (:,ystemallc uni ty of a !'>p1ral). 

Speakin g of the ecorclrc. there a re then at leas t two ana tomy le~som,, as there a~e 
two labyrinth s an d two cities. In one of them, <1 brain d1ssec11on , the surgeon s 
head remain s invisible. It seem s to be cut off by the painter with a line . In far t, it 
was burned , in 1723, along with a quar ter of the paint ing . 
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one ml!St (know how to) destroy what one de ­
stroys . 

Therefore, if they appea r to remain marginal to 
some of the grea t texts in the history of phil osoph y, 
these ten writings in fact ask the question of the 
margin. Gnawing away at the border which wou ld 
make this que stion int o a par ticular case , they a re 
to blur the line whi ch separates a text from its 
controlled margin . They interrogate philosoph y 

beyond its mea ning, trea ting it not only as a dis ­
cour se but as a de termin ed text inscribed in a gen ­
era l text, enclosed in the representati on of its own 
margin . Which compe ls us not only to recko n with 
the entir e logic of the mar gin, bu t also to take an 
entir ely o ther reckonin g: which is doubtl ess to re­
call that beyond the phil osop hical text there is not 
a blank , virgin , emp ty margin, but another text, 
a weave of differen ces of forces without an y pres­
ent center of re ference (every thin g- " his tory," 
"politics," "eco nomy," "sex ua lity," etc.-s aid not 
to be wri tten in books: the worn-o ut expression 
with whi ch we appear not to have finished step­
ping backward , in the most regressive a rgum en­
tation s and in the most appa rently unforeseeab le 
places); and also to recall that the written text of 
phil osophy (this time in its books) ove rflows and 

cracks its mea ning. ,. ,.,. " , "' 
To philoso phize d corps perdu.U How did Hege l 

und erstand that? 

Can this text become the margin of a margin? 
Where has the body of the text gone when the 
margi n is no longe r a secondary virginit y but an 
inexhau stible reserve , the ste reogra ph ic activity of 
an entirely o ther ea r? 

through the canal of 
a wou nd na rrow but 
dee p en ough to in­
volve the innermos t 
muscles; whether it 
is that of an artist 
from the ope ra, cut 
from the hear t of the 

rock, or fashioned in 

the most supp le stee l 
if it is that of a singer, 

emerging from th e 
moist earth of a hot­

house or s tre tched 

out in breaking glass 

filament if that of one 

of the creatures more 
readily called cantra­
trices than chanteuses 
(even though canta­
teurt is an unk nown 

species); or whether 

it is the mos t vulgar 

voice, issui ng from 

the mos t insign ifi­

cant being for th e 

mos t insipid baUad 

or most tr ivi a l re­
frain, mysterious is 

the voice that sings, 

in rela tion to th e 

voice that spea ks. 

Th e m ys te ry- if 

v ! Ca11tatrjce has the ~en~ of an opera ~inger, a div~ (a hothouse, glass-breaking 
01ce), whil_e cha11te11se 1s simply a female smger. The re 1s no masculin e form cantateur 

correspondmg to ca11/atrr ce. 

13. TN. See t~e second e pigrap h above for Hegel's use of the exp ression II corps 
perdu. It mea ns imp etuo usly, passionatel y. 
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Overflows and cracks: that is, on the one hand 
compels us to count in its margin more and less 
than one believe s is said or read, an unfoldin g du e 
to the structure of the mark (whi ch is the same 
word as marche," as limit, and as margin); and on 
the oth er hand , luxates the very bod y of stat ements 
in the pretensions to univocal rigidit y or reg ulated 
polysemia. A lock opened to a doubl e und erstand ­
ing no longer forming a single system. 

Which does not amount to ackn owledging that 

the mar gin maintains itself within and w ithout. 
Philosophy says so too: within becau se philosoph ­
ical discourse intend s to know and to master its 
margin, to defin e the line, align the page, envel ­

oping it in its volume . Without becau se the margin , 
its margin , its outside are empt y, are out side: a 
negative about which there seems to be nothin g 
to do, a negativ e without effect in the text or a 

negativ e working in the service of meanin g, the 
margin re/eve (aufgehoben) in the diale ctics of the 
Book. Thu s, one will have said noth ing, o r in any 
event don e nothing , in declaring "again st" phi­
losoph y that its margin is within or withou t, within 
and without , simultan eo usly the inequali ty of its 
internal spacin gs and the regularity of its bord ers. 
Simultan eo usly, by means of rigorou s, philo so ph­
ically intransigent ana lyses, and by mean s of the 
inscription of mark s which no longer belong to 
philo sophical space, not even to the neighborhood 
of its oth er, one would ha ve to displace philoso­

ph y's alignm ent of its own types . To writ e o the r­
wise. To delimit the sp ace of a closure no longer 
analogous to wh at p!iil.osophy can repr ese nt for 
itself under this name , _accordin g to a straight or 
circular line enclosing a homoge nou s space. To 
de termine, entirel y against any philoso ph eme, the 

we wish at an y price, 

for the purp oses of 

discour se, to give a 

figure of speech to 

that whi ch by defi­

nition cannot have 

one- can be repre ­

sent ed as a margin , 

a fringe surroundin g 

the object, isolatin g 

it at the same time as 

it und er lin es it s 

pre sence , masking it 

even as it qualifies it, 

inserting it into an 

untied harlequin of 

facts with no identi­

fiable cause a t th e 

same time as the par­

ticular color that it 

dyes the object ex­

tract s it from the 

swamp y depth s in 

which ordin ary facts 

are mixed up . Mus­

ical elocuti on , com­

pa re d to ordinar y 

elocution, appears to 

be endorsed with a 

s imil a r iri sa tion , a 

fairy's coat , which is 

the index of a con­

nivance between that 

which could seem to 

14. TN . Derrida often plays on the series 111arqi,e, 111arcl1e, 111arge (ma rk, step, 
ma rgin ). 
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intran sigence tha t preve nts it from calculatin g its 
margin, by mean s of a /imitrophic violence im­
print ed according to new types. To eat the margin 
in luxating the tympanum , the relation ship to itself 
of th e doubl e membrane. So that philo soph y can 
no longer reassure itself th at it has always mai11-
tained its tympanum. The iss ue here is the mai11-
tena11t [maintainin g, now]: it trav els thr ough. the 
entir e book . How to put one's hand s [mains] on 
the tympanum and how the tympanum could es­
cap e from the hand s of the philosoph er in order 
to make of phallogocentri sm an impre ssion that he 
no longer recogn izes, in which he no longe r re­
discovers him self, of which he could become con­
scious only aftenvard and with out being able to say 
to himself, again turnin g on his own hinge: I will 
have ant icipated it, with abso lute knowled ge . 

This impr ess ion, as alwa ys, is made on some 
tymp anum , wh ether resonating or still, on the 
double membrane that can be stru ck from either 
side . 

As in th e cas~ of the mystic writing pad, I am 
asking in terms of- the 111a1111a/ printing press the 
question of th e writin g machin e which is to upset 
the entir e space of th e prop er bod y in the unlimit ed 
enm es hin g of machin es-o f-mac hin es, hence of 
machin es without hand s. 15 The question of the 
machin e is asked ,one more time, between the pit 

and the pyramid , in the margins (of the Hegelian 
text). 

In terms of the printin g press, therefo re, the 
manual press , what is a tympan ? We 11111st k11ow 
this, in ord er to provo ke within the balance of the 
inner ear or the homoge nous corres ponde nce of 
the two ea rs, in the relation to itself in which phi­
losophy und erstand s itself to domesticate its march, 

be onl y a hum an 

vo ice and th e 

rhythm s of the faun a 

and flora, that is, the 

rhythm s of th e min­

era l domain in which 

every velleity of ges­

tur e is tra nscrib ed 

into a froze n form . 

And when from spo­

ken lang uage ­

which is sufficiently 

enigmatic itself, since 

it is only from the in­

stant in which it is 

fo rmulat ed , in 

extern al fashion or 

no t , th a t th ought 

takes on its reality­

one comes to sung 

language, wha t one 

en co unt e rs befo re 

one is an enigma of 

the seco nd deg ree, 

seeing that the closer 

one is in a sense to 

the corp ora l stru c­

tu res (of which each 

note emitt ed has the 

appearance of being 

the direct fru it) and , 

con seq uen tly, th e 

more certain one is 

of ap parently stand -

. 15. As concerns _the metap hys ical concep t of the machine, see, for what is ques­
tione d here, the piece on Hegel (" The Pit and the Pyramid," be low); " Freud and 
the Scene of Writin g," in Wrili118 aud Difference; and Of Gra111111atolo,i:y. 
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some dislocation without measure. And, if the 

Hegelian wound (Beleidigung, Verletzung) always 
appears sewn up again, to give birth, from the lesion 
without suture, to some unheard-of partition. 

ln terms of the manual printin g press, then, 
there is not one tympan 16 but several. Two frame­
works, of different material, generally wood and 
iron, fit into one another, are lodged, if one can 
put it thus, in one anot her. One tympan in the 
other, one of wood the other of iron, one large and 
one small. Between them , the sheet of paper. 
Therefore , in question is an apparatus, and one of 
its essential fun ctions will be the regular calcula­

tion of the margin. This appa ratu s is lowered onto 
the marble on which the inked form is found. A 
crank rolls the carriage under the platen, which is 
then, with the aid of the bar, lowered onto the 
small tympan. The carriage is rolled . The tympan 
and the frisket are lifted ("Fr isket. Printing term. 
The piece of the hand-operated pre ss tha t the 
printer lowers onto the sheet, both to keep it on 
the tympan and to prevent the margins and spaces 
from being soiled." Littre), and the sheet is then 

printed on one of its sides. From a treatise on ty­
pography : "The large tympan is a wood chassis 
with a piece of silk stretch ed over it; the points, 
the margin , and successively each of the sheets to 
be printed are placed on the tympan. The lever to 
which the frisket is attached is made of iron. The 

large tympa11 is attached to the drum in its lower 
part , that is to the right-hand end of the press; it 
is held by a double hin ge cal.led the couplets of the 

· tympan. It is ordinarily of the same width as the 
drum. In each of the bars that extend along its 
width, the large hp11pa11 is pierced by two holes, 

ing on firm ground, 

one finds oneself, in 

truth , in the grasp of 

the ineffable, the 

melodic line present­

ing it se lf as the 

translation , in a 

purely so norous id­

iom , of that which 

could not be said by 

means of words. And 

even more so when 

th e source of the 

song, rather than 

being a human 

mouth (that is, an 

organ with which we 

are more or less fa­

miliar), is a mechan­

ical device adding to 

what is already 

strange in musical 

speech the surprise 

of being reproduced ; 

one is then face to 

face with a myster y 

in the almost pure 

state . ( ... ) I myself 

possesse d a phono ­

graph( ... ) not only 

were there no pro­

visions for using it as 

a recording device, 

16. TN. In Frenc h all the words w hose sense s Derrida play s on throughout this 
essay are tympmr . In Englis h they a re all tympanum, with the single exception of 
the printing term, which is tympan (as in French). I have kept the original French 
title--1y111pa11-of thi s essay . 
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one in the middle , the other two-thirds up , into 
which the scre ws of the points fit. The small tympan 
is a frame formed by four bands of rather thin iron, 
with a sheet or parchment glued underneath , or 

more usually a piece of silk flattened onto the four 
sides of the chassis. It is fitted into the large tympan, 
to which it is attached a t the top by two thin , 

pointed nails, which penetrate between the wood 
and the silk, at the bottom by a hook, and at the 
sides by clasps . The platen falls directly onto the 
small tympan when it is lowered by the bar. The 
sheets of cloth (satin, or merino if a less dry impres­

sion is desired), the cardboa rd , and the carriage 
are inserted between the silk of the large and the 
small tympa ns. The tympans require careful main ­
tenance, and must be renewed as soo n as they 
have begun to deteriorate." 

Will the multiplicity of the se tympan ums permit 
themselves to be analyzed? Will we be led back, 
at the exit of the labyrinths, toward some topos or 
common place named tympanum? 

It may be about this multiplicity that philo soph y, 
being situated, inscribed , and included within it , 

has never been able to reason. Doub tless, philo s­
ophy will have sought the reassuring and ab solute 
rule, the norm of this polysemia. It will have asked 
itself if a tympanum is natural or constructed, if 
one does not always come back to the unit y of a 
stretched, bordered, framed cloth that watches 

over its margins as virgin, homogenou s, and neg­
ative space, leavin g its outside outside, without 
mark , without opposition, without determ ination , 
and read y, like matter , the matrix , the khora, to 

receive and repercu ss type. This interpretation will 
have been true, the very history of the truth such 
as it is, in sum, recounted a bit in thi s book. 

But cer tainly that which cannot be prese nted. in 
the space of this truth , that which cannot lend itself 
to being heard or read, or being see n, even if in 
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but it could only be 

used for the cylin­

ders of small or me­

dium format , not for 

the large ones, such 

as those that could 

be heard on the othe r 

gramopho ne, which 

was fitted with bi­

zarre accessories that 

tended to clutter up 

all the closets in the 

house, along with a 

vast series of 'rolls ' 
(as we called the cyl­

inders) that my father 

had recorded him ­

st;lf, and the still vir­

gin wax rolls that had 

yet to be engraved. 

When you wa nted 

to listen· to a roll of 

the medium format 

on the junior appa­

ratu s, which was 

freely available to me, 

you had to increase 

the size of the cylin­

drical motor ; you ob­

tained this result with 

the aid of a metal 

tube adapted to the 

motor , which could 

take only the small­

est cylinders unless 
its diameter had been 
increased to the de -
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the " lumin ous triangle" or ow/us of the tym­
panum, is that this thing, a tympanum, punctures 
itself or grafts itself. And t/1is, however one wr ites 
it, resists the concepts of machine or of nature, of 
break or of body, resist s the metaphysics of cas­
tration as well as its similar underside, the dene­
gation of modern Rousseauisms , in their very 

academic vu lgarity. 
Will it be said, then, that what resists here is the 

[ 

unthought, the suppressed, the ~epressed of phi­
losop hy? In order no longer to be taken in, as one 

l 
so ofte n is today, by the confused equiva lence of 
these three notions, a conceptu al elaboratio n must 

I 
introduce into them a new play of opposi tion, of 
articulation, of difference. An introduction, then, 
to differance. if there is a /Jere of thi s book, let it be 

inscribed on thes e steps. 
It ha s already begun, and all of this refers, cites, 

repercusses, propagates its rhythm without mea­
sure. But it remain s enti re ly unf oreseen: an inci­
sion into an organ made by a hand that is blind 
for never having seen any thing but the here-a nd­

there of a tissue. 
What is then woven does not play the game of 

tight successio n. Rather, it plays on succession. Do 

not forget that to weave (tramer, trameare) is first 
to make holes, to traverse, to work one-side -and­
the-other of the warp. The canal of the ea r, what 
is called the auditory meatus, no longer closes after 
being st ruck by a simu lated succession, a second­
ary phrase, the echo and logical articu lation of a 
sound that has not yet been received, already an 
effect of that which does not take place. "Hollow 
time, / a kind of exhausti ng void between the 
blades of cut ting / wood, / nothingness calling 
man's trunk / the body taken as man's trunk," such 
is the "tympanon" of the Tarahumaras. 

sired proportion s by 
means of the addi ­

tion just de scribed. 

Linked to the hornt 

by a short r_ubber 

tube analogous to the 

joints of gas ovens 
and of a brick-red­

d ish color, a dia­

phragm of the type 

ordinari ly ca lled 
"sapp hire" --a small 

round box with a 

bottom made of a 

thin sheet of mica or 

some ana logous ma­

terial which bore the 

tiny hard appe ndix 

that was supposed 

to transmit the vibra­

tions inscribed in the 

wax cylind er to the 

sensi ti ve mem-

brane-a diaphragm 

which, when taken 

apart, could fit in toto 

in the palm of your 

hand , did its best to 

transform into sound 

waves the oscilla­

tions communicated 

to by the roll, which 

seemed to be marked 
all over its surface 

(in a helicoid too tight 

:). I.e. the bell-shaped horn, in French pavi/1011. See above, note 6, translator's 
interp olation. 
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This already enervated repercu ssion, of a kind 
that has no t yet so und ed, this timbered time be­
tween writing and speech, call for/themselve s a 
coup de done. 

As soon as it perforates , one is dying to replace 
it by some glorious cadaver. It suffices, in sum, 
bare ly, to wait. 

Prinsengracht, eight- twelve May 1972 

§ Michel Leiris, Biffures (Paris : Gallimard), pp. 85ff. 
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to show anything 

other than the nar­

row, dense stripes) 

by the furrow of 

varying depth that 

the origina l waves 

had dug into it." 

Michel Leiris§ 
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Addres s given before the Societe fram;aise de phi losop hie, 27 January 1968, pub lished 
simu ltaneou sly in the 811lleti11 de la societe f ra11,aise de pltilosophie, July- Septembe r 1968, and 
in Tlzeorie d'e11semble, coll. Tel Quel (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1968). 
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I will speak, therefore , of a letter. 
Of the first letter, if the alphabet, and most o f the speculat ions which have 

ventured into it, are to be believed. 
I will speak , therefore, oft he lettera , this initial letter which it apparently has been 

necessary to insinuate, here and there, into the writing of the word difference; 
and to do so in the course of a wr iting on writing, and also of a writing within 
writing whos e different trajectorie s thereby find themse lves, at certain _very 
determined po ints , inter secting with a kind of gross spelling mistake , a lapse 
in the discipline and law which regu late writing and keep it seemly. One can 
always, de facto or de jure, erase or reduce this lapse in spelling, and find it 
(according to situations to be analyzed each time, although amounting to the 
same), grave or unseemly, that is, to follow the most ingenuou s hypoth esis, 
amusing. Thus, even if one seeks to pass over such an infraction in silence, the 
interest that one takes in it can be recognized and situated in advance as pre­
scribed by the mut e irony, the inaudible misplacement , of this literal permuta ­
tion. One can always act as if it made no difference. And I must state here and 
now that today 's discourse will be less a justification of, and even less an apology 
for, this siJent lapse in spelling, than a kind of insiste nt intensification of its play. 

On the other hand , I wiJJ have to be excused if I refer, at least implicitly, to 
some of the texts I have ventured to publi sh . Th is is precisely because I would 
like to attempt, to a certajn extent, and even thoug h in principle and in the last 
analysis this is impossible , and impossible for essential reasons, to reassemble 
in a sheaf the different directio ns in which I have been able to utilize what l 
would call provisionall y the word or concept of differa11ce, or rather to let it 
impose itse lf upon me in its neographi sm, although as we sha ll see, di ernnce 
i~rally neither a word nor a conce.£1. And I insist upon the word shea or 
two reasons. On the one hand , I wilJ not be concerned, as I might have been, 
with describing a history and narrating its stages, text by text, context by context, 
demon stra ting the economy that each time imposed this graph ic disorder; rath er, 
I wiJJ be concerned with the general system of this economy. On the ot he r hand, 
the word sheaf seems to mark more appropriately that th e assemblage to be 
proposed has the complex structure of a weaving, an interlacing which permits 
the different thread s and different lines of meaning-or of force-to go off again 
in different directions, just as it is always ready to tie itself up with others. 

Therefore, preliminari ly, let me recall that this discreet graphi c intervent ion, 
which neither primaril y nor simply aims to shock the reade r or the grammarian , 
came to be formulated in the course of a written investigation of a question 
about writing. Now it happens, I would say in effect, that this graphic difference 
(a instead of e), this marked difference between two apparent ly vocal notations, 
between two vowels, rema ins purely graph ic: it is read , or it is wr itten, but it 
cannot be heard. It cannot be apprehended in speech, and we will see why it 
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also bypasses the order of apprehen sion in general. It is offered by a mute mark, 
by a tacit monument, I would even say by a pyramid, thinking not only of the 
form of the Jetter when it is printed as a capital, but also of the text in Hegel's 
Encyclopedia in which the body of the sign is compared to the Egyptian Pyramid. 
The a of differa11ce, thus, is not heard; it remains silent, secret and discreet as a 
tomb: oikesis. And thereby let us anticipate the delineation of a site, the familial 
residence and tomb of the proper 1 in which is produced , by differance, the eco110111y 
of death. This ston e- provided that one knows how to decipher its inscription ­
is not far from announcing the death of the tyrant. 2 

f- And it is a tomb that cannot even be made to resonate. In effect, I cannot let 
you know through my discourse, through the speech being addressed at this 
moment to the French Society of Philosophy, what difference I am talking about 
when I talk about it. I can speak of this graphic difference only through a very 
indirect discourse on writing, and on the condition that I specify, each time , 

~hether I am referring to difference with an e or differance with an a. Which will 
not simp lify things today, and will give us aU, you and me, a great deal of 
trouble, if, at least, we wish to understand each other. In any event, the oral 
specifications that I will provide-when I say "with an e" or "with an a" -will 
refer uncircumventably to a written text that keeps watch over my d iscourse , to 
a text that I am holding in front of me, that I will read, and toward which 1 
necessarily will attempt to direct your hands and your eyes . We will be able 
neither to do without the passage through a written text, nor to avoid the ord er 
of the disorder produced within it-a nd this, first of all, is what counts for me . 

The pyramidal silence of the graphic difference between the e and the a can 
function, of course, only within the system of phonetic writing, and within the 
langu age and grammar which is as historically linked to phonetic writing as ii 

Ifs to the entire culture inseparab le from phonetic writing. But I would say that 
this in itself-the silence that functions within only a so-called phonetic writin g-

1. TN. Through out thi s book I will translate le propre as "the proper. " Derrida most often 
intends all the senses of the word at once: that which is correct , as in /e se11s propre (pr oper, 
literal meaning), and that which is on e's own , that which may be owned , that which is 
legally, correctl y owned - all the links between proper, property , and propriety. 

2. TN. The last three sentences re fer elliptically and playfully to the following ideas. 
Derrida first plays on the "s ilen ce" of the a in differnnce as being like a silent tomb , like 
a pyramid, like the pyramid to which Hegel compare s the bod y of the sign. "To mb" in 
Greek is oiki!sis, which is akin to the Greek oikos- hou se-- from which the word "econom y'' 
derive s (oikos- house-- and 11e111ei11- to man age) . Thu s Derrida speaks of the "econom y 
of death" as the " familial res idence and tomb of the proper ." Furth er, and more elliptically 
still, Derrida speaks of the tomb , whi ch alwa ys bears an inscripti on in stone , ann ouncin g 
the death of the tyrant. This see ms to refer to Hegel' s treatment of the Antigon e story in 
the Phe110111e11ology. It will be recalled that Antig one defies the tyrant Creon by bur ying her 
brother Polynice s. Creon retaliates by having Anti gone entombed . There she che ats the 
slow death that await s her by ha ngin g her se lf. The tyrant Creon has a chan ge of heart too 
late, and - afte r the suicide s of his so n and wife, his /n111i/y- kills hjm self. TI1Us family, 
dea th, inscription, tomb , law, economy. In a later wo rk, Gins, Derrid a an alyzes Hege l's 
trea tment of the Antigone. 
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quite opportun ely conveys or reminds us that, contrary to a very widespread 
prejudice, there is no phonetic writing. There is no purely and rigorously pho­
netic writing. So-called phonetic writing, by all right s and in principle, and not 
only due to an empirical or technical insufficiency, can funct ion only by admitting 
into its system nonphonetic "s igns" (punctuat ion, spacing , etc.). And an ex_;J 
amination of the structure and necessity of these nonphonetic signs quickly 
reveals that they can barely tolerate the concept of the sign itself. Better, the 
play of difference, which , as Saussure reminded us, is the condition for t)~e 
possibility and functioning of every sign, is in itself a silent play. Inaudible is 
the difference between two phonemes which alone permits them to be and to 
operate as suc h . The inaudible opens up the apprehension of two present pho­
nemes such as they present themselves. If there is no purely phonetic writing, 
it is that there is no purely phonetic phone. The difference which establishes 
phonemes and lets them be heard remains in and of itself inaudible, in every 
sense of the word. 

It will be objected, for th e same reasons, that graphic difference itse lf vanishes 
into the night, can never be sensed as a full term , but rather extends an invisible 
relationship, the mark of an inappar ent relationship between two spectacles. 
Doubtless. But, from this point of view, that the difference marked in the 
"differ( )nee" between the e and the a eludes both vision and hearing perhaps 
happily suggests that her e we must be permitted to refer to an order which no 
longer belongs to sensibili ty. But neither can it belong to intelligibility, to the 
ideality which is not fortuitously affiliated with the object ivity of theorein or 
understanding. 3 Here, therefore, we must let out selves refer to an order that' 
resists the oppos ition , one of the founding oppositions of phi losophy, between 
the sensible and the intelligible. The order which res ists this oppos ition, and 
resists it because it transports it, is announced in a movement of differance (with 
an a) betwee n two differences or two letters, a differance which belongs neither I 
to the voice nor to writing in the usua l sense, and which is located, as the I 
strange space that wiU keep us together here for an hour, between speech and I 
writing, and beyond the tranquil familiarity which links us to one and the other, f 
occasionally reassuring us in our illusion that they are two. ) 

What am I to do in order to speak of the a of differance? It goes without sayin g 
that it cannot be exposed. One can expose only that which at a certain moment 
can become present, manife st, that which can be shown , presented as somethin g 

3. TN . " ... not fortuitousl y affiliated with the objectivity of t/reorei11 or und erstandin g ." 
A play on word s has been lost in translation her e, a loss that makes thi s sentence difficult 
to und erstand . ln the previ ous sentence Derrida says that the difference betw een the e 
and the a of differc11cefdiffera11ce can neither be seen nor heard. It is not a sensible- that is, 
relating to the senses-difference . But, he goes on to explain, neither is thi s an intel ligible 
?1fference, for the very names by whi ch we conceive of objec tive intelligibility are alread y 
m complicit y with sensibility. Theorein- the Greek origin of "the ory"-lit erally mean s " to 
look at," to see; and the word Derrida us es for "under standin g" here is cnle11deme11t, the 
noun form of en lend re, to hear. 
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present , a being-pre sent4 in its truth , in the truth of a present or the prese nce 
of the pre sent. Now if differance X (and I also cross out the ''.K') what make s 
pos sible the presentation of the being-present, it is never prese nted as such. It 
is never offered to the present. Or to anyone. Reserv ing itself, not exposing 
itself, in regular fashion it exceeds the order of truth at a certain precise point , 
but with out dissimul ating itself as something, as a mysterious being, in the 
occult of a nonknowl edge or in a hole with indeterminabl e borders (for example , 
in a topol ogy of cast ration) .5 In every exposition it wou ld be exposed to dis­
appearin g as disappearance. It would risk appearing: disappearing. 

So much so that the detours , locutions, and syntax in wh ich I will often have 
to take recours e will resemble those of negative theology, occasionally even to 

Jffie point of being indistinguishable from negative theology. Already we have 
had to delineate that differance is not, does not exist, is not a pr esent-being (011) 
in any form; and we will be led to delin eate also every thing that it is not, that 
is, everything; and consequentl y that it has neither existence nor es.:'ence. It 

fcterives from no category of being , whether present or absent. And ye t those 
1 aspec ts of differance which are thereb y de lineated are not theological , not even 

in the order of the most negative of negative theologi es, which are always 
concerned with disenga ging a superessentiality beyond the finite categories of 
essence and existence, that is, of pre sence, and always hastenin g to recall that 
God is refused the predi cate of existence, only in order to acknowledge his 
superior, inconceiv able, and ineffable mode of being. Such a dev elopment is not 

\..m question here, and this will be confirmed progr ess ively. Differance is not only 
irreducible to any ontolog ical or theolo gical--o ntotheologica l- reap propri ation, 
but as the very opening of the space in which ontotheology-philosophy ­
produces its sys tem and its history, it includes ontotheo logy, inscribing it and 
exceeding it without return . 

For the same reason there is nowher e to begin to trace the sheaf or the graphics 
of differance. For what is put into que stion is precisely the quest for a rightful 
beginnin g, an- absolute point of departur e, a principal responsibility. The prob­
lematic of writin g is ope ned by putt ing into question the value arkhe.6 What I 

4. TN. As in the past, ( Ire (Sein) wiU be tran sla ted as Being. £tn11/ (Sei~n~~s) _will be eith~~ 
beings or being, depending on the con text. ! hus, h_e~e etn11t-p7:esc11t 1s being-present . 
For a justification of this translation see Derrida, Wntmg nmt Difference, trans. Alan Bass 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Pres s, 1978), Trans lator's lntr od u_ction , p. xvii. 

5. TN. " ... a hole with indeter minabl e borders (for examp le, rn a topo logy of cas tra­
tion)." This phrase was added to "La Differa nce" for its publication in t~e Fren~h edition 
of this volume and refers to the polemic Derrida had already engaged (m Pos1t1011s; elab­
orated further in le Fncte11r de In verit{J with Jacques Lacan. For Derrida, Lacan's "topology 
of castrati on," which assigns the " hole" or lack to a place-"a hole wi!h determinable 
borders"- repeats the metaphysical gesture (albeit a nega ti,.te one) of makrng absence, the 
lack, the hole, a transcendental principle that can be pinned down as sud, , and can thereb y 
govern a the ore tical discour se. . . _ 

6. TN. The Greek arkJrli combine s the values of a foundrng pnnaple and of govern ment 
by a contro lling principle (e.g. archeology, monnrclry). 
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will propo se here will not be elaborated simply as a philoso phica l discourse, 
operating according to princip les, postulate s, axioms or definition s, and pro­
ceeding along the discursive lines of a linear order of reasons. I~ the de~ 1eation 1 

of differance everythin g is strategic and_!dventu rou s. Stra tegic because no tran- / 
scende nt truth present out side the field of wr iting can govern theologically the 
totality of the field. Adventurou s because this s trategy is not a simple strat egy 
in the sense that strategy orients tactics according to a final goal, a telos or theme I 
of domination, a mastery and ultim ate reappropriation of the development o f 
the field. Finally, a strate gy with out finality, what might be called blind tactics, 
or empirica l wandering if the value of emp iricism did not itself acquire its entir e 
meaning in its oppositio n to philosophical responsibility . If there is a certain 
wandering in the tracing of differance, it no more follows the lines of phiJosoe h­
ical-logical discourse than th'iifoTTI"s symmetrical an "integral inverse, empirical­
logical discourse. The concep t of play keep s itself beyond this opposition, an­
no uncing , on the eve of phil osophy and beyond it, the unity of chan ce and 
necessity in calculations without end. 

Also, by decision and as a rule of the game, if you will, turning these prop ­
ositions back on themselves , we will be introduc ed to the thought of differance 
by the theme of strategy or the strategem. By mean s of this solely strat egic 
justification, I wish to underline that the efficacity of the thematic of differance 
may very well, indeed must , one day be su perseded, lending itself if not to its 
own replacement, at least to enmeshing itself in a chain that in truth it never 
will have governed. Whereby, once aga in, it is not theologica l. 

J would say, first off, that differance, which is neither a word nor a concepf,\ 
strategically seemed to me the most proper one to think, if not to master­
thought, here, being that wh ich is maintained in a certa in necessary relationship 
with the structu ral limits of mastery-what is most irreducible al2qut Q!!Ce ra." 
Therefore I am starting, strategically, from the place and the time in which "we" 
are, eve n though in the last ana lysis my openin g is not ju stifiable, since it is 
only on the basis of differance and its "history" that we can allegedly know wh o 
and where "we" are, and what the limits of an "e ra" might be. _; 

Even though differance is neither a word nor a concept , let us nev erth eless 
at tempt a simple and approximat es emantic analysis t at will take us to within 
sight of what is at stake. 

We know that the verb differer (Latin verb differre) has two meanin gs which 
seem quite disti nct/ for example in Littre they a re the object of two se para te 1 

articles. In this sense the Latin differre is not simply a translati on of the Gree k 
diapherei11, and this will not be without consequences for us, linking our discourse 
to a parti cular language, and to a langu age tha t passes as less philo sop hical , 
less o riginally philoso phical than the other. For the distribution of meaning in 

7. TN. In English the two distinc t meaning s of the Latin differre have become two sepa rate 
words: to defer and to differ . 
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the Greek dinpherei11 doe s no t comport one of the two motifs of the La tin differre, 
to wit, the action o f putting o ff until later , of taking into account , of taking 
account o f time and of the forces of an operation that implie s an econ omical 
calculation , a de tour , a delay, a relay, a reserve, a repre sentation -c on cepts tha t 
I would su~mari ze here in a wo rd I hav e never used but that cou ld be inscribed 
in this chain: te111porizntio11. Differer in this sense is to temporize , to take reco urse, 
consciou sly or un cons ciously, in the tempor al and tem pori zing mediation of a 
detour that suspend s the accompli shment or fulfillment of "des ire" or "will ," 
and equally effects this suspension in a mod e that annuls or temper s its own 
effect. And we will see, later , how thi s temp orization is also temp o ralization and 
spacing , the becoming-time of space and the becom ing-spa ce of time, the "or ­
iginary consti tuti on" of time and space, as metaphysics or transcend ental phe­
nomenol ogy would say, to use the lang uage that he re is criticized and displaced. 

1 The othe r sense of differer is the more common and identifiable one : to be no t 
identical , to be other, discernible, etc. Whe n dealing with differen(ts)(ds), a word 
that can be writt en with a final ts or a fina l ds, as you will, whether it is a question 
of dissimilar othern ess or of allergic and polemica l otherness, ~n interval, a 
distance , spacing, mu st be produ ced between the elements other , and be pro ­
du ced with a certain per severe nce in repetition. 8 

r" Now the word difference (with an e) can never refer either to differer as tem­
poriza tion or to differends as polemos. 9 Thus the word differance (with an a) is to 
compen sat~ conomicall y- thi s loss of mean in& for differn11ce can refer simul ­
taneous ly to the entire configurati on of its mean ings. It is immediat ely and 
irreducibl y poly semic, which will not be indi fferent to the economy of my dis­
course here. In its polysem ia this word , of course, like any meaning , must def er 
to the dis cou rse in which it occurs, its interpretive context; but in a way it defer s 
itse lf, or a t leas t d oes so more readil y than any other word , the a immediate ly 
deriving from the prese nt particip le (differnnt), ther eby bringing us close to the 
very action of the verb differer, befo re it has even p rodu ced an effect constituted 
~ so methin g different or as difference (with an e). '° In a conceptuality ad herin g 

8. TN. The next few se ntences wilt require some annotation , to be found in this note 
and the next two . In this sentence Derrida is pointing out that two words that sound 
exactly alike in French (differe11ts, differe11ds) refer to the sen se of differre that imp lies spacing, 
othern ess-diffe rence in its usual English sense. Les difffre11ts are differen t things; /es 
differe11ds are differen ces of opinion, ground s for dispute-w hence the re ferences to allergy 
(from the Greek alias, o ther) and polemics. 

9. TN. Howeve r, to contin ue the last note, difference (in French) does not convey the 
sense of active puttin g off, of deferring (differance in what would be its usual sense in 
French, if it were a word in common usage), or the sense of active polemical d ifference, 
actively differing with so meone or some thing. (" Active" here, though, is not really correct, 
for reasons that Derrida will exp lain below.) The point is that there is no noun -verb, no 
gerund for either sense in French . 

10. TN. Such a gerund would normally be constructed from the present participle of 
the verb: differant. Curiously then, the noun diffcrn11ce sus pend s itself between the two 
senses of difftra11t-deferring, differing. We might say that it defers differing , and differ s 
from deferring , in and of itself. 
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to classical stricture s "differmrce'' would be said to des ig nate a constituti ve, pro­
du ctive, and originar y causa lity, the process of scission and divi sion whic h would 
produce or constitute differ ent thing s or differences. But, because it brings usl 
close to the infiniti ve a nd active kernel of differer, diffem11ce (with an a) neutralize s 
what the infinitiv e denote s as simpl y active, ju st as 111011vn11ce in our la ng uage 
docs not simpl y mean the fact of moving, of moving onese lf or of being moved. 

o more is reso nan ce the act of reso nating. We mu st consider tha t in the usage 
of our lan guage the endin g -a11ce remains und ecided /Jetwee11 the active and the 
passive. And we will see wh y that which lets itse lf be designa ted diffem11ce is 
neither simpl y active nor simply pass ive, announcing or ra ther reca lling som e­
thin g like the middl e voice, say ing an operation tha t is not an operati on, an 
operation that cannot be conceived either as pa ssion or as the actio n of a subjec t 
on an object , or on the basis of the catego ries of agen t or patient , neither on the 
basis of nor mov ing towa rd any of these terms. For the midd le voice, a certain 
nontransitivity , may be what philo soph y, at its outse t, di stributed into a n activf 
and _a pass ive voice, thereb y constituti ng itse lf by mean s o f this repre ss ion. 

Diffemnce as temporization , diffemnce as spacing. How are they to be joined'rl 
Let_ ~s start , si~ce ~e are already there, from the problematic of the sign and 

of writing. The sign 1s usua lly said to be put in the place of the thing itse lf, the 
prese nt thin g, " thing " here standin g equall y for meaning or refe rent. The sign 
represen ts th~ res!_nt i~ ts abs~e. It take s the place of the pre sent. When we 
cann ot gras p or show the thin g, stat e th e prese nt , the being-prese nt, when th e 
prese nt cann ot be prese nted, we signify, we go throu gh the det ou r of the sig n. 
We take or give signs. We sign al. Tbe si_gn, in this sen se, is de ferred pr ese nc~ 
~h ether ~e are concerned with the verba l or the writ ten sign, with the monetary! 
sign, or with electora l de lega tion and political repr ese ntation , the circulat ion of 
signs defer s the moment in which we can encount er the thin g itse lf, make it 
ours,. c?n sum e or expend it, touch it, see it, intui t its presence . What I am 
d_esc~bmg here in order to de fine it is the classically determined stru cture of the 
sign m _ all_ the bana lity of its chara cteristics-s ignification as the diffem11ce of 
temp o_nzahon. And this structur e pres upp oses that the sig n, which def ers pre s­
ence, 1s conceivab le only on the basis o f the prese nce that it defers and 111ovi11g 
town~d the d_eferred prese nce tha t it aims to reappropriate. Accordin g to this 
class ical ~e_m,ology , the sub sti tut ion of the sign for the thing itse lf is both secondary 
a_nd prov,swnnl: secondary du e to an origi nal and los t pre sence from which the 
Sig~ thu s d e_rive~; pr?vis ional as concerns this final and miss ing pr ese nce towarc!.J 
wh ich the sign m th is sense is a movement of mediati on . 

In at tem ptin g to put into qu es tion these trai ts of the provisio nal seco nd ariness 
of the substitut e, one would come to see so~ thin g_!ike a n originary diffem11ce; 
but one could no longe r ca ll it originary or 1inal in the extentlo which the values 
of · · h . origm, a rc 1-, lelos, eskhnto11, etc. hav e always denot ed pre sence-c11sin par-o . 11 Ti , 
usia. o pu t into qu es tion the secondary and provisional chara cte ristics of the 

( 
1_1 · TN. 0 11sia and paro11s!a imply presence as both origin and end , the foundi ng principle 

arkhe-) as that towa rd which one moves (/e/os, eskhato11). 
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sign, to oppos e to them an "origin a ry" differrmce, ther efore wou ld hav e two 
consequences. 
r -1. One could no longe r include dijferance in the concept o.f..tll_e..sig_n, which 
alwa ys has mea nt the representation of a p resence, and ha s been constitut ed 
in a system (thought or language ) governed by and moving toward presenc e. 

j (""'2. And thereb y one puts into question the authority of presence, or of its 
' simple symm etrical oppo site, absence or lack. Thus one questio ns the limit 

which ha s always cons trained us, which still constrains us--as inhabitant s of 
a language and a system of thought - to formulat e the meaning of Being in 

~e neral as presence or absence, in the categor ies of being or beingness (ousia). 
Alread y it appears that the type of question to which we are redirected is, let 
us say, of the Heidegger ian type , and that differance seems to lead back to the 
ontico-ontological dif ference. I will be permitted to ho ld off on this reference . 
I will.note..only_tha~er eRce.as~ mpo..rizfilion-tem oraliz · lll, which 
can no longer be conceived within the horizon of the present , and wh~ 
degge r sa s tn Bemg and 1 ,me about temporalization as tne ffanscenaental ho­
rizon oL the-ques o eh,g, whith -i1m~r ~ ---tttnmne cJ""frorrrits"'lfac!Ttional, 
metaphysical domina tion by the pre sent and ow there 1s a sfnctco m-
muni catlon, -eve n llioug no aru austive and_irreducib l)1-Ueces,sac}:...One. 

But first let us remain within the semiological problema tic in order to see 
differance as temporiz ation and differance as spacing conjoined. Most of the se­
miological or lingui stic researche s tha t dominat e the field of thought today , 
whe ther due to their own results or to th e regula tory mode l that the y find 
themse lves acknowledging everywhere, refer genealogically to Saussure (cor­

f'ectly or incorrectly) as their common inaugura tor. Now Saussur e first of all is 
the thinker who put the arbitrary character of the sign and the differential character 
of the sign at the very foundati on of general semiology, particularly lingui st ics. 
And, as we know, these two motifs-- arbitrar y and differential - are inseparabl e 
in his view. The re can be arbitrariness only because the system of signs is 
constituted solely by the differences in term s, and not by their p lenitude. The 
element s of signification function du e not to the compact force of the ir nuclei 
but rather to the network of oppo sitions that distingu ishes them, and then 
relates them one to an other . "Arbitrary and differ entia l," says Saussure, "are 

....!:"O corre lative character istics." 
Now th is princip le of di fference, as the conditi on for signification, affects the 

totality of the sign, that is the sign as both signified and signifier . The signified 
is the concept, the ideal meaning ; and the signifier is what Saussure calls the 
"image ," the "psychica l imprint " o f a materia l, phy sical- for examp le, acoust­
ical- phenomen on. We do not hav e to go into all the problems posed by these 
definitions here. Let us cite Saussur,e only a t the point which interes ts us: "The 
conceptual side of value is made up solely of relations and differences with 
respect to the other terms of langua ge, an d the same can be said of its material 

(s ide . .. Everyt hing that ha s been sa id up to thi s point boils down to this: in 
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language there are only differe nces . Even more imp ortant: a difference generally 
implies positive term s betwee n which the d ifference is set up; but in language 
there are only difference s without positive terms. Whether we take the sign ified 
or the signifier, languag e has neith er ideas nor sounds that existed be fore the 
linguistic system, but only conceptual and phonic differences that have issued 
from the system. The idea or phonic substance that a sign contains is of less 
importance than the other signs that surround it." 12 

The first consequ ence to be drawn from this is tha t the sign ified concept is l 
~ever presen~ in and of itself, 'in a sufficient presence th·,t would refer only to 
itself. Essentially and lawfully, every concep t is inscribed in a chain or in a 
system within which it refers to the other, to other concepts , by means of the 
systematic play of differences. Such a play, differance, is thu s no longer simply 
a concept , but rather the possibility of conceptua lity, of a conceptual process and 
system in general. For the same reason, differance, which is not a concept, is not 
simply a word, that is, what is generally represented as the calm, present, and 
self-referentia l unity of concept and phonic material. Late r we will look into th;..1 
word in ge neral. 

The difference of which Saussure speaks is itself, the refore, neither a concept 
nor a word among others. The same can be said, a fortiori, of differance. And we 
are thereby led to explicate the relation of one to the other. 

ln a language, in the system of language , ther e are only differences. Therefore 
a taxonomical operation can und ertake the sys tematic, statistical, and classifi­
catory inventory of a language. But, on the one hand, th ese differen ces play: in 
language , in speech too, and in the excha nge betw ee n language and spee ch. 
On the other hand, these differences are them selves effects. They have not fallen 
from the sky fully formed, and are no more inscribed in a topos noetos, than they 
are prescribed in the gray matter of the brain. Jf the word "histor y" did not in 
and of itself conve y the motif of a final repre ssion of difference, one could say 
that only differe nces can be " histo rical" from the outset and in each of their 
aspects. 

What is wr itten as differnnce, then, will be the playing movement that "pro­
duces"-by means of somethin g that is not simply an activity - these differences, 
these effects of difference. This doe s not mean that the differm,ce that produc es 
differences is somehow before them , in a simple an d unmodified - in-different­
pres_ent. D_iffera11ce is t~ non-full, non-simple , struct ured and differentiating j 
on~m of d ifferences. Thu s, the name "o rig in" no longe r sui~s it. 

Smee language, wh ich Saussure says is a classification, has not fallen from"' 
the sky, its differences have been produced, are produ ced effects, but they are 
effects which do not find th eir cause in a subjec t o r a subs tance, in a thing in 
gene ral, a being that is somewhere present, thereby elud ing the play of differance. 

'r'i !2. TN. Ferdinand de Saussu re, Course in Geuernl Linguistics, tran s. Wade Baskin (New 
ork: Ph1losophical Library, 1959), pp. 117- 18, 120. 
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If such a presence were implied in the concept of cause in general, in the most 
classical fashion , we then wou ld hav e to spea k of an effect without a cause, 
which very qu ickly wou ld !ead to spea king of no effect a t aJI. I have attempted 
to indicate a way ou t of the closure of th is framewor k via the " trace," which is 
no more an effect than it has a cause, but which in and of itself, outside its text, 

->~ not sufficient to operate the necessary transgression. 
Since ther e is no presence before and outside semio log ical difference , wha t 

r5aussure has written about langu age can be extend ed to the sign in general: 
"Language is necessa ry in order for speech to be intelligible and to prod uce all 
of its effects; but the lat ter is necessary in ord er for language to be estab lished; 
historically, the fact of speech a lways comes first." 13 

9 Retain ing at least the framework , if no t the content , of this requirement for­
muJated by Saussure, we wiJI designate as differance the movement accordin g 
to which language, or any code, any syste m of referral in general , is constituted 
"historically" as a weave of differences. " Is constituted ," "is produc ed," " is 
created," "movement ," "historic ally," etc., necessarHy being understood beyond 
the metaph ysical language in which they are retained, along with all their im­
plications. We ought to demonstrate why concep ts like production, constituti on, 
and history remain in comp licity with wha t is at issue here. But this would take 
me too far today - toward th e the ory of the repr ese nta tion of the "circle" in 

fwhich we appear to be enclosed-and I utHize such concepts, Like many other s, 
only for their strategic convenie nce and in order to undert ake their decon struc­
tion at the currently most decisive point. ln any eve nt, it wiU be understood, 
by mean s of the circle in which we app ear to be engaged, that as it is written 
here, diffhance is no more static than it is ge netic, no more structural than 

~ istorical. Or is no less so; and to object to this on the basis of the oldest of 
metaph ysical oppo sitions (for example , by sett ing so me generative point of view 
against a structural -taxonomical point of view, or vice versa) would be, above 
all, not to read what here is missing from ort hog raphical ethics. Such oppos itions 
have not the leas t pertinen ce to differa11ce, which make s the thinkin g of it uneasy 
and uncomfortable. 

Now if we consider the chain in which differa11ce lends itself to a certain numb er 
of nonsy non ymous substitutions , according to the necess ity of the context, why 
have recour se to the "rese rve," to "a rchi-writing," to the "a rchi-trace," to "spac­
ing," that is, to the "s uppl ement," or to the pilar111ako11, and soon to the hymen, 
to the margin -mark-march , etc. 14 

13. TN. Ibid ., p. 18. 
14. TN. All these terms refer to writing and inscribe differn11ce within themselves, as 

Derrida says, according to the context. The supplement (s11pple111e11t) is Roussea u's word 
to describe writing (analyzed in Of Gra111111atology, trans. Gayatri Sp ivak [Baltimore: John s 
Hopkins University Press , 19761). It means both the missing piece and the extra piece . The 
plmrmnko11 is Plato' s word for writin g (analyzed in "Plato's Pharmac y" in Disse111i11atio11, 
trans. Barbara John son [Chicago: Unive rsity of Chicago Press, 19811), meaning both remedy 
and poison; the hymen (/'hy111e11) comes from Derrida's ana lysis of Mallar me's wri ting and 
Mallarmc's reflections on writing ("The Double Session" in Disse111i11atio11) and refers both 
to virginity and to consummation; 111arge-111arq11e-111arche is the series en differnnce that Derrida 
appl ies to Sollers' s Nombres ("Disse mination " in Dissemi11atio11). 
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I • 

Let us go on. It is because of differa11ce that the movement of signification isl 
possible only if each so-called "present" element, each element appearing on 
the scene of pre sence, is related to something other than itself, thereby keeping 
with in itself the mark of the pa st element, and a lready letting itself be vitiated 
by the mark of its relation to the futur e element , this trace being related no less 
to what is called the futur e than to what is called the pas t, and constituti ng what 

'-t> 

is called the pres ent by means of this very relation to what it is not: what it 
absolutely is not, not even a pa st or a future as a mod ified present. An int erv~,> 
must separate the present from what it is not in orde r fur the pre senf tobeTi se[l 
but thi s inferval tha t constitutes it as present mu st, by the same token, divide 
the presen t in and of itself, thereby also d ividing, along with the present, every ­
thing thans thoug hro nr he basis of the prese nt, that is, in our meta physical 
language, every being, and singularly subs tance or the subject. In constituti ng \ 
itself, in dividing itself dynamicall y, this interval is what might be called sp3cing, 
the becoming-space ~e or the becomi!:!g-ti_!!le of_s_pace (temporizatio11). And 
it is thi s constit ution of the pr esent , as an "origin ary" and irreduci bly nonsimp le 
(and therefore , stricto sensu non originar y) syn thesis of marks , or traces of reten­
tions and pro tentions (to reprodu ce an alogically and provisiona lly a phen om­
enological and tran scend ent al language that soon will reveal itself to be 
inadequate), that I P!opose to call a~ i-wri~ing, archi-trace, or differ!!"E!.: Whichtl 
(is) (simultaneous ly) spacin g (and ) temporization. ~ 

Could not this (active) movement of (th e produ ction of 1 !f!!!,;rance without 
origin be called simp ly, and without neographism, ~fe rentiatio'!) Such a word, 
among other con fusions, would have left open the7'nss ibility of an orga nic, 
original, and homoge neous unit y that eventually would come to be divided , to 
receive difference as an even t. And above all, since it is formed from the verb 
"to differentia te," it would negate the economic sign ification of the detour , the 
temporizing delay, "de ferral ?' Here , a remark in pass ing, which I owe to a recent 
reading of a text that Koyre (in 1934, in Revue d'histoire et de philosopilie religieuse, 
and reprint ed in his Et11des d'histoire de la pensee philosophique) devoted to "Hege l 
in Jena." In this text Koyre gives long citat ions, in German, of th e Jena Logic, 
and proposes their tran slation . On two occasions he encounter s the expression 
differe11te Beziehung in Hegel's text. This word (different), wit h its Latin root, is 
rare in Germa n and , I believe, in Hege l, who prefers versclrieden or 11ngleicl1, 
calling difference Unterschied and qualitative varie ty Verschiedenheit. In the Jena 
Logic he uses the word different precisely where he trea ts of time and the present. 
Before gett ing to a valuable comment of Koyre's, let us look at some sentences 
from Hegel, suc h as Koyre trans lates them: "The infinite , in this simplicity, is, 
as a moment opp osed to the equal-to-itse lf, the negative, and in its mom ents , 
althoug h it is (itself) presented to and in itself the totality, (it is) what excludes 
in gene ral, th e point or limit; but in its own (action of) negating, it is related 
immediately to the other and negates itself by itself. The limit or moment of the 
present (der Gegen-wart), the absolute 'th is' of time, or the now, is of an absolutely 
negative simplicity, wh ich absolutely excludes from itself all IJlUltiplicity, and , 
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- by virtue of this, is absolutely determined; it is not who le or a quan/11111 which 
would be extended in itself (and) which, in itself, also would have an undeter­
mined moment, a diversity which, as indifferent (gleicl1g11ltig) or exterior in itself, 
would be related to an other (au/ ein anderes beziige), but in this is a relation 
absolutely different from the simple (sondem es isl allso/11/ differente Bezle/11111g)." 
And Koyre most remarkably specifies in a note: "different Relation: differe11te 
Beziehtmg. One might say: 'differentiating relation.' " And on the next page, 
another text of Hegel's in which one can read thi s: "Diese Bezieltung isl Gegenwart, 
als eine differente Beziel111ng (This relationship is [the] present as a different rela­
tionship)." Another note of Koyre's: "The term different here is taken in an active 
sense." 15 

Writing "differa11t"16 or "differance" (with an a) would have had the advan tage 
of making it possible to translate Hegel at that particular point-which is also 
an absolutely decisive point in his discourse-without furth er notes or specifi­
cations. And the tran slation would be, as it always must be, a tran sformation 
of one language by another. I contend, of course, that the word differance can 
also serve other purpose s: first, because it marks not only the activity of "or i­
ginary" difference, but also the temporiz ing detour of deferral; and above all 
because differance thus written, although maintain ing relation s of profound af­
finity with Hegelian discourse (such as it must be read), is also, up to a certain 
point, unable to break with that discourse (which has no kind of meaning or 
chance); but it can opera te a kind of infinitesimal and radical displacement of 
it, whose space I attempt to delineate elsewhere but of which it would be d ifficult 
to speak briefly here. 

Differences, thu s, are "produced"-de ferred - by differance. But what defers 

1 
or who defers? In other words, what is diffemnce? With thi s question we reach 
another level and another resource of our problematic. 

r-- What differs? Who differs? What is differance? 
If we answered these questions before examining them as questions, before 

turning them back on themselves, and before suspec ting their very form, in­
cluding what see ms most natural and necessary about them, we wou ld im­
mediately fall back into what we have just disengaged ourselves from. In effect, 

15. TN. Alexandre Koyre, " Hegel a Jena," in Eludes d'histoire de la pensee philosophiq11e 
(Paris: Armand Colin, 1961), pp . 153- 54. In his translation of "La differance" (in Speech 
and Phenomena [Evanston: Northwestern Univer sity Press, 1973]), David Allison notes (p. 
144) that the citation from Hegel comes from "Jensener Logik, Metaphysik , und Natur­
philosophie" in Siimtlic/1e Werke (Leipzig : F. Meiner, 1925), XVlll, 202. Allison himself 
translated Hegel ' s text, and 1 have modified his tran slation. 

16. TN. The point here , which cannot be conveyed in English, is th_at Koyre'.s realizaf •_n 
that Hegel is describing a "differentiating relation ," or "different' ' in a~ active sen s~, 1s 
precisely what the forma tion of differance from the participle differa11/ descr~bes,_ as explain ed 
in notes 9 and 10 above . And that it is the prese11t that is described as d1ffenng from an_d 
deferring itself helps clarify Derrida' s argument (at the end of the essay) that presence 1s 
to be reth ought as the trace of the trace , as differance differed-and-d eferred . 
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if we accepted the form of the question, in its meaning and its syntax ("wha t \ 
is?" "w ho is?" "who is it that?"), we would have to conclud e that differa11ce has 
been derived, has happened, is to be mastered and governed on the basis of 
the point of a present bein&, which itself could be some thing, a form, a state, 
a power in the world to which all kinds of nam es might be given, a what, or a 
prese nt being as a subject, a wlto. And in this last case, notably, one woul~ 
conclude implicitly that this present being, for example a being present to itself, 
as consciousness, eventually would come to defer or to differ: whether by de­
laying and turn ing away from the fulfillment of a "need" or a "desire," or_ by 
differing from itself . But in neither of these cases would suc h a present being 
be "co nst ituted" by this differance. 

Now if we refer, once again, to semiological difference, of what does Saussure :, 
in particular, remind us? That "language [which only consists of differences] is 
not a function of the speaking subject." This implie s that the subject (in its 
iden tity with itse lf, or eventuall y in its consciousness of its identity with itself, 
its self-consciousness ) is inscribed in language , is a "function" of langu age, 
becomes a speaking subject only by making its speech conform-eve n in so-called 
"creation," or in so-called "tra nsgress ion" -to the sys tem of the rules of language 
as a system of differences , or at very least by conforming to the general law of 
differance, or by adhering to the principle of language wh.ich Saussure says is 
"spo ken language minus speech ." "Language is necessary for the spoken worc!J 
to be intelligible and so that it can produce all of its effects." 17 

If, by hypothesis, we main tain that the opposition of speech to language is 
abso lutely rigorous , then differance would be not only the play of differences 
within language but also the relation of speech to language, the detour through 
wh ich I must pass in order to spea k, the silent promise I must make; and this 
is equally valid for semio logy in genera l, governing a ll the relations of usage to 
schemata, of message to code, etc. (Elsewher e I have attempted to suggest t~a~ 
this differance in language , and in the relation of speec h and langua ge, forbids 
the essential dissociation of speec h and language that Sauss ure , at another level 
of his discourse, traditionally wished to delineate. The practice of a language 
or of a code sup posing a play of forms without a determi ned and invariable 
subs tance, and a lso sup posing in the practice of this play a retention and pro­
tention of differences, a spacing and a temporization, a play of traces- all this 
must be a kind of writing before the letter, an arch i-writing without a present 
origin, without arch i-. Whence the regul ar erasure of the archi- , and the trans­
formation of general semiology into grammatology , this latter executing a critica l 

'' Ja'l:;or on everything within semio logy, including the centra l concept of the sign, 
that maintained metaphysical presuppos itions incompatible with the motif of 
differance.) 

17. TN . Saussure , Course i11 General Li11g11islics, p. 37. 
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One might be tempted by an objection: certainly the subject becomes a speaking 
subject only in its commerce with the system of linguistic differences; or yet, 
the subject becomes a signifying (signifying in general, by means of speech or 
any other sign) subjec t only by inscribing itself in the sys tem of differences. 
Certainly in this sense the speaking or signifying subject could not be present 
to itself, as speaking or signifying, without the play of linguistic or semiological 
differance. But can one not conceive of a presence, and of a presence to itself of 
the subject before speech or signs, a presence to itself of the subject in a silent 
and intuitive consciousness? 

< Such a question therefore supposes that, prior to the sign and ou tside it, 
excludin g any trace and any differa11ce, someth ing like consciousness is possible. 
And that consciousness, before distributing its signs in space,iUld in the world, 
can gather itself into its presence. But what is consciousness? What does "con­
sciousness" mean? Most often, in the very form of meaning , in aU its modifi­
cations, consciousness offers itself to thought only as sell-presence, as the 
perception of self in presence. And wha t holds for consciousness holds here for 

\ ~o-called subjective existence in general. Just as the category of the subject cann~t 
oe, and never has been, thought without the reference to presence as lrnpoke1-
111e11011 or as ousin, etc., so the subject as consciousness has never manifested 

fitsell except as self-presence. T~privilege granted to con~ciousness t~erefore 
I ~~ignifies the privilege granted to the present; and even 1f one descnbes the 

~sce ndenta l temporal ity of conscious ness, and at the depth at which Husserl 
does so, one grants to the "liv ing present " the power of synthesizing traces, 
and of incessantly reassembling them. 

This privilege is the et her of metaphysic s, the elemen t of our thought that is 
caught in the langua ge of metaphy sics. One can delimit such a closure today 
only by soliciting18 the value of presence that Heidegger has shown to be the 
ontot heological determination of Being; and in thus so liciting the value of pres­
ence, by means of an interrogation whose status must be completely exceptional, 
we are also examining the abso lute privilege of this form or epoch of presence 
in genera l that is consciousness as meaning 19 in self-pre sence. 
r Thus one comes to posit presence-and specifically consciousness, the being 

beside itself of consciousness-no longer as the absolutely central form of Being 
but as a "de termination" and as an "effect." A dete rmination or an effect within 
a system which is no longer that of presence but of differa11ce, a system that no 
longer tolerates the oppos ition of activity and passivity, nor that of cause and 
effect, or of indetermination and determination, etc., such that in designating 

18. TN . The French solliciter, as the English solicit, derives from an Old Latin exp ression 
meaning to shake the whole, to make somet hing tremble in its entirety. Derrida commen ts 
on th is later, but is already using "to so licit'' in thi s sense here . 

19. TN . " Meaning'' here is the weak tran slation of vo11/oir-dire, ~hi~ has a_strong sense 
of willing (voltmtas) to say, putting the attempt to mean in con1unctaon with speech, a 
crucial conju nction for Derrida. 
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consciousness as an effect or a determination , one cont inues-for strategic rea­
sons that can be more or less lucidly de liberated and systematicaUy calculated­
to operate according to the lexicon of that which one is de-limiting. 

Before being so radically and purposel y the gesture of Heidegger, this gesture~ 
was also made by Nie tzsche and Freud, both of whom, as is well known, and 
sometimes in very similar fashion, put consciousness into question in its assured 
certainty of itself. Now is it not remarkable that they both did so on the basis 
of the motif of differa11ce? 

O '"'' J ,11era11ce appears almost by name in their texts, and in those places where 
everyth ing is at stake. I cannot expand upon this here; I will only recall that for 
Nietzsche "the great principal activity is unconscious," and that consciousness 
is the effect of forces whose essence, byways, and modalitie s are not prop er to 
it. Force itself is never present; it is only a play of difference s and quantities. 
There wou ld be no force in general without the difference between forces; and 
here the difference of quantity counts more than the content of the quantity, 
more than absolute size itself. "Quantity itself, therefore, is not separab le from 
the differe nce of quantity. The difference of quantity is the essence of force, the 
relation of force to force. The dream of two equal forces, even if they are granted 
an oppositio n of meaning , is an approximate and crude dream, a statistical • 
dream, plunged into by the living but dispe lled by chemis try.''io Is not all of., 
Nietzsche's thought a critique of philosophy as an active indifference to differ­
ence, as the system of adiap horistic reduction or repressio n? Which according 
to the same logic, according to logic itself, does not exclude that philosophy , 
lives i11 and 011 differa11ce, thereby blinding itself to the same, which is not the 
identical. The same, precisely, is differance (with an a) as the disp laced and 
equivoca l passage of one different thing to another, from one term of an op-:4' 
position to the other. Thus one could reconsider all the pairs of opposites on 
which philosophy is constructed and on which our discourse lives, not in order 
to see opposition erase itself but to see what indicate s that each of the terms 
must appear as the differn11ce of the other, as the other different and deferred in 
the economy of the same (the intelligible as differing-deferring the sensible, aSJ 
the sensible different and deferred; the concept as different and deferred, dif­
fcring~dcferring intu ition; cultu re as natur e different and deferred, differing ­
d~fernng; all the others of physis----tekl111e, 1101110s, thesis, society, freedom, history, 
mm~, _etc.~s physis different and deferred , or as physis differing and deferring. 
:"~ 5,s m differa11ce. And in this we may see the site of a reinterpretation of mimesis 
m its alleged oppos ition to physis). And on the basis of this unfolding of the 
~ame as differa11ce, we see announced the samene ss of differa11ce and repetition 
m the eternal return . Themes in Nietzsche's work that are linked to the symp­
tomatology that always diagn oses the detour or ruse of an agency disguised in 

20. Gilles Deleuze , Nietische el la plulosophie (Paris : Presses Un iversi taire s de France 
1970), p. 49. ' 
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its differance; or further, to the entire thematic of active interpretati on, which 
substitutes incessant deciphering for the unveiling of truth as the presentation 
of the thing itself in its presence, etc. Figure s without truth , or at least a system 
of figures not dominated by the value of truth, which then becomes only an 
included, inscribed, circumscribed function. 
f Thus, differance is the name we might give to the "active," moving discord of 

different forces, and of differences of forces, that Nietzsche sets up against the 
enti re system of metaphysical grammar , wherever this system governs culture , 
philosophy, and science . 

..., It is historically significant that this diaphoristics , wh ich, as an energetics or 
economics of forces, commi ts itself to putting into question the primacy of 
presence as consciousness, is also the major motif of Freud's thought: ano ther 
diaphoristics, which in its entirety is both a theory of the figure (or of the trace) 
and an energet ics. The put ting into question of the authority of consciousness 
is first and always d ifferentia l. 

r The two apparent ly d ifferent values of differance are tied together in Freudian 
theory: to differ as discernibility, distinction, separation, diastem, spacing; and 
to defer as detour , relay, reserve, temporization. 

1. The concepts of trace (Spur), of breaching (Balmung),11 and of the forces of 
breaching , from the Project on, are inseparable from the concept of difference. 
The origin of memory, and of the psyche as (conscious or unconscious) memor y 
in general, can be described only by taking into account the difference between 
breaches. Freud says so overtly. There is no breach without difference and no 
difference without trace. 

2. All the differences in the production of unconscious traces and in the pro­
cesses of inscription (Niederscltrift) can also be interpreted as moment s of 
differance, in the sense of putting into reserve . According to a schema that nev er 
ceased to guide Freud's thought, the movement of the trace is described as an 
effort of life to protect itself by deferring the dangerous investment, by con sti-

1 tutin g a rese rve (Vorrat). And all the opp ositions that furrow Freudian thou ght 
\J 1ate each of his concepts one to another as mom ents of a detour in the economy 

of differance. One is but the other different and deferred , one differing and 
deferring the other . One is the othe r in differance, one is the differance of the 

, other. This is why every apparently rigorous and irreducible opposition (for ex­
ample the opposition of the secondary to the primar y) comes to be qualifi ed , 
at one moment or another, as a "t heoretical fiction ." Again, it is thereb y, for 
example (but such an example governs, and communicates with, everything), 

21. TN. Derrida is referring here to his essay "F reud and the Scene of Writing" _in Writing 
and Differeuce. "Breaching" is the tran slation for Bahmmg that I adopted there: 1t conveys 
more of the sense of breaking open (as in the German Bahmmg and the Fr~nch f raya$e) 
than the Standard Edition's "faci lita tion." The Project Derrida refers to here 1_s the ~ro!ect 
for a Scientific Psychology (1895), in which Freud attempted to cast his psychological thinkin g 
in a neurological framework . 

18 

Differance 

that the difference between the pleasure principl e and the reality principle is 
only differance as detour. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle Freud writes: "U nder 
the influence of the ego's instincts of self-preservation, the pleasure principle 
is replaced by the reality principle. This latter principle does not abandon the 
intention of ultimatel y obtaining pleasure, but it nevertheless demand s and 
carries into effect the postponement of satisfaction, the abandonment of a num­
ber of possibilitie s of gaining satisfac tion and the temporary toleration of un ­
pleasure as a step on the long indirect road (Aufsclmb) to pleasure." 22 

Here we are touching upon the point of greates t obscurity, on the very enigma 
of differa11ce, on precisely that which divides its very concept by means of a 
strange cleavage. We must not ha sten to decide. How are we to think simult'ii) 
11eo11s/y, on the one hand, differance as the economic detour which, in the element 
of the same, always aims at coming back to- tliepleasu re or tfie-presence that · 
have been defeu.ed by (conscious or unco nscious) calculation , and, on the oth;r 
nand , differance as the relation to an impo ssible presence, as expenditure without 
re~e, as the irrep ~rable lo~s ~{.presen.ce..Jhe..irrevei:sible~!~e of.energ y/ that 
is, as the death instinct, and as the ent irely other relationship that apparently j 
interrupts every economy? It is evident-and thi s is the eviden t itself- that the 
economica l and the noneconomical , the same and the entirely other , etc., cannot 
be thought together. If differance is unthinkable in this way, perhaps we sfio uTcr" 
no tnas en to make1Fev ident , f'n the p uosophical element of evidentiality whic ~ 
would make short work of dissipating the mirage and illogicalness of differa11ce 
and would do so with the infaUibility of calculations that we are well acqua inted 
with, having precise ly recognized the ir place, necess ity, and function in the 
structure of differance. Elsewhere, in a reading of Bataille, I have attempted to 
indicate what might come of a rigorous and, in a new sense, "scie ntific" relati11g 
of the " restricted economy" that takes no part in expenditure withou t rese rve, 
death, opening itself to nonmeani ng, etc ., to a genera l economy that takes into 
account the nonreserve, that keeps in reserve the nonreserve, if it can be put 
thus. I am speaking of a relation ship between a differance that can make a profit' 
on its investment and a differance that misses its profit, the investiture of a pres ence 
that is pur e and without loss here being confused with absolute loss, with deat h . 
Through such a relating of a restricted and a general economy the very project 
of philo so phy, under the privileged headin g of Hegelianism , is displac ed and 
reinscribed. The Aufhebung-la re/eve-is cons trained into writing itself other­
wise. Or perhaps simply into writing itself. Or, better, into taking account of it:.) 
consumpti on of writing. 23 

~- TN. The Stm,dnrd Edition of the Complete Psycllologicnl Works (London: Hogarth Press, 
19;,0 !hereaf ter cited as 5£1), vol. 18, p. 10. 

23. TN. Derrida is referring here to the reading of Hegel he proposed in "From Restricted 
to General Economy: A Hege lianism Without Reserve," in Writing nnd Diffrrence. In that 
essay Derrida ~egan his conside ration of Hegel as the great ph ilosop hical speculator; thus 
all the economic metaphors of the previous sen ten ces. For Derrida the deconstr uction of 
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~ 
For the economic character of differa11ce in no way implies that the deferred 

presence can alway s be found again, that we have here only an investment that 
, provisionally and calcuJatedly delays the perception of its profit or the profit of 

ts perception. Contrary to the metaphysical , dialectical, " Hegelian" interpre­
tation of the economic movement of differa11ce, we mus t conceive of a play in 
which whoever loses wins, and in which one loses and wins on every turn. If 
the displaced presentation remains definitively and implacably postponed, it is 
not that a certain pre se nt remains absen t or hidden. Rather, differn11ce maintain s 
our relationship with that which we necessaril y misconstrue, and which exceeds 
the alternative of presence and absence. A certain alterity - to which Freud gives 
the metaphysical name of the unconscious-is definitively exempt from every 
process of presentation by means of which we wouJd call upon it to show itself 
in person. In this cont ext, and beneath this guise, the unconscious is not, as we 
know, a hidd en, virtual, or potential self-prese nce. It differs from, and defers, 

- - --- -
metaphysics implies an endless confronta tion with Hegelian concepts, and the move from 
a restricted, "specu lative" philosophical economy-in which there is nothing that cannot 
be made to make sense, in which there is nothing other than meaning -to a "general" 
economy-whic h affirms that which exceeds meaning, the excess of meaning from which 
there can be no speculative profit-involves a reinterpretation of the cent ral Hegelian 
concept: the A11fheb1111g. A11p1eb1111g literally means "lifting up"; but it also contains the 
double meaning of conservation and negation. For Hegel, dialectics is a process of A11flreb-
1111g: every concept is to be negated and lifted up to a higher sphere in which it is thereby 
conserved. In this way, there is nothing from which the A11p1eb1111g cannot profit. However, 
as Derrida points out, there is always an effect of differance when the same word has two 
contradictory meanings . Indeed it is this effect of differance-the excess of the trace A11fl1eb-
1111g itself-that is precisely what the A11fl1eb1111g can never ar1p1ebe11: lif~ u~, conserve, ~nd 
negate. This is why Derrida wishes to constrain the A11p1eb1111g to wnte itself otherwise, 
or simply to write itself, to take into account its consumption of writing . Without writing, 
the trace, there could be no words with double , con tradictory meaning s. 

As with differance, the translation of a word with a double meaning is particularl y 
difficult, and touches upon the enti re problematics of writing and differa11ce. The best 
translators of Hegel usually cite Hegel's own delight that the most speculative of languages, 
German, should have provided this most specu lative of words as the vehicle for his 
supreme speculative effort. Thus A11fJ1eb1111g is usually best annotated and left untranslated . 
Uean Hyppolite , in his French translation s of Hegel, carefully annotates his rendering of 
A11fl1ebe11 as both s11pprimer and depasser. Baillies's rendering of A11fl1eb1111g as "sublation" 
is misleading .) Derrida, however, in his attempt to make A11fl1eb1111g write itself otherwise , 
has proposed a new translation of it that does take into account the effect of differnnce in 
its double meaning. Derrida's translation is la re/tile. The word comes from the verb re/ever, 
which mean s to lift up , as does A11fJ1ebe11. But re/ever also means to relay, to relieve, as 
when one soldier on duty relieves another. Thus the conserving-and-negating lift has 
become la re/ei,e, a "lift'' in which is inscribed an effect of substitution and difference, the 
effect of substi tution and difference inscribed in the double meaning of A11fJ1eb1111,11. A. V. 
Miller's rendering of A11fJ1eb1111g as "supersession" in his recent translation of the Phe110111e-
11ology comes close to re/ever in combining the senses of raising up and replacement, 
although without the elegance of Derrida's maintenance of the verb meaning "to lift'' 
(lrebe11, lever) and change of prefix (au/-, re-). Thus we will leave la re/eve untran slated 
throughout, as with differance. For more on la re/eve, see below "011sia and Gramme," note 
15; "The Pit and the Pyramid," note 16; and "The Ends of Man," note 14. 
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itself; which doubtless means that it is woven of differences, and also that it J 
~nds out delegates, representatives, proxies; but withou t any chance that the 
gi:e r of proxies might "exi~t," '.1'ight be pr esent, be " itself" somewhere, and ( 
with even less chance that 11 might become conscious. In this se nse, contrary 
to the te rms of an old debate full of the metaph ys ical investments that it has 
al~ays_ assumed, the "u nconscious" is no more a "thing" than it is any other 
thing, 1s no more a thing than it is a virtual or masked consciousness. ThiSJ 
:adical _al_t~rity as concern s every possible mode of presence is marked by the • 
1rreduc1b1hty of the aftereffect, the delay. ln order to describe traces , in order ' · 
to read the traces of "unconscious" traces (there are no "co nscious " traces), the 
language. o~ prese nce and absence, the metaphy sical discourse of phenom­
eno logy, 1s inadequate. (Although the phenomenologist is not the on ly one to 
speak this language.) ..,, 

The structure of de lay (Nachtriiglichkeit) in effect forbids that one make of 
temporalizatio n (temporization) a simp le dialectical comp lication of the living 
present as an originary and unceasing synthes is-a synt hesis constantly directed 
back on itself, gathered in on itself and gat hering-of retenti ona l traces and 
protentional openings. The alterity of the "unco nscious" makes us concernecfl 
not with horizons of modified - past or future-presen ts, but with a "pas t" that 
has never been pre sent, and whic h neve r will be, whose future to come wiU 
never be a production or a reproduction in the form of presence. Therefo re the 
concept of trace is incompatibl e with the concept of retention , of the becom ing­
past of what has been present. One cannot think the trace-a nd th erefore 
differa11ce-on the basis of the present, or of the presence of the present. ~ 

A past that has never been present: this formula is the one tha t Emmanuel 
Levinas uses, althoug h cer tainly in a nonpsy choanalytic way, to qua lify the trace 
and enigma of absolute alterity: the Other. 24 Within these limits, and from this 
poin~ of view at least, the thought of differa11ce implies the entire critique of 
classical on tology undertaken by Levinas . And the concept of the trace, like that 
of differance thereby orga nizes, along the lines of these different traces and dif­
ferences of traces, in Nietzsche's sense, in Freud's sense, in Levinas's sense­
these "na mes of auth ors" he re being on ly indices-the netwo rk which reassem­
bles and traverses our "e ra" as the delimitation of the ontology of presence. 

Which is to say the ontology of beings and beingness. It is the domination of 
beings that d1fferance eve rywh ere comes to solicit, in the sense that sollicitare, in 
?I~ Latin, means to shake as a whole , to make tremble in enti rety. Therefore , 
it 1s the determination of Being as _presence or as beingness that is interroga ted 
by the thought of differance. Such a que stion could not emerge and be und erstood 
~-nless the difference between Being and beings were somewhere to be broached. 
irst conseque nce: differance is not. It is not a present being, howeve r excellent,l 

24. TN. On ~evinas, and on the translalion of his term a11tmi by "Ot her " see "Violence 
and Metaphysics," note 6, in Writi11g and Difference. ' 

21 



Differance 

I unique, principal, or transcendent. It governs nothing, reign s over nothing , and 
~where - exercises any authori!Y:_!tis not announced by any capit! l lettf r~~ 

l only is.~ere f!O kingdom of differance, but differa11ce instigates the subv~ioi:i of 
l ii._ every kingdom. Which makes it obviou sly threatening and in fallibly dreaded 

by everything within us that desires a kingdom , the past or future presence of 
, a kingdom. And it is always in the name of a kingdom that one may reproach 

differance with wishing to reign, believing that one sees it agg randiz e itself with 
a capital letter. 

Can differance, for these reasons, sett le down into the division of the ontico­
ontologica l difference, such as it is thought, such as its "e poch " in parti cular is 
thought, "thro ugh," if it may still be expressed such, Heidegger's uncircum ­
ventable meditation? 

,,. There is no simple answer to such a question . 
' jn.a~e~ itself, diffe~s certainly but the his~rical and epochal 
unfoldins_ of Being or oflneorffiilogical difference. The a of di/~ he 
movement oft fos unfofclmg. 

And yet, are notthetnought of the meaning or truth of Being, the determination 
of differance as the ontico-ontological difference, difference thought within the 
horizon of the question of Being, still i~h¥sical effects of differance? The 
unfolding of differance is perhapsnofsolely the truth of Being, or offfiee pochalit y 

1of Being. Perhaps we must attempt to think this unheard-of thought , th is silent 
tracing: that the history of Being, whose thou"ght engages the Greco-Western 
logos such as it is produced via the ontological difference, is but an epoch of the 
diapherein. Henceforth one could no longer even call this an "e poch," the concep t 
of epochality belonging to what is within history as the history of Being. Since 

'13eing has never had a "mean ing," has never been thought or said as such, 
except by dissimulating itself in beings , then differance, in a certa in and very 
stra nge way, (is) "o lder" than the ontological difference or than the truth of 
Being. When it has this age it can be called the play of the trace. The play of a 
trace which no longer belong s to the horizon of Being, but who se play transport s 
and encloses the meaning of Being: th e play of the trace, or the differa11ce, which 
has no meaning and is not. Which does not belong. There is no maintaining, 
~~d no depth to, this bottomless chessboard on which Being is put into play. 

Perhaps thi s is why the Heraditean play of the /re11 diap/reron heautoi, of the 
one differing from itself, the one in difference with itself, already is lost like a 
trace in the determination of the diapherein as ontological difference. 

To think the ontological differe nce doubtless remains a difficult task, and an y 
statement of it has remain ed almost inaudible. Further, to prepare , beyond our 
logos, for a differance so violent that it can be interpellated neither as the epochalit y 
of Being nor as onto logical difference, is not in any way to dispense with the 
passage through the truth of Being, or to "cr iticize," "contest, " or misconstrue 
its incessa nt necessity. On the con trary, we must stay within the difficulty of 
this passage, and repeat it in the rigorous reading of metaphy sics, wherev er 
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metaphysics normalizes Western discourse, and not only in the texts of the 
"~istory of philosophy. " As rigorou sly as possibl e we must permit to appea r/ 
disappear the trace of what exceeds the truth of Being. The trace (of that) which 
can never be presented, the trace which itself can never be prese nted: that is, 
appear and manifest itself, as such , in its phenom eno n . The trace beyond that 
which pro!oundly links fundamental ontology and phenomeno logy. Alway s 
differing and deferring, the trace is never as it is in the presentation of itself. 
It erases itself in presenting itself, muffles itself in reso nating , like the a writing 
itself, inscribing its pyramid in differance. 

The annunciating and reserved trace of this movement can always be d isclosed 
in metaphysical discourse, and especially in the contemporary discourse which 
states, through the attempts to which we just referred (Nietzsche, Freud , Lev­
inas), the closure of onto logy. And especially through the Heidegge rea n text. 

This text prompts us to examine the essence of the present , the presence of 
the present. 

What is the present? What is it to think the present in its pre sence? 
Let us cons ider, for example, the 1946 text entitl ed Der Spruell des Anaximmrder 

('.'The An~ximander Fragm~nt"). 25 In this text Heidegger recalls that the forget­
tmg of Bemg forgets the difference between Being and beings: " ... to be the 
Being of beings is the matter of Being (die Sac/re des Seins). The grammatical form 
of this enigmatic, ambiguous genitive indicates a genesis (Genesis), the emer­
gence (Herkunft) of what is present from presencing (des Anwesenden aus dem 
Anwesen). Yet the essence (Wesen) of this emergence remain s concealed (verbogen) 
alon? with the essence of these two words. Not only that , but even the very 
relation betwee n presencing and what is present (Anwesen und A11wese11de111) 
remains unthought. From early on it seems as though presencing and what is 
present were each something for itself. Presencing itself unnoticeab ly become s 
something present .. . The esse nce of presencing (Das Wesen des Anwesens), and 
with it the distinction between presencin g and what is pre sent, remains for­
gotten. The oblivion of Being is oblivion of the distinction between Being and beings" 
(p. 50). 

In recalling the difference betwee n Being and beings (the ontological differ ­
ence) as the differe nce between prese nce and the presen t, Heidegge r adva nces 
a proposition, a body of propositions, tha t we are not going to use as a subject 
for criticism. This would be foolishly precipit ate; rather , what we shall try to do 
1s to return to this propo sition its power to provoke. 

Let us proceed slowly. What Heide gge r wants to mark is this: the difference "" 
between Being and beings , the forgotten of metaph ysics, ha s disappeared with­
ou t leaving a trace . The very trace of difference has been subm erged . If we 
maintain that differance (is) (itself) other than absence and presence, if it traces, 

~- T!'1. Mart in ~eidegger , Hol:uuege (Fra nkfurt : V. Klostermann, 1957). English trans­
lahon ( 'The Anax~mander Fragment") in. Early Greek Thinking, trans. David Farrell Krell 
and Frank Capuzzi (New York: Har per and Row, 1975). All further references in the text. 
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then when it is a matter of the forgetting of the difference (between Being and 
Lbeings) , we would have to speak of a disappearance of the trace of the trace. 

Which is indeed what the following passage from "The Anaximander Fragment" 
seems to imply: ','.ObliviQ!)....Of..Bemg belo..ngs_to the self-veiling essence of Bein& 
It belongs so essentia!!y_Jo the destin ¥ of Being..that t!'le-dawn..oL.tbis-destirLy 
rise:sast he unveilin g-9f what is resent in its presencing . ~-t-~ ~ 

·,history of Being begins with-the-obli -vion-0f:0Being, since~Be - ge!h.ei:w.1th 
its essence, its distin ction from being s- kee s to itself. The c!!stinction collaP-§~ 
lt remain s forgotten. Although the two parties toJhed istinction, w~eflt 
and prese ncingida s Anwesende imd das Anwesen), reveal them selves, they do ngt 
do so as_rusJingi1isbed Rather. even th~a~ti:a Ge-~ie--friilfe $pur~ ~s­
tinction is oblite rated wh resendng appear s as somethin re~11-
wese11 wie ein Anwesendes ersc/1ei11t) andt in s 1tse in the pos ition ollieing_.fu.e 
highest bein g pies.ent.(in .. ei11em.Jwc/15ten-A11wese11denr-fpp-:-S0-&1). 

Since the trace is not a presenc e but the simu lacrum of a presence that dis­
locates itself, disp laces itself, refers itself, it prop erly has no site-eras ure belongs 
to its structure. And not only the erasur e which must alway s be able to overtake 
it (without which it would not be a trace but an indestructible and monumental 
substance), but also the erasure which constitutes it from the outset as a trace, 
which situate s it as the change of site, and makes it disappear in its appearan ce, 

01akes it emerge from itself in its production. The erasure of the ea rly trace (die 
'.ifriJhe Spur) of difference is therefore the "same" as its tracing in the text of 
metaphysics. This latter must have maintained the mark of what it has lost, 

1 reserved, put aside. The paradox of such a structure , in the language of meta­
phy sics, is an invers ion of metaphy sical concepts, which produces the follo~in g 
effect: the present becom es the sign of the sign, the trace of the trace. It 1s no 
longer what every reference refers to in the last analysis. It becomes a function 
in a structure of gene ralized reference . It is a trace, and a trace of the erasure 

~ the trace. . . . . 
Thereby th e text of metaphy sics 1s comprehended. Still leg1ble; and to be read. 

It is not surrounded but rather traver sed by its limit, marked in its interior by 
the multiple furrow of its margin. Propo sing all at once the monument and the 
mirage of the trace, the trace simult aneous ly traced ai:1d erased, simultaneously 
living and dead , and, as always, living in its simulation of life's preserved 
inscriptio n. A pyramid. Not a stone fence to be jumped over but itself stonelike, 
on a wall, to be deciphered o therwise, a text without voice. 

fr Thu s one can think without con tradiction, or at least without granting any 
f pertinence to such a contradiction, wha t is perceptible and imp erceptible in the 

trace. The "early trace" of difference is lost in an invisibility without return , and 

I yet its very loss is shelt ered , reta ined, see n, delayed. In a text. In the ~orm of, 
\Prese nce. In the form of the proper. Which itself is on ly an effect of wnhn ?. 
r Having sta ted the erasure of th e early trace, Heidegger can therefore, in a 

contradict ion without contradiction, consign, counters ign, the sea ling of the 
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trace. A bit further on: "However, the distinction between Being and be ings, a§} 

some thing forgotten , can invade our experienc e only if it ha s already unvei led 
itself with the prese ncing of what is present (mit de111 A11wese11 des Anwesenden); 
on ly if it has left a trace (eine Spur gepriigt hat) which remains preserved (gewahrl 
bleibt) in the language to which Being comes" (p. 51). 

Still furthe r on, while meditating on Anaximand er's to khreon, wh ich he tran s­
lates as Brauch (usage), Heidegg er writes this: "Enjoining orde r and reek (F11g 
1111d R11c/1 verfiigend), usage delivers to each present being (A11wesende) the while 
into which it is released. But accompanying this process is the constant danger 
that lingering will petrif y into mere persistence (in dns blosse Beharren verhiirtet).

1 
Thus usage essentially remains at the same time the distribution (Aushiindigung: 
dis-maintenance) of presencing (des Anwesens) into disorder (in den Un-fug). 
Usage conjo ins the dis (Der Brauch fiJgt das Un-)" (p. 54). .{ 

And it is at the moment when Heidegger recogni zes usage as trace that the 
question must be asked: can we, and to what extent, think this trace and the 
dis of differance as Wesen des Seins? Does not the dis of differance refer us beyond 
the history of Being, and also beyond our language, and everyth ing that can be 
named in it? ln the language of Being, does it not call for a necessarily violent 
transformation of this language by an enti rely other language? .,.J. 

Let us make this question more specific. And to force the "trace" ou t of it' 
(and has anyone thought that we have been tracking something down, some­
thing othe r than tracks themselve s to be tracked down?), let us read this passage: ./ 
"The tran slation of lo khreon as 'usage' has not resulted from a preoccupat ion 
with etymo logies and dictionary meanings. The choice of th e word stems from 
a prior cross ing over (Uber-setze11; trans- lation) of a thinkin g which tries to think 
the distinctio n in the esse nce of Being (im Wesen des Seins) in the fateful beginn ing 
of Being's oblivion. The word'usage' is dictated to thinking in the expe rience 
(Erfahnmg) of Being' s oblivion. What properly remains to be thoug ht in the word 
'usage' has presumabl y le ft a trace (Spur) in to khreon. This trace quickly vanishes 
(alsba/d verschwindet) in the de stiny of Being which unfolds in world history as 
Western metaphysics" (p. 54). _ 

How to conceive what is ou tside a text? Tha t which is more or less than a\\, 
text's own, proper margin ? For example, what is other than the text of Western , 
metap hysics? It is certain that the trace which "q uickly vanishes in the destiny 
of Being (and ) which unfold s ... as Western metaphysics" escapes every de­
termi nation, every name it might receive in the metap hysical text. It is she ltered, I 
and therefore dissimulated, in these nam es. It does not ap pear in them as the \ 
trace "itself ." But this is because it could never appea r itself, as such. Heidegge_!:J 
also says that difference canno t appea r as suc h: "Lichtun g des Untersc hiedes 
kann deshalb auch nicht bedeuten , dass der Unterschied als der Unterschied 
erscheint ." There is no essence of differa11ce; it (is) that which not only could 
never be appropr iated in then s such of its name or its appeari ng, but also that 
which threatens the auth ority of the as s11ch in genera l, of the presence of the 
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\ r-thing itself in its essence. That there is not a proper essence 26 of differa'.1~e at this 
point, implies that there is neither a Being nor truth of the play of wntmg such 

1 as it engages differance. . 
- For us, differa11ce remains a metaphy sical name, and all the names that 1t 
receives in our language are still, as names, metaphysi cal. And this is particularly 
the case when these names state the determination of differance as the difference 
between presence and the presen t (Anwese11/Anwese11d), and abo"e all, and is 
already the case when they state the determination of differance as the difference 
of Being and beings. 

,... "Older" than Being itself, such a differa11ce has no name in our language. But 
I JNe "already know " thatjf it~ unnameable, it i~not pr £':d§ionally so, not because 

our language has not yet found or receiveath is name, or because we ~o u~d have 
to seek it in another language, outside the finite system of ~!:2,. wn .• It is ra~her 

rbecause there is no name for it at aJl, not even the name of essence or of Being, 
~ot even that of "differance," which is not a name, which is not a pure nominal 
unity, and unceas ingly dislocates itself in a chain of differing and deferring 

\'._Substitutions. 
"There is no name for it": a proposition to be read in its platitude. This un­

nameable is not an ineffable Being which no name could approach: God, for . 
example. This unnameable is the play which makes possible nominal effects, 
the relatively unitary and atomic struc tures that are called names, the chains of 

26. Differnnce is not a "species" of the genus 011tologic~I differe11ce. If the "~if t of P,r~~e_nce 
is the property of Appropriating (Die Gabe vo11 A111uese11 1st Erge11t11111 des Ere1g11e11s) I Time 
and Being," in 011 Time a11d Bei11g, trans. Joan Stambaug h, New York: Harper and Row, 
1972; p. 22), dijfcranCLis not.a PCO!:e s of P-[Qp_ria~on_ in any sense whatever. It_ 1s nei.!_her 
posijion a _propriation) nor...negatiM (exeropnatio _o)~ Hence-rnee" ms­
but here, rather , we are marking the necess ity of a future itinerary-that /fiffef!ince would 
be no more a species of the genus Ereig,~is !han Beini;. Heide~~e r: " ... . the~ Bemg_ belon~s 
into Appropriating (Dan11 gelrlirt das Sem III das Ere1g11e11). Givmg and _its gift receive_ their 
determination from Appropriating. In that case, Bemg wou~d be a spec1_es of ~ppropnatton 
(Ereignis), and not the other way around. To take refu~e m such an mvers1on wo~ld be 
too cheap. Such thinking misses the matter_ at stake (S1e de11kt am Saclrverlr~lt vor~1). Ap­
propriation (Ereignis) is not the encoi:n_pas_smg genera l co_ncept und er which ~emg a_nd 
time could be subsumed. Logical class1ficat_1ons mean nothi~g here. For as we th1~k ~e•~g 
itself and follow what is its own (sei11em E1ge11e11 folgeu), Bemg proves to be de stiny~ ~•ft 
of presence (gewalrrte Gabe des Gesclrickes vo11 A11wese11lreil), the gift g~an_ted by_ the givmg 
(Reiclren) of time. The gift of presence is the prope_rty of Appropriating (Die Gabe von 
Anwesen isl Eige11t1m1 des Ereigne11s)." (C11 Time 1111d Be111g, pp . 21- 22.) . . 

Without a displaced reinscription of this chain (Being, presence, -propnation, etc.) the 
relation between gene ral or fundamental onto- logy an? whate_ver ont?logy masters or 
makes subo rdinat e under the rubric of a regional or particular science will never_be trans­
formed rigorously and irreversibly . Such regional s?ences include not on ly pohhcal econ­
omy, psychoanalysis, semio lingu istics-in all of which, and perhaps _ ~ore _than elsew~ere, 
the value of the proper plays an irreducible role-but equally aU spm!uahs t or n:iaten~hst 
metaphysics. The analyses articulated in this volume aim at s uch a pre_hmm_ary articu l_ation. 
It goes without saying that such a reinscription will never be _contain ed m theoretical or 
philosophical discourse , or general ly in any discourse or writing, but only on the scene 
of what I have called elsewhere the text in general (1972). 
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subst itut ions of name s in which, for example, the nominal effect differance is 
itself enmeshed, carried off, reinscribed , just as a false entry or a false exit is still 
part of the game, a function of the sys tem. 

What we know, or what we would know if it were simply a question here of'l 
some thing to know, is that there has never been , never will be, a unique word , 
a master-name. This is why the thought of the letter a in differa11ce is not tht?_i 
primary prescription or the prophetic annunciation of an imminent and as yet 
unheard-of nomination. There is nothing kerygmatic about this "word," pro­
vided that one .£_erceives its decapita(liza)tion. And that one puts into question 
the name of the name. - -

There will be no unique name, even if it were the name of Being. And we 
must think this without nostalgia, that is, outside of the myth of a purely matern aJ 
or paternal language, a lost native country of thought. On the contrary, we mus fl 
affirm this, in the sense in which Nietzsche puts affirmation into play, in a certain...J 
laughter and a certain step of the dance. 

"' From the van tage of this laughter and this dance, from the vantage of thi s 
affirma tion foreign to aJJ dialectics, the other side of nostaJgia, what I will caU 
Heideggerian hope, comes into question. I am not unaware how shocking thi;; 
word might seem,nere. Nevertheless I am venturing it, without excluding any 
of its implications\.:.!.}d I rel~it to~J_tat still seems to me to be the metaph ysical 
part of. "The..Aruoo.mand~ _fragment": the quest for the proper word and the 
unique name°'.'6peaking of the first word of Being (dns friihe Wort des Sei11s: to 
khreo11), Heid~ger writes: "The relation to what is present that rules in the 
essence of presendng itself is a un ique one (isl ei11e einzige), altoge ther incom­
parable to any other relation. It belongs to the uniquene ss of Being itself (Sie 
gehort z11r Einzigkeit des SeillS selbst). Therefo re, in order to name the essential 
nature of Being (das wese11de Seins), language wouJd have to find a single word, 
the uniqu e word (ein ei11ziges, das einzige Wort). From this we can gather how 
daring every thoughtfu l word (denkende Wort) addressed to Being is (das dem Sein 
z11gesproche11 wird). Nevertheless such daring is not impossib le, since Being 
speak s always and everywhere throughout language" (p. 52). 

Such is the question: the..alliance of speech and Being in the unique word, in ('J. 
tlw finally proper na me. And such is the question inscribed in the simulated 
affirmation of differance. It bears (on) each membe r of this sentence: "Being / 
spea ks / always and everywhere / throughout / language. " 

1 
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Ousia and Gramme: 
No te on a No te from 
Being and Tzme 

Originally pub lished in L:e11d11ra11ce de In pensee: Pour sn/11er Jenn Ben11frel (Pion, 1968). 
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Am bedrangendsten zeigt sich 
uns das Weitreichende des An­
we se ns dann, wenn wi r be­
de nke n dass auch und ge rade 
da s Abwese n durch ein bis­
we ilen in s Unheirnliche ge­
steige rte s Anwe se n bes timm t 
bleib t. 
Heidegger, Zeit 1111d Sein 

Its execution directed at the question of the meaning of Being, the "de struc­
tion" of classical ontology first had to shake the "v ulgar concept" of time. This 
is a condition for the analytic of Dasein, which is there throu gh the ope ning to 
the question of the meaning of Being, through the precornprehen sion of Being; 
temporality constitutes the "Being of a Being-th ere (Dasein) which comprehends 
Being," and it is the "o ntological meaning of care" as the structure of Dasein. 
This is why temporality alone can provide the hori zon for the question of Being . 
Thus the task assigned to Being and Time is to be under stood as both preliminary 
an d urgent. Not only is the formulation of temp orality to be delivered from the 
traditional concepts that govern both everyday language and the history of 
onto logy from Aristotle to Bergson, but also the possibility of this vulgar con­
ceptua lization is to be taken into account, and its "rightfu l due" 1 acknowledged. 

Traditional ontology, then, can be destroyed only by repeating and interr o­
gating its relation to the probl em of time. In what way has a certa in determination 
of time imp licitly governed the determinati on of the mean ing of Being in the 
history of philosophy? Heidegge r announces the que stion from the sixth section 
of Being and Time. He announces it only, and does so on the basis of what he 
still considers but a sign, a point of re feren ce, an "outward eviden ce" (p. 47). 
-Phis outwa rd evidence is " the treatment of the meaning of Being as paro11sia or 
011sia, which signifies, in ontol ogico-Temp ora l terms, 'prese nce' (Anwesenheit). 
Beings1 are grasped in the ir Being as 'pre sence' (Anwesenheit); this means that 
they are und erstood with regard to a de finite mode of time-t he 'Present' (Ge­
ienwart)"J (p. 47). 

I. TN. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarri e and Edward Robinson 
(New York: Harp er and Row, 1962), p. 39. All references are to this edition . All German 
interpola tions in the text are Derrida's. 

2. TN. Macquarrie and Robinson tran slate Seiend as "entity "; I cons istentl y modify it to 
"being" or "be ings." 

3. The same question, in the sa me form, inh abits the center of Kant and the Problem of 
Metaphysics. This shou ld cause no surpri se, since the latter work envelops Sein 1111d Zeit. 
A res ult of the lectur es given in l 92S-26, it was also to correspond, in its content , with 
the second, unpu blished part of Sein 1111d Zeit. Thus, in elabor ating the "a im of fundamen tal 
ontology," and the necessity for the analytic of Dasei11 and for the exposi tion of "ca re as 
lemporality ," Heid egger writes, for examp le: "What is the significance of the fact that 
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The privilege of the present (Gegemuarl) already marked the Poem of Parmen ­
ides. Legein and noei11' were to grasp a present under the heading of that which 
endures and persi sts, near and available, exposed to vision or given by hand , 
a present in the form of Vor/randenheit [presence -at-hand). This presence is pre ­
sented, is apprehended in legein or in noei11, by means of a process whose 
"Temporal structur e" is one of " pure 'maki ng-present,' " of pure maintainin g5 
(reinen "Gege11wiirtige11s"). "Those beings which show themselve s in this ( making ­
present] and for it, and which are understood as beings in the most authentic 
sense (das eigentliche Seiende), thus get interpreted with regard to the Presen t 
(Gegen-warl); that is, they are conceived as presence (011sia [A11wese11heit])" (p. 
48). 

This chain of interdependent concepts (ousia, parousia, A11wese11heit, Gegenwart, 
gege11wiirtige11, Vor/randerr/reit) is deposited at the entry to Being and Time: both 
posited and provi sionally abandoned. And even if the catego ry of Vor/Jandenheit, 
of beings in the form of substa ntial and available objects , in effect never ceases 
to be at work and to have the value of a theme, the othe r concepts remain 
hidd en unti l the end of the book . We must awa it the final pages of Being and 
Time (of its first, and only publis hed, part) for the chain to be displayed anew, 
and this time without ellipsis and as the very concatenation of the history of 
ontology. For at this point there is an explicit ana lysis of the genesis of the vulgar 

ancient metaphysics determines the ontils 011-the being which is in the highest degre e­
as niei 011? The Being of beings is obviously understo od here as permanence and persiste11ce 
(Bestiindigkeit). What project lies at the basis of this comprehens ion of Being? The project 
relative to time, for even eternity, taken as the mmc stn11s, for example, is llroro11glrly con­
ceivable as 'now' and 'pe rsistent' only on the basis of time. What is the sign ificance of the 
fact that a being in the proper sense of the term (dns eige11tliclr Seiend) is understood as 
011sin, paro11sin, i.e. basically as 'prese nce' (das 'A11wesen'), the immediate and always present 
possession, (gegenwiirtige11 Besitz), the 'having ' (Hnbe)? This project reveals that 'Being' is 
synonymous with permanence i11 presence. In this way, therefore , i.e. in the spontaneous 
comprehension of Being, temporal determination s are accumulated. ls not the immediate 
comprehension of Being devel oped entirely from a primordial but self-evident projection 
of Being relative to time? ... The esse nce (11\Nn) of time as it was fixed-and, as it turned 
out, decisively-for the subsequent hist ory of metaphysic s by Aristotle does not provide 
an answer to th is que stion . On the contrary, it would be easy to show that it is precisely 
Aristotle's conception of time that is inspired by a comprehension of Being which-without 
being aware of its action-interprets Being as permanent and as present (Gegemoorl), and 
conseq uently determines the 'Being' of time from the point of view of the now (Jetzt), i.e. 
from the character of time which in itself is always prese11t (anwese11d), and thu s properly 
is, in the ancient sense of the term ." Martin Heide gger, K,1111 and tire Problem of Metaphysics, 
trans . James S. Churchill (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, section 44, pp . 243--50 
[translation modified I). On the relationship between Amvese11 and Gege11wiirtige11, see also 
Bei11g a11d Time. . 

4. TN. The reference is to Parmenides' saying (Kim! to legei11 le 11oein eon emme11ar), which 
is usually tran slated "One should both say and think that Being is." Heidegger has com• 
mented upon and retranslat ed this saying in severa l contexts, including 8ei11g n11d Time 
(p. 48) and What Is Called Tlri11king? . . 

5. TN. In French "now" is 111ni11tena11I, which makes it easy to translate Gege11wiirtrgen 
as 111ainte11n11ce, which I have given here as "main taining." The main of mni11te11a11ce is also 
related to the /ra11d of Heidegger 's concep t of Vorlrnnden/reit-being present at hand . 
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concept of time, from Aristotle to Hege l. Now, althoug h the Hegelian concept 
of time is submitted to scru tiny, and severa l page s are devoted to it, Heidegger 
grants only a footnote to the pertinent traits that assign a Greek, and very 
precisely an Aristotelian, origin to thi s concept . The footnote invite s severa l 
readings. Here we do not aspire to unde rtake such readings, or eve n to sketch 
them out. Rather, we are simply underlining the fact that they are indicated, 
and then opening the texts that Heidegger signa ls, marking their page s. Our 
only ambition in commenting on this note is to attempt to extend it a bit, and 
to do so according to two moti fs. 

1. To read in it, such as it is announced in highly determined form,6 the 
Heideggerian question about presence as the ontot heological determina tion of 

6. The following pages may be read as timid prologomena to a problem of tran slation . 
But who better than Heide gge r has taug ht us lo think what is involved in such a problem? 
Here, the question would be the following: how to tran sfer into, or rather what transpires 
when we transfer into the single Latin word prest!nce the entire differentiated system of 
Greek and German word s, the entire system of translation in which Heide gge rian language 
(011sin, paro11sia, Gegenwnrtigkeit, A11wese11, Amvesenlreit, Vor/ra11deulreit, etc.) is produce d ? 
And all this taking into account that the two Greek words, and the word s associated with 
them , already have translations charged with history (essence, subs tance, etc.)? Above 
all, how to transfer into the single word presence, both too rich and too poor, the history 
of the Heideggerian text which associates or disjoin s the se concepts in subtle and regular 
fashion throug hout an itinerary that covers more than forty years? How to translate into 
French [English[ or translate French [English[ into the play of these displacements? To take 
only one example-but one which has a privileged status here-"T he Anaximander Frag­
ment'' (1946) rigorousl y dissociates concepts which all signify presence, and which , in the 
text of Being a11d Time that we have just cited, were aligned as synonyms, or in any case 
without pointing out any pertinent trait of differe nce. Let us cu t out a page from "The 
Anaximander Fragment." We will cite it in translation, inserting the German words which 
bear the burden of the difficulties even in places wh ere the tran slator might not be obliged 
to do so: 'The first point we gather from this poetic phrase is that ta eo11/a is distinguished 
from ta essomena and pro eon/a. Thus In eon/a desi gnates being in the sense of the presen t 
(das Seieude im Sit111e des Gegenwiirtigen). When we moderns speak of ' the present,' we either 
~ean ':".hat is 'now' (dns /elzige}-which we represent as somet hing within time (etwns 
~1111eru1t1ges), the 'now' serving as a phase in the stream of time-or we bring the 'p resent' 
~nt~ relation with the 'objective' (z11m Gege11stii11digen). As somet hing objective (das 01>­
Jectme), an object is related to a representing subject. However, if we employ 'p resen t' (das 
'gegenwiirtig') for the sake of a closer determination of eo11ta, the n we must under stand 
'the present' (das 'gege11wiirtig') from the essence (Wese11) of eonta and not vice versa. Yet 
~11/a is also what is past and what is to come. Both are ways of presencing (des A111vese11de11), 
1.e. the presencing of what is not presently present (des rmgeienwiirtig Anw1.'se11den). The 
Greeks also named more precisely what is presently present (dns gegemlX'lrtig Anwesende) 
ta pareo11/a, para meaning 'alongside' (be1), in the sense of coming alongside in uncon­
cealme nt (Um>erborgeuheit). The gegen in gege11wiirlig (prese ntly) does not mean something 
over against a_su~ject, but rather an open expanse of unconcealment (die offene Gegend der 
Um,erborgenhert), mto which and within which whatever comes along lingers (das 8eige­
ko111me11e tiem~1/1). A~cordingly, as a characteristic of eonta, 'pre sently ' (gegenwiirtig) means 
as much 'having ~mved to linger awhile in the expanse of unconcealment .' Spoken first, 
and thus emphasized, eontn which is expressly distinguished from proeo11tn and essome11n, 
nar,:ics for the Greeks what is present (das Anwese11de) insofar as it has arrived in the 
de~rgnated sense, t? linger within the expanse of unconcealment. Such a coming is proper 
amval, the presenong of what is properly prese nt. (Sole/re A11iekomme11he1I isl die eigentlic/re 
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the meaning of Being. ls not to tran sgress metaphysics, in the sense under stood 
by Heidegg er, to unfold a que stion which turns back on this strang e limit, on 
this strange epoche of Being hidin g itself in the very movement of its presentntion? 
Hiding itself in its prese nce and in consciousness (that modification of presence), 
in repre sentat ion or in self presenc e? From Parmenides to Husserl, the privilege 
of the present has never been put into question. It could not have been. It is 
what is self-evident itself, and no thought seems possible outside its element. 
Nonpresence is always tho ugh t in the form of prese nce (it would suffice to say 
simply in the form),1 or as a moda lization of pre sence. The past and the future 
are always determined as past pre sent s or as futur e presents. 

2. To indicate, from afar an d in a still qui te und ecided way, a direction not 
opened by Heidegg er' s med itation: the hidden passageway that makes the prob­
lem of presence communica te with the prob lem of the written trace.8 By mean s 
of this simultaneous ly concea led and necessary passageway, the two problem s 
give onto, open onto each other. This is wha t ap pears, and yet is elided, in the 
texts of Aristotle and of Hegel. Although he urges us to reread these texts , 
Heidegge r detaches from his thematic certain concepts which seem to requ ire 
greater emphasis that they have been given thus far. The reference to the gramme 
(gramme) leads us back both to a center and a margin of Aristotle's text on time 
(Physics IV).9 A strange reference and a strange situation. Are they already 

A11k1111fl, isl das A11wese11 des eigentlich Anwese11de11.) What is past and what is to come also 
become present (A111uese11des) namely as outside the expanse of unconcea lmen t. What 
present s itself as non-presen t is what is absent. (Das 1111gegenwiirtig Amuesende isl das Ab­
wesende.) As such it remain s essen tially related to what is presently prese~t (dasgegenwiirtig 
Amuesende), inasmuch as it either comes forwa rd into the expan se of unconcealment or 
withdraws from it. Even what is absen t is somethin g present (Auclz das Abwesende isl 
A11wcse11des), for as absent from the expan se, it present s (anwesend) itself in unconcea.lment. 
What is past and what is to come are also eon/a. Conseq uently eon means becoming present 
in unconcealment (Amuesend in die Unverborgenheil). 

"The conclusion of this commenta .ry on eon/a is that also in Greek experie nce what 
comes to presence (das Amuesende) remains ambiguous, and indeed necessarily so. On the 
one hand , ta eonta means what is pre sently present (das gegenwiirtig Amvesende); on the 
other , it also means all that becomes present (alles Anwesende), whether at the present time 
or not (das gegenwiirtig 1111d das ungegenwiirtig Wesende)." From Early Greek Thinking, trans. 
David Farrell KreU and Fran k Capuzzi (New York: Harper and Row, 1975), pp. 34-35 . 

7. See "Form and Meaning," below . 
8. See "The Ends of Man," below. 
9. TN. I have followed Derrida's practice of transliterati ng all Greek terms throughout 

this essay. It sho uld be noted, however, that there is a difference between the Greek 
gramme and the French gramme. Thu s, for example, the title of this essay is "011sia and 
Gramme," roughly "presence and line," while the last two subtitle s are "Gramme and 
Nu mber" and "The Closure of the Gramme and the Trace of Differance." Derrida uses 
"gramme," which of course "de rives" from gramme (line, trace}, and remind s us of gra,'.mia 
(letter), as a neologism related to the concept of differance, as is eviden t in the last sub title, 
which makes this relationship specific. Like differance it is best left untranslated. Thus, 
whenever Derrida ha s spoken of ligne I have tran slated it as "line ," wh_ile grammi! is given 
as gramme, that is, as a trans literated term from Aristotle , as in Derrida 's text. What m 
French appears as "gra mme" he re is given as gramme in order to indicate its neologisti c 
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included, implied , dominat ed by the concepts that Heidegger has fixed as the 
decisive ones in Aristotle's text? We are not certain , and our reading will follow 
this incertitude. 

The Note 

It is only a footnote, but it is by far the longest in Being and Time, pregnant with 
developments that are annou nced and held back, necessa ry but deferred. We 
will see that it already promises the second volume of Being nnd Time, bu t that 
it does so, we might say, by reserving the second volume, both as something 
still to be unfolded and as the defini tive enve loping of the first. 

The Note belongs to the next to last section of the last chapt er ("Temporality \ • 
and Within -Time-ness as the Source of the Ordinary Conception ofT ime"). Time 
is usually considered as that in which beings are p roduced. Within -time -ness, 
intratempo rality, is taken to be the homoge nous medium in which the movement 
of daily existence is reckoned and organ ized. This homogeneity of the temporal 
medium becomes the effect of a " leve ling off of primordial time" (Nivellierung 
der urspriinglichen Zeit), and constitutes a world time more objective than the 
object and more subjective than the subject. In affirmi ng that history- that is, 
spirit , which alone has a history-f alls into time ( . .. fiillt die Entwick/ung der 
Gesclzichte in die Zeit), 10 is not Hege l thinking in term s of the vulgar concept of 
time? Heid egge r claims to be in agreement with Hegel on this pro position in its 
"results" (im Resultnt), and to the extent that it concerns the temporality of Dasein 
and the co-belonging that links Dasein to world time (p . 457).11 But Heidegger 
agrees only with the prop osition in its resul ts, and Hegel him self has taught us 
that results are nothing without their becoming, outside the locus which ass igns 
to them an itinerary or a method. Now, Heidegge r wants to show in what way 
his project of fundamental onto logy displnces the meaning of this result, thu s 
making the Hegelian propo sition appear as the " mos t radical" formulation of 
the vulga r concept of time . He is concern ed not with "criticizing" Hegel but 
with sharpening the difference between fundamen tal ontology and classical or 

use related to differance. See also the interview "Se miology and Gramma tology" for a 
discussion of gramme as differance. Gramme is from Aristotle's Physics, a work cited exten­
sively here . I have used the translation by R. P. Hardie and G. K. Gaye (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1930); a.II following references are to this edition. 

10. Hegel , Die Ver111111ft ilr der Gesclridzte, Einleitrmg in die Pltilosoplrie der Weltgeschichte, in 
Siimtliche Werke, ed. G. Lasson (Leipz.ig: F. Meiner , 1923), vol. 8, p. 133. 

I 1. We will have occasion to ask whether or not this agree ment about the " results ," 
which keeps to a descriptio n of "falle n temporali ty," engages Heidegge r in somethjng 
beyond the limits that he seeks to mark here . Despite the reinterp retation to which he 
submit s the Ver/alien (for example at the end of section 82), it will be asked whether the 
single distinction - whatever its rest ructuration and originality - between proper and im­
proper temporality , authentic, orginary and nono riginary, etc., is not itself a tributary of 
Hegelian ism, of the idea of a "fall" into time . And, consequently, a tributary of the "vulgar" 
concept of time. 
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vulgar ontology, and with doing so by restoring the radicality of a formulat ion 
"which ha s received too little attention" and by showing this formu lation to be 
at work and at the center of the most profound , the most critical, and the most 
encompassing thought of metaphy sics. 

This section contains two subsections, and its several pages are articu lated 
around the following proposition s. 

1. Hegel 's interpretation of the relation between time and spirit operates ~n 
the basis of a concept of time elaborated in the second part of the £11cycloped1a, 
that is, in a plrilosoplry of 11at11re. This concept belongs to an ontology of nature, 
and has the sa me milieu and characte ristics as the Aristotel ian concept of time 
such as it is constructed in Plrysics IV , in the course of a reflection on place and 
movement. 

2. The " leve ling" of which Heidegger speaks is due here to the exorb itant 
privilege of the form of the "now" and the "po int." As Hegel himsel f says: "The 
now has a tremendou s right (ei11 1111gelre11res Rec/rt); it is nothing as the individual 
Now, for as I pronounce it, this proudly exclusive Now dissolves, flows away 
and falls into dust."12 

3. The entire system of concepts organized arou nd Hegel's fundamental as­
sertion--accordi .ng to which time is the existence (Dasei11) of the concept, absolute 
spirit in its automanife station, in its absolute disquietude as the negation of 
negation-depe nds upon a vulgar determination of time , and therefore upon 
a de terminat ion of Dnsein itself conceived on the basis of the now of leveling, 
that is, Dasei11 in the form of Vorlrn11de11heit, of presence 111ni11tni11ed in availability. 

The Note cuts thi s sequence in two. It intervenes at the end of the subsection 
devoted to the Hegelian exposition of the concept of time in the philosophy of 
nature and before the subsection of "Hegel's Interpre tation of the Connection 
betwee n Time and Spirit." Let us follow its tran slation: 

The priority which Hegel ha s given to the 'now' whi ch has been levelled 
off, makes it plain that in defining the concept of time he is unde r the 
sway of the manner in which time is ordi11nrily under stood; and this 
mean s that he is likewise under the sway of the trnditio11nl conception of 
it. It can even be show n that his concep tion of time ha s been drawn di­
rectly from the ' physics' of Aristotle. 

In the Jenn Logic (Cf. G. Lasso n' s 1923 edit ion), which was projected at 
the time of Hege l's habilitation , the analys is of time which we find in his 
£11cyclopedia has already been deve loped in all its essential part s. Even the 
rough est examination reveals that the section on time (pp. 202 ff. ) is a 
pnrap/1rase of Aristotle's essay on time. In the Jena Logic Hege l has already 
developed his view of time within the framework of his ph iloso phy of 

12. Hegel's Pl1ilosopl1y of Nature (E11cyclopedia Pnrt Two), trans. A. V: Mil!~r (Oxford : ~lar­
endon Press, 1970), sec . 258, p. 36. All following references are to this edition, abbreviated 
as "Enc." 
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Nature (p. 186), the first part of which is entitled 'Sys tem of the Sun' (p. 
195). Hegel discu sses the concept of time in conjun ction with definin g • 
the concepts of aether and motion . Here too his analysis of space comes 
later (nnclrgeordnet). Though the d ialectic already emerges, it does not 
have as yet the rigid schematic form which it will have afterwa rd , but 
st ill make s it poss ible to unde rstand the phenomena in a fairly relaxed 
manner . On the way from Kant to Hegel 's develop ed system, the impact 
of the Aristo telian onto logy and logic has again been decisive. The Fact of 
this impact has long been we ll known. But the kind of effect it has had , 
the path it has taken, even its limitations , have hitherto been as obscure 
as the Fact itself ha s been familiar. A concrete plrilosoplrica/ Interpretation 
compar ing Hegel's Jena Logic with the 'p hysics' and 'metaphysics' of Aris­
totle will bring new light . For the above cons idera tions, some roug h sug­
gestions will suffice. 

Aristotle sees the essence or time in the 111111, Hegel in the 'now' (jetzt). 
Aristo tle takes the 111111 as oros; Hegel takes the 'now' as 'boundary' 
(Gre11ze). Aristotle unde rstands the 111111 as stigme; Hege l inter prets the 
'now' as a point . Aristotle des cribes the mm as tode ti; Hegel calls the 
'now' the 'absolute thi s' (das 'absolute Dieses'). Aristotle follows trad ition 
in connecting klrro11os wi th spltaira; Hegel stresses the 'circular course ' 
(Kreis/nu!) of time. To be sure, Hege l escapes the centra l tendency or the 
Aristote lian analysi s- the tendency to expose a foundat ional connection 
(akolouthein) between the 111111, the oros, the stigme and the lode ti . 

In its result, Bergson's view is in accord with Hegel 's thesis tha t space 
'is' time, in spite of the very d ifferent reaso ns they have give n . Bergson 
me.rely says the re-.:erse: that time (temps [in French in the text in order to 
oppo se temps, time , to d11ree, duration)) is space. Bergso n's view or time 
too ha s obviously arisen from an Interpretati on of the Aristotelian essay 
on time. That a treatise of Bergson with the title Quid Aristoteles de loco 
senserit should have appea red at the same time as his Essai sur /es do1111ees 
immedintes de In co11scie11ce, wher e the problem of temps and d11ree is ex­
pounded, is not just a superficial literary connection. Having regard to 
Aristo tle's definit ion of time as the nritlrmos ki11eseos, Bergso n prefaces his 
analysis of time with an ana lysis of number. Time as space (Cf. Essni, p. 
69) is qun11titative Succession. By a counter-orientat ion (Gege11orie11tier1111g) 
to this conception or time , duration gets described as a qualitative Succes­
sion. This is no t the place for coming to terms critically (A11sei11n11derset­
z1111g) with Bergson' s conception of time or with other Presen t-day views 
of it. So far as an ything esse ntial has been achieved in toda y's analyses 
which will take us beyond Aristotle and Kant , it pertain s more to the 
way time is grasped and to our 'consciou sness of time'. We shall come 
back to this in th e first and third divisions of Part Two. [The preceding 
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sente nce has been deleted in the later editions of Being and Time, giving 
the Note its full cha rge of mean ing.] 
' In sugges ting a direct connect ion between Hegel's conception of time 

and Aristotle's analys is, we are not accusing Hegel of any 'de pendence' 
on Aristo tle, but are calling attention to the ontological import which this 
filiation has in principle for the Hegelian logic (p. 500, n . xxx). 

An enormou s task is proposed here. The texts pointed ou t are doubtless 
amo ng the most difficult and most decisive of the history of philosophy. And 
yet, is not what Heidegger de signates beneath these point s of reference that 
which is most simple ? Not only self-evident, but the very milieu, the eleme nt 
of self-evidence outside of which it seems that thought itself mus t suffocate? 
Has n<>t~e entire history of hilosoE!!y__~een_~ horized by the "extraor dinar y 
righ t" of the e resen t? Have not meaning, reason, and "good" sense been pro ­
a uc ed within th is right? And also tha t which joins ordinar y discourse to spec­
ulative discourse, Hegel's in particular? How cou ld one think Being and time 
otherwise than on the basis of the pre sent, in the form of the pre se nt, to wit a 
certa in now in general from which no experience, by definition , can eve r depart? 
T~ ht and the thought of experie nce h el1er dealt with 
anyth ing but prese nce. Thus, for Heidegger it 1s not a question of pro pos~g 
that weJhmK]ul11!rwtse,irth is-means...to thffik om-e- other thing. RatherL it is 
thinking that whichcouid not have b~ n,n onh:ough f:1iJlj'qw1se.~ ~is- pro ­
ducea fn fhe tnoug ht oC t~e impossibility of the oth erwise, in this not otherwise, 
a certain d~ ettain @fuolihe cer tairr de ~ -!.,.fia is n-ot the 
~ o~ other cen ter wo uld be an other now; on the 
contrary, ih"'isdisplacement wo uld not envisage an absence, that is an other pres­
ence: it would replace nothing. Therefore we must- and in saying this we are 
already in sigh t of our problem, alread y have some footing on it- think our 
relation to (the entire past of) the history of philosoph y otherwise than in the 
style of dialectical negativity, which - as a tributary of the vulgar concept of 
time-~sent...as....!h ~ ga tion of the .I_eS!;n!_ J;!AS.l:J:.etained­
uplif ted in the A11fhebu11g, whe re it yields its truth. It is pre cisely a question of 
omet ing entfrely othe r: ff7s ffie tie betw-een truth and presen ce that;nust be 

thoug ht, in a thought that hencefor th may no longer need to be either trne or 
p,esent, and for which the meamng ana valoe of tturn a re- put into question in 
a way impossible foranyi n"f'rapnirosoph ical moment , especia lly for skeptici sm 
and every thin g that is sys tematic w ith it. The dialectical nega tivity which has 
granted so man y profoun d° renewal s to Hegelian speculation thu s would remain 
within the metap hysics of pre sence, of maintenance, the metaph ysics of the vulgar 
concept of time . It wou ld on ly reassemble the enun ciation of this metaph ysics 
in its truth. Moreover, did Hegel ever wish to do anything else? Does he not 
often declare that he is rend ering to dialect ics the truth that is still hidden, 
although revealed, in Plato and in Kant? 
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There is no chance that within th e thematic of metap hysics anyt hing might 
have budged, as concern s the concept of time, from Aristotle to Hegel. The 
foundin g concept s of substa nce and cause, along with their entire sys tem of 
connected concepts, suffice by them selves-- what eve r their differentiation and 
their internal problematic s-- to ensure (us of) the transmission and uninter­
rupted continuity -howe ver highly differ entiated -of all the moments of Meta­
physics, Physics, and Logic, passing throug h Ethics. If one does n~t a~ owledge 
this powerful, systema tic truth, one no longer know s wha t one 1s talkmg about 
in allege dly interruptin g, transgressing , exceedin g, etc., " metap hys ics," " phi­
loso phy," etc. And, without a rigorous critical and decons tructive a~ now~edg­
ment of the sys tem, the very ne cessary attention to differences, disruptions, 
mutatio ns, leaps, res tructurati ons, etc., becomes ensnarle d in slogans, in dog­
matic stupi dity, in empiricist precipitation-or all of these at once; and in any 
event lets the very d iscour se it believes it is putting into question be dictated 
to itself a tergo. It is true that the pleasure one might have in doing so (in 
repetition ) ultimat ely cannot be called to appear before the tribuna l of any law. 
It is precisely the limit of such a tribunal - philosop hy-th a t is in ques tion here. 

The Exoteric 

First let us rees tablish contact. The contact of the concept of vulgarity or or­
dinariness in the express ion the "ordinary concept of time" with the sta ted point 
of departure of the Aris totelia n interpr etation. Precisely with the point of its 
exotericness. 

In Physics IV Aristotle begins by proposin g a con undrum , an aporia. He does 
so in the form of an e,c:oteric argumen t (dia ton exoterikon logon). First it is asked 
if time belongs to beings or nonbeings; and then what its nature, its physis might 
be. Proton de kalos ekhei diaporesai peri autou [khro11011) kai dia ton exoterikon logon, 
poteron ton onton estin e ton me onton, eita tis he physis au/011. · 

The apore tic is an exote ric. It is opened and closed on this dead end : time is 
that which " is not," or which "is barely, and scarcely" (l1016s 011k estin e mo/is kai 
nmudros). Now how is it to be thoug ht that time is what is not? By giving in to 
the obvious, that time is, that time has as its esse nce, the mm, which is most 
often translated as instant, but which functions in Greek like ou r word "now" 
(maintennnt). The nun is the form from which time cannot eve r depart, the form 
in which it cannot not be given; and ye t the m111, in a certain sense, is not. If 
one think s time on the basis of the now, one mu st conclud e tha t it is not. The 
now is given simultan eo usly as that which is no longer and as that whic h is not 
yet. It is what it is not , and is not wha t it is. To men gar a11to1.1 gegone kai 011k esti, 
to de me/lei kai 011po estin. "In one sense it has been and is no longer, and in 
ano the r sense, it will be and is not ye t" (217b). Thereb y time is composed of 
nonbeings. Now, that which bears within it a certain 110-thi11g, that which ac-
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commo dates nonbeingness, cannot participate in presence, in substance, in be­
i11gness itse lf (011sia). 

This first phase of the aporia involves thinkin g time in its divisibility. Time is 
divisible into parts , and yet none of its parts, no now, is i11 the present. Let us 
pause her e before conside ring the other phase of the aporia on the beingness or 
nonbeingness of time. There Aristotle will maintain the inverse hypothesis: the 
now is not a part, time is not compose d of 111111. 

What we will retain from the first hypothe sis, is that time is defined accordin g 
to its relation to an eleme ntary part, the now, which itself is affected - as if it 
were not alread y temporal-by a time which negates it in determining it as a 
pas t now or a futu re now. The 111111, the element of time in this sense is not in 
itself temporal. It is tempo~nly in becoming tempor;I , that is, in ceafil!:!g to 
b:: in_ p~s~ing._2~to no-thingness in !he form o~being-past or bein&-future. 
Even 1f ti 1s enVJsaged as (past or future) nonbeing, the now is determined as 
the intemp oraJ kern el of time, the nonmodifiable nucleus of temporal modifi­
cation, the inalterab le form of temporalization. Time is what overtakes this 
~ucleus , in affecting it with no-thing. But in order to be, in order to be a being, 
1t must not be affected by time, it must not become (past or future). To participate 
in beingness, in 011sia, therefore is to participate in being-present, in the presence 
of the prese nt, or, if you will, in presen tness. Bein s are w is. Ousia therefore 

-l.s thou ht on the basis of esti. The privilege of the third person pres e 
indicative here yields all its his torial sigm nee. eings, t e present,l h~w, 
subtance, essence, are aU 1 m their meaningto the form of the present 
participle. And it could be show n that the passage to the noun form sup poses 
the recour se to the third person. And later it will be likewise for the form of 
presence that conscio11s11ess itself is. 

The Paraphrase: Point, Line, Plane 

At least twice, Heid egge r rem inds us, Hege l paraphrased Physics IV by ana­
lyzing time in a "phil osop hy of natur e." In effect, the first phase of the exoteric 
is reproduced in the "Philosop hy of Nature" in the Jena Logic. The first part of 
this "P hilosop hy of Nature," devoted to the "sys tem of the su n," defines time 
within an elaboration of the "concept of movement." Although Aristotle is never 
cited-this kind of fundamental self-evidence is beyond reference--0ne finds 
in this passage formul ations wh ich co111111e11t upon the first phase of the exoteric . 
Thus, for example: 

The limit (Gre11ze), or the moment of the present (Gege11wanJ, the abso lute 
this of time (das absolute Dieses der Zeit) or the now (das Jetzt) is the abso-

_13. Heidegger underline s, from another point of view, the historical dominance of the 
third person of the present indicative of the verb to be in the /11trod11ctio11 to Metaphysics 
[trans . Ralph Manheim (New Haven : Yale University Press, 1959), p. 92]. On this problem, 
see "The Supplement of Cop ula," below. 
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lute ly negatively simp le; as entire ly excludin g from itself all multiplicity, 
and thereb y absolutely determined ... as an act of negation (als 
Negieren), it is also absolutely rela ted to its contra ry, and its activity, its 
simple act of negati ng, is rela ted to its contrary: the now is immed iately 
the contrary of itself, the act of negating itself ... The now has its 
nonbeing (Nichtsei11) in itself and becomes immediate ly something ot her 
than itself, but this other, the future, into which the present develops 
(transport s, transforms itself], is immed iately the other-than-itself, for it is 
now presen t (dem, sie ist jetzt Gegemvart) . .. This essence which is its 
own (Dieses sei11 Wese11) is its non-being (Nichtsei11). 14 

But the dialectical repetition of the Aristote lian aporia is perhaps articulated 
both more rigorously and more rigidly in the E11cyclopedia ("Philosophy of Na­
ture," section 257). Further, thi s is at the beginning of the "Mechanics," in the 
first part, in which space and time are considered as fundamental catego ries of 
nature , that is, as categories of the Idea as exteriority, the Idea as juxtaposition 
or separation, Being-outside-itse lf (A11sserei11a11der, A11ssersichsei11). Space and time 
are the fundamental categories of this exteriority as immedia te, that is, as abstract 
and undetermined (das ganz abstrakte Aussereinander). 

Nature is the Idea outside itse lf. Space is this Being-outside-itself, is this nature 
to the extent that nature itself is itself outside itself, that is, to the extent that 
it is not yet related to itself, to the extent that it is not ye t for-itself. Space is the 
abstract univer sality of this Being-outside-itself. Nature, as "absolu te space" 
(this is the expression found in the Jena Logic; it does not reappear in the E11-
cyclopedia, doubtle ss for essential reasons), not in relation to itself, knows no 
mediat ion, no difference, no determination, no discontinuity. It corresponds to 
what the Jena Logic called ether: the element of idea l tran spare ncy, of absolute 
indifferentiation, of undet ermi ned continu ity, of absolu te juxtaposition, that is, 
the element without interior relations. In it, nothing is yet related to anything. 
Such is the origin of natur e. 

It is on ly on the basis of this origin that the following question could be asked: 
how do space, how do nature, in their undifferentiated immediacy, receive 
difference, det ermination, quality? Differentiation, determination, qualification 
can only ove rtake pure space as the negation of this original purity and of this 
initial state of abstract indiff erentiation whi ch is prope rly the spatia lity of space. 
Pure spatiality is determined by negatin g properly the indetermination that 
constitutes it, that is, by itself negati ng itself . By itself negating itself : this negation 
has to be a determined negation, a negation of space by space. The first spatia l 
negation of space is the POINT. "The difference (U11terschied) of space is, how ever, 
essentia lly a determinate, qualitative difference. As such it is first the 11egatio11 
of space itself, because this is immed iate , differenceless (1111terschiedlose) self-exter­
nality : the point " (Enc., sec. 256, p. 31). The point is the space that does not 

14. G. W. F. Hege l, GeSll111111e//e Werke, vol. 7, Jenner Systc111e11tw11rfe 11, ed . Rolf-Peter 
Horstmann and Johann Heinri ch Trede (Hamburg : Meincr Verlag, 1971), pp . 194-95. 
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take up space, the place that do es not take place; it suppresses and replace s the 
place, it takes the place of the space that it negates and conserves. It spatially 
negates space. It is the first determination of space. As the first determination 
and first negation of space, the point spat ializes or spaces itself. It negates itself 
by itself in its relat ion to itself, that is, to another point. The negation of negation, 
the spatial negation of the point is the um. The point negates and reta ins itself, 
extends and susta ins itself, lifts itself (by Aufheb1111g) into the line, which thus 
constitutes the truth of the point. But secondaril y this negatio n is a negation of 
space, that is, itself is spatia l; to the extent that essentiall y it is this relationship, 
that is, to the extent that it retain s itself by suppressing itself (11/s sich aufhebend), 
the point is the line, the first Being-other, that is, the Being-spatial of the point 
(ibid .). 

According to the same process, by Aufhebung and negation of negation, the 
truth of the Line is the PLANE: ' ,:[he truth ofJ.he other-Being is, however, negation 
of negatioJi .....Ihe_Jine conse guentl y passes overinto theplane, -which~ on the 
oneJtand, is a determinateness opposed to line and point, and so surface, simply 
as s4ch_, but, on the other hand, is the sub lated negation of space (die aufgehobene 
Negation des Raumes). It is thu s the restoratio~ll!.Wiederherstellung) of the spatial 
totality which now conta ins the negative mpme nt ~ }thin itself .. ," (ibid.). 

Space, therefo re, has become concrete in having retained the negative wjJhin 
itself. It ha s become space in losing itself , in determining itself, in negating its 
original purity, the absolute indiffer entiation and exteriority that constituted 
itself in its spatiality. Spatialization, the accomplishment of the essence of spa­
tiality, is a despatialization an d vice versa. And vice versa: this movement of the 
production of the su rface as the concrete totality of space is circular and re­
versible. Inversely, then, one could demonstrate that the line is not composed 
of points, since it is made of negated points, of points outside-themselves; and 
that for the same reason the surface is not composed of lines. Henc~for th the 
concrete totality of s ace will be considered as at the beginning , with the surface 
as its 1rs negative determination e me its secoruf,tlre-po int ~ts i~s t:-T!!_e in­
differen abstraction is indiffer~the.founding principle and the end of the 
circle. Etc. -- · ' 

-Despit ;7t s interest, we must leave aside the discussion of Kantian concepts 
which is interlaced with this demonstration in a series of Remarks. We must come 
to the question of time. 

Is it still to be asked? Is it still to be asked how time appears on the bas is of 
this genesis of space? In a certai n way it is always too late to ask the ques~on 
of time . The latter has already appea red . The Being-no-longer and the Bemg­
stiU which related the line to the point , and the plane to the line-thi s negativity 
in the structu re of the Aufhebung already was time. At each stage of the negation , 
each time that the Aufhebung produced the truth of the previou s determ ination , 
time was requisite. The negation at work in space or as space , the spatia l negation 
of space, time is the truth of space. To the exte nt that it is, that is, to the extent 
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that it becomes and is produced, that it manifest s itself in its essence, that it 
spaces itself, in itself relating to itself, that is, in negating i_tseJf, spa_ce is ti'.'"e. !t 
temporalizes itself, it relates itself to itself and mediates itself as hme . T1rne 1s 

)E.acing. It is the relati?n of_sp~ce to itself,_ its for-itself. _"Negati:,rity, as point'. 
relates itself to space, m which 1t develops its determmahons as line and plane, 
but in the sphere of self-externality, negativ ity is equally for itself, and so are its 
determinations; [i.e. in the being-for itself of negativity] ... Negat ivity, thus 
posited for itself, is Time" (Enc., sec. 257, p. 34). Time re/eve _[" reli_fts"] 15 space. 

In recalling this developmen t, He idegger underlines that m this way space 
is onl y thought as time (p. 482). Space is time to the exten t that space is determined 
on the bas is of the (first or last) negativity of the point. "According to Hegel , 
this neg1:non of the negation as punctuality ~ time" (p. 482). Ti~e, _therefore, 
is thought on the basis of, or looking toward, the point, and the point 1s thought 
on the basis of, or looking toward, time . Point and time are thought in this 
circularity which relate s them one to the o ther. And the very concept of speculative 
negativity (the Aufhebung) is possible onJy by means of this infinite corre lation 
or reflection. The stigme, punctuality, therefore is the conce pt which, in He gel as 
in Aristotle, determines nowness (nun, jetzt). Therefore it is not surpr ising that 
the first aporetic pha se of Physics JV informs or preforms the first figure of time 
in Hege l's Philosophy of Nature. By the same token this aporia prefigures the 
relations between spirit and time, since nature is the Being-outside -itself of spirit, 
and time the first relation of nature to itself, the first emergence of its for-itself, 
spirit relating itself to itself only by negating itself and felling ou tside itself. 

Here the Aristotelian apo ria is unde rstoo d , thought, and assimilated into that 
which is properl y dialectical. It su ffices-and it is necessary - to take th ings in 
the other sense and from the other side in order to conclude that the Hegelian 
diale ctic is but the \epetition , the paraphrastic reedition of an exot~~c apo_ria, 
the brilliant formulation of 'li vulgar paradox. 16 To be persuaded of this 1t suffice s 

15. TN. In note 23 of " La Differance," above, I explained Derrida 's tran slation of A11fhc­
b1111g as re/eve. Here De rrida is using the verb form-" le temps re/eve l' espace"- again_ in 
orde r to make a11f11ebl rewrite itself. Note that Derrida's playful tran slation of auf11ebl (third 
person singular of A11f/1ebe11) kee ps the hebt (/eve, lifts), but chan ges th e n11f- (up) to a re-. 
As in note 23 to "La Differance " the stress is on the effect of substituti on and differen ce, 
of repetition, tha t is inscribed i~ a11fhebt . Furth er, the n11f-is related to 11egalio11-and -pr es­
erva tion in a higher sphere; the re- que stions the metap hysics of nega tion, the theology 
implicit in dialectical nega tion as a raising 11p. . . 

16. Hegel conceived his relation to the Aristotelian exotenc or to the Eleahc parad oxes 
in an entirely other category than tha t of the " paraphra se" of whic~ Heidegger spea ~s. 
Or at least he conceives the possibility of the " para phra se" on the bas!S of concept s w hich 
involve the very essence of logos. His " repetition" of the thought of _time does not f~U 
into the particular and rhetorical category of the paraphrase. (What 1s to paraphrase 1~ 
philosoph y?) The past, for Hege l, was both an ingenious anticipati on of speculativ e di­
alectics and the teleological necess ity of an "already-not-yet' ' that he will develop in the 
Logic, where one may read , for example , among pages that should be cited in exlenso: 
" lnfin.itely more ingenious a nd profound than the Kantian antin omy with which we have 
just concerned ourselves are the dialectical exam ples of the ancient Eleatic school, es pecially 
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to consider the passage from Aristotle already cited (218a) along with this def­
inition of time in section 258 of the Encyclopedia: "Time, as the negative unity 
of self-externality, is similarly an out-and-out abstract, ideal being . It is that being 
which, inasmuch as it is, is not, and inasmuch as it is not, is: it is Becoming 
directly intuited (das angesc haute Werde11); this means that differences, which 
admitted ly are purely momentary, i.e. directly self-sublating (unmittelbar sic/1 
a11fhebenden Unterschiede), are determined as external, i.e . as external to them­
selves" (p. 34). 

This definition has at least three direct consequences in Hegel's text considered 
as a paraphrase of Aristotle. 

1. The Kantian concept of time is reproduced in it, or rather is deduced from 
it. The necessity of such a deduction would show, then, that the Kantian rev­
olution did not displace wha t Aristotle had set down but, on the contrary, settled 
down there itself, changing its locale and then refurbishing it . Further on we 
will come to suggest this from another point of view. In effect, "intuited becom ­
ing" in itself, without empirical sensory content, is the purely sensory, the formal 
sensory free from all sensuous matter, without whose discovery no Copernican 
revolution would have taken place. What Kant discovered is the "non-sensuous 
sensuous" that here reproduces the "paraphrase" of Aristotle: "Time, like space, 
is a pure form of sense or of intuition, the non -sensuous sensuous (das u11si11nlic/1e 
Sir111liche)" (Enc., sec. 258, Remark , p. 34). In alluding to this "nonsensuously 
sensuous ," 17 Heidegger does not relate the Hegelian concept to its Kantian equiv­
alent; it is well known that he considered Hegel to have covered over and erased 
Kant's audaciousness in many respects. Are we not justified here, Heidegger 
notwithstanding, in placing Kant in the direct line which , according to Heidegger, 
leads from Aristotle to Hegel? 

2. According to an elaboration which resembles that found in Kant and the 
Problem of Metaphysics (and consequentl y, Being and Time), Hegel concludes from 
his definition: 

a) "Time is the same principle as the I = I of pure self-con sciousness" (ibid .). 
We would have to relate- although we cannot do so here-the entire Remark 

\ 

of section 258 of the Encyclopedia, which demon strates this last proposition , to 
section 34 of Heidegger's Kant, particularl y to the ~~ction on "Ti~e as Pure Self- l. 

Affection and the Temporal Charact er of the Self. ~-€-ft ~ 6d '1 

the He l"an gesture when he write s, for exam~,5 .ime-and...the..:lJ.hink' ()re • - ~ ... 
with respect to movement .. . The soluti ons given br A~istotle to these dialecti~al for- Jc,j 
mation s merit the high es t prai se; they are contained m has trul y speculative notions of 
time, space and movement ... Even a lively intelligence (whi ch_ Aristotl e him sel.f P?s· 1i 
sessed to an unri valled degr ee) does not suffice to compr ehend and Judge th~se speculative 

1 
notions and to see what is obtu se in Zen o's argument ation." Science of Log,c, tran s. W. H. ~f!I, 
Johnston and L. G. Struth ers (Londo n: Allen and Unwin, 1929), vol. 1, pp . 212- 13). See 
also the entire problematic of sen sible certitude [in the Phenomenology of Spirit]• J 0 

17. Being and Time, p. 480. 4',..,ij 
44 ''''ffJP ll·<.. 
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no ~d.to one al}_otheL.as_unlike~co mpatible;, the y aret he.same . 
Thanks to_the radicalism with which ,_in the laying of the foundation ~ a­
physics, Kant for the first time subjected time and the TThin l<,'ea ch taken 
separately, tll transcendental iQ!~p,reta~e succeeded in b~ngin g fhem 
together in their primordial sameness (uJs prilngf iclte Selbigkeit)- without, to be 
sure , having seen this sameness expressly as such." 18 

b) " .. ".""in s not in time (in der Zeit) tha1evmy thing comes to be and passes 
away, rather time itself is the becoming, this coming-to-be and pas sing away " 
(Enc., sec. 258, p. 35). Hegel takes multiple precaution s of this type. By opposing 
them to all the metaphorical formulations that state the "fall" into time (which , 
moreover, are not to be denied all dignity), 19 one could exhibit an entire Hegelian 
critique of intratemporality (lnnerzeitigkeit). This critique not only would be anal­
ogous to the one developed in Being and Time, it also wou ld have to accommodate 
itself, as in Being and Time, to the thematic of the fall or of the decline, the 
Verfallen. We will come back to this concept that no precaution---and Hegel took 
no fewer precautions than Heidegger-can lift from its ethicotheological orb. 
Unless, in the void, the term of the orb in question is itself redirected toward 
a point of falling still further off. 20 

3. Accord ing to a fundamentally Greek gesture , this Hegelian determination 
of time permits us to think the present , the very form of time , as eternity. 
Eternity is not the negative abstraction of time, nontime, the outside-of-time. 
If the elementary form of time is the present, eternity could be outside of time 
only by keeping itself outside of presence. It would not be presence; it wou ld 
come before or after time, and in this way would become again a temporal 
modification. Eternity would be made into a moment of time. Everything in 
Hegelian.ism that rece ives the predicate of eternity (the Idea, Sp irit, the True) 
therefor e must not be thought outside of time (an y more than in time) .21 Eternit y 
as presence is neither temporal nor in temporal. Presence is intemporality in time 

18. TN . Kant and the Problem of Metaphys ics, p. 197. Translation modified . 
19. See "White Mythology ," below . 
20. See "The Double Session ," in Dissemination. 
21. Here, we can onl y cite and situat e several texts on which our examinati on would 

have to bear down , patientl y. For example : "Th e real (das Ree/le) is certainl y distinct from 
time, but is also esse ntially identi cal with it. What is real is limited (beschriinkl), and the 
Other to thi s negation is outside it; therefo re, the determinat eness in it is se lf-external a nd 
is consequently the cont radiction of its being; the abs traction of this cxternality and unr es t 
(Unruhe) of its contradiction is time itself. The finite is perishable and temporal because, 
~nlike the Notion, it is not in its ow n self total nega tivity .. . The No tion, howeve r, in 
its freely se lf-existent ide ntit y as I = I, is in an d for itself absolute negativity and freedom . 
Time, therefo re, has no powe r ove r the No tion, nor is the Notion in time or temp ora l (ei11 
Zeitlic!,c_s); on the cont rary, ii is the powe r over time (die Macht der Zeit), w hich is th is 
~cgahv 1ty only qua exte rna lity. O nly the na tural, therefor e, is subjec t to ti me insofa r as 
it is finite; the Tru e, on the other hand, the Idea, Spirit , is eternal. But the notion of 
eter~1ty _mu st not be gras ped negative ly as abstraction from time , as existing, as it were , 
outside 1t of time; nor in a sense whi ch make s eternit y come after time, for thi s would turn 
ete rn ity into futuri ty, one of the moment s of time" (Enc., sec. 258, p. 35). 
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or time in intemporality: this, perhaps, is what makes anything like an originar y 
temporality impo ssible. Eterni ty is another name of the presence of the prese nt . 
Hegel also distinguishes this presence from the present as now. A distinction 
analogous, but not identical, to the one proposed by Heidegger, because it calls 
upon the difference between the finite and the infinite. 22 An intra-ontic differ­
ence, Heidegger would say. And in effect this is where the entire question would 
have to res ide. 

What the Question Evades 

Until now we have remained, in a way, within the first hypothesis of the Aris­
totelian aporetic, w hich began by paraly zing itself in the determination of time 
as nun and of nun as meros (part). 

Our question, then, is the following: in overturni ng the hypo thesis, in dem­
onstrating that the now is not a part of time, does Aristotle extract the problematic 

/ 22.~E een the · · e an<Ube infinite.is .p__roposed~e asJhe..i:iiffer~ce -
betw£~Jl} he.J19w (Je.tzt) and s-ent (Gege11wart,). Pure pr.esence, infinite parousia , 
according to Hegel, then , would not be governed by the now which Heide gger tells us 
limits and determines parousia from the Physics to the Encyclopedia. But, since Heidegger 
also is questioning a privilege of the Gegenwart, here we ought to delve into the differen ces 
between Jetzt, Gege11wart, Amvesenlteit. Again under the rubric of a prelimi nary survey, let 
us be satisfied, here, with translating Hegel's text: ''The dimensions of time, present (Ge­
genwart), f11t11re, and past, are the becoming of externality as such, and the resolution 
(A11fliis1111g) of it into the differences of being as passing over into nothing, and of nothing 
as passing over into being. The immediat e vanishing of these differences into si11g11/arity 
is the present as Now (die Gegemvart als Jetzt) which, as singularity, is exclusive of the other 
moments, and at the same time completely continues in them, and is only this vanishing 
of its being into nothing and of nothing into its being. 

"The finite present (die endliclte Gegemvart) is the Now as being and distinguished as the 
concrete unity, and hen ce as the affirmative, from what is negative, from the abst ract 
moments of past and future; but this being is itself only abstrac t, vanishing into nothing. 
Furthermore, in Nature , where time is a Now, being does not reach the existence of the 
difference of these dimensions; they are of necessity only in subjec tive imagination (Vor­
stel/ung), in remembrance and fear and hope. But the past and future of time as being in 
Nature are space, for space is negated time; just as sublated (aufgeltobe11e) space is im­
mediately the point, which developed for itself is time" (Enc., sec. 259, p. 37). These 
texts-and several others-seem both to confirm and to challen ge the interpretation in 
Being and Time. The confirmation is evident. The challen ge complicates things at the point 
at which the present is distinguished from the now, at which the now, in its purity, belongs 
only to nature and is not yet time, etc. Ln a word, it would be quite hasty and an over­
simplification to say that the Hegelian concept of time is borrowed from a "physics" or 
from a "philosophy of nature," and that in this way it essentially passes unchanged into 
a "p hilosop hy 1of sp irit" or into a "p hilosophy of history." Time is aJso this passage itself. 
The reading of Aristotle already wouJd raise analogous questions. 

Every affirmation (here, Heidegger's) according to which a concept, in Hegel, belong s 
to the philosophy of nature (or, in general, to a determined, particular site of the Hegelian 
text) a priori is of limited pertinence due to the relevant (cf. a11fl1ebe11] structure of the 
relation s between nature and non-natu ,re in speculative dialectics. Nature is outside spirit , 
but as spirit itself, as the position of its proper being-outside-itself. 
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of time from the "spat ial" concepts of part and whole, from the predetermination 
of the nun as meros or even as stigme? 

Let us recall Aristotle 's two questions. 1. ls or is not time a part of onta? 
2. After the aporias relative to the properties which amount to time (peri ton 
huparkhonton), it is asked what time is, and what its physis might be (ti d'estin ho 
khronos kai tis autou he physis). The manner in which the first questio n is for­
mulated indeed shows that the Being of time has been anticipated on the basis 
of the now, and of the now as part. And this occurs at the moment when 
Aristotle seems to overturn the first hypothesis and to contend instead that the 
now is not a part , or that time is not composed of now s (to de nun ou meros 
... ho de khronos ou dokei sungkeisthai ek ton nun- 21Ba). 

This second series of propositions belongs to an elaboration of the common­
sense hypotheses whereby time may be thought of as not belonging to beings, 
or to beingness (ousia) in any pure and simple fashion. These initial exoteric 
hypotheses never will be put into question at another level, a nonexoteric level. 23 

Having recalled why it may be thought that time is not a being, Aristotle leaves 
the question in suspense. From here on the pltysis of that whose belonging to 
being still remains undecidable will be examined. As has been noted, 24 there is 
here "a metaphysical problem that Aristotle in part, perhaps, has evaded," even 
if "nevertheless, he has dearly posed it." T~ t ~dea-questi.orus..p..tQEerly 
metap':rysical ~ht be understood otherwise. What is metaphysical is erhaps 
less the evaded queJ;~aded:9uestion. ~}!SlCS e,Q,_Elay be 
posit~d by this omissioJ1:Jn.re eatin t~e uestion of Being.inihe..transc.em!_ental 
horizon of time, Being and Time thus brings to light the omission which permitted 
m_etaphysics to believe that it could think time on the basis of a being already 
silently e!:e etermme mf ts r~ 't, time. If alrof meta ~ !~~n-s<rged 
by this gesture, e1'!S an Time, in ~is r~~d at least , constitutes a decisive step 
beyond or within metaph ysics. The question was evaded becau Se i w~u in 
terms of belongi ng to being or to nonbe~g , being already determinesf ~ b11ing­
pr~ It is what the question evades that Heidegge r puts back into play from 
the first part of Being and Time on: time, then , will be that on the basis of which 
the Being of beings is indicated , and not tti~t whose j>~Jtbili!Y will b~e derived 
?n,_!he_basis of_jl being ~ ready constituted (and in secre t temporally predeter­
mmed), as a present being (of the indicative, as 'Vorlumdenheit), that is, as sub-
stance or object. ~ 

That what is evaded in the question propagates its effects over the ent ire 
history of metaphysics, or rather constitutes this history as such, as the effect 
of the evasion, is recognizable not only in the massively evident fact that, unti .l 
Kant, metaphysics held time to be the nothingne ss or the accident foreign to 

23_. This is the difference , in Physics IV , between the treatis e on place and the treatise 
on hme . Only the former adds a critical elaboration to the exoteric elaboratio n and expli­
cates its articulation (210b). 

24. J. Moreau , L:espace et le temps scion Arisfote (Padua: Antenare, 1965), p. 92. 
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essence or to truth. That all of metaph ysics, so to spea k, has been sunk in this 
opening or, if you will, paralyzed in the aporia of the exoteric discourse of Physics 
TV is still to be see n in Kant. Not only in Kant's linking of the possibility of time 
to the intuitus derivativus and to the concept of a derived finitude or passivity, but 
above all in that which is most revolutionary and least metaphy sical in his 
thought of time. This can be attributed, as you will, to the passiv e in Kant or 
to the active in Aristotle. It will have as little meaning in both cases. 

In effect, as Aristotle says, it is because time does not belong to beings, is no 
more a part of them than it is a determination of them, and because time is not 
of (phenomenal or noum enal) being in general, that it must be made into a pure 
form of sens ibility (the nonsensuous sensuous). This profound metaphy sical 
fidelity is organized and arranged along with the break that recognizes time as the 
condition for the possibility of the appearance of beings in (finite) exper ience , 
i.e., also along with that in Kant which will be repeated by Heidegger. In principle, 
therefore, the text of Aristotle could always be subm itted to what might be called 
the "generous repetit ion," the repetition from which Kant profits, but which is 
denied Aristotle and Hegel , at least at th e period of Being and Time. At a certain 
point, then, the destruction of metaphysics remains within metap hysics, only 
making explicit its principles. This is a nece ssity that would have to be examined 
in terms of this example, and its rule would have to be formalized. Here, the Kantian 
break was prepared by Physics IV , and one cou ld say as much for the Heideg­
gerian "re-edition" of the Kantian gesture in Being and Time and in Kant and the 
Problem of Metaphysics. 

In effect, if one compares the "Transcendental Exposition of the Concept of 
Time" to Physics IV , one quickly picks up this decisive common cha racteristic: 
"Time is not something which ex.ists of itself, or which inheres in things as an 
objective determination, and it does not, therefore, remain when abstraction is 
made of all subjective conditions of its intuition." 25 It may be said that this 
character istic-the nonbeingness in itself of time-is very general, and that the 
community of intention between Kant and Aristotle is qu ite limited. Let us 
consider, then, the narr owe r definition of time in the "Transcendental Exposi­
tion," not the definition of time as non existence in itself, nor as the "formal 
condition of all phenomena in general" (internal as well as external), but rather 
as the "form of inner sense." 26 The entire force of the break implied in this 
defin ition still seems rigorously prescribed in Physics IV Examining the physis 
of time, Aristotle wonders-since time which is ne ither cha nge no r movement 
has a relationship with change and movement (and this is precisely how the "Tran­
scendental Exposition" begins)-ti tes kineseos estin (219a), what of movement 
is time? And he remarks, not as is often and vaguely translated that "we perceive 
time in perceiving movement," but hama gar kineseos aisthanometlia kai khro11011: 

25. TN. Kant, Critiqiie of Pllre Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith (New York: St. Martin's 
Press, 1965), p. 76. 

26 . TN. Ibid., p. 77. 
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" it is together that we have the sensation of movem ent and time." When we are 
in the dark, and are not affected by any body (meden din tou somatos paskhomen), 
if a movement is produced in the soul (en lei ps11khei), then it seems that a certain 
time has passed, and, by the same token, together (hama), a certain movement 
seems to have occurred. Aristotle unite s time and movement in aisthesis. And 
does so such that no sensory exterior content, or objective movement, is nec­
essary. Time is the form of that which can occur only en lei ps11khei. The form 
of inner sense is also the form of all phenomena in general. The transcendental 
exposition of time places this concept in an essential relation with movement 
and chang e, eve n while rigorou sly d istingu ishin g it from them. 27 And as in 
Physics IV, we shall see, it takes off from the possibility of the ana/ogi; constituted 
by what is traced determined as line (gramme, Linie).'bl 

What Aristotle has set down, then, is both traditional metaphysical security, 
and, in its inaugural ambiguity, the critique of this security. In an ticipating the 
concept of the non sensuous sensuous, Aristotle furnishes the premises of a 
thought of time no longer dominated simply by the present (of beings given in 
the form of Vorl1andenheit and Gegenwiirtigkeif). There is here both an instab ility 
and several possibilities of overturning; and we may wonder whether Sein 11nd 
Zeit has not, in a way, arrested them. Whatever elements of the transcendental 
imagination that seem to escape the domination of the present given in the form 
of Vorhandenheit and Gegenwiirtigkeit doubtless ha ve been foreshadowed in Physics 
/V. The paradox would be the following, therefore: the originality of the Kantian 

27. See also 223ab. Aristotle also thinks time in relation to movement (ki11esis) and change 
(metabo/e), although he begins by demonstrating that time is neither the one nor the other . 
This is also the first moment of the Tra11sce11de11tal Expositio11 of tire Co11cepl of Time. "Here 
I may add that the concept of alteration (Verii11derrmg), and with it the concept of motion 
(Bewegung), as alteration of place, is possible only through and in the representation of 
time; and that if this representation were not an a priori (inner) intuition, no concept, no 
matter what it might be, could render comprehensible the possibility of an alteration, that 
is, of a combination of contradictorily oppose d predicates in one and the same object, for 
instance, the being and the non-being of one and the same thing (Objekte) in one and the 
same place. Only in time can two contradictorily opposed predicates meet in one and the 
same object, namely, one after the other. Thus our concept of time explains the possibility 
of that body of a priori synthetic knowledge which is exhibited in the general doctrine of 
motion, and which is by no means unfruitful" (Critique of Pure Reaso11, p. 76). 

28. "Time is nothing but the form of inner sense, that is, of the intuition of ourselves 
and of our inner state. It cannot be a determination of outer appearance s; it has to do 
neither with shape nor position, but with the relation of representations in our inner sta te . 
And just because this inner i11tuitio11 yields 110 shape, we e11deavo11r to make up for this want by 
a11alogies. We represent the time-sequence by a li11e progressing to i11fi11ity (1111d stellen die Zeitfoige 
durch ei11e ins U11e11dlicl1e fortgehende Li11ie vor) in which the manifold constitutes a series of 
one dimension only; and we reason from the properties of this line to all the propertie s 
of time, with this one exception, that while the parts of the line are simultaneous the part s 
of time are alway s successive. From this fact also, that all the relations of time allow of 
being expressed in an outer intuition , it is evide nt that the representation is itself an 
intuition" (Critique of Pllre Reason, p. 77). 
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breakthrough, such as it is repeated in Kn11t and tlze Problem of Metaphysics, 29 

transgres ses the vulgar concept of time only by making explicit something hinted 
at in Physics IV. Making explicit the evaded q11estion alwa sand necessari_ly_~eps 
t~he systE?_!!l ofwl\atis -e'6aded. How does the pre etermina tion of time on the 
basis o the mm eva e ilie question? In one sense, Aristotle, in his exoteric, 
picks up Zeno's argument. While acknowledging that this argument clarifies 
nothing (218a), Aristotle repeats its aporia without deconstructing it. Time is not 
(among beings). It is nothingness because it is time, tlznt is a past or future now. 
Here, the that is suppose s that I have somehow anticipated what time is, to wit, 
the nonpresent in the form of the now that is past or to come. The current now 
is not time, because it is present; time is not (a being) to the extent that it is not 
(present). This means that if it appears that one may demonstrate that time is 
no-thing (nonbeing), it is because one already has determined the origin and 
essence o( no-thing as time, as nonpresent und er the heading of the "not yet" 
or the "already no longer." Therefore , in order to state the no-thingn ess of time, 
one already has had to appeal to time, to a precomprehensio n of time, and, 
within discourse , to the self-evidence and functioning of the verb's tense s. With­
out disclosing it, one already has operated within the horizon of the meaning of 

29. For example, in section 32 ("The Transcendental Imagination and Its Relation to 
Time"), which shows how the pure intuition of time, such as it is described in the "Tran­
scendental Esthetic," is freed from the privilege of the present and the now. We must cite 
a long passage from section 32 that clarifies all the concepts of Sein und Zeit, a passage 
that interests us to the highest degree in this context: "We have shown how the tran­
scendental imagination is the origin of pure sensible intuition. Thus, we have proved 
essentially that time as pure intuition arises from the transcendental imagination . However , 
a specific, analytical explication of the precise manner in which time is based upon the 
transcendental imagination is necessary . 

"As the pure succession of the now-series (Nac/1ei11ander der Jetztfolge) time is 'in constant 
flux.' Pure intuition intuits this successio n without making of ii an object (ungegensliindtliclr). 
To intuit means: to receive that which offers itse lf. Pure intuition gives to itself, in the 
receptive act, that which is capab le of being received . 

"Reception of ... is usually understood as the act of receiving somethin g given (Vor­
ha11denen) or present (Anwese11de11). But this limited conception of the receptive act, a 
conception inspi red by empirical intuition , must not be applied to pure intuition and its 
d,aracteristic receptivity. It is easy to see that the pure intuition of the pure succession of 
nows cannot be the reception of something actually prese11t (A11wese11de11). If it were, then 
it could at most only 'intuit' the actual 11ow (das jetzige Jetzl), but never the now-sequence 
as such and the horizon which it forms. Strictly speaking, the simple act of receiving 
something actually present (Gege11wiirtige11) could not even intuit a single now (Jetz/),) since 
each nmo has an essentially continuous extension in a just passi11g and just coming (i11 sei11 
Soebe11 1111d Sogleich). The receptive act of pure intuition must in itself give the aspect of the 
now (den Anblick des Jetzt) in such a way that it looks ahead (vorblickl) to the just coming and 
back (rtlckblickt) to the just passi11g. 

"We now discover, and in a more concrete way, why it is that pure intuition , which is 
the subject of the transcenden tal aesthetic , cannot be the reception of something 'present' 
(Gegemoiirtige11). Pure intuition which , as receptive, gives itself its object is by nature not 
relative only to something present (ein mir Anwese11des), and least of all to a being actually 
given (vorhli11de11es seie11des)" (Kant a11d tire Problem of Metaphysics, pp . 178-79; translati on 
slightly modified). 
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time in orde r to think nonbeing as nonpresent, and being as present. Being has 
been determined temporally as being-present in order to determine time as 
nonpresent and nonbeing. 

ln effect, what is said din ton exoterikon logon? That " it [time] either does not 
exist at all, or exists barely and obscure ly .. . One part of it has been and is no 
longer (gegone kai ouk esfl); another part will be and is not yet (me/lei kai oupo 
estin). Such are the components of time-of infin ite time (npeiros) and of time 
considered in its incessant return (aei lnmlxmomenos). Now it seems impossible 
that that which allows non -beings in its compo sition participates in beingness 
(ousia)."30 

The me on, the no-thingness of time, therefore, is accessible only on the basis 
of the Being of time. Time as nothing can be thought only according to the 
~odes of ti~e, the past and the future. J!eing is nontime. time is nonbein g__ 
insofar as being already, secretly has been determined as present, and beingness 
(ousia) as presence. As soon as being and pre sent are synonymous, to say no­
thingness and to say time are the same thing . Jjme js indeed the discui:i;iN 
manifestation of negativ i~ nd H ggk mut<ill_s fllUt!_ndis, ~n il', m k explicit 
... Ital Is said-ohnisiif'a eres~ 

Even before it is linked to the difficult analyses of the number-numbering 
or numbered - the Aristote lian dyad time-movement is conceived on the basis 
of ousia as presence . Ousia as energein, in opposition to dynnmis (movement, 
power), is presence . Time, which bears within it the already- no-longer and the 
not-yet, is a composite . In it, energy composes with power. This is why it is 
not, if you will, 31 "in act," and this is why it is not ousia (subsisting or substan tial 
being, if you will). The determination of beingn ess (ousin) as energeia or entelekheia, 
as the act and end of moveme nt, is inseparable from the determination of time. 
The meaning of time is thought on the basis of the present as nontime. And this 
could not be otherwise~in wha tever sense it is understood: as essence, 
as the meaning of discourse, as the orientation of the movement between arc/re 
and telos) has never been conceivable , within the histor of meta hysics oth­
erwise.than on the astS _2. presence an as pre s~ The con~t of sen~e:- of 

_meaning, is go~d by the e!lti~.}'.Stem.of determ~tio ~ we are pointing 
out here , and every time that a~ meaning._js posed , it must posed 
within the closure of metaphy sics. To put it quite summarily, one~ in vain 
to extract the que-stton o meaning (the meaning of time, or of anything else) as 
such from metaphysics , or from the system of so called "vu lgar" concepts. Such 

30. TN. Physics TV, 217b-18a. 
31. " ... if you will, 'in act,'" because this is a problematical translation. That it does 

not go without saying is a problem that we cannot tackle here. We may refer, on the one 
hand , to "The Anaximander Fragment," which marks the distance between Aris totle's 
e11er$eia and the actrialitas or act us p11rus of medieval scholasticism; and on the other hand, 
to Pierre _A_ubenque, who emphasizes that " the modern translation of act is not a forgetting 
of t_he original sense, but for once remain s faithful to it'' (Le Probleme de /'€/re chez Aristole, 
Pans: Presses Universitaires de France, 1962, p . 441, n. J). 
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also would be the case, therefore, for a question of Being de termined, as it is at 
the beginning of Being and Time, as a question of the meaning of Being, whatever 
the force, necessity, and value (irruptive as well as fundamental) of such a 
questio n . Heidegger doubtless would acknowledge that as a question of mean­
ing, the question of Being is already linked, at its point of departure, to the 
(lexical and grammatical) discourse of the metaphysics whose dest:uction it has 
undertaken. In a sense, as Bataille gives us to think , the question of meaning, 
the project of preserving meaning, is "vulgar." This is his word too. 

As for the meaning of time, therefore, its determination according to presence 
is as determining as it is determined: it tells us what time is (nonbeing as "no 
longer" or as "not yet"), but can do so only in order to let itself be said, by means 
of a concept implicit in the relation between time and Being: that time could be 
only a (in) being, that is, following thi s present participle, on ly a present. Con­
seque ntly, time cou ld be a (in) being on ly in not being what it is, that is, in 
being-present. Thus, because time, in its Being, is thought on the basis of the 
present, it is also strangely thought as nonbeing (or as an impure , composite 
being). In believing one knows what time is, in its physis, the question that will 
be asked only later has implicitly been answered and this permits the conclusion, 
in the exoteric aporia, of time's bare existence, that is, its nonexistence. One 
already knows, even if only in the naive practice of discourse, what time must 
be, what past (gegone) or future (me/lei) mean, in order to reach the conclusion 
of time's bare existence or nonexistence. And past and future are thought as 
attenuating affections overtaki ng the presence which is known to be the meaning 
or essence of what is (beings). This is what will not budge from Aristotle to 
Hegel. The prime mover, as "pure act" (energeia he kath' hauten), is pure presence. 
As such, it animates all movement by mean s of the desire it inspires. It is the 
good, and the supremely desirable. Desire is the desire of presence. Eros is also 
thought on the basis of presence. Like movement. Hegel calls the telos that puts 
movement in motion, and that orients becoming toward itself, the absolute 
concept or subjec t. The transformation of parousia into self-presence, and the 
transformation of the su preme being into a subject thinking itself, and assem­
bling itself near itself in knowledge, does not interrupt the fundamental tradition 
of Aristotelianism. The concept as absolute subjectivity itself thinks itself, is for 
itself and near itself, has no exterior, and it assemb les, erasing them, its time 
and its difference in self-presence. 32 Th is may be put in Aristotle's language: 

32. Time is the existence of the circle, of the circle of circles spoken of at the end of the 
Logic. Time is circular, but it is also that which, in the movement of th e ~ird~, diss~ulates 
circularity; it is the circle in that itself it hide s from itself its own totahty, m that tt loses 
in difference the unity of its beginning and its end. "But the method which thus.be ~omes 
entwined in a circle cannot anticipate i.n a tempora l development that the begmnmg as 
such is already derivative" (Science of Logic, vol. 2, p. 484). Therefore "the F'.ure concept 
conceiving itself" is time, and nevertheless realizes itself as the erasure of ttme. It com­
prehends time. And if time has a meaning in general, it is difficult to see how tt could be 
extracted from onto-theo-teleology (for example, of the Hegelian kind). It is not a~y ~iven 
determination of the meaning of time that belongs to onto-theo-teleology, but ti 1s the 
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noesis noeseos, the thought of thought, the pure act, the prime mover, the lord 
who, himself thinkin g himself , is subjugated to no objectivity, no exteriority, 
remaining immobile in the infinite movement of the circle and of the return to 
self. 

The Pivot of Essence 

Proceeding to the question of the physis of time, Aristotle first remarks that 
tradition has never answered such a question (a gesture that henceforth will be 
indefatigably repeated, even by Hegel and Heidegger). But afterward Aristotle 
only develops the aporia in its own terms, that is, in the concepts whose con­
figuration is reconstituted by Heidegger (nun, oros-or pera!r-stigme, sphaira, to 
which we should add ho/on, who le, meros, part , and gramme). The traditional 
form of the question is never fundamentally put back into question. What is this 
form? 

Let us recall it. The first phase of the alternative (none of the parts of time 
is-present-therefore time in its totality is not-wh ich means " is not present," 
"does not participate in ousia") supposed that time was composed of parts, to 
wit, of nows (111111). It is this presupposition that the second phase of the alter­
native con tests: the now is not a part, time is not composed of nows, the unity 
and identity of the now are problematical. "If in fact the now is always other, 
and if none of the parts in time which are othe r are simultaneous (hama) ... 

anticipation of its meaning. Time already has been supp ressed at the moment one asks 
the question of its meaning, when one relates it to appea ring, truth, presence, or essence 
in general. The question asked at this moment is that of time's realization. Perhaps this is 
why there is no other possible answer to the question of the meaning or Being of time 
than the one given at the end of the Phenomenology of the Mind: time is that which erases 
(Ii/gt) time. But this erasure is a writing which gives time to be read , and maintains it in 
suppressing it. The Ti/gen is also an A11fhebe11. Thus , for example: "Time is the very concept 
which is there (der da isl), presenting itself to consciousness as empty intuition. This is why 
spirit necessarily manifests itself in time, and it manifests itself in time as long as it does 
not grasp its pure concept, that is, does not eliminate time (11ichl de Zeit ti/gt). Time is the 
pure exterior self; it is the concept as merely intuited, not grasped by the self. When this 
concept grasps itself, it suppresses its tempora l form (hebt er seine Zeitform a11f), conceives 
the intuition, and is the intuition as conceived and conce iving. Thus, time manifest s itself 
as destiny (Schicksal) and as the necessity of spirit which is not yet attained within itself." 
Phe11ome110Iogy of the Mind, trans. J. B. BaiUie (London: Allen and Unwin, 1931), p. 800. We 
have inserted the German words which show the unity of Dasein and of time, of the Ti/gen 
and the A11fheben. However it is determined , Hegelian Being no more falls into time as 
into its Da-sein, than it simply departs from time to enter parousia. 
. That the circle for Aristotle is already the model of movement on which basis are thought 

ttme and the gramme is self-evident enough not to require reference. Let us underline on ly 
that this is made explicit with great precision in Physics IV: "Time appears as the movement 
of the sp h_ere because other movements are measured by this one, as is time itself. This 
als~ explains the common saying that human affairs form a circle and that other th ings 
which have natural movement-.g. generation and destruction-a .re also circular in char ­
acter ... even time itself is thought to be a certain circle ... etc." (223b). See also Au­
benque, p. 426. 
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and if the 'now' which is not, but former ly was, must have ceased to be or been 
destroyed at a certain moment, the 'nows' too cannot be simu ltaneous (hama) 
with one another, but the preceding 'now ' must always have been destroyed " 
(218a). 

How do the concepts of number (as the numbered or the numbering) and of 
gramme intervene in order to refurbi sh the same conceptuality in the same sys· 
tern? 

In a rigorously dialectical fashion: not in the strictly Aristotelian sense, but 
already in the Hegelian sense.~S..2£POSites , or rather defi es..time 
.as a dialec~ ~pposit es, and as the solution of the contradicfions ~se 
in terms of space . AsTn tne Encyclopedia, time is the line, the sollillon of the 
contradicti~ of the point (nonspatial spatiality). And yet it is not the line, etc. 
The contradictory terms posited in the aporia are simply taken up and affirmed 
together in order to define the physis of time. In a certain way, one might say 
that dialectics only always repeats the exoteric aporia by affirming it, by making 
of time the affirmation of the aporeti c. 

Thus Aristotle affirms tha t the now, in a certain sense, is the same, and in 
another sense, is the nonsam e (to de 111111 esti men hos to auto, esti d' hos ou to a11to-
219b); that time is continuous according to the now and divided according to 
the now (kai sunekhes te de lro khronos toi nun, kal dieiretai kata to 11un- 220a).33 And 
all these contradictory affirmations are reassembled in a dialectical manipulation 
of the concept of gramme. This dialectical manipu lation is already-as it will be 
always-governed by the distinction betwee n the potentia lity and the act, the 
contradictions resolving themselves as soon as one takes into account the re• 
lationship unde r whose rubric they are considered: potentially or in act. And 
this distinction between the poten tiality and the act evidently is not symmetrica l, 
being itself governed by a teleology of presence , by the act (energeia) as presence 
(011sia, paro11sia). 

It seems at first that Aristotle rejects the representation of time by the gramme, 
that is, here , by a linear inscription in space, just as he rejects the identification 
of the now with the point. His argumentation even then was traditiona l, and 
it remained so. It appe als to the noncoexistence of the part s of time. Time is 
distinguished from space in that it is not, as Leibniz will say, an "order of 
coexistences," but an "order of succession s." The relatio nship of points between 
themse lves cannot be the same as that of the nows between themselves. Points 
do not destroy each other reciprocally. But if the present now were not annulled 
by the following now, it would coexist with it, which is impossib le. Even if it 
were annu lled only by a now very distant from it, it would have to coexist with 
all the intermediate nows , wh ich are infinite (indetermi nate : apeiros) in number ; 
and this too is impossib le (218a). A now cannot coexist, as a curre nt and present 
now, with another now as such. Coexistence has meaning only in the unity of 

33. See also 222a. 
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a single, same now. This is meaning, sense itself, in what unites meaning to 
presence. One cannot even say that the coexistence of two different and equa lly 
present nows is impossible or unthinkable: the very signification of coexistence 
or of presence is constituted by this limit. Not to be able to coexist with an other 
(the same as itself) , with an other now, is not a predicate of the now, but its 
essence as presence. The now, presence in the act of the present, is constituted 
as the impossibility of coexisting with an other now, that is, with an other-the­
same-as-itself. The now is (in the present indicative) the impossibility of coex­
isting with itself: with itself, that is, with an other self, an other now, an other 
same, a double. 

But it has already been remarked that this impossibility, when barely for­
mulated, contradicts itself, is experienced as the possibility of the impossible . 
This impossibility implies in its essence , in order to be what it is, that the other 
now, with which a now cannot coexist, is also in a certain way the same, is also 
a now as such, and that it coexists with that which cannot coex.ist with it. The 
impossibility of coexistence can be pos ited as such only on the basis of a certain 
coexistence, of a certain simultaneity of the nonsimul taneous, in which the alterity 
and identity of the now are maintained together in the differentiated element 
of a certain same. To speak Latin, the cum or the co-of coexistence has meaning 
only on the basis of its impo ssibility, and vice versa. The impossib le-t he co­
existence of two nows--appears on ly in a synthe sis- taking this word neutrally, 
implying no position , no activity, no agent- let us say in a certain complicity 
or coimplication maintaining together seve ral curre nt nows (maintenants] w hich 
are said to be the one past and the other future . The impossible comaintenance 
of several present now.s [maintenants] is possible as the maintenance of several 
present nows (maintenants). Time is a name for this impossib le poss ibility. 

Conversely, the space of possible coexistence, precisely that which one believes 
is known by the name of space, the possibility of coexistence, is the space of the 
impossible coexistence. In effect, simultaneit y can appea r as s11c/1, can be si­
multaneity , that is, a relating of two points, only in a synthe sis, a complicity: 
temporally. One cannot say that a point is with another point ; and a point , 
whether one says it or not , cannot be with another point, there cannot be an 
otlrer point with which , etc., without a temp oralization. Which maintains to­
gether two different nows . The with of spatial coexistence arises only out of the 
wit/r of temporalizatio n. As Hegel shows. There is a with of time that makes 
possible the witlr of space, but which could not be produced as with without the 
possibility of space. (In pure A11ssersichsei11 there is no more determined space 
than determined time .) 

Truthfu lly, to state these propositions in this way is to remain naive. We are 
acting as if the difference between space and time were given as an obvious and 
constituted differen ce. Now, as Hegel and Heidegger remind us, one cannot 
treat space a11d time as two concept s or as two theme s. We speak naively each 
time we give ourse lves space and time as two possibilities to be compar ed and 
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related. And especially each time we believe , in doing this, that we know what 
space or time is, or in ge neral what the essence is, within whose horizon we 
believe we can ask the question of space and time. In this last case, we are 
supposing that a question on the essence of space and time is possible , without 
asking whether essence, here, can be the formal horizon of this question , and 
whether the essence of esse nce has not been predetermined secret ly-as pres­
ence, precisely-on the basis of a "decisio n" concerning time and space. There­
fore it cannot be a question of relating space and time, each of the terms being 
only what it is not, and consisting, first of all, on ly of the com-parison itself. 

Now, if Aristotle gives himself the difference between time and space (for 
example , in the distinction between mm and stigme) as a constituted difference, 
the enigmatic articulation of this difference is lodged in his text, hidden, shel­
tered, but oper ating within complicity, within the complicity of the same and 
the other, within the wit!, or the together, with the simul in which Being-together 
is not a determination of Being, but the very production of Being . The entire 
weight of Aristot le's text comes down upon a word so small as to be hardly 
visible, and hard ly visible because it appears self-evide nt, as discreet as that 
which goes without saying , a word that is self effacing, operating all the more 
effectively in that it evades thematic attentio n . That which goes without saying, 
making discourse play itself out in its -trticulation, that which henceforth will 
constitute the pivot [d1evi/le] (c/avis) of metaphysics, the smalJ key that both 
opens and doses the history of metaphysics in terms of what it puts at stake, 
the clavicle on which the conceptual decis ion of Aristotle bears down and is 
articulated, is the small word J,ama. It appear s five times in 2\ 8a. In Greek J.!!!.ma 
means " togethe r," "all at once;'toth together , "at ti,e same time." This locution 
is first neithei=-spatiaJ nor temporal. The duplicit y of the ;r,'i,11/ to which it refers 
does not yet reassemble, within itself, either points or nows, places or pha ses. 
It says the complicity, the commo n origin of time and space, appearing together 
[com-paraitre] as the condition for all appearing of Being. In a certain way it says 
the dyad as the minimum . But Aristotle doe s not say it. He develops h is dem­
onstration in the unnoticed self-evidence of what the locution hama says. He 
says it without saying it, lets it say itself, or rather it lets him say what he says. 

Let us verify this. If time , in the first hypothesis of the aporia, appears not 
to take part in pure ousia as such, it is that it is made of nows (time's parts), and 
that severa l now s cannot: (1) either follow each other by immediately destroying 
one another, for in this case there would be no time; (2) or follow each other by 
destroying each other in a not immediatel y consecutive way, for in this case the 
interva llic now s would be simultan eous, and aga in there would be no time; (3) 
or remain (in) the same now, for in thi s case things that occur at intervals of ten 
thou sand years would be together, at the same time, which is absurd. It is this 
absurdity, denounced in the self-evidence of the "at the same time," that con­
stitutes the aporia as aporia. 

Thus, these three hypotheses make the 011sia of time inconceivable. Howeve r, 
they themselve s can be conce ived and stated only by means of th e tempor al-
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intemporal adverb llama. Let us conside r the sequence of nows . The preceding 
now, it is said, must be destroyed by the following now. But, Aristot l; then 
JJOints out, it cannot be destroyed "in itself" (en i,cautoi), that is, at the momen t 
when it is (now, in act). No more can it be destro yed in an other now (e11 al/61): 
for then it would not be destroyed as now, itself; and, as a now which has been, 
it is (remains) inaccess ible to the action of the following now. "One now cannot 
be related to another, any more than a point can be related to another point. If 
then the now is not immedia tely (e11 toi epl,exes) destroyed in the next now but 
in another, it wouJd exist at the same time (hama) as the innumerable nows 
between the two-which is impossible. But neither is it possible for the now to 
remain (diamenein) alway s the same. No determinate divisible thing has a unique 
limit, whether it is continuously extended in one or in more than one dimension; 
but the now is a limit, and it is possible to separate off a determinate time. 
Further , if being at the same time (to hama eina1}-i.e. being neither anterior nor 
posterior-means to be in one and the same now, then, if both what is before 
and what is after are this same now, things which happ ened thousands of yea rs 
ago would be simultan eous (llama) with what has happ ened toda y, and nothing 
would be before or after anything else" (218a). 

Gramme and Number 

Such, then, is the aporia . Despite its cinematic point of departure , it already 
preve nts Aristo tle's reflections from identifyin g time with the gramme repre­
senti ng movement, especia lly if this representation is of a math ematical nature: 
because nows are not "at the same time," as a re point s (218a); because time is 
not movement (218b); because Physics IV distinguishes between gramme in gen­
eral and the mathematica l line (222a; Aristotle speaks, here, of what happ ens 
epi 1611 matl,e111atik611 gra1111116n in wh ich the points are always the same); and 
finally because, as we shalJ see, time , as the numbered number of movement , is 
not intrinsically of an arithmetic nature. For all these reasons, it is already evident 
that we are not dealing with the cinema tographic concept of time so vigorously 
denounced by Bergson, and even less with a simple mathematicism or arith­
meticism. And converse ly, it appears that Bergso n, in a sense perhaps differe nt 
than the one indica ted by Heidegger, is more Aristot elian than he him sel f be­
lieves. 34 

How doe s time come into line with the Pl,ysics? 

34. Let us recall , for exam ple , in order to keep thing s straig ht, the following passages, 
among so many others: " It is thus that we were led up to the idea of Time . There a surprise 
awaited us. In effect, we were very struck to see how real time, which plays a primary 
role in every philosophy of evo lution , escapes mathematics . Its essence being to pass, 
none of its parts is still there when another presents itself .. . In the case of time, the idea 
of superimposi tion would imp ly an absurdity, for every effect of duration that would be 
superimposable with itself, and consequently mea surable , would have as its essence not 
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1 Time is neither movement (kinesis) nor change (metabo/e). These exist solely 
in Being-moved or in chan ging -Being, and are m_ore or less slow _or rapid, which 
canno t be the case with time . On the contrary, time make s possible moveme nt, 
chan ge, their measureme nt, and differen ces of speed. Here time is what defines, 
and not what is defined (218b). 

2. Neverthel ess , there is no time without movem ent. It is here
35 

that Aristo tle 
links time to experience or to appearing (dianoia, psykhe, aisthesis). If. time is not 
movement , we nevertheless cannot experience time except by feeling_ and de ­
termining a change or a movement. (Aristotle asserts that here the d_1ffer_ence 
between movement and change is not pertinent and should not_ detat~ htm_-;: 
218b.) "Therefore it is clear that time neither is movem ent nor exists w1tlwut tt 

(219a). . 
1 What is it then that relates time to what it is not , that ts, to movement. What 

in movement determines time? One must seek in time ti tes kineseiis estin, that 
is, in sum, what relates time to space, and to changes of place. And one mu st 
find the concepts for this relation ship. . . 

Discreet, advanced without insistenc e, as if they went without saying, the 
fundamental categories, here, are those of analogy and correspondence. They lead 
back, by other names , and barely displa cing it, to the enigma of the "at the same 
time," which both name s an d evades , stat es and obscures, the problem. 

Magnitude is continuous. This is axiomatic here. Now,. m~vement _fo~o:"~ the 
order of magnitud e, corresponds to this order (akolo11t/re1 tii1 megetlte1 Ir~ kme~1s). 
Therefore it is continuou s. Further, anter ior and posterior are local situation s 
(en topiir). As such, they are within magnitude, and therefore , according to the 
corresponde nce or the analogy of magnitude and movement (219a}, they are also 
within movement. And within time , since " time and movem ent always corre ­
spond to each other" (dia to akolout/rein aei tliateriii t/rateron autiin). I~ follows, 
finally, that time is cont inu ous by analogy with movement and magnitu_de. 

This leads to the definiti on of time as the number of movement following the 
before and the after (219ab). A definition made mor e specific, as is welJ known, 
by the distinction between the numbered numb er and the numbering numb er. The 
numb er is said in two ways (dikhos): numb ering number and number ed numb er 
(219b). Time is a numbered number (oukh hiii aritlrmoumen all' ho arithmoumenos). 

to endure ... The line is ready made , time is that whic~ makes itself, ~nd is even th~t 
which makes everyt hing to make itself." And the follow mg remark , which. would_ be m 
agreeme nt with a given passage from Heidegger's Note, if the lat_ter prec1sel)' did not 
denounce a limit of the Bergsonian revolution: "Throughout the history of philosophy, 
time and space are pu t on th e same level, and treated as things of the same genre. T~us, 
one studies space dete rmines its nature and function, and th en transports the conclusions 
thus obtained onio time . The theory of spa ce and the the ory of time .~llUS bec~i:ne ,s~:; 
metrical. To go from one to the othe r, it sufficed to cha nge one wo~d: J~taposihon 
replaced by 'succession.' " Ln pe11see et le mo11w nt (Paris: Presses Umve rsitau es de France, 
1946), pp . 2, 3, SH. 

35. See also 223a. 
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This means, parad oxically, that even if time comes under the rubric of mathe­
matics or arithmetic , it is not in itself, in its nature , a math ematical being. It is 
as foreign to number itself, to the numbering nu mber, as horses and men are 
different from the number s that count them, and different from each other. And 
different from ead1 other, whic h leaves us free to think that time is not a being 
among other s, among men and horses. "The number of one hundr ed hor ses 
and one hundred men is one and the same numb er, but the things-the horses 
and men- for which th ere is a number are other " (220b). 

There is time only in the extent to which moveme nt ha s numbe r, but time, 
in the rigorous sense, is neither movement nor number . It lets itself be numbered 
only insofar as it has a relation to movement according to the before and after. 
The unity of the measure of time numbered in this way is the now, which 
permit s the distinction between before and after. And it is because move ment 
is determined according to the before and the after tha t the graphic linear rep­
resentatio n of time is simultaneously required and excluded by Aristotle. This 
determination according to the anterior and the posterior "corresponds," in 
effect, "in a certain manner to the point " (akolouthei de kai to11to piis lei stigme1). 
The point gives to length its continuity and its limit. The line is a continuity of 
points. And each point is both an end and a beginning (arkhe kai teleute) for each 
part. Thu s, one could be led to believe that the now is to time what the point 
is to the line. And that the essence of time can pass, intact and undamaged , 
into its linear repr esen tation, into the continu ous, extended unfolding of punc ­
tuality. 

Aristotle firmly indicates that this is not so. The spa tial and linear represen­
tation , at least in this form, is inadequate. What is criticized, ther eby, is not the 
relationship of time to movement, nor the numbered or numerable Being of 
time, but rather time's analogy with a certain st ructure of the gramme. 

In effect, if one uses the point and the line to rep resent movement , one is 
manipu lating a multiplicity of points which are both origin and limit, beginning 
and end; this multiplicity of immobilities, this series (if it can be called such), 
of successive arrests , does not give time, and when Aristotle recalls this , his 
language is indi stinguishable from Bergson 's: " ... for the point both connects 
and limits the length-it is the beginning of one and the end of another. But if 
you consider the one point as two, an arre st or paus e is necessa ry, if the same 
point is to be both beginning and end" (220a). 

ln thi s sense, the now is not the point , since it doe s not arre st time, is neither 
time's origin, end, or limit. At least it is not a limit to the extent that it belongs 
to time. The importance of the lo the extent that henceforth will become more 
specific, and will do so unceasing ly. 

What is rejected , then , is not the gramme as such, but the gramme as a series 
of point s, as a composition of part s each of which wou ld be an arrested limit . 
But if one considers now that the point, as limit, does not exist in act, is not 
(present) , exists only poten tially and by accident, takes its existence only from 
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the line in act, then it is not impos sible to preserve the analogy of the gramme: 
on the condition that one doe s not take it as a series of potential limits, but as 
a line in act, as a line thoug ht on the basis of its extremities (ta eskhata) and not 
of its part s (220a). Cert ainly this permits us to distinguish betwe en, on the one 
hand , time and movem ent and, on the other, the gramme as a hom oge neous 
series of point-limits unfo lded in space ; but , by the same token , this amo unt s 
to thinking time and moveme nt on the basis of the telos of a gramme that is 
completed , in act, fully present , that keeps its tracing dose to itself, that is, erases 
its tracing in a circle. The point can cease to immobilize movemen t, can cease 
to be both beginning and end, only if the extremitie s touch, and only if the f inite 
movement of th e circle regenerates itself i11definitely, the end indefinitely repro­
ducing itself in beginni ng and the beginnin g in the end . In this sense the circle 
removes the limit of the point only by de ve lopin g its pote ntiality. The gramme 
is comprehended by metaphys ics betw ee n the point and the circle, between po­
tentia lity and the act (prese nce) , etc .; and aU the critique s of the spa tialization 
of time, from Aristotle to Bergson, rema in within the limits of this compreh en­
sion. Time, then , would be but the name of the limits with in which the gramme 
is thus compre hended , and , along with the gramme, the poss ibility of the trace 
in genera l. Not/ring other lzas ever been thou ght by the nam e of time. Time is that 
which is though t on the bas is of Being as p rese nce, and if some thin g- which 
bears a relation to time, but is no t time-is to be thought beyon d the determi ­
nation of Being as presence , it cannot be a question of somethin g that still could 
be caUed time. Force and potentiali ty, dynamics, have always been thoug ht , in 
the name of time, as an incomp lete gramme within the horizon of an eschatology 
or a teleology that refers, according to the circle, to an archeology. Parousia is 
thought within the systematic movem ent of all these concepts . To criticize the 
manipulation or determination of any one of these concept s from within the 
system always amounts, and let this expression be taken with its full charge of 
meaning here, to going aro1111d in circles: to reconst ituting, accordin g to anoth er 
configuratio n, the same sys tem. Can this move men t- which one must not hasten 
to denoun ce as usele ss restat emen t, and which has somethin g essen tial to do 
with the movem ent of thought - be distinguished both from the Hege lian circle 
of metaph ysics or ontotheology, and from that circle into which, Heide gger tells 
us so often , we must learn to enter in a certain way? 

Whatev er might be said about thi s circle, and the circle of circles, one may 
expect a priori, and in the most formal fash ion, that the "c ritiqu e"-o r rather the 
denun ciatory determinati on of a limit , the de-mar cation, the de-limitation- whi ch 
at any given moment is believed to be app licable to a "past" text is to be 
deciphered within it. More simp ly: every text of met aphysics carries within itself, 
for examp le, botlr the so-called "vulgar " concept of time and th e resources that 
will be borrowed from the system of metaph ysics in o rde r to criticize that con­
cept. And these reso urces are mandatory from the moment when the sign 
" time"- the unit y of the word and the concept, of the signifier and signified 
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"time" in general, wh ether or not it is limited by metaphysical "v ulgarity"­
begins to function in a d iscou rse . It is on the basis of this formal necessity that 
one must reflect upon the conditions for a d iscour se exceeding metaphysics, 
su ppo sing that such a discourse is pos sible, or that it anno unces itself in the 
filigree of some margin. 

Thus, to keep to ou r Aristote lian ancho rage, Plrysics IV doubtl ess confirms the 
Heideggerian de -limit a tion . Without a doubt , Aristo tle thinks time on the basis 
of ousia as parousia, on the basis of the now, the point , etc. And yet an enti re 
reading cou ld be organized that wo uld repea t in Aristotle's text both this limi­
tation and its opposite . And which mad e it appe ar that the de -limitation is still 
governed by the same concepts as the limitation . 

Let us ske tch such a demon stratio n . Its developm ent has been initiated seve ral 
times in the itinerary that we ha ve followed. 

Like the point in relation to the line, the now, if it is considered as limit (peras), 
is accidental in r'elation to time . It is not time, but time 's acciden t. Hi!i men 01111 
peras to mm, 011 khronos, al/a s11111bebeke11 (220a). The now (Gegenwart), the pr esent, 
therefore, doe s not define the essence of time. Time is not thought on the basis 
of the now. It is for this reason that the mathem atization of time lras limits. Let 
us take this in all possib le se nses. It is in the extent to which time requires limits, 
nows ana logous to points , an d in the extent to which the limits are alwa ys 
accident s and pote ntialities, that time cannot be made perfectl y math ematica l, 
that time's mathema tization has limits, and rema ins, as concerns its essence, 
accidental. A rigo rously Hegelia n proposition: let us recall th e difference between 
the presen t and the now. 

On the other hand, the now, as limit, a lso serves to measur e, to enumerate. 
Insofar as it enumerates, Aristotle says, it is number, hei d' aritl1mei, aritl1mos. 
Now, the numb er doe s not belong to the th ing numbered . If there are ten horse s, 
the ten is not equine , is not of the essen ce of the horse, is elsewhere (allot/11). 
In the same way, the now does not belong to the esse nce of time; it is elsewhe re. 
That is, ou tside time, foreign to time. But foreign to it as its accident. And this 
foreignne ss, which might lift Aristo tle's text from the Heidegger ian delimitation, 
is compreh ended within the system of the founding op posi tion s of metaphysics: 
foreignness is thought as accident, virtualit y, potentiality, incomp letion of the 
circle, weak prese nce, etc. 
_ The now, the refore, is 1) a constitutive pa rt of time and a numbe r foreign to 

hme; 2) a constituti ve part of time and an accide ntal part of time . It can be 
considered as such or as such. The enigma of the now is dominated in the dif­
ference_Qetween act and potentiali , esse nce and accident , and the enti re system 
of oppo sitions that follows from them. And the d iffraction of theto tf; extent 
tl,nts is made more specific, and is con ·.rmed , The farther <llW. goes in the text: 
in paiti cular in 222a, whe re Aristotle reassemb l;s the entir e syste m of th ~ ious 
points o f view one might have abou t the now, the en tire system of the to the 
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extent thats, the system according to which "the same things can be said in terms 
of potentiality and act" (Physics I, 191b, 27- 29). 

Here the plurality and distribution of significations is organized by the defi­
nition of movement as the "entelechy of that which, as such, exists potentially," 
such as this definition is produ ced in the decisive analysis of Pl,ysics 111 (201ab). 
The ambiguity of movement, the act of potentiality as potentiality , necessa rily 
has a double consequence as concern s time . 011 the 011e hand, time, as the number 
of movement, is on the side of non -Being, matter , potentiality, incompletion. 
Being in act, energy, is not time , but eternal presence. Aristotle notes this in 
Physics JV: "Thus it is evident that eternal Beings (ta aei onta), as eternal , are not 

\ in time" (221b). But, on the other hand, time is not non-Being, and non -Beings 
are not in time . In orde r to be in time, some thing must have begun to be and 

1 to tend, like every potentiality, toward act and form:36 'Thus it is evident that 

J 
non-Being will not always be in time ... " (221b). 

Although under s tood on the basis of Being as presence in act, movement and 
time are neither (present) beings nor (absen t) nonbeings. The categories of desire 
or movemen t as such, and the category of time as such, therefore are alrea'1y 
or yet again submitted and subtracted in Aristotle 's text, belonging as much to the 
de-limitation of metaphysics as the thought of the present, as to the simple 
overturning of metaph ysics. 

This play of submission and subtraction must be thought as a formal rule for 
anyone wishing to read the texts of the history of metaphy sics. To read them , 
certainly, within the opening of the Heideggeria n breakthrough, which is the 
only thought excess of metaphysics as such, but also to read them, occasionally, 
and faithfully, beyond certa in propositions or conclusions within which the 
Heideggerian breakthrough has had to constrain itself, prop ositions or conclu­
sions which it has had to call upon or take its support from. For example, the 
read ing of Aristotle and Hegel during the epoch of Being and Time. And this 
formal rule must be capable of guiding ou r reading3' of the entire Heideggerian 
text itself. In particular , it must permit us to pose the question of the inscription 
within it of the epoch of Sei11 ,md Zeit. 

36. Even though Bergson criticizes the conce pt of the possible as poss ible, even thou gh 
he makes neither of d11ratio11 nor even of le11de11cy a movement of the possible, and even 
though everything for him is "ac tual ," it still remains that his concept s of durati on, e/a11, 
and the ontological tension of the living orient ed by a telos retain somethin g of the Ar­
istotelian ontology of time . 

37. Only such a reading, on the condition that it does not give authority to the security 
or structural closing off of questions, appear s to us capable of und oing today, i11 France, 
a profound complicity : the complicity which gathers together , in the same refu sal to read , 
in the same dene gatio n of the question, of the text, and of the question of th e text, in the 
same reediti ons, or in the same blind silence, the camp of Heideggeria n devotion and the 
camp of anti -Heideggerianism. Here, political " resista nce" often serves as a highly moral 
alibi for a " resistan ce" of an othe r order: philosophical resistance, for example, but there 
are other resista nces whose political implications, although more distant, are no less 
determined . 
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All this, in sum, in order to suggest: 

The Closure of th e Gra mme 
and the Trace of Difference 

1. That perhaps there is no "vulgar concept of time." The concep t of time, in 
all its aspects, belongs to metaph ysics, and it name s the domination of presence. 
Therefore we can only conclude that the entire system of metaph ysical concepts, 
throug hout its history, develop s the so-called "vulgarit y" of the concep t of time 
(which Heidegger , doubtles s, would not contest), but also that an other concept 
of time cannot be opposed to it, since time in general belongs to metaph ysical 
conceptuality. In attempting to produ ce this other concept , one rapidly would 
come to see that it is constructed ou t of other metap hysical or ontotheologica l 
predicates . 

Was this not Heidegger's experience in Being and Time? The extraordinary 
trembling to which classical onto logy is subjected in Sein und Zeit still remains 
within the gramma r and lexicon of metaphysic s. And all the conceptual pairs 
of.o osites hich...sen,__e..t~ destruction..oLontol~re erEieredaro und one 
fundamental_axis.:Jra t which separate s the authentic from the inauthentic and, 
~ the very last anal sis, prim ordial from fallen temporali . Now, as"'"wehave 
attempte o s ow, not only 1s Tt difficult simpfy to attribute to Hegel the prop­
osition of a "fall of sp irit into time," but in the extent to which it is possible , the 
de-limitation itself, perhaps , has to be displaced. The meta physical or ontotheo­
logical limit doubtle ss consist s less in thinking a fall into time (from a nontime , 
or an atemporal eternity , which has no meanin g for Hegel), than in thinking a 
fall in general, even a fall of the kind Being and Time proposes as its fundamental 
theme and as its locus of greate st insistence, a fall from primordial into derivative 
~ r example, Heidegg er writes at the end of section 82, devoted to Hegel: 
C ·Spirit' oes not fall i11to time; but factical existence ' falls' as falJing ('fiillt' als 
verft1//'t 1 e) from primordial, authentic temporalit y (a11s der 11rsprii11glic/1en, eigen­
~lichen Zeitlichkeit). But this 'falJing' ('Fallen') has its own existential possibility 
'.n a mode of its temp oralizing-a mod e which belongs to temp orality."ll! And 
m closing Being and Time Heidegger wonders whether this primordial temporality 
constitutes the horizon of Being, if it leads to the meaning of Being. 

Now, is not the opposition of the primordial to the deriuative still metaph ysicaJ? 
ls not the quest for an archia in general , no matter with what precaution s one 
surround s the concep t, still the "essential " opera tion of metaph ysics? Suppos ­
ing, despite power ful presumpti ons, that one may eliminate it from any other 
provenance, is there not at least some Platonism in the Ver/alien? Why determine 
as fall the passage from one temporality to another? And why qualify temporality 
as aut hentic-o r proper (eige11t/ic/1)-and as inauthentic -o r improper - when 
every ethica l preoccupation has been suspended? One could multiply such ques-

38. TN. Being and Time, p. 486. 
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lions around the concept of finitude , around the point of departu re in the 
existential analytic of Oasein, just ified by the enigmatic proximitf9 to itself or 
by the identity with itself of the questioning (section 5), etc. If we have chosen 
to examine the opposition that structures the concept of temporality , it is because 
the entire existential analy tic lead s back to it. 

2. That the question we are asking remains with in Heidegger's thought. It is 
not in d osing but in interrupting Being and Time that Heidegger wonders whether 
"primordial temporality" leads to the meanin g of Being. And this is not a pro­
grammatic articulation but a question and a suspension. The disp lacement, a 
certain lateraliza tion, if not a simple erasure of the theme of time and of every­
thing that goes aloPg with it in Being and Time, lead one to think that Heidegger , 
without putting back into question the necessity of a certain point of depar ture 
in metap hysics, and even less the efficacity of the "destruction" operated by 
the analytic of Dasein, for essential reasons had to go at it otherw ise and, it may 
be said literally, to change horizons. 

Henceforth , along with the theme of time, all the them es that are depencten t 
upon it (and, par excellence, those of Dasein, of finitude, of historicity) will no 
longer constitu te the transce ndental horizon of the question of Being, but in 
transition will be reconstitu ted on the basis of the theme of the epochality of 
Being. 

What about presenc e then? We cannot eas ily think in the Latin word presence 
the movements of differentiation that are produced in the Heideggerian text. 
The task here is immense and difficult. Let us only locate a poin t of reference. 
In Being and Time and Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics it is difficult- we are 
tempted to say impossible- to distinguish rigorously betwee n presence as An­
wesenheit and presence as Gege11wiirtigkeit (presence in the temporal sense of 
nowness). The texts that we have cited over tly assimila te them~ysics, 

_Jhen, signified the determina tion of the meaning of Being as presence 1n'6o1h 
~-~~- - - - - -- -~ no simultaneou sly. 
Beyon~me, it seems more and more that Gegenwi'irtigkeit (the 

fundamental determination of ousia) itself is only a restriction of Anwesenheit, 
which permits Heidegger to invoke, in "Der Spruel, des Anaximander" ["The 
Anaximand er Fragment"] , an "ungegenwiirtig Amvesende." And the Latin word 
presence (Priisenz) will connote, rather, anothe r narrowing of Anwesen under the 
heading of subjectivity and representation. These linked determina tions of pres­
ence (Anwesenheit), which are the inaugural determi nation of the meaning of 

39. The primordial, the aut hentic arc determined as the proper (eigentlic/z), that is, as the 
near (proper , propri11s), the present in the proximit y of self-presen ce . One could show how 
this value of proximity and of self-pre se nce intervene s, at the beg inning of Sein 11nd Zeit 
a nd elsewh e re, in the deci sion to ask the question o f the meaning of Being on the basi s 
of an existential analyti c of Dasein. And one could show the metaphy sical weight of such 
a decision and of the credit granted here to the value of self-presence. This que stion can 
propagate its movement to include all the concepts implying the value of the "proper." 
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Being by the Greeks, can specify both the question of Heidegger's reading of 
the texts of metap hys ics and the question of our reading of Heidegger's texts. 
The Heidegge rian de-limitation consis ts someti mes in ap pealing to a less narrow 
determination of presence from a more narrow determination of it, thereby going 
back from the presen t toward a more original thought of Being as presen ce 
(Anwesenheit), and sometimes in que stioning thls origina l determination itself, 
and giving us to think it as a closure , as tire Greco-Western-philosophical closure. 
Along these lines, in sum, it would be a question of thinking a Wesen, or of 
making thought tremb le by mean s of a Wesen that would not ye t even be Anwese,,. 
In the first case the disp lacements would remain within the metap hysics of 
presence in genera l; and the urgency or extent of the task explain why these 
intram etaphysical disp lacemen ts occupy almost the entirety of Heidegger's text, 
offering themselve s as such, which indeed is rare enoug h. The other gesture, 
the more difficult, more unh eard-of, more questionin g gesture, the one for which 
we are the least prepared, only permits itself to be sketched, announcing itself 
in certain calculated fissures of the metap hysical text. 

Two texts, two hand s, two visions, two ways of listeni ng. Toget her simu lta­
neous ly and separa tely. 

3.,_ The relatio.nship between the two texts between resence in ge~A11 -
wese11heit) and that whk it ore o one!._ Greece-s ue a relationship 
can never otler i el.£j ordei:Jo be read in the form of presence, sup posing that 
any®ng...e..v..eu:aiw>££e.r...itself in nrd~~ern 1rrsuc orm... n ye, hat 
which gives us to think beyond the closure cannot be simply absent. Absent, 
either it would give us nothing to think or it still would be a negative mode of 
presence. Therefor e the sign of this excess must be absolutely excessive as 
concerns all possible presence-abse nce, all possible prod uction or disappea rance 
of beings in general, and yet, in some manner it must stilJ signify, in a manner 
unthinkable by metaphysics as such. ~r to ex eta h sics it is nec­
essary tha.La-trace be. inscribed withhrthe text of meta pl¼ysics,--a traee-that 
continu es to signa l not in the direction of another eresen~ or another form of 
presence, but in the direc1ion of anennrely other text. Such a trace cann ot be 
thought more metaphys,co. o phi oso eme is pnyared to master iT:-Xiia7r(is) 
that whkh must eludemas tery. On ly presence is mastere . 

The mode of inscription of such a~trace in the text of metaphysics is so un ­
thinkable that"ihm:rsrtre-u-e-scribea as'ii'nera sure of the trace itself. The trace is 
produced as its own eras ure. And it belong s to the trace to erase itsel[to"'; lude 
that which might maintain it in presence. The trace is neither percept ible nor 
~perceptible. 

It is thus that th~erence between Bejng and beings, the very thing that 
would have been "forgotten" in the determination of Being as presence, and 
of presence as present-this difference is so buried that there is no longer al_!}' 
tr_ace of it. The trace of dif"Eerence ~tt.- ff·one-reee-Hs-that-dtffffince (is) itself 
~ther than absence andprese nce, (is) (itself) trace, it is indeeci the trace o the 
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trace that has disappeared in the forgetting of the difference ~n Being and 

~ 
Is this not what "The Ana.ximander Fragment'' seems to tell us at first? "Tire 

oblivion of Being is oblivion of the disti11ctio11 betwee11 Being and being~.",t() "The d'.s­
tinction collapses. It remains forgotten. Although the two parties to the dis­
tinction, what is present and presencing (das A11wese11de und das A11-wese11), reve~l 
themselves , they do not do so as distinguished. Rather, even the early trace (die 
friihe Spur) of the distinction is obliterated when presenc'.ng a~pear~ as some t~'.ng 
present (das Anwese11 wie ein Anwese11des ersc/1ei11t) and finds itself m the position 
of being the high est being present (in ei11e111 lroclrsten A11wese11den)" (pp. 5?-51). 

But at the same tim~ erasure of.th_e trace m__J!St have been t~ the 
me ap ySl_caL!ext. Presence, then , far from being, as is commonly thought, wlrat 
the sign signifies , what a trace refers to, l;!.es~ the trace of t~e trace, 
the trace of the erasure of the trace. Such is, for us, th e text of metaphysics, an1 
such is, for us, the language which we speak. Only on this condition can me­
taphysics and our language signal in the direction of their own tran sgression.<

1 

And this is why it is no t contradictory to think together the erased and the traced 
of the trace. And also why ther e is no contradictjon between the abso lute erasure 
of the "early trace" of differe nce and that which maintains it as trace, sheltered 
and visible in pre sence. hus eideg er does not contradict himse lf when he 
writesJurther.-ew..!'Howe-ver,..the_distin<;.tion between Being and beings, as some· 
thin g forgotten__, can invade our ex erience only tnrhas-a lready,:nwe 11eaifse lf 
with the presencing of wh_!!ls_E..Tesent (mil dem A11wese11 des Anwese11de111); o~ly 
if it has left a trace (ei11e Spur gepriigt hat) which remajns preserved (gewalrrt blerbt) 
in the languag~ to which Being comes" (p. 51 ). 

Henceforth it must be recognized that all the determinations of such a trace-­
all the names it is given-belong as such to the text of metaphysics that shelters 
the trace, and not to the trace itself. There is no trace itself, no proper trace. 
Heidegger indeed sa s the difference could not a ear a~ uclr. (Lic/1/ung ~es 
Un terse 11e es ka1111 deslralb a11clr 11ic/1t bede11/e11, dass der Unterschred als der U11tersc/11ed 
ersclreinl: " lllumination of the distinction therefore cannot mean that the dis­
tinction appears as a distinction"-p. 51.) The trace of the trace which (is) dif­
ference above all could not appear or be named as s11c/1, that is, in its presence. 
It is the as such which precisely, and as such, evades us~er eby the 

deterffiinafion~ictrna:me-d1f'ferce alwa~m the metaphy sical or-
d~r. This no s not only or t e eterminafionoTa ifferenceas th e difference --

40. TN. "The Anaximander Fragment " in Early Greek Tl1i11ki11g, trans. David Farrell Krell 
and Frank Capuzzi (New York: Harper and Row, 1975), p . 50. All further references are 

to this edition. . - h "Pl ·c· 
41. Thus Plotinus (what is his statu s in the history of metaphysics and _ m t e atom 

era if one follows Heidegger's reading ?), who speaks of presence , that is, also of morphi!, 
as ;he trace of nonprc sence, as the amorphous (lo gar iklmos l011 _amorp/1011 morph{). A trace 
which is neither absence nor presence, nor, in whatever modality , a seconda ry modality. 
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between presence and the present (A11wese1ilA.n'lllese11d), but also for the deter ­
mination of difference as the difference betw~Being and beings. If Being, 
according to the Greek forgetting which would ha ve been the very form of its 
advent, has never meant anything except beings, then perhaps difference is 
older than Being itself. There may be a difference still more unthought than the 
difference between Being and beings. We certainly can go further toward naming 
it in ou r language . Beyond Being and beings, this difference, cease lessly differing 
from and deferring (itself), would trace (itself) (by itse lf)- this differmrce would 
be the first or last trace iJ one still could speak, here, of origin ~nd end._ 
--S uch a differance would at once, again, giv~ to think a writing without 
presence and without absence, without history, without cause , without archia, ) 
without telos, a writing th\lt absolutely upsets all dialectics, all theology , all 
teleology, all ontology . A writing exceeding everything that the history of me­
taph ysics has comprehended in the form of the Aristotelian gramme, in its point , 
in its line, in its circle, in its time, and in its space. 
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The Pit and 
the Pyramid : 
Introduction to 
Hegel' s Semio logy 

Paper prese nted at the Seminair e de Jean Hyppolite, Coll~ge de Fran ce, 16 Janu ary 1968. 
First published in the proceed ings of the seminar, Hegel ,,f la J't'W<'<' 111udm1c (P.U.F.. coll. 
Epime thee, 1971). 
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1. "Since the real difference (der reale Unterschied) belongs to the extremes, this 
middle term is only the abstract neutrality, Ille real possibility of those extremes; it is, 
as it were, the theoreti cal element of the concrete existence of chemical objects, of their 
process and its resu/1. In the material world water fulfills the function of this medium; 
in the spiritual world, so far as the analogue of such a relation has a place there, the sign 
in general, and more precisely (niiher) language (Sprache) is to be regarded as fulfilling 
that function."' 

Wlrat is to be understood here by medium? By semiological medium? And more nar­
rowly (niiher) by linguistic medium, whether it is a question, under the heading of 
Sprache , of speech or of language? Here, we are interested in the difference of this 
restriction, and 110 doubt will discover in it, en route, only a restriction of difference: the 
other name of the medium of the spirit. 

2. In the Encyclopedia (Sec. 458), Hegel expresses his regret that i11 "logic and 
psychology, signs and language are usually foisted in somewhere as an appendix, without 
any trouble being taken to display their necessity and systematic place in the economy 
of intelligence" (p. 213). 

Despite appearances, then, the place of semiology is really at the center, and not in the 
margins or the appendix, of Hegel's Logic. Titus are we authorized to inscribe an in­
troduction to the Hegelian theory of the sign in a seminar devoted to the Logic. A 
prerequisite justification because, instead of remaining within the Logic, within the books 
bearing that title, we will proczed chiefly by detours, following the texts which more 
appropriately demonstrate the architectonic necessity of the relations between logic and 
semiology. Certain of these texts already having been examined by Jean Hyppolite in 
Logique et existence, 2 most notably in the chapter "Sens et sensible," we will be making 
an implicit and permanent reference to the latter. 

In determining Being as presence (prese nce in the form of the object, or self­
presence und er the rubric of consciousness), metaphysics could trea t the sign 
only as a transition. Metaphy sics is even indi st ingu ishab le from such a treatment 
of the sign. And neither has such a treatment someho w ove rtak en the concept 
of the sign: it has cons tituted it. 

As the site of the tran sition, the bridge betwe en two mom ents of full pr ese nce, 
the sign can function only as a provisional reference of one presence to another. 
The bridge can be lifted [releul). The process of the sign has a history, and 
signification is even history comprehended: between an original presence and its 
circular reappro priati on in a final presence. The self-presence of absolute knowl­
edge and the consc ious ness of Being-near -to-itself in logos, in the absolute con­
cept, will have been distracted from themse lves only for the time of a detour 

l. Hegel's Science of Logic, trans . A. V. Miller (London: George Allen and Unwin , 1969), 
p. 729. See also Philosophy of Nature (pt. 2 of E11cyclopedi11 of the Philosop/1ical Scie11ces), trans. 
William Wallace (Oxford : Clarend on Press , 1971), sec . 284. !All further reference s to the 
Science of Logic and the Enci;clo11edia are to these editions .] 

2. Jean Hyppolite , Logiq11e et existence (Paris: Presses Univer sitaires de Franc e, 1961). 
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and for the time of a sign. The time of the sign, then, is the time of referral. It 
sign ifies self-presence, refers presence to itself, organizes the circulat ion of its 
provisionality. Always , from the outset, the movement of lost presence already 
will have set in motion the proces s of its reapprop riation. 

Within the limits of this continuum , breaks do occur, discontinuities regularly 
fissure and reorganize the theory of the sign. They reinscribe the concep ts of 
this theo ry in original configurations whose spec ificity is not to be set aside. 
When taken up by othe r systems, these concepts certainly are no longer the 
same; and it would be more than foolish to erase the differences of these re­
structurations in order to prod uce a smooth, homogenous, ahistorical, all-of-a­
piece cloth, an· ensemble of invarian t and alleged ly "origina l" characte ristics . 
And wou ld it be any less foolish, inversely, to overlook, not an origin, but long • 
sequences and powerful systems , or to omit (in order to see them from too close 
a range, wh ich is also from too far away) the chains'x>f pr edicates which, even 
if not permanent, are still quite ample, not easily permit ting themselves to be 
d isplaced or interrupted by multipl e rupturing eve nts , however fascinating and 
spectacular these events might be for the first unaccommodating glance? For as 
long as the great amplitude of this chain is not displayed, one can neither define 
rigorously the secondary mutations or order of tran sformatio ns, nor account for 
the recourse to the same word in order to designate a concept both transformed 
and extirpated - within certa in limits- from a previous terra in. (Unless one con­
siders the order of language, words, and the signifier in genera l to be an ac­
cesso ry system, the cont ingent accident of a signified concept which might have 
its own autonomo us history, its own displacements independent of the verba l 
tradition , independent of a certain semio logical continuum , or of more amp le 
sequences of the signifier; such an attitud e also wou ld derive from a philosophy, 
the most class ical philosophy of the relations between sense and sign. ) In order 
to mark effectively the displacements of the sites of conceptu al inscription, one 
must articulate the systematic chain s of the movement accord ing to their proper 
generality and their proper period, according to their unevennes ses, their in­
equalit ies of development, the comp lex figures of their inclusions, impl.ications, 
exclusions, etc. Which is something entirely other than going back to the origin 
or to the foundational ground of a concept, as if somethin g of the sort cou ld 
exist, even if such an inaugural and imagina ry limit did not revive the reassuring 
myth of a tran scendental s ignified, of an archeo logy before any trace and di f­
ference. 

ln the finite bu t relatively long sequence called metaphys ics, it has been pos­
sible, then, for the sign to become the object of a theory, for the sign to be 
considered or to be regard ed as something or on the basis of somet hing, on the 
basis of that which is to be see n in intuition , to wit, being- present: a theor y of 
the sign on the basis of being-present, but also, and by sa me token, in sight of 
being -pre sent, in sight of presence, Being-in sight-of marking as much a certain 
theoretical aut hority of vision as it does the agency of a final goa l, the telos of 
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reappr opriati on, the coordi nation of th e theory of the sign and the light of 
parous ia. Which is also, as logic, a coordinatio n with the invisible ideality of a 
logos which hear s-itself-speak, a logos which is as close as possible to itself in 
the unity of concept and consciousness. J 

It is the syste m of this coord inatio n that we propo se to ana lyze here. Its 
constraint s have a high ly genera l character. They are exercised, in constitutive 
fashion, over the entire history of metaphysics, and in genera l over the entire ty 
of that which alleged ly has been dominated by the metaphysical concept of 
history. It is often said that Hegelianism represents the fulfillment of meta­
physics, its end and accomplishment. Thus , it is to be expected that Hege lianism 
would give to these constraint s thei.r most systematic and powerful form, taken 
to the ir limits. 

Semiology and Psycholog y 

An initial ind ex of aU thi s is to be found in an architectonic reading. In effect, 
Hegel grants to semiology a very determined place in the sys tem of science. 

ln the Encyclopedia of Philosophical Sciences, the theory of the sign is to be found 
in the "P hilosophy of Sp irit," the third part of the work, which is preceded by 
the "Science of Logic" ("Lesser Logic") and the "Philosophy of Natur e." 

To what does this division correspo nd ? Its meaning is assembled at the end 
of the Intr oduc tion (Section 18): "As the who le science, and only the whole, can 
exhibit what the Idea (die Darsie/lung der ]dee) or syste m of reason is, it is im­
possible to give in a preliminar y way a general impression (eine vorliiufige, a/1-
gemeine Vorstellung) of a philosophy. Nor can a division of ph ilosop hy into its 
parts (Einteilung) be intell igible, except in conne;10on with the sys tem . A prelim­
inary division, like the limited conception from which it comes, can onJy be an 
anticipation (etwas An tizipiertes). Here howe ver it is prem ised that the Idea turns 
ou t to be (sic/1 erweist) the thoug ht simp ly (schlichthin) identica l with itself, and 
not iden tical simp ly in the abstract, but also in its action of setting itself over 
against itself, so as to gain a being of its own, and yet of being in full possession 
of itself wh ile it is this other (sich selbst, um fiir sich zu sein, sic/1 gegeniiber w stellen 
1111d in diesem Andem nur bei sic/1 selbst zu sei11). Thus philosophy is subdivided 
into three pa rts: 

I. Logic: the science of the Idea in and for itself. 
ll. The Philosophy of Nature: the science of the Idea in its otherness. 

III. The Philoso phy of Spirit: the science of the Idea come back to itsel f out 
of that otherness" (sec. 18). 

This schema , of course, is that of a living movement; and such a division 
would be unjusti fied, Hegel specifies, if it disarticu lated and juxtaposed these 
three moments whose differences must not be subs tantia lized. 

3. T . "La differancc," note 3 (above), will help to exp licate this passage. 
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The th eory of the signs belong s to the third moment, to the third part, of the 
philo sophy of spirit. It belongs to the science of the moment when the idea 
comes back to itself a fter having , if we may put it thus , lost awareness, lost the 
consciousness and meaning of itself in natur e, in its Being-other. The sign, then, 
will be an agency or essential structur e of the Idea's return to self-presence. If 
spirit is the Idea 's Being-near-to-itself, one already may identify the sign by its 
first, most general determination: the sign is a form or a movement of the Idea's 
relation to itself in the element of spirit , a mode of the absolute's Being-near- to-

itself. 
Let us narrow our an gle of vision. Let us situate the theo ry of the sign more 

precisely in the philosophy of spirit. The latter itself is articulated in three part s 
which correspond to the three movement s of the deve lopm ent of spirit: 

1. Subjective spirit: the spirit's relation to itself, an only ideal totality of the 
Idea. This is Being-near- to-itself in the form of only'µlternal freedom. 

2. Objectiv e spirit, as a world to produc e and produ ced in the form of reality, 
not on ly ideality. Freedom here becomes an exist ing, present necess ity (vor­
ha11dene Notwendigkeit). 

3. Absolute spirit: the unity, that is in itself and for itself, of the objectivi ty of 
the spirit and of its ideality or its concept, the unity producing itself eternally, 
spiri t in its absolut e truth-absolut e spirit (sec. 385, p. 20). 

The first two mom ents, then, are finite and tran sitory determinations of spirit. 
Now, the discourse on the sign derive s from the science of one of these finite 
determination s: subjective spir it. If one recalls that, according to Hegel, " the 
finite is not, i.e., is not the truth , but merely a tran sition (llbergegen) and an 
emergence (llbersichhi11a11sgehen: a transgression of itself)" (sec. 386, p. 23), then 
the sign indeed appears as a mode or determinati on of subjective and finite 
spirit as a mediation or transgression of itself, a tran sition within the tran sition , 
a transition of the transition . But thi s way out of itself is the obligatory route of 
a return to itself. It is conceived under the juri sdiction and in the form of 
dialectics , accordin g to the movement of the true, and is watched ove r by the 
concepts of Auf11eb11ng and negativity. "This finitude of the sphere s so far ex­
amined is the dialectic that make s a thin g have its cessation (Verge/ten) by another 

and in another " (p . 23). 
Let us define the place of this semiology more closely. Subjective spirit itself 

is: 
1. in itself or immediate: this is the soul or natural-spirit (Natur-Geist), the object 

of the anthropology that studies man in natur e; 
2. for itself or mediate, as an identi cal reflection in itself and in the other, spirit 

in relation or particul arizat ion (im Ver/1iilt11is oder Besonderung), conscio11s11ess, the 
object of the phenom eno logy of spirit; 

3. spirit determi11i11g itself in itself, as a subject for itself, the object of psych ology 
(sec. 387, p . 25). 
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Semiology is a cha pter in psychology, the science of sp irit determining itself 
in itself as a subject for itself. Let us note , neverth eless--a lthough this cannot 
detain us here-that semiology, as part of the science of the su bject which is for 
itself, does not belong to the science of consciousness, that is, to phenomenol ogy. 

Th is topica l scheme, which inscribes se miology in a non-natural science of the 
soul, and properly in a psychology , in no way upsets a long traditional sequence , 
or at leas t doe s not do so in this way. The topica l arrange ment not only takes 
us back to the numerous semiologica l projects of the Middle Ages or the eigh ­
teenth century, wh ich are all, dire ctly or not, psychologies, but also to Aristotle. 
Aristotle is the model claimed by Hege l for his philo sophy of spirit, and spe­
cifically for his psychology: "The books of Aristotle on the Soul, along with his 
discussions on its special aspects and states, are for this reason s till by far the 
most admirable, perhaps eve n the sole, work of philosophi cal value on this 
topic. The main aim of a philosophy of mind [spirit] can only be to reintroduce 
unity of idea and principle into the theory of mind , and so reinterpret the lesson 
of those Aristote lian books" (sec. 378, p. 3). 

It is Aristotle, precisely , who developed his interpretation of the voice in a 
trea tise Peri Psuklzes (which will count for us in a moment ), and who , in Peri 
Her111e11eias, defin ed signs, symbols, speech and writing on the basis of the 
patllemata tes ps11khes, the states, affections or pa ssions of the soul. Let us recall 
the well known opening of Peri Hermeneias: "Spoken words (ta en tei phonei) are 
the symbols of mental experience and written words are the symbols of spoken 
words. Just as all men have not the same writin g so all men have not the same 
speec h sound s, but the mental exper iences, whi ch these directl y symbolize [are 
signs of in the first place: semeia protos] are the same for all [which is pre cisely 
what permits a science of them] as also are those things of wh ich our experiences 
are the image s. This matter has, however, been discussed in my trea tise about 
the soul."' 

The traditi onal repetition of the gesture by means of which semiology is mad e 
to proceed from psychology is not only the past of Hegelianism. Often that 
which purp orts to be a surpa ssing of Hegeliani sm, and sometim es a science free 
of metaphysics , still conform s to it. 

This necessary gesture , which is properly metaph ysical and governs an entire 
concatenatio n of d iscourse s from Aristotle to Hegel, will not be challenged by 
the aut hor conside red as the founder of the first grea t project of general and 
scientific sem iology, th e model for so man y modern, social sciences. Twice at 
leas t, in the Course 011 General Linguistics, Saussure places his plan for a ge neral 
semiology under the jurisdiction of psychology: "Everything in language is 
basically psycholog ical includin g its mat erial and mechanical manifes tations, 
such as sound changes; and since linguistics provid es socia l psychology with 

4. The Works of Aristotle, ed. W. D. Ross, vol. 1, De /nterpretatio11e, trans . E. M. Edghill 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1928), 16a. 
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such valuable data, is it not part and parcel of this discipline?" 5 "A science t/Jat 
studies t/Je life of signs within society is conceivable; it would be a part of social 
psychology, and consequeiltly of general psychology; I shall call it semiology 
(from the Greek semeion, 's ign'). Semiology would show what consti tutes signs, 
and what laws govern them. Since the science does not yet exist, no one can 
say what it will be; but it has a right to existence, a place staked out in advance. 
Linguistics is only a part of the general science of semio logy; the laws discovered 
by semiology will be applicable to linguistic s, and the latter will circumscribe a 
well defined area within the mass of anthropological facts. To determine the 
exact place of semiology is the task of the psychologist." 6 

Let us deposit the following as a touchstone: significantly, it is the same 
linguist or glossemat ician, Hjelmslev, who, while acknowledging the importance • 
of the Saussurean heritage, put into question, as noncritical presuppositions of 
Saussurian science, both the prim acy granted to psy~ology and the privilege 
granted to the sonorous or phonic "substance of expression." The prim acy and 
the privilege go together , as we shall verify in Hegel's speculative semiology. 

In it, the sign is understood according to the structure and movement of the 
Aufhebung, by means of which the s irit, elevating_its_d(..!!_bo'(e th_e_natuxe in 
which it was submerged, at once supp~ and rel ios nature, sublim ing 
nature into itse , accomp s mg itself as internal freedom, and thereby pre­
senting itself to itself for itself, as such. The science of this "as sue , ~lrotogy · 
accordingly stud~s the facttlties or general modes of mental [spiritual] activity 
qua mental-menta l vision, ideation, remembering, etc., desi res, etc." (sec. 440, 
p. 179). As in the Peri Psukhes (432ab), Hegel on several occasions rejects any 
real separation between the alleged "facu lties" of the so ul (sec. 445). Instead of 
substantia lly separating faculties and psychic structure s, then, one must deter­
mine their mediations, articulatio ns, and joinings, which constitute the unity 
of an organized and oriented movement. Now it is remarkable that the theory 
of the sign, which essentially consists of an interpretation of speech and writing , 
is put forth in two long Remarks, remark s mu ch longer than the paragraphs to 
which they are affixed, in the subchapter "Imagination" (Die Einbildungskraft, 

secs. 445-60). 
Semiology, then , is a part of the the ory of the imagination, and more precisel y, 

as we shall specify, of a phantasiology or a fantastics. 
What is imagination? 
Representation (Vorstellung) is remembered- interiorized (erinnerte) intuition . 

It properly belongs to intelligence (lntelligenz), whose action is to interiorize 
sensible immediacy in order "itse lf to pose itself as having an intuition of itself 
(sich in sich selbst anschauend w setzen)." Sensible immediacy remaining uni­
laterally subjective, the movement of intelligence must, by A11f11eb11ng, lift and 

5. Ferdinand de Saussure, Cot1rse in General Linguistics, tran s. Wade Baskin (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1966), pp . 6-7. 

6. Ibid ., p. 16. 
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conserve this interiority in order " to be in itself in an externality of its own" 
(sec. 451, p. 202). In this movement of representation, intelligence recalls itself 
to itself in becoming objective. Erinnerimg, thus, is decisive here. By means of 
Erinnerung the content of sensible intuition becomes an image, freeing itself from 
immediacy and singularity in order to permit the pa ssage to conceptuality. The 
image thus interiorized in memory (erin11ert) is no longer there, no longer existent 
or present , but pre served in an unconscious dwellin g, conserved without con­
sciousness (bewusstlos, a11fbewahrt). Intelligence keeps these images in reserve, 
sub merged at the bottom of a very dark she lter, like the water in a nightlike or 
unconscious pit (niichtliche Schacht, bew11sstlose Schacht), or rather like a precious 
vein at the bottom of the mine. ''But intelligence is not only consciousness and 
actual existence, but qua intelligence is the subject and potentiality of its own 
specializations. The image when thus kept in mind [erinnert] is no longer existent, 
but stored up out of consciousness" (sec. 453, p. 204). 

A path, which we will follow, leads from this night pit, silent as death and 
resonating with all the powers of the voice which it holds in reserve , to a pyramid 
brought back from the Egyptian desert which soon will be raised over the sober 
and abstract weave of the Hegelian text, there compos ing the stature and status 
of the sign. And there, the natural source and the historical construction both, 
though differently , remain silent. That the path , follow ing the ontotheological 
route, still remains circular, and that the pyram id becomes once again the pit 
that it always will have been-such is the enigma. We will have to ask if this 
enigma is to be sought out, like truth speaki ng by itself from the bottom of a 
well, or if it is to be deciphered, like an unverifi able inscription left behind on 
the facade of a monument. 

Once in possession of this pit, this reservoir (Vorrat), intelligence then can 
draw from it, can bring to light , produce , "give forth its property (Eigent11m), 
and dispense with external intuition for its existence in it. This synthesis of the 
internal image with the recollected existence (erin11ert0 11 Jasein) is representation 
proper (die eigentliclte Vorstellung): by this synthesis the internal now has the 
qualification of being able to be presented before intelligence (vor die lntelligenz 
gestellt werde11 zu kon11en) and to have its existence in it" (sec. 454, p. 205). The 
image no longer belongs to "the simple night. " 7 

7. In a work in preparation on Heg el's family and on sexual difference in the dialectical 
spec ulative economy, we will bring to light the organization and displacement of this chain 
which reassembles the values of night, sepulcher , and divin e-- familial- feminine law as 
the law of singularity-and does so around the pit and the pyramid . A citation as a 
touchs tone: "But if the universal thu s easily knock s off the very tip of the pyramid (die 
reine Spitze seiner Pyramide) and, indeed, carries off the victory ove r the rebellious principle 
of ~ure individu ality, viz. , the Family, it has ther eby merely en tered on a conflict with the 
div ine law, a conflict of self-conscious Spirit with wha t is uncon scious. For the latter is the 
other esse ntial powe r, and is ther efore not destro yed, but merely wrong ed (beleidigt) by 
the consc ious Spirit . But it has pnly the bloodle ss shade to help it in actually carrying out 
its law in face of the power and authority of that other , publicly manifest law. Being the 
law of weakness and darkne ss it therefore at first succumbs to the powerful law of the 
uppe r world , for the power of the former is effective in the underw orld , not on earth." 
Hege l, Pl,e110111e1wlogy of Spirit, tran s. A. V. Miller (Oxford : Clarendon Press, 1977), p. 286. 
[Thl' work in prepa ration has since appeared: Glas.] 
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Hegel names this first process "reproductive imagination" (reproduktive Einbild­
ungskraft). The "provenance" of images is here the "proper interiority of the 
ego" which from now on keep s them in its power. Thus disposing of a reserve 
of images, intelJigence operates by subsumption, and itself finds itself repro ­
duced, recalled, interiorized. On the basis of this idealizing mastery, it produces 
itself as fantasy , as symboliz ing, allegorizing, poeticizing (dic/1tend~) imagination. 
But this is only reproductive imagination , since all these formations (Gebilde) 
remain syntheses working on an intuitive , receptive given that is passively 
received from the exterior, that is proffered in an encounte r. Work operates on 
a found (gefrmdene) or given (gegebene) content of intuition. Thus, this imagination • 
does not produce, doe s not imag ine, does not form its own Gebilde. Appa rent ly 
and paradoxically, then, it is exactly insofar as this Ei11bi/d1111gskraft does not forge 
its own Gebilde, insofar as it receives the content of that which it seems to form, 
and does not produce sponte sua a thing or an existence, that it stiU remains 
closed in on itself. The self-identity of intelligence ha s found itself once again, 
but has done so in a subjective uniJateraJity, in the passivity of impression. 

This limit is su rpa ssed in productive imagination: self-intuition, the immed ~ate 
relation to oneself such as it was formed in reproductive imagination , then 

_bes:_ome~ a 6emg; _it is extenortzed, produced in the world as a thing~ ngular 
thing is the sign; it is engende red by a fantastic produdion, by an imagination 
that shows signs of itself, making the sign (Zeichen mac/1ende Phantasie) as always, 
emerge from itself in itself. "In creative imagination (Phantasie) intelligence has 
been so far perfected (vollendet) as to need no aids for intuit ion (Selbstanschauung). 
Its self-sprung ideas have pictorial existence. This pictorial creation of its intuitive 
spontaneity is subjective--s till lacks the side of existence. But as the creation 
unites the internal idea with the vehicle of materialization, intelligence has 
therein implicitly returned both to identical self-relation and to immediacy. As 
reason, its first start was to appropria te (anzueignen) the immediate datum in 
itself (sec. 445, sec. 435), i.e. to univ ersalize it; and now its action as reason (sec. 
438) is from the present point directed toward giving the character of an existent 
to what in it has been perfected to concrete auto -intuition. In other words , it 
aims at making itself be (Sein), and be a fact (Sache). Acting on this view, it is 
self-uttering (ist sie siclr aussernd), intuition-producing (Anschauung produzier­
end): the imagination which crea tes signs (Zeicl1en machende Phantasie)" (sec. 457, 
pp. 210-11). 

Let us note, first of all, that the most creative producti on of the sign is reduced, 
here, to a simple exteriorization, that is to an expression: the placing outside of 
an interior content , along with everything that this highly classica l motif com­
mands. And yet, inversely, this fanta stic production does nothing less than 
produce intuitions. This statement might appear scandalous or unintelligible. In 
effect, it implies the spontane ous production of that which is to be see n by that 
which itself is thu s able to see and to receive . But if thi s motif (the unit y of 
concept and intuiti on, of spontan eity and receptivit y, etc.) is the Hegelian motif 
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par excellence, for once it bears no implicit criticism of Kant. Which is not for­
tuitous, and is in accord with the entire sys tem of rela tionships between Hegel 
and Kant. In effect, it is a question here of the imagin ation, that is, of that age ncy 
in which all the Kantian oppositions reg ularly criticized by Hegel are confused 
or negated . Here we are in that zone--let us indi cate it und er the heading of 
the "Critique of Judgment"-where the debate with Kant resembles most an 
explication and least a break. But it is also for conve nienc e that here we are 
opposing the development to the disp laceme nt. We would also have to recon­
side r this pair of concepts. 

In any event, it remains that the productive imagination-the fundamenta l 
concept of the Hegelian aesthetics-has a site and a status analogous to those 
of the transcendental imagination. Because it is also a kind of natural art-"an 
art concea led in the depths of the human soul," a "productive imagination ," 8 

Kant says too. But above all because the tran scendental schematism of imagi­
nation, the intermediary between sens ibility and understanding, the "third 
term" homogenous with the category and the phenomenon, carries along with 
it the contradictory predicates of receptive passivity and productive spon taneity. 
Finally, the movement of the transcendental imagination is the movement of 
temporalization: 9 Hegel also recognizes an essen tial link between the imagination 
productive of signs and time . Soon we will ask what time signifies, how it signifies, 
how it constitutes the proce ss of signification . 

Production and intuition, the concept of the sign thus will be the place where 
all contradictory charac teristics intersect. All oppositions of concepts are reas­
sembled, summarized and swallowed up within it. All contr adictions seem to 
be resolved in it, but simultaneously that which is announ ced beneath the same 
sign seems irreducible or inaccessib le to any formal opposition of concepts ; being 
both interior and exterior, spontaneous and receptive, intelligible and sensible, 
the same and the ot her, etc., the sign is none of these, neither this nor that, etc. 

8. "This schematis m of our und ersta nding , in its applica tion to ap pearances and their 
mere form, is an art concealed in the depths of the human soul, whose real modes of 
activity (Handgriffc) nature is hardl y likely ever to allow us to discover and have ope n to 
ou r gaze. This much only we can assert: the image is a product of the empirical faculty of 
productive imagination [produktiven Ei11bild1111gskraf t: Smith follows Vaihjnger an d proposes 
reproduktiven for prod11ktive11, Note l; (in the AL'Sllrctics Hegel recommend s that one distin­
guish between Plrantasie and passive imagination (Ei11bild1111gskraft): "Fantasy is productive 
(schaffend), pt . 3, C l a)]; the schema of sensib le concep ts, such as of figures in space, is a 
product and, as it were, a mono gram, of pure a priori imagination." Kant, Critique of Pure 
Reason, trans. Nor man Kemp Smith (New York: St. Martin 's Press, 1965), p. 183. 

9. "The pure image of all magnitudes (qua11tor11m) for outer sense is space; that of all 
objects of the senses in general is time. But the pure schema of magnitude (q11a11titatis), as 
a concep t of the und ers tanding, is 1111111/Jer, a repr esentation which comprises the successive 
additio n of homoge neou s unit s. Number is therefore simp ly the unity of the synthe sis of 
~he ~anifold of a homoge neous intuition in general , a unity due to my genera ting time 
itself in the apprehension of the intuiti on" (ibid. , pp . 183-84, chapt er on "The Schematism 
of the Pure Concep ts of Understanding"). 

79 



The Pit and the Pyramid 

Is this contradiction dialecticity itself? ls dialectics the resolution of the sign 
in the hori.zon of the nons ign, of the prese nce beyond the sign? The question 
of the sign soon woul d come to be confused with the que stion "what is di­
alectics?" or, better, with the question: can one examine d ialectics and the sign 
in the form of the "wha t is"? 

Let us cover over this horizon in order to come back to it along the detour o f 
our text. 

lmmediately after naming the imagination which creates signs, Hegel states the 
fantastic unity of opposi tes constituted in semio poetics. The latter is a Mittel­
punkt: both a centra l point on which all the rays of opposites converge , a middle 
point, a midd le in the sense of elemen t, of milieu, and also the medium poin t, 
the site where opposite s pass one into the other. "Productive imagination is the 
Mittelpunkt in which the universal and Being, one's own (das Eigene) and what 
is picked up (Gefundensein), internal and external, are e6mpletel y welded into 
one (uolkommen in £ins geschaffen sind)" (sec. 457, p. 211). 

Thus characterized , the ope ration of the sign could extend its field infinitely. 
Nevertheless, Hege l restric ts its province by including it immedia tely in the 
movement and structure of a dialectics that comprehe nds it. The moment of the 
sign is to be put on account, in provi siona l reserve . Th:-S is the limit of abstract 
formality. The semio tic momen t remains formal in the extent to which the content 
and truth of meaning escape it, in the extent to which it remain s inferior, anterior 
and exterior to them. Taken by itself, the sign is maintained only in sight of 
trut h . "The crea tions of imaginatio n are on all hand s recogn ized as such com­
binations of the mind' s ow n and inward with the matter of intuition; what 
further and more defin ite aspects they have is a matter for other departmen ts. 
For the mome nt this interna l studio (innere Werkstiitte) of intelligence is only to 
be looked at in these abstract aspects. Imagination , when regarded as the agency 
of this unification, is reason, but only a nomina l reason , because the matter or 
theme (Geha/t) it embodies is to imagination qua imagination a matter of indif­
ference; whilst reason qua reason also insists upon the truth (Wahrheit) of its 
content (lnhalt)" (sec. 457, p. 211). 

First we must insist upon the progress of a semiology which, de spite the limit 
ass igned to the so-cal.led formality of the sign, ceases to make of the latter a 
waste product or an empirical accident. Like imagination , it on the contrary 
becomes a moment , however abstract, of the development of rationality in sight 
of the truth. It belongs, as we will see further on, to the work of the negative . 

Having emphatically underlined this, we mu st ask, neverthel ess, why truth 
(presence of the being, here in the form of presence adequate to itself) is an­
nounced as absence in the sign. Why is the metaph ysical concept of truth in 
solidarity with a concept of the sign, and with a concept of the sign determin ed 
as a lack of full truth? And if one considers Hegelianism as the ultimate reas­
sembling of me taphy sics, why does it necessarily determin e the sign as a pro­
gress ion with its sight set on truth? With its sight set: conceived in its destination 
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on the basis of the trut h toward whic h it is oriented , but also with sight set on 
trut h, as one says in order to mark the distance , the lack and the remainder in 
the process of navigation; with sight set still further as a means of manifestation 
as concerns truth. The light , the brilliance of the app earing which perm its vision, 
is the common so urce of phantasia and of the phainesthai .. 

Why is the relationship between sign and trut h thu s? 
This "w hy" can no longer be understood as a "What does this signify?" And 

even less as a "W hat does th is mean?" Formulated this way, the questio ns wou ld 
be stated naively, presupposing or anticipa ting an answer. Here we are reachi ng 
a limit at which the question "What does significat ion signify?" "What does 
meaning mean?" loses all pertinence. Hence we must posi t our questions both 
at the point and in the form in which signification no longer signifies, meaning 
means nothing; not because they are absurd within their system, that is, within 
metaphysics , but because the very question would have brought us to the ex­
ternal border of its closure, supposing that such an operation is simple , and 
simply possibl e, with in our language; and sup posing that we know clearly what 
the inside of a system and a language are. "Wiry?" then no longer mark s, here, 
a question about the "s ight-set -on-what" (for what reason?) , about the telos or 
eskhaton of the movem ent of signification ; nor a question about an origin , a 
"why?" as a "bec ause of what?" "o n the basis of what?" etc. "Why?" ther efore 
is the still metaph ys ical name of the question which we are elaborating here , 
the question about the metaphysica l system which links the sign to the concep t, 
to truth, to presence, to archeology, to teleology, etc. 

Hegelian Semiology 

The sign unite s an "independent representati on" and an "intuition ," in other 
words, a concept (signified) and a sensory percept ion (of a signifier). But Hegel 
must immediately recognize a kind of separation, a disjointing whic h, by dis­
locating the " intuit ion," opens the space and play of significat ion. Ther e is no 
longer in the signifying unity , in the welding of representation and in tuition, 
simply a relat ionship between two terms. Intu ition, here, alread y is no longer 
an intuit ion like any other. Doubtless, as in every intuition , a being is given, a 
thing is presented and is to be received in its simple presence. For example, says 
Hegel, the color of a cockade. It is there, immediately visible, indubi table. But 
insofar as it is united to Vorstellung (to a repr ese ntation), this presence become s 
representation, a repre sen tation (in the sense of representing) of a repr esen tation 
(in the general sense of conceptual ideaJity). Put in the place of some thin g other, 
it becomes etwas anderes vorstellend: here Vorstellen and represent release and reas­
semb le all their meani ngs at once. 

What does this strange "i ntu ition" repre sent? The signifier thus p resented to 
intuition is the signifier of what? What does it rep rese nt or signify? 
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Hegel evidently defines it as an ideality, in opposition to the corporalit y of an 
intuitive signifier. This ideality is that of a Bedeutung. This word is usuall y tran s­
lated as "signif icat ion." Having att empt ed, in commenting elsewhere upon the 
Logical Researches, rn to interpret it as the content of a meaning, I would like to 
demonstrat e here that such an interpretati on is also valid for the Hegelian text. 
Such an exten sion is regulated by an internal and essential metaphysical rie­
cessity. 

Hegel accord s to the content of this meaning , this Bedeutung, the name and 
rank of soul (Seele). Of course it is a soul deposited in a body, in the body of the 
signifier, in the sensory flesh of intuition. The sign, as the unity of the signifying 
body and the signified ideality, become s a kind of incarnation. Therefore the 
opposition of soul and body, and ana logically the oppo sition of the intelligible 
and the sensory, condition the difference between the signified and the signifier, 
between the signifying intention (bedeuten), which is an-animating activity, and 
the inert body of the signifier. This will remain true for Saussure; and also for 
Husserl, who sees the body of the sign as animated by the intention of signi­
fication, just as a body (Korper) when inhabited by Geist becomes a proper body 
(Leib). Husserl says of the living word that it is a geistige' Leiblichkeit, a spiritual 
flesh. 

Hegel knew that this proper and animated body of the signifier was also a 
tomb. The association s6malsema is also at work in this semiology , which is in no 
way surprising .11 The tomb is the life of the body as the sign of death , the body 
as the other of the souJ, the other of the an imat e psyche, of the living breath. 
But the tomb also shelters, maintains in reserve , cap italizes on life by marking 
that life continue s elsewhere. The family crypt: oikesis. 12 It consecrate s the d is­
appearance of life by atte sting to the perseverance of life. Thus , the tomb also 
shelters life from death. It warns the soul of possible death, warn s (of) death of 
the soul, turns away (from) death. This double warning function belongs to the 
funerary monument. The body of the sign thus becomes the monument in which 
the soul will be enclo sed, preserved, maintained, kept in maintenance , present, 

10. TN. See Derrida , Speech and Plze110111e11n, for this argument . 
11. P. Hochart - my thanks to him here-s ince then has directed my att enti on to the 

following passage from the Crntyhts, a passag e less frequentl y cited and more interes ting 
for us than the celebrat ed text of the Gorgias (493a) on the couple soma/sema. "Soc rates : 
You mean 'bod y' (soma)?- Hermogenes: Ycs.- Soc.: I thin k this admit s of many expla­
nations, if a little, even very little, chan ge is mad e; for some say it is the tomb (sema) of 
the soul, their notion being that the soul is buried in prese nt life; and again, becau se by 
its mean s the soul gives an y signs which it gives (semai11ei /111 au se111ai11ei 11iJ ps11khei), it is 
for this also properl y called 's ig n' (siima). But I think it most likely that the O rphi c poets 
gave this nam e, with the Idea that the soul is under going puni shment for somethin g; they 
think it has the body for an encl osure to keep it sa fe, like a prison, and this is, as the 
name itself d enotes, th e safe (soma, prison) for the soul until th e penalty is paid, and not 
even a le tter need s to be changed ." Plato, Collected W'.>rks i11 Twelve Volumes, vol. 4 (Cam­
bridge: Harv ard Univer sity Press , 1926), p. 63. 

12. TN . See above, " La diff~rance," note 2, o n oikesis. 
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signified. At the heart of this monument the soul kee ps itself alive, but it need s 
the monument only to the extent that it is expo sed- to death - in its living 
relation to its own bod y. It was indeed necessary for death to be at work- the 
Phenomenology of the Spirit describes the work of death - for a monument to come 
to retain and prot ect the life of the soul by signifying it. 

The sign- the monument -of-life-in-death, the monum ent-of-death-in-life, the 
sepulche r of a soul or of an embalmed proper body, the height conserving in 
its depths the hege mony of the souJ, resisting time, the hard text of stones 
covered with inscription - is the pyramid. 

Hegel , then, uses the word pyramid to designat e the sign. The pyramid be­
comes the semaphor of the sign , the signifier of signification. Which is not an 
indifferent fact. Notably as concerns the Egyptian connotation: further on , the 
Egyptian hieroglyphic will furnish the example of that which resists the move­
ment of dialectics, history and logos. Is this contradictory? 

First, let us assist at the erection of the pyramid . 
"In this unity (initiated by intelligence) of an independent representation 

(selbstiindiger Vorstel/1mg) with an intuition, the matter of the latter is, in the first 
instance , something accepted (ein Aufgenommenes), something immediate or 
given (for example, the color of the cockade , etc.). But in the fusion of the two 
elements, the intuition does not count positively or as representing itself, but 
as representative of something else" (sec. 458, p. 212). 

Thus we have , for once, a kind of intuition of absence , or more precisely the 
sighting of an absence through a full intuition. 

"It [this intuition] is an image, wh.ich has received [in sich empfangen hat: has 
received , welcomed, conceived, as a woman would conce ive by receiving; and 
what is conceived here is indeed a concept] as its soul and meaning an independent 
mental repre sentation , its signif ication (Bede11/11ng). This intuition is the Sign" 
(sec. 458, p. 213). 

There follows one of the two Remarks which contain the entire theory of the 
sign (which will not prevent Hegel, later, from cirticizing those who grant sem­
iology only the site and status of an appendix ). "The sign is some immediate 
intuit ion , representing a totalJy different imp ort from what naturally belongs to 
it (die einen ganz anderen ln/zalt vorstellt, als den sie fiir sic/1 hat" (ibid. ). Vorstellen, 
which is generally translated as "to repre sent ," whether in the vague st sen se 
of intellectual or psychic repre sentat ion , or in the sense of the representation 
of an object tha t is put forth to be seen , here also mark s the representativ e det our, 
the recourse to what repre sents, to what is put in the place of the oth er, the 
delegate of and reference to the other. Her e, an intuition is mand ated to rep­
resent , in its prop er cont ent, an entirely other content . "The sign is some im­
mediat e intuiti on, repre senting a totally different imp ort from what naturaJJy 
belongs to it; it is the pyramid [Hegel' s empha sis] into which a foreign soul (eine 
fremde Seele) has been conveyed [tran sposed , tran splant ed , translated: versetzt; 
versetzte11 is also to place on deposit; i111 Lei/rause versetzten: to place in the pa wn-
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shop] , and where it is conserv ed (aufbewa/rrt: consigned, stored , put in sto rage)" 

(ibid.). . .. 
This situating of the pyramid has fixed several esse ntial charact e ristics of the 

sign. . . . • 
First of all what can be called, without abuse or anachronism, the arbrtrarmess 

of the sign , the absence of an y natural relation of resemblance, particip ation or 
analogy between the signified and the signifier, that is, here, bet:'een the rep­
resentation (8ede11tung) and the intuition, or further between what t~ repre~ented 
and the representative of repre sentation by signs . Hegel em phasizes this het­
eroge neity, the conditi on for the arbitr ariness of the sign, tw ic~ .. 

l. The sou l cons ign ed to the pyramid is foreign (fremd). If tt 1s tran sposed, 
trans plant ed into the monument like an immigrant, it is _tha~ it is not _made of 
the stone of the signifier; neither in its origin nor its destinati on does 1t belong 
to the matter o f the intuitive given. This heteroge neity amount s to the irred uc­
ibility of the soul and the body, of the intelligibl e and the sensory, of the concept 
or signified ideality on the one hand , and of the signifying ?ody on the other, 
that is, in different senses, the irreducibili ty of two representations (Vorstellungen). 

2. This is why the immed iate intui tion of the signifier represents an entirely 
other content (einen ganz anderen Jnhalt) than that which it has for itself, entirely 
other than that who se full presence refers only to itself. 

This relations hip of abso lute alterity distinguishes the sign from the symbol. 
The continuity of a mimetic or analogical part icipa tion can always be see n be­
twe en the symbol an d the symboliz ed. "The sign is different from the symbol: 
for in the symbo l the origina l characters (in essence and conception) of the visible 
object are more or less identical with the imp ort ~hic h it bea~s a~ _symbol; 
whe reas in the sign, stric tly so-called, the natur al attribut es of the mturh on, and 
the connotation of wh ich it is a sign, have nothing to do with one anot her" 

(ibid.). . 
The motif of the arbitrariness of the sign, the distinction between sign and 

symb ol, is clarified at length in the "Introductio n" to the section of the Aesthetics 
devoted to "Symbo lic Art." The re, Hegel spec ifies the "p urely arbitra ry linkage" 
(ganz willkiirliche Verkniipf11ng) which consti tutes the sign itself, and above all the 
linguistic sign . "Therefore it is a different thing whe n a sign is to be a syn'.bol. 
The lion, for example, is take n as a symbol of magnanimity, the fox of cunnin g, 
the circle of eternity, the triangle of Trinity. But the lion and the fox do possess 
in themselves the very qualities whose significance (8edeutung) they are sup­
posed to express. Similarly the circle does not exhib it the endlessn~ ss ~r the 
cap ricious limitation of a stra ight or other line, which does not return mto itself, 
a limitation likew ise ap propri ate enough for some limited space of time; and ~e 
triangle as a whole has the same number of sides and angles as th at ap~eanng 
in the idea of God when the determinations which religion app rehends m God 

are liable to numeration. 
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"Ther efore in these sorts of symbol the sens uou sly present things (sinnliclren 
vorlzandenen Existenzen) have already in their own existence (Dasein) that meaning 
(Bedeutung), for the representa tion (Darstellung) and exp ressio n of which they 
are used ; and taken in this wider se nse, the sy mbol is no purely arbitrary sign, 
but a sign which in its externa lity compr ises in itself at the same time the content 
of the idea (Vorstellung) which it brings into appearance. Yet nevertheless it is 
not to bring itself before ou r mind s as the concrete individua l thin g, but in itself 
only that universa l quality of mea ning [which it signifies)." 13 

In the following chapter , "Unco nscious Symbolism," there is a section devoted 
to the Pyramid - this time, if we may still put it thu s, in the proper sense of the 
word. U the Egyptian pyramid , in the Encyclopedia, is the symbol or sign of the 
sign, in the Aesthetics it is studied for itself, that is, as a sy mbol right from the 
outset. The Egyptians went further than the Hindu s in the concept of the re­
lations betwee n the natural and the spiri tua l: they thought the immortality of 
the soul, the indep endence of the spir it, and the form of its duration beyond 
natural death. This is marked in their funera ry practices. "The immortality of 
the soul lies very dose to the freedom of the spirit, because [the conceptio n of 
immortali ty implies that] the self compr ehend s itself as withdrawn from the 
naturalness of existence and as res ting on itself; but this self-know ledge is the 
principl e of freedom. Now of course this is not to say that the Egyptians had 
completel y reach ed the conception of the free sp irit, and in examining thi s faith 
of the irs we must not think of our manner of conceiving the immor tality of the 
soul ; but still the y did already ha ve the insight to take good account, both 
externall y and in their ideas, of the body in its existe nce separated from life . . . 

"If we ask further for a symb olical art-form to exp ress this idea, we have to 
look for it in the chief structure s built by the Egyptia ns. Her e we have before 
us a double architecture, one above ground , the other subte rranean : labyrinth 
under the soil, magnificent vast excava tions, pa ssages half a mile long , chambers 
ado rn ed with hier oglyphic s, everything worked out with the maximum of care; 
then above grou nd there are built in add ition those amazing constructio ns 
amongst which the Pyramids are to be counted the chief" (Aesth. I, pp. 355-56). 
After an initial description, Hege l extracts what he sees as the concept of the 
pyram id: we will compare this text with that of the Encyclopedia. "In this way 
the Pyramids put before our eyes the simple prototype of symbo lical ar t itself; 
they are prodigious crystals which conceal in themselves an inn er meaning (ei11 
lnneres) and, as external shap es produced by art, they so envelop that meaning 
that it is obvious that the y are there for this inner meaning se parated from pure 
nature and only in relation to this meaning . But this realm of dea th and the 
invisible, which here constitutes the meaning, possesses on ly one side, and that 
a forma l one, of the true content of art, namely that of being removed from 

13. TN. Hegel, Aesthetics, trans. T. M. Knox (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975), 
vol. 1, pp. 304-5. Further references to the Aesthetics are to this edition (abbreviated as 
Aesl/1.) . 
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immedfate existence ; and so this realm is primarily only Hade s, not yet a life 
(Lebendigkeit) which, even if liberated from the sensuous as such, is still never­
theless at the same time self-existent and therefore in itself free and living spirit. 
On this account the shape (Gestaif) for such an inner meaning still remains ju st 
an external form (Form) and veil for the definite content of t~t meaning. The 
Pyramids are such an external environment in which an inner ~eaning rests 
concealed" (Aestlr. I, p. 356). 

This requisite discontinuity between the signified and the signifier coincides 
with the systemic necessity that includes semiolog y in a psychology. It will be 
recalled, in effect, that psychology - in the Hegelian sens e- is the science of the 
spirit determining itself in itself, as a subject for itself. This is the moment at 
which "all [spirit] now has to do is to realize the notion of its freedom" (Ency­
clopedia, sec. 440, p. 179). This is why it was indispensable, above, to assert the 
architectonic articulation between psychology and semiology . This allows us 
better to comprehend the meaning of arbitrariness: the production of arbitrary 
signs manifests the freedom of the spirit. And there is more 1manifest freedom 
in the production of the sign than in the production of the symbol. In the sign 
spirit is more independent and closer to itself . In the symbol, conversely, it is 
a bit more exiled into nature. "Intelligence therefore gives proof of wider choice 
(Wil/kur) and ampler authority (Herrschaf t) in the use of intuitions when it treats 
them as designatory (als bezeichnend) rather than as symbolical (a/s symbolisierend)" 
(Enc. sec. 458, p. 213). 14 

According to the framework of this teleology, the semioti e instance, just de ­
fined as abstract rationality , aJso he lps impel the manifestation of freedom. Hence 
its essent ial place in the development of psychology and logic. Hegel mark s this 
place accessorily, in the middle of the Remark added as a long appendix to the 
sqort paragraph that defines the sign . The pyramid had emerged in this space 
and along the detour of this d igression: "In logic and psychology, sign s and 
language are usually foisted in somewhe re as an appendix (Anhang: supplement, 

14. Hegel already inherit ed thi s oppo sition of sign and symbol and the teleolog y whi ch 
systemati cally orients it. Thi s could be easily dem onstrated on the basis of each of the 
con cepts that enter into play here . But after Hegel the same opposition and the sam e 
teleology maintain their authority. For exampl e in the Course in Genernl Linguistics. In the 
first chapt er of the first part in the section entitl ed: "Principle I: The Arbitrary Nature of 
the Sign" one may read: "Signs that are wh olly arbitrar y realize better than the other s the 
ideal of the semiological process; that is why languag e, the most compl ex and uni versal 
of all systems of expr ess ion, is also the most chara cteristic; in thi s sense linguistic s can 
become the ma ste r-pattern for all branch es of semiolo gy although langua ge is only one 
particular semiological system." [We will soon find the same propo sition in Hegel , at the 
moment when he g rant s preemin ence to the linguistic sign, to speech and the nam e.] 
"The word symbol ha s been used to designate th e linguistic sign, or more specificaUy, what 
is here called the signifier. Principl e I in particular weighs again st the use of tlus term. 
O ne chara cteristic of the symbol is that it is never wh olly arbitrary ; it is not empt y, for 
there is the rudim ent of a natural bond between the signifier and th e signified . The symb ol 
of justice, a pair of sca les, could not be repla ced by just another sy mbol , such as a chariot" 
(Course, p . 68). 
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codicil), without any troubl e being taken to display their neces sity and sys temati c 
place in the econom y of intelligence. The right place for the sign is that just 
given" (ibid .). 

This activity, which consists in animating the intuitiv e (spatial and temporal ) 
content, of breathing a "soul," a "signification, " into it, produce s the sign by 
Erinnenmg-memory and interiorization. We wi!J now examine this relationship 
between a certain movement of idealizing interiorization and the process of 
temporalization. In the production of signs, memory and imagination (that is, 
time, in this context ) are the same interiorization of the spirit relating itself to 
itself in the pure intuition of itself , and therefore in its freed om, and bringing 
this intuition of itself to exterior existence. 

Which calls for two comments. 
1. Appearing in the Encyclopedia under the heading of imagination, the theory 

of signs is immediately followed by the chapter on memory. In the Philosophical 
Propedeutics the same semiological conten t is inscribed under the rubric of mem­
ory.15 

2. Memory, the production of signs, is also thought itself. In a transitional 
remark between the chapter devoted to memory and the chapter devoted to 
thought , Hegel recalls that the "German language has etymologically assigned 
memory (Gediichtnis), of which it has become a foregone conclusion to speak 
contemptuously, the high position of direct kindred with thought (Gedanke)" 
(Enc., sec. 464, p. 223). 

15. In the "Philo so phical Encyclopedia " of the Propedeulics (first sec tion of the "Sci ence 
of ~Pir!t," ch,~pter on ~epr_ese ntati on, subchapter on memory) we find aga in the follow ing 
defimh ons: l. The srgn III general. Repre sentation having bee n liberated from prese nt 
e~ternal reality ~nd re nder ed subjective, this reality and the internal repre sentat ion are 
s1tuate_d _one ~aan _g the o_ther, a~ two distinct t~ings. An external rea lity become s a sign 
when 11 rs arbrlrarrly nssoc,nted with a repre sentati on wh ich does not corres pond to it, a nd 
whi ~h i_s_ even ,~istinct from .\tin its content , such that thi s rea lity must be its represen tation 
or srgnifrca/1011 (sec. 155) . Creatrve Memory the refore produ ces th e assoc iation bet wee n 
intuiti ? n and represe nta tion, but a free association in which the precedin g relationship , 
m whi ch repre sentati on reposed upon intuition , finds itse lf inversed . In the assoc iation 
~s effected _by creativ e mem ory, the prese nt sensuous rea lity has no value in itse lf and for 
1t~elf, but its so le value is that conferr ed upon it by spirit " (sec . 156). "Language. The 
highes t work of creative memory is lan guage , wh ich is on the one hand verbal and on the 
other han~writt en. Creati ve memory, or 11111e111osy111\ being the sour ce of la nguage , it can 
~-e a question.of a nother sou_rce onl~ as far as what conce rns the discovery of determin ed 
signs. (sec. 1:,8). Language 1s the disappe aran ce of the sensuous world in its imm ed iate 
prese nce, the suppr ess ion of thi s world , hencefo rth tra nsfo rmed into a prese nce w hich 
1s ~ call ?P t to awaken a n echo in every essence capabl e of represe nta tion" (sec . 159). 
Plr1/osop/11sclre Propiideutik, in Siimtli clie Werkc, vol. 3 (Stutt gart: Fromm ans Verlag) pp . 
209-10. ' 
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Relever16- What Talking Means 
I 

The site of sem iology has been circumscribed . It would not be feasible, now, to 
exhaust its contents. Let us merely attempt , in an initial probe, to verify, through 
an ana lysis of content , the motif described by the architect ure. In this way, let 
us ask what this semiology signifies, ~ hat it means. In putting the questi on in 
this form, we are already submitting to the profound schemas of the metaph ysics 
of the sign, the sign which not only "mean s," but essentially rep resents itself 
as a theory of bedeute11 (meaning) which is from the outse t regulated by the telos 
of speech . As much later in Saussure , spoken language here is the "model" of 
the sign, and linguistics is the model of a semiology of which it still remain s a 

part. 
The heart of the the sis is quickly stated: the privilege or excellence of the 

linguistic system-that is, the ph onic sys tem-a s concerns any othe~ sem_i~tic 
system. Therefore, the privilege of speech over writing and_of phone~c w~1hng 
over every other system of inscripti on, particularly over hierog lyphic or ideo­
graphic writing, but equally over math ematical writing, over all formal sy_mbol_s, 
algebras, pasigraphie s and other projects of the Leibnizian sort- phoneti c wnt­
ing's privilege over everyth ing which has no need, as Leibniz said, "to refer to 

the voice" or to the wo rd (vox) . 
Thus formulated , the thesis is familiar. Here we wish not so much to recall 

it as to reformu late it, and in doing so to reconstitute its configuration, to mark 
the ways in which the autho rity of the voice is essen tially coordi nated with t_he 
entire Hegelian system, with its arch eology, its teleology, its eschatolo gy, with 
the will to parousia and all the fundamenta l concepts of specu lative dialectics, 

notably those of negativit y and of Auflrebung. 
The process of the sign is an Aufl1ebu11g. Thus: "The intuition - in its natural 

phase a something given (ein Gegebe11es) and given in spa~e _(ein Rii~11'.liclres}­
acquires , when emp loyed as a sign , the peculiar chara ctenshc of existing onl~ 
as aufgehobe11e (that is, both lifted and suppr essed, let us say, henceforth , re/eve, 
combining the senses in which one can be both raised in one's functions and 
relieved of them, replaced in a kind of prom otion, by that which follows and 
relays or relieves one. In this sense, the sign is the re/eve of sensory-spatial 
intuitio n.) Such is the negat ivity of intelligence" (sec. 459, p . 213). 

16. TN. See above , " La diff~rance ," note 23, and "Ousia and Gramme," note 15, for the 
(no n· )tran slation of re/eve. Here, Derrida is also playing on the "o rd i~ary'' sense of releiier, 
meaning " to point out." He will come to demonstrate that to point out (re/ev~r) ,wha t 
talking means is to point out that ii means re/ever (auf11ebe11). We ~ha_ll !~llow Derrida s use 
of the tense s of re/ever· the reader is rem inded that re/ever 1s the tnftn1hve, re/eve the third 
pe rson present sing ul;r (and also the substantive), re/eve! the past participle , and re/euaul 
the present participle. Occasionally we shall use "relif ts" as a shorthand to prevent con; 
fusion between the sub stantive and the third per son present singular. See also note l;i 
above. 
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Intelligence, then , is the name of the powe r which produces a sign by negatin g 
the sensory spatia lity of intuition. It is the re/eve of spatial intuition. Now, as 
Hegel shows elsewhere , 17 the re/eve (A11fl1eb1111g) of space is time. The latter is the 
truth of what it negate s-s pace- in a movement of re/eve. Here , the truth or 
teleological essenc e of the sign as the re/eve of sensory-spa tial intuition will be 
the sign as time, the sign in the element of temp ora lization. This is what the 
rest of the paragr aph confirm s: "Such is the negati vity of intelligen ce; and thu s 
the truer phase of the intuition used as a sign is existence in time (ei11 Dasein i11 
der Zeit)." 

Dasein in der Zeil, presence or existence in time: this formulation of a mode 
of intuition must be thought in relation to the formulati on which says of time 
that it is the Dasein of the concep t. 

Why is Daseirr in time the truer form (walzrlzaftere Gestalt) of intuition such as 
it may be re/eve in the sign? Because time is the re/eve- that is, in Hegelian terms, 
the truth , the essence (Wese11) as Being-past (Gewese11/zeit}-of space. Time is the 
true, essentia l, past space, space as it will have been thought, that is, re/eve. 
What space will have meant is time. 

It follows, as concerns the sign, that the content of the sensory intuition (the 
signifier) must erase itself, must vanish before Bede11t1111g, before the signified 
ideality, all the while conserving itself and conservin g Bedeutrmg; and it is only 
in time, or rather as time itself that this re/eve can find its passageway. 

Now, what is the signifying substance (what the glossematician s call the "sub­
stance of expre ss ion") most proper to be produc ed as time itse lf? It is sound, 
sound re/eve from its naturaln ess and linked to sp irit' s relation to itself, the 
psyche as a subject for itself and affecting itself by itself, to wit, animated sou nd, 
phonic sound , the voice (Ton). 

Hegel immed iate ly and rigorously draw s this conclusion: "Thus the truer 
phase of the intuition used as a sign is existence in time (but its existence vanishes 
in the moment of being [Versclrwinden des Dasei11s i11de111 es ist)) and if we consider 
the rest of its externa l psychic quality, its i11stit11tio11 [a Being-posited: Gesetzsein] 
by intelligence, but an instituti on grow ing out of its (anthropological ) own nat­
uraln ess. This institution of the natural is the vocal note (Ton), where the inward 
idea manifests itself in adequat e utteran ce (full utterance : erfiillte A11sseru11g)" 
(sec. 459, p. 214) . 

On the one hand , the voice unites the an throp ological natur a lness of the 
natural sound to the psychic-semiotic ideality; therefor e it articu lates the phi­
losophy of spirit with the philosophy of nature; and in the philosophy of spirit 
its concept is therefore the hinge between anthrop ology and psychology. Be­
tween these two sciences, as we know, is inscribed the phenomenology of spirit , 
or the science of the experience of consciousness. 

17. Sec for examp le E,1c., secs. 254-oO (Pllilosophy of Nature), and above, "Ousia and 
Gramm(! ." 
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On the other hand, this phonic relationship between the sensory and the 
intelligible, the real and the ideal, etc., is determined he{e as an expressive 
relationship between an ins ide and an outside. The languag~ of sound, speech, 
which carries the inside to the outside, does not simply abandon it there, as 
does writing. Conserv ing the inside in itself as it is in the act of emitting it to 
the outside, speech is par excellence that which confers existence, presence 
(Dasein), upon the interior representation, making the concept (the signified) 
exist. But, by the same token, insofar as it interiorizes and temporalizes Dasein, 
the given of sensory-spatial intui tion, language lifts existence itself, "relifts" 
(re/eve) it in its truth, producing thereby a kind of promotion of presence. It 
makes sensory existence pass into representative or intellectual existence, the 
existence of the concept. Such a transition is precisely the moment of articulation 
which transforms sou nd into voice and noise into language: "The vocal note 
[the phonic sound: der Ton] which receive s further articulation to express specific 
ideas-speech (die Rede), and its system, language (die Sprncl1e)-gives to sen­
sations, intuitions, conceptions, a second and higher existem.e than they nat­
urally possess - invests them with the right of existence in the realm of 
representation (des Vorstellens)" (ibid.). 

In the passage which concerns us, Hegel is interested in language "only in 
the special aspect of a product of intelligence for man ifesting its ideas in an 
external medium." He does not undertake the study of language itself, if it can 
be put thus. He has defined the order of genera l semiology, tts place in psy­
chology, and then the site of linguistics within a semiology whose teleologica l 
mode l is linguistics nevertheless. The Encyclopedia goes no further tha n system­
atics or architectonics. It does not fill the field whose limits and topography it 
marks. However the lineaments of a linguistics are indicated. For example, this 
linguistics will have to submit to the distinction between the formal (grammatical) 
eleme nt and the material (lexicological) element. Such an analysis dissolves the 
discourse on linguistics, undoes it between its before and its after. 

Lexicology, the science of the material of language , in effect refers us to a 
discipline already treated before psycholog y: anthropology. And, with in anthro ­
pology, to psychophysiology. Before appear ing to itself as such, ideality is an ­
nounced in nature, spir it hides itself outside itself in sensory matter; and it does 
so according to modes and degrees, according to a specific becoming and hi­
erarchy. It is within this teleology that the decisive concept of physical idea/ity is 
to be understood. Ideality in general , in Hegelian terms, is "the negation of the 
real, but a negation where the real is put past, virtually retained (virt11aliter 
erilalte11), although it does not exist" (sec. 403, p. 92). Since the sign is the 
negativity which "relifts" (re/eve) sensory intuiti on into the ideality of language , 
it must be hewn from a senso ry matter which in some way is given to it, offering 
a predisposed nonresistance to the work of idealization. 18 The idealizing and 

18. "The spirit must first withdraw into itself from nature , lift itself abov e it, and ove r­
come it, before it can prevail in it without hindrance as in an elem ent ~hich .cann ot 
withstand it (widerstnndslos), a nd tran sform it into a positive existence (Dnsezn) of its own 
freedom" (Aesthetics I, p. 443). 
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relevant negativ ity which works within the sign has always already begun to 
disturb sensory matter in general. But since sensor y matter is differentiated, it 
forms hierarchies of type s and region s according to their power of ideality. 
Among other consequences it follows from this that one may consider the con­
cept of physica l ideality as a kind of teleological anticipation , or inve rsely that 
one may recog nize in the concep t and value of idealit y in general a "metaphor." 
Such a displacement - which would summarize the entire itinerary of meta­
physics-also would repeat the "his tory" of a certain organization of functions 
that philosophy has called "mea ning." The equivalence of these two readings 
is also an effect of the Hegelian circle: the se nsualist or materialist reduction and 
the idealist teleology following , in opposite directions, the same line. The line 
that we have just named, as a provisiona l convenience, "metaphor." 

What Hegel calls physical ideality, then, is shared by two regions of the 
sensory: se nsibility to light and sensibility to sound. They are analyzed in the 
Encyclopedia and the Aesthetics. 

Whethe r it is a question of light or of sound, the semiological analysis of 
signifying matters and of sensory intuitions sends us from psychology to an­
thropology (psychophysiology) and, in the last analysis, from physiology to 
physics. i9 This is the inverse path of the teleology and the movement of nega­
tivity, according to which the idea is reapp ropr iated to itself as spirit in relevant 
(itself from) nature, its Being-other, in which it was negated and lost, all the 
while announcing itself within it. Now, at the opening of the "Physics," light 
is posited as a first manifestation, even if a still abstract and empty mani festation, 
the undifferentiated identity of the first qualified matter. It is by means of light, 
the neutra l and abstrac t element of appearing, the pu re milieu of phenomenality 
in genera l, that nature first relates itself to itself. Nature, in light, manifests itself, 
sees itself, lets itself be seen and itself sees itself. In this first reflexive articulat ion 
the opening of ideality is by the same token the opening of subjectivity , of 
nature's relations hip to itself: "Light ... is ... the earliest ideality, the original 

19. Hegel distingui shes betwe en the orga11izntio11 of the five se nses, a nntural organization 
who se ~oncepts ar~ to be ftxe~ by the philosop.hy of nature , and the f1111clioning of these 
senses, m conformit y with theLr concept , for spmtual end s, for example in art. "Now the 
sen ses, beca~se they are_ senses, i.e. related to t~e material world , to thing s outside one 
a~other and mher e~tly diverse , _are themselves differe nt; touch , smell, taste, hearin g, and 
sight. To prove the inne r necessity of tlus ensembl e and its arti culati on is not our business 
!1ere: i~ is a matter f_o~ the phil osophy of natur e wh ere I have discussed it. Our problem 
is restricted to examining whether all these sens es-o r, if not all. then which of them- are 
capable by their natur e of being organ s for the appr ehen sion of works of art. In this matter 
we have already exduded touch , taste, and smell" (Aestil. 11, p. 621). In such a hierar chy 
of t_~e arts, poetry necessarily has the highes t place . It is the most relevant art , the "total 
art. Time and sound , now united to conceptual representati on (whi ch was not the case 
for musical interi ority) and to the objectivit y of lan guage, are the modes of interi ority and 
belong to the conc~pt _of poetry. Therefore , thjs concept require s that poetry be spoken and 
not ren1, _b~~ause _pnnt , on the other hand , tran sforms this animati on (Besee/11ng) into a 
mere vi~1b1htr, whi ch ta~en by itself is a matter of indiffer e nce and has no longer any 
connection with the s pmtual meanin g" (ibid ., p . 1036). 

91 



The Pit and the Pyramid 

/ 

self of nature. With light, nature begin s for the first time to becom e subjective" 

(Aesth. 11, p. 808). 
Corre lative ly, sight is an ideal sense, more ideal, by definition and as its name 

indicates , than touch or taste. One can also say that sight gives its sense to the ory. 
It suspends desire, lets things be, reserves or forbids their :onsummation.

20 
The 

visible has in common with the sign, Hegel tells us, that 1t cannot be eaten. 
However , if sight is ideal , /rearing is even more so. It "relifts" (re/eve) sight. 

Despite the ideality of light and vision, the objects perce_ived by t~e eye, for 
example plastic works of art, persi st beyond the percep h_on of theu sensory, 
exterior, stubborn existence; they resist the Aufhebung, and m and of them selves 
cannot be absolutely relevi by temporal int eriority. They hold back the work of 
dialectics. This being the case for plastic works of art, it certainl y will be so for 
writing as such. But not for music and speech. Hear ing is the most sublime 
sense: "Hearing . . . like sight , is one of the theoretical and not practical ~enses, 
and it is still more ideal than sight. For the peaceful and unde siring (beg1erdlose) 
contemp lation of work s of art lets them remain in peace and ind epe n~entl y as 
they are, and there is no wish to consume or de stroy them; yet what 1t ap~re­
hends is not something inherently posited ideally, but on the contrary something 
persisting in its visible existence. The ear, on the contrary, without itself tu~ning 
to a practical (praktisclr) relation to objects, listen s to the result of the inner 
vibration (inneren Erzitterns) of the bod y through which what comes before us 
is no longer the peaceful and mat erial shape, but the first and more idea~ bre~th 
of the soul (Seelenlraftigkeit). Further, since the negat ivity into whi ch the vibratin g 
material (schwingende Material) enters here is on one side the re/eve (Aufheben) of 
the spatia l situation, a re/eve re/evi again by the reaction _of the body, _ther e f~re 
the express ion of thi s double negation , i.e. sound (Ton)'. 1s an extern~bty "_'h1ch 
in its coming-to-be is annihilated aga in by its very_ ex1~ten~e.' ~nd 1t va_nis_hes 
of itself . Ow ing to thi s double negation of externahty , 1mphc1t m _the pr~nc1ple 
of sou nd , inner subjectivity corresponds to it because the reso undin g (Klmgen), 

20. The Hegelian theory of desire is th e theory of th_e contradiction between theory a~d 
desire . Theory is the death of desire , death m ~es1re, 1f n?I _the desire of deat_h. The ~nhre 
introduction to the Aesthetics demon stra tes this con trad1chon between desire ~Beg,erde), 
which pushes toward consumma tion , and "t heoretica l interest," which lets thin gs be m 
their freedom . In th e extent to which art " is situa ted between pure sensuo usness and p~r_e 
thought ," and to which "in art th e. sen su_o~s is spirit~alized (verg~'.stigt)" and the spmt 
"se nsualized (versi1111/ic/1t)," art itself ma pnv1leged way 1s ad dressed to t~e two the<?rehcal 
se nses of sight and hea ring'' (Aestlr. LI, p . 622). Touch is_ con~erned only with th e res1st~nc~ 
of sens uous and material individuality as suc h; taste d1ssoc1ates and cons ume~ the ObJ~Ct, 
while smell lets it evaporate. "S ight, on the other hand , has a pure!y theoretical _relation 
to objects (Gege11stii11de11) by mean s of light, this as ii were nonmatenal matter. This fo~ its 
part lets objects persist freely and independently; it makes them shine ~nd app~a r (sc/remen 
1111d ersclreinen) but, unlike air and fire, it does not consume them rn p~act~ce wheth er 
unn oticeably or openly. To vision , void of desire (begierdelose Se/ren), eve rythin g !s presented 
which exis ts materially in space as somethin g out side everyt lun_g else (Au~se~emander), but 
which, becau se it remains undi sturbed in its integrity, is manifest only m its shap e and 
color" (ibid.). 
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which in and by itself is some thin g more ideal than inde pendently really sub­
sistent corporeality, gives up this more ideal existence also, and ther e fore be­
comes a mode of expression adequate to the inner life" (Aesthetics, II, p. 890).21 

There is constant reference to the con cept of vibrat ion, of trem bling (Erzittern, 
schwi11gende Zittern). In the Philosophy of Nature it is at the center of the physics 
of sound (Klang); and th ere, as always, it marks the passage, through the op ­
erat ion of negativity , of space into time, of the mater ial into the ideal passing 
through "abstract ma teriality" (abstrakte Materialitiit). 22 This teleologica l conce pt 
of sound as the movem ent of idealization, the A11fheb11ng of natural exteriority, 
the re/eve of the visible into the aud ible, is, along with the entire philosoph y of 
nature, the fundamentaJ presupposition of the He gelian interpre tation of Ian-

21. Elsewhere: "The other theoretical sense is /rearing. Here the opposite comes into 
view. Instea d of shape , colour, etc., hearing has to do with soun d (Ton), with the vibration 
of a body; here there is no process of dissolution, like that required by smell; there is 
merely a trembling (Erzittern) of the object (Gege11stiindes) which is left unin jured thereby . 
This ideal movement in which sim ple subjectivity, as it were the soul of the body, is 
expressed by its sound , is app rehended by the ear just as theoretically as the eye ap pre­
he nds colour or shape ; and in this way the inner side of objects is made apprehensible 
by the inner life" (Aest/r. II, p. 622). 

This hierar chical classification combines two criteria : objectivity and interiority , which 
are only apparently opposed, since idealiza tion has as its meaning (from Plato to Hu sserl) 
the simultan eous confirmation of objectivity and interiority one by the other. Ideal objec­
tivity maintain s its identity with itself, its integrity and its resistance all the more in no 
longer depending upon an empiri cal sens uous exteriority. Here, the combination of the 
two criteria permits the elimination of touch (which is conce rned only with a material 
exteriority: masterable objectivity), taste (a consummation which dissolves the object in 
the interiority), and smell (which permits the object to dissocia te itself into evaporation) 
from the theoretical domain. Sight is imperfectly theoretical and ideal (it lets the objectivity 
of the object be, but cannot interiorize its sensuous and spatial opaq ueness). According 
to a metaph or well coordinat ed with the entir e system of metaph ysics, only hea ring, 
which preserves both objectivity and interiority, can be called fully ideal and theoretical. 
Therefore in its eminence it is designated by optical language (idea, tlieoria), which permit s 
us to go back to the analysis of this metaphori cal system. We will attempt this elsewhere. 
Here, let us insert the following passage from the "Rat Man" in order to mark , with a 
dotted line , seve ral references and several intention s: "A nd here I should like to raise the 
general question whether the atrop hy of the sens e of s mell (which was an inevitable result 
of man 's assumption of an erect pos ture) and the consequent organic repression of his 
pleasure in smell may not have had a cons iderable share in the origin of his susceptibi .lity 
to nervous disease . This would afford us some explanatio n of wh y, with the advance of 
civilization, it is precisely the sexua l life that must fall a victim to rep ression. For we have 
long known the intimate con nection between the sexual instinct and the function of the 
olfactory organ." Freud : Tire Standard Edition of tile Complete Psyclrological Works, vol. 10 
(London: Hogarth Press, 1955), p. 248. Hegel again : "But the objet d'art shou ld be con­
templated in its inde pende nt objectivity on its own account; true , it is there for our 
app rehension but only in a theoretical and intellectua l way, not in a practical one, and it 
has no relation to desire or the will. As for smell, ii cannot be an organ of artistic enjoymen t 
either, because things are only available to smell in so far as they are in process and their 
aroma is dissipated through the air and its practical influence " (Aest/r. II, p. 622). 

22. These propositions are explicated at length in sections 299--302 of the Encyclopedia 
(" Philosop hy of Nature," sec. 2, Physics). See also the P/rilosoplry of Spirit, Eire., sec. 401. 
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guage, notabl y of the so-called material part of language , lexicology. This pre­
supposition forms a specific system that organizes not only the relations of the 
Hegelian philosophy of nature to the physics of its time and to the totality of 
the Hege lian teleology, but also its articu lation with the more general system 
and more ample chain of logocentri sm. 

If lexicology led us back to physics, grammar (the formal element of discour se) 
projects us, by anticipation, toward the stu dy of intellect and its articulation into 
catego ries. In effect, the E11cyclopedin undertakes this further on: "As to the formal 
element, aga in it is the work of analyt ic intellect which informs language with 
its categories: it is this logical instinct which gives rise to grammar. The study 
of languages still in their original (11rsprii11glicl1) state , which we have first really 
begun to make acquaintance with in modern times, has shown on this point 
that they contai n a very elaborate grammar and express distinctions which are 
lost or have been largely obliterated in the languages of more civilized nation s. 
It seems as if the language of the most civilized nation s has the most imperf ect 
grammar, and that the same langu age has a more perfect grammar when the 
nation is in a more uncivilized state than when it reaches a higher civilization. 
(Cf. W. von Humboldt 's Essay on tire D11a/)" (sec. 459, p. 215; cf. also Renso11 in 
History.) 

This relevant, spiritual, and ideal excellence of the phonic makes every spatia l 
language-and in general all spacing-remain inferior and exterior. Writing, ac­
cording to an extension that transform s our notion of it, may be considered as 
an examp le or as the concept of this spacing. In the linguistic part of the semiol­
ogy, Hegel can make the gesture he cautioned against when it was a question 
of general semiology: he reduces the que stion of writing to the rank of an 
accessory question , treated in an appendix, as a digression, and, in a certain 
sense of the word, as a supple ment. As we know, this was also Plato's gesture, 
and Rousseau's, as it will also be Saussure's, to cite only specific nuclei in a 
process and a system. After defining vocal language (To11spracl1e) explicitly as the 
original (11rsprii11glic/1e) language, Hegel writes: "We may touch, only in passing, 
upon written language (Scl1riftspracl1e)-a further developmen t [supplementary: 
weitere Fortbildrmg] in the particular sphe re of language which borrows the he lp 
of an externally practical activity. It is from the province of immed iate spatial 
intuition to which written languag e proceed s that it takes and produce s the 
signs (Sect. 454)" (sec. 459, p. 215). :z., 

23. Writing, the "prac tical exterior activity" which "comes to the aid" of spo ken lan­
guage . This classical motif carries along with it the condemnation of aU mnemotechniques , 
all language mach ines, all the supplementary repetitions which cause the life of the spirit, 
living speec h, to e merge from its interior . Such a condemnation paraphrases Plato, in· 
eluding even the necessary ambivalence of memory (11111i!111e//111po11111esis}-living memory 
on the one hand , memory aid on the o ther (Plzaedrus). Here we must convey a Remark 
from the Encyclopedia: "Given the name lion, we need neither the actual vision of the 
animal, nor its image eve n: the name alone, if we 1111dersta11d it, is the unimaged simple 
representation (bildlose ei11fache Vorstel/1111g). We think in names. The recent attempt s-a l­
ready, as they dese rved, forgotten-to rehabilitate the Mnemonic of the ancients, consis t 
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I_t is not possible, here , to elaborate all the consequences of such an interpre­
ta~on o~ the supplement of writing, its origina l place in Hegelian logic, and its 
arhculati_on with the entire traditional and systematic chain of metaphy sics. 
Schematically and programmatically , let us simply give the headings of the 
theses that ought to be examined. 

A. Tire Teleological Hierarchy of Writings 

At the peak of this hierarchy is phonetic writing of the alphabetic type: "Al­
phabetic writing is on all accounts the more intelligent'' (sec. 459, p. 216). To 
the extent that it respect s, translates, or transcribes the voice, that is, idealization, 
the movement of the spirit relating itself to its own interiority and hearing itself 
speak, phonetic writing is the most historic element of culture , the element most 
open. to. the ~~finite developme~t of tradition. At least in the principle of its 
functio_nmg: Wha~ has been said shows the inestimab le and not sufficiently 
appreciated educatio nal value of learning to read and write an alphabetic char­
acter. It leads the mind from the sensibly concrete image to attend to the more 
formal structu re of the vocal word and its abstract eleme nts, and cont ributes 
much to give stability and independence to the inward realm of mental life" 
(sec. 459, p. 218). 

History-which according to Hegel is always the history of the spirit- the 
dev~lopme nt of the concept as logos, and the ontotheo logical unfolding of par­
ous,a , etc. are not obstructed by alphabetic writing. On the contrary, since it 
e~ases its own spacing better than any other, alphabetic writing remains the 
highest and more relevant med if lion. Such a teleological appreciation of alpha­
betic writing constitu tes a system and struc turally governs the following two 
consequences: 

a_-~yond the fact of alphabetica l writing, Hegel her e is calling upon a teleo­
logical_ ideal. In effect, as Hege l recognizes, in pass ing, certainly, but qui te clearly, 
there 1s not and there cannot be a purely phonetic writing. The alphabetic 
system, such as we practi ce it, is not and cannot be purely phonetic. Writing 
ca_n never be to~ally ~habited by the voice. The nonphonetic functions, if you 
will, the operative silences of alp habetic writin g, are not factual accidents or 

(n tr~nsf?rming names into images, and thus again deposing memory to the level of 
1magm~lton. _The place of t_he po~er o.f m~mory is t~ken by a permanent tableau (Tableau) 
of a series of image s, fixed m the 1maginahon, to which is then attac hed the se ries of ideas 
forming the ~omposition to~ learned by rote (a11swe11dig). Considering the heterogeneity 
between the 1mport of these ideas and those perman ent images, and the speed with which 
l~e attachment hast? be ma~e , the attachment canno t be made otherwise than by shallow, 
silly, and utterly a_c~1dental_ l!nks" (Enc., sec. 462, p. 220). This exteriority of the "by rote" 
1s confronted by hvmg, spin tual memory , in which everything proceeds from the inside. 
All the_se development~ are gov_erned by the opposition A11swe11digll11we11dig and by that 
of E11t?1_1sser1111g and Em111er1111g m the name . See also the important sections 463-64. On 
~e cntique of ,~he tableau (Tabelle) w~ich masks the "living essence of the thing" and 
P ocecds from dead understanding, sec the Preface to the Phe11ome11ology of the Mimi 
trans . A. V. Miller (Oxford: Clare ndon Press, 1977), p . 37. ' 
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waste products one might hope to reduce (pun ctuation, figure , spacing). The 
fact of which we hav e just spoken is not only an empirica l fact, it is the example 
of an essential law that irreducibly limits the achievement of a teleological idea l. 
In effect, Hege l concedes this in a parentheti c remark that he closes very quickly, 
and that we mu st underline: "Leibni z's pra ctical mind (Verstand) misled him to 
exaggerate the advantages which a complete written language, formed on the 
hierogl yphic method (and hieroglyphics are used even where there is alphabetic writing, 
as in our signs for the numbers, tire planets the chemical elements, etc .), wou ld have 
as a univer sal language for the intercourse of nation s and especially of scholars" 
(sec . 459, p. 215). 

b. The linguistics implied by all these propo sitions is a linguistics of the word, 
and singularly of the name. The word, and the name , which with its categorem 
is the word par excellence, fupcti ons in this linguistics as the simple, irreducible 
and complete element that bears the unity of sound and se nse in the voice. 
Thanks to the name , we may do without both the imag e and sensory existence. 
"We think in name s" (sec. 462, p . 220). Today we know that the word no longer 
has the linguistic rank that had almost always been accorded to it. It is a relativ e 
unity, made to stand out between larg er or smaller unitie s. 24 The irreducibl e 
privilege of the name is the key stone of the Hegelian philosophy o f language. 
"Alphabetic writing is on all account s the more intelligent: in it the word- the 
mode, peculiar to the intelle ct, of uttering its ideas most worthily (eige11tiimliche 
wiirdigste Art)- is brought to consciousness and made an object of reflection 
... Thus , alphab etic writing retain s at the same time the advantage of vocal 
language , that the ideas have name s strictly so called (eige11tliche Namen); the 
nam e is the simple (einfache) sign for the exac t idea, i.e., the simple (eigentliche, 
d.h. einfache) plain idea, not decompo sed into its feature s and compounded out 
of them. Hieroglyphics , instead of springing from the direct ana lysis of sensib le 
signs, like alph abetic writing, arise from an antecedent analysis of ideas. Thus 
a theory readily ar ises that all ideas may be redu ced to their elements, or simpl e 
logica l terms, so that from the elementa ry sign s chosen to express the se (as, in 
the case of the Chine se Koua, the simpl e straight stroke, and the stroke broken 
into two part s) a hieroglyphic system would be generated by their composition. 
This feature of hieroglyphic - the analytical designations of ideas-wh ich misled 
Leibniz to regard it as preferable to alphabetic writing is rath er in antagonism 
with th e fundamental de sideratum of language- the name " (sec. 459, pp. 
216-17; see also the three following paragraph s). 

8. The Critique of Pasigraphy: 
The Prose of Understanding 

Projects for a univer sa l wri ting of a nonphon etic type see m to be marked by the 
abusive preten sion s and insufficiencie s of all the formalisms denoun ced by 

24. See, notably, Martinet "Le mot" in Diogene, no. 51 (1965). On the function of the 
name in the Hegelian philosophy of language, see in particular the Jena texts recently 
translated and presented by G. Planty-Bonjour, entitled La premiere philosoplzie de l'espr,t 
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1969), chap. 2. 
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Hegel. The indictment is dir ec ted preci sely agai nst the risks of di slocating the 
word and the name . The principal defendant is obviously Leibniz-his intelli­
gence and hi s nai'vete, his speculative naivete which imp elled him to place his 
confidence in intelligence , that is, in a formaliz ing un derstanding bearing death. 
But before Leibniz, before the mathematicism which inspires the projects of a 
universal characteristic, Hegel incriminat es what he con siders as the great his­
torical models. 

a. Thoth- The Egyptian model first. Above all, Hegel reproache s this model for 
remaining too "symbo lic," in the precise sense we gave to this notion above. 
Although hieroglyphics do bear elements of phonetic wri ting, and thus of ar­

,., bitrary signs (in this respect Hegel refers to Champollion's discoveries) ,25 they 
remain too tied to the sensory representation of the thing. Their naturalness 

25. "Of the representations (Darstel/1mge11) which Egyptian Antiquity presents us with, 
one figure must be especially noticed, viz. the Sphinx- in itself a riddle-a n ambiguous 
form, half brute, half human . The Sphinx may be regarded as a symbol of the Egyptian 
Spirit. The human head looking out from the brute body, exhibits Spirit as it begins to 
emerge from the merely Natural- to tear itself loose therefrom and already to look more 
freely around it; without, however, entirely freeing itself from the fetters Nature had 
imposed. The innumerable edifices of the Egyptians are half below the ground, and half 
rise above it into the air. The whole land is divided into a kingdom of life and a kingdom 
of death. The colossal statue of Mem11011 resounds (erklingt) at the first glance of the young 
morning Sun; though it is not yet the free light of Spirit with which it vibrates (ertiint). 
Written language is still a hieroglyphic; and its basis is only the sensuous image, not the 
letter itself ... In recent times attention has especially been recalled to them and after 
many efforts something at least of the hieroglyphic writing has been deciphered. The 
celebrated Englishman, Thomas Yo1111g, first suggested a method of discovery, and called 
attention to the fact that there are small surfaces separated from the other hieroglyphics, 
and in which a Greek translation is perceptible ... It was found at a later date, that a 
great part of the hieroglyphics are phonetic, that is, express sounds . Thus the figure of 
an eye denotes first the eye itself, but secondly the first letter of the Egyptian word that 
means 'eye' ... The celebrated Champollion (the younger), first called attention to the fact 
that the phonetic hieroglyphs are intermingled with those which mark conceptions (Vor­
stellunge11); and thus classified the hieroglyphs and established settled principles for de­
ciphering them." The Philosophy of History, trans. J. Sibree (New York: Colonia.l Press, 1900), 
pp . 199-200 . All further references are to this edition. Thus, unceasingly, Hegel's laborious, 
violent, rigid effort lo inscribe and articulate into !he ordered becoming of the freedom 
of spirit what he interprets, precisely, as the labor of the negative, as the spirit at work, 
patiently reappropriating its freedom: here, the petroglyph, the symbol, and the enigma 
simu.ltaneously mark the stage overcome and the necessary halt, process and resistance 
within the Aup1eb1111g: " It [the Egyptian Spirit) is, as we have seen, symbolizing Spirit; and 
as such, it endeavors to master these symbolizations, and to present them clearly before 
the mind. The more enigmatical and obscure it is to itself, so much the more does it feel 
the impulse to labor to deliver itself from its imprisonment, and to gain a clear objective 
view of itself. It is the distinguishing feature of the Egyptian Spirit, that it stands before 
us as this mighty taskmaster (Werkmeister). It is not splendor, amusement, pleasure, or the 
like that it seeks. The force which urges it is the impulse of self-comprehension; and it has 
no other material or ground to work on, in order to teach itself what it is-to realize itself 
for itself- than this working out (Hinarbeite11) its thoughts in stone; and what it engraves 
(11i11einschreibt) on the stone are its enigmas-these hieroglyphs. They are of two kinds-­
hieroglyphs proper, designed rather to express language, and having reference to subjective 
conception; and a class of hieroglyphs of a different kind, viz. those enormous masses of 
architecture and sculpture, with which Egypt is covered" (ibid., pp. 214-15) . 
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holds back the spirit, encumber s it, compelling the spir it to an effort of me­
chanical memory, making it wander in an infinite polysemia. A poor model for 
science and philo sophy. "Hieroglyp'1ic language is a designation of objects which 
has no relation to the sonor ous sign. -T he idea of a written philosophical and 
universal language, dreamed of by so many mind s, comes up against the im­
mense cong lomeration of signs that would have to be elaborated and learned." 26 

The naturalness of hieroglyphs, the fact that spirit has on ly partially mani ­
fested itself, or rather heard itself spea k, in them, is quit e precisely marked by 
a certa in absence of the voice, notably in the art forms privileged by Egyptian 
culture. Under the heading of "Unconscious Symbolism" Hegel writes: "Simi­
larly the hieroglyphic script of the Egyptians is also largely symbolic, since eit'1er 
it tries to make us acquainted with the mean ings by sketching actm•l objects 
which disp lay (darstellen) not themse lves, bat a universal related to them, or, 
more commonly still, in its so-called phonetic element this script indicates the 
individua l letters by illustrating an object the initial lette r of which has in speech 
the same sound as that which is to be expressed" (Aesth. I, p. 357). Next, invoking 
the example of the colossi, which according to legend emitted sounds under the 
influence of the dew and the first rays of the sun, Hegel believes he can see in 
them that spirit is only beginning to liberate itself and to recognize itself as such: 
"But taken as symbols, the meaning to be ascribed to these colossi is that they 
do not have the spiritual soul freely in themselve s and therefore, instead of 
being able to draw animat ion (Belebung) from within, from what bears proportion 
and beauty in itself, they require for it light from withou t which alone liberates 
the note of the soul from them. The human voice, on the other hand, resound s 
out of one's own feeling and one's own sp irit without any external impulse , just 
as the height of art in general consists in making the inner give shape to itself 
out of its own being. But the inner life of the human form is still dumb (stumm) 
in Egypt and in its animation (Beseelung) it is only a natural factor that is kept 
in view" (Aestlz. I, p. 358).27 

The naturalness of the hieroglyphi c symbol is the condition for its polysemia. 
For a polysemia which in Hegel's view does not have the merit of the regulated 
ambivalence of certainl y naturally speculative words of the German language. 
Here, the obscure instability of meaning has to do with spirit's not having clearly 

26. Philosophische Propiide11tik, sec. 161, p. 211. 
27. Elsewhere, quite struck by the colon nades, pylons, pillars (Siiu/e, Py/one, Pfeiler), and 

by the forests of column s (gamen Wiildem von Sii11le11, Sii11lcuwnld, etc.), Hegel compares 
the Egyptian temples to a book. The "symbols of gene ral significations" are there mani­
fested by "w ritings" and by "graven images." The forms and figures of the temple there fore 
replace books, suppl ement them (die Stelle tier Biicher vertreteu). " Here and there Memnons 
lean against the sloping walls which also form galleries and are bedecked all over with 
hieroglyphics or eno rmous pictures in sto ne so that they appea .red to the French scholars 
who saw them recently as if they were printed in calico. They can be regarded like the 
pages of a book (Biicherb/atter)" (Aesthetics II, p. 645). 
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and freely returned to itse lf. Certain ly nature has begun to animate itself, and 
itself to relate to itself, itself to examine itself, is in motion enough to signal and 
to symbolize with itself. But spirit doe s not come back to itself in this, does not 
yet recognize itself. The materiality of the signifier, it could be said, functions 
by itself as "unconscious symbolism." "Now owing to this alternating symbolism 
(Wechselsymbolik), the symbol in Egypt is at the same time an ensemble of sym­
bols, so that what at one time appears as meaning (Bede11t1mg) is also used again 
as a symbo l of a related sphere. In a symbolism which confusedly intertwines 
(durcl1einariderschlingt) meaning and shape, presages a variety of things in fact 
or alludes to them, and therefore already comes close to that inner subjectiv ity 
which alone can develop itself in many directions, the association s are ambig­
uous (vieldeutig) and this is the virtue of these prod uctions, althoug h the ir ex­
planation is of course made difficult owing to this ambiguity" (Aestlz. I, p. 360). 

This polysemia is so essentia l, belongs so necessarily to the structure of the 
hieroglyph, that the difficulty of deciphering has nothing to do with our situat ion 
or lack of contemporaneity . Hegel specifies, rather, that it had to limit the reading 
of the Egyptians themselves. Hence the transition from Egypt to Greece is the 
deciphering and deconstitution of the hieroglyph , of the hieroglyph 's properly 
symbolic structure such as it itself is symbolized in the figure of the Sphinx. 
Greece is the answer of Oedipus , which Hegel interprets as th e discourse and 
operation of conscious ness itself . "The works of Egyptian art in their mys terious 
symbolism are therefore riddles ; the object ive riddle par excellence. As a symbol 
for this proper meaning of the Egyptian spirit we may mention the Sphinx. It 
is, as it were, the symbo l of the symbolic itself . . . It is in this sense that the 
Sphfox in the Greek myth, which we ourselves may interpret again symbolically, 
appears as a monster asking a riddle" (Aesth. I, p. 360). With his answer, Oedipus 
destroys the Sphinx. "The Sphinx propounded the well-known conundrum: 
What is it that in the morning goes on four legs, at mid-day on two, and in the 
evening on three? Oedipus found the simp le answe r: a man, and he tumbled 
the Sphin x from the rock. The explanation of the symbol lies in the absolute 
meaning, in the spirit , just as the famous Greek inscr iption calls to man: Know 
thyself. The light of consciousness is the clarity which makes its concrete content 
shine clea rly through the shape belonging and appropr iate to itself, and its 
existence revea ls itself alone" (Aesth. I, p. 361). 

With the answer to the riddle, Oedipus's words, the discourse of conscious­
ness, man destroys, dissipate s, or tumbles the petroglyph. And corresponding 
to the statur e of the Sphinx, the animality o f spi rit asleep in the stony sign, the 
mediatio n between matt er and man, the duplicity of the intermed iary, is the 
figure of Thoth, the god of writing. The place Hegel assigns to thi s demigod 
(a secondary god, inferior to the god of thought, the animal servan t of the great 
god, man' s anima l, god's man , etc.) in no way upsets the s taging of the Phae-
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drus. 28 There too we must articulate the systema tic chains in their differentiated 
amplitude. And ask why Hegel, here, reads the Egyptian mythemes as does 
Plato: "As an important element in the conceptio n Osiris, Anubis (Thoth)-the 
Egyptian Hermes--must be specially noticed. In human activity and invention, 
and in the economy of legislation, the Spiritual, as such, is embodied; and 
becomes in this form-w hich is itself determinate and Limited-an object of 
consciousness. Here we have the Spiritual, not as one infinite , independent 
sovereignty over nature, but as a particular existence, side by side with the 
powers of Nature-cha racterized also by intrinsic particularity. And thus the 
Egyptians had also specific divinities, conceived as spiritual activities and forces; 
but partly intrinsically limited - partly so, as contemplated under natural sym­
bols. 

"The Egyptian Hermes is celebra ted as exhibi ting the sp iritual side of their 
thei sm. According to Jamblichus, the Egyptian priests immemorially prefixed 
to all their inven tion s the nam e Hermes: Erastosthenes, therefore, called his 
book, which treated of the entire science of Egypt- 'Hermes.' Anubis is called 
the friend and companion of Osiris. To him is ascr ibed the invention of writing, 
and of science genera lly---of grammar, ast ronomy, mensuration, music and 
medicine. It was he who first divided the day into twelve hours: he was moreover 
the first lawgiver, the first instru ctor in religious observances and objects, and 
in gymnastics and orchestics, and it was he who discovered the olive. But, 
notwithstanding all these spiritua l attributes, this divinity is some thing quite 
othe r than the God of Thought. Only particular human arts and inventions are 
associated with him. Not only so; but he entirely falls back into involvement in 
existence, and is degraded under physical sy mbols" (Philosophy of History, p. 210). 

b. The tortoise. Hegel apprehends the Chinese model of writing in a circle. To 
describe it, let us simp ly link together three propositions. They mark the three 
predicates between which Ch inese writing necessarily goes round in circles: 
immobilism (or slowness), exteriority (or superficiality), naturality (or anima lity). 
AU of this is inscribed on the carapace of a tortoi se. Three citations: 

1. Immobilism. "With the Empire of China History has to begin, for it is the 
oldest , as far as history gives us any information, and its principle has such 
substantiality, that for the empire in question it is at once the oldest and the 
newest. Early do we see Chi na advancing to the condition in which it is found 
at this day, for as the contrast between objective existence and subject ive freedom 
of movement in it, is still wanting, every change is excluded, and the fixedness 
of character which recurs perpetually takes the place of what we sho uld call the 
truly historical" (Philosophy of History, p. 116). 

2. Exteriority. This immed iately follows the preceding in order to exclude from 
history that which neverthele ss is defined as the origin of history, and which 
itself has insp ired the historian more than anything else: "C hina and lndi a lie, 

28. TN. On the Phaedrus and Thoth, see "P lato's Pharmacy," in Derrida, Dissemi11atio11. 
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as it were, still outside the world's History, as the mere presupposition of ele­
ments whose combinat ion must be waited for to constitute their vital progres s . 
The unity of substantiality and subjective freedom so en tirely excludes the dis­
tinction and contrast of the two elements, that by thi s very fact, subs tance cannot 
arrive at reflection on itself-at subjectiv ity. The substantial in its mora l aspect 
(Sittliches), rules ther efore, no t as the moral dispositi on (Gesinnung) of the Sub­
ject, but as the despotism of the Sovereign. No people has a so strictly continuous 
series of writers of History as the Chinese" (Philosophy of History, p. 116). And 
history befug confused with the history of philosoph y: "The Eastern form must 
therefo re be excluded from the History of Philosophy , but still, upon the whole, 
I wiU take some notice of it. I have touched on this elsewhere, for some time 
ago we for the first time reached a position to judge of it . . . Philosoph y proper 
commences in the West."29 

3. Naturality. On the carapace of the tortoise we may read an (almost) im­
mobility, (almost) exteriority, (almost) naturality: "Counting is a poor procedure. 
It is also often a question of the Chinese philosophy of Fo-Hi , which rests upon 
certain lines drawn, it is said, from the carapace of tortoises. According to the 
Chinese, the characters of their writing, as well as their philosophy, are founded 
upon these lines. One immediately sees that their philosophy has not gone very 
far; one finds expressed in it only the most abstract ideas and oppositions. The 
two fundamental figures are a horizontal line and an equally long and broken 
line; the first figure is named Yang and the second Yin; these are the same 
fundamental determinations found in Pythagora s: unity, duality. These figures 
are highly honored by the Chin ese as the principles of all things; these are the 
first determinations, it is true, and consequently the most superficial. The y are 
united to form 4, then 8, and finally 64 figures. " 30 

29. TN. Lectures 011 the History of Philosophy, vol. 1, trans . E. 5. Haldane and Frances H. 
Simpson (New York: Humaniti es Press, 1974), p. 99. All further references are to this 
edition. II should be noted that this translation is based on Michelet' s edition of the 
Lectures. Derrida cites Gibelin's translation , LefOIIS s11r /'histoire de la philosophie (Paris: GaJ­
limard, 1954), which is based on the more authoritative Hoffmeister edition. There are 
serious discrepancies between the two editions: for example, the passage on the tortoise 
cited in the next paragraph does not appear in the Haldane translation. Wherever these 
discrepancies arise , I will provide the reference to the Gibelin translation, since the only 
German text at my disposition is the ques tionable Miche let. My thank s to Jacques Derrida 
for his help here . 

30. [Gibelin, p. 190] The guiding intent here is still the critique of arithm etic or geometric 
fom1alism. To the concrete expressio n of the living concept Hegel opposes the abstra ction 
of the number and the line. From this point of view the metaphor of the circle itself is 
disqualified. Elsewhere, among the lengthy developments devoted to the Y-King and to 
the Tao To King, in the Philosophy of History as much as in the History of Philosophy: "The 
Chinese have also taken up their attention with abstract thoughts and with pur e catego ries. 
The old book Y-King, or the Book of Principles , serves as the foundation for such; it 
contain s the wisdom of the Chinese, and its origin is attributed to Fo-Hi. That which is 
there by him related passes into what is quite mythological, fabulous and even senseless. 
The main point in it is the ascription to him of the di scovery of a table with certain signs 
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The Chinese model, which fascinated Leibniz and led him astray, as Hege l 
takes every opportu nity to recall, nevertheless marks a progre ss over the Egyp­
tian hieroglyph. A progress in formalizing abstraction, a detachment as concerns 
the sensuous and the natural symbol. But this progress, wh ich corresponds to 
the moment of abstrac t understandin g, never recovers what it loses: the spec­
ulative concreteness of Western speech finds then that the p rocess of idealization 
has even "re lifted" (re/eve) its sensuous exteriority. Whence the analogy between 
the structure of Chinese writing and the struc tures of jormal understanding in 
Western philosophy circumscribed by Hegel , in particular a certai n authority of 
the mathematical model ove r phil osophy: " It must certainly be considered that 
pure though ts are brough t to conscious ness, but in this case we make no ad­
vance, merely rema ining statio nary so far as they are concerned. The concre te 
is not conceived of specu latively, but is simpl y taken from ordinary ideas, in­
asmuc h as it is expressed in accordance with their forms of represen tation and 
of perception" (History of Philosophy, pp. 121- 22). 

Following the classical framework of the Hegelian critique, Chinese culture 
and writing are rep roached simult aneously for their empiricism (naturalism, 
historicism) and their formalism (mathematizing abstrac tion). 31 

A typical movement of the Hege lian text: speculative dialectics sets on its 
course a sometimes quite precise piece of histor ical information, but without 
precautions. A certain number of very determined effects result from this, 
and in the very form of that which Hegel elsewhere criticizes: the juxtaposition 
of an empirical content with a henceforth abstract form, an exterior form su­
perimposed on that which it should organize. This is manifest particularly in 
unnoticed con tradicti ons, contradictions without concepts and not reducible to 
the speculative movement of contradic tion. 

The proposit ions concerning Chine se writing and grammar are a symptomatic 
example of this. ln thi s sense, Chinese grammar is insufficiently developed, 
which Hegel does not add to its credit. Compared to Western grammar s, Chinese 
syntax is in a state of stag nant primitivenes s, paralyzing the movement of sci­
ence. Hege l, then , contradicts himse lf twice, though ther e is no dialectical ne­
gation of negation; it is rather a denegation, a disavowa l. In effect, above we 
noticed the following two motifs: (1) the development and differentiation of 

or figures (Ho-tu) which he saw on the back of a horse-dragon as it rose out of the river. 
(Other figure s !Lo-Chou) were borrowed from the back of a tortoi se and combined with 
the signs of Fo-Hi.) This table contains paraUel lines above one another, which have a 
symbolical signification; and the Chinese say that the se lines are the foundation of their 
character s as also of their philosophy" (History of Philosophy, p . 121; translation modified). 

31. "The Chinese have remained with the abstract , and when they arrive at the concrete 
one finds, on the theoretical side, an exterior connection of objects of the sensory kind; 
one finds no order , no profound intuition , and the rest is morals . The concrete in which 
the beginning is pursued consists of moral s, of the art of government, of history ,_ etc., but 
this concre te is not of a philosophical order. In China, in Chinese religion and philosop hy, 
we encounter a particularly perfect pro se of understanding" (Gibelin, pp. 252-5 3). 
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gramma r are in an inverse relation to the sp iritual culture and advancement of 
a language; (2) the "Chinese" moment of culture is a moment of formal und er­
standing, of mathematical abstraction, etc.; now, in oppos ition to its material or 
lexicological function , the formal or grammatica l foundation of a language pro­
ceeds from the unders tanding. 

Entangling himself in these incohe rences, Hegel always ends by incriminating 
some relation of speech to writing. In China this relation is not what it should 
have bee n . "Though in one aspec t the sciences appear thus pre-emine ntly ho­
nored and fostered , there are wanting to them on the other side that free gro und 
(Boden) of subjectivity, and that properly scien tific interest, which make them 
a truly theo retical occupa tion of the mfod. A free, ideal, spiritual kingdom has 
here no place. What may be called scientific is of a merely empirica l nature, and 
is made abso lutely subservie nt to the Use ful on behalf of the State-its requir e­
ments and those of individuals. The nature of their Written Language is at the 
outset a great hindrance to the development of the sciences. Rather, converse ly, 
because a true scienti fic interest does not exist, the Chinese have acquired no 
better instrum en t for repr esenti ng (Darstellen) and imparting thought. They 
have , as is well known, beside a Spoken Language, a Written Language; wh ich 
does not express, as ours does, individua l sounds-does not present the spoken 
words to the eye, but repre sents (Vorstellen) the ideas themselv es by signs. This 
appears at first sigh t a great advantage, and has gained the suffrages of many 
grea t men-amo ng others, of Leil;miz. In reality, it is anything but such" (Phi­
losoplry of History, pp. 134-35). 

The demonst ration which follows alleges the great number of signs to learn 
(80,000 to 90,000). But as concerns the nefarious influence of writing on spoken 
language, the demonstration also develops a preced ing argument that appears 
to be difficult to reconcile with the demonstration itself. (The Ch inese language 
is both too differentiated and insufficiently differentiated, too accentuated and 
insufficiently articu lated; the circulation of values posi ted by Rousseau in the 
Essay 011 //ie Origin of Languages is rever sed and confirmed.) 32 Moreover, how is 
this arg ument to be reconci led with Hegel's praise , elaborated elsew here, for 
a certain regulated polysemia (regulated, it is true by the speculative dia lectics 
providentially accorded to the natu ral genius of the German language)? JJ The 

32. TN. For the analysis of Rousseau's Essay on the Origi11 of La11g1111ges, see Of Gm111-
11111tology. . . . . . . 

33. It is true that there is no place in speculative dialectics for a fixed opposition betwe~n 
natural language and formal (or universal) language . The process of lan~u~ge , as we will 
show elsewhere, is its denaturalization. Every language, to the extent that 111s a languag e­
if we may put it thu s- is universal. ITN. The "kettle logic" referred to in the next sentence 
refers to Freud's illustration of dream "logic" by the respon ses of the man who return s 
his neighbor's kettle in damaged condition: I. The kettle I am returning is new. 2. 1:he 
holes were already in it when you lent it to me. 3. You never lent me a kettle. Dernda 
often compares the "kettle logic'' to the philosophical treatment of writing . See "Pl_ato's 
Pharmacy," in Disse111i1111/io11. The passage on the "kettle logic" is in Tire /11/erpre/11/1011 of 
Drenms, Standard Edition, vol. 4, p. 120.1 
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(Boden) of subjectivity, and that properl y scientific intere st, which make them 
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does not express , as ours doe s, indiv idual sound s--does not present the spoken 
words to the eye, but represents (Vorstellen) the idea s themselves by signs. This 
appears at first sight a great advantage, and has gained the su ffrages of many 
great men-among others, of Leil;miz. Ln reality, it is anyt hing but suc h" (Phi­
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The demonstration which follows alleges the great number of signs to learn 
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paradigm for this indictment remains the "kettle logic" (Freud), and the moti­
vated accumulation of mutually incompatible arguments. Let us read the text. 
"For if we consider in the first place, the effect of such a mode of writing on 
the Spoken Language, we shall find this among the Chinese very imperfect, on 
account of that separation. For our Spoken Language is matured to distinctne ss 
chiefly through the necessity of finding signs for each single sound, which latter, 
by reading, we learn to express distinctly. The Chinese, to whom such a mea ns 
of orthoep ic development is wanting , do not mature the modificat ions of sounds 
in their language to distinct articu lations capable of being represented by letters 
and syllables. Their Spoken Language cons ists of an inconsiderable number of 
monosyllabic word s, wh ich are used with more than one signification. The sole 
methods of denoting distinc tions of meaning are the connection, the accent, and 
the pronunciation-quicker or slower, softer or louder . The ears of the Chinese 
have become very sensib le to such distinctions. Thus I find that the word Po 
has eleven different meanings accord ing to the tone: denoting 'glass' -' to boil'­
'to winnow wheat' -' to cleave asunder'-'to water'-'to prepare' -' an old 
woma n'-'a slave\-' a liberal man' -' a wise person '-'a little' " (Philosophy of 
History, p . 135).:w The discourse of the Chinese, then, entangles itself in the 
dissemination of meanings and accents . Their writing, no longer reflecting or 
reassembling living language, para lyzes itself far from the concept, in the cold 
space of formal abstraction, that is in space. In sum, Hegel reproaches the Chinese 
for speaking too much when they speak, and for writing too much when they 
write. 

Such a procedure is at least consequent with the system which links the logos 
to alphabetica l writing, as soon as alphabetical writing is taken as an absolu te 
model. Specu lative dialectics perm its itself to be separa ted neither from logos 
nor, simu ltaneously, from the logos which never thinks or presents itself except 
in its historical complicity with the voice and phonetic writing. The grammar 
of the logos thus being confu sed with the syste m of metaphysics , Hegel may 
write, in the course of a long elaboration on the Tao To King: "According to Abel 
Remusat , Tao mean s to the Chinese 'Way, means of communication from one 
place to another,' and then reason , substance, principle. All of this condensed 
to the metaphorical, metaphysica l sense signifies way in general ... Tao, thus , 
is the 'original reason, the nous (intelligence) which has brought forth the world 
and governs it as spirit gove rns the body.' Abel Remusat says that taken at its 
best this might be expressed by the Greek in logos. However, this remains quite 
confused. The Chinese language, due to its grammatical structure, creates many 
difficulties; notably, these objects are difficult to exhibit because of their inher­
ently abstract and undetermin ed natur e. Von Humb oldt recently showed , in a 
letter to Abel Remusa t, how undetermined the grammatical construction was 
(G. von Humboldt, Letter to M. Abel Remusat On the Nature of the Grammatical 

34. The same argume nt can be found in sec. 459 of the Encyclopedia. 
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Forms ... of the Chinese Language)" (Gibelin, pp. 248-49). Further on: "The 
Chinese language has no case inflection , the words merely stan ding in prox .imity. 
Thus determinations remain indeterminate" (Lectures 0 11 the History of Philosophy, 
p. 125, trans lation modifi ed) . 

c. To write and to calculate: the machine. In assigning the limits of so-called 
universal writing, that is, a mute writing, released from the voice and from every 
natural language, Hege l also criticizes the pretension s of mathematical symbol­
ism and of arithmetic , the operations of formal understanding. The silence of 
this writing and the space of calculation would interrupt the move ment of the 
Aufhebung, or in any case would resist the interiorization of the past (Erinnerung), 
the relevant idealization, the history of the spirit, the reappropriation of the logos 
in self-presence and infinite parousia. If the passage through mathematical ab­
straction, through formal understanding, spacing, exteriority and death (see the 
preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit) is a necessary passage (the work of the 
negative, the shedding of the sensory, pedagogical asceticism, purification of 
thought) ,35 this necessity becomes pervers ion and regression as soon as it is 
taken as a philosophical model. 

This is the attitude inaugurated by Pythagoras. And when Leibniz seems to 
permit himself to be impressed by the Chinese characteristic, he is only rejoining 
the Pythagorian tradition. About the Y-King: " ... the philosophy of the Chinese 
appears therefore to proceed from the same fundamental ideas as that of Py­
thagoras" (Philosophy of History, p. 136). "As we know, Pythagora s represe nted 
(dargestellt) rational relationships (or philosophemata) by numbers; and more 
recently, too, numbers and forms of their relations , suc h as powe rs and so on, 
have been employed in philosophy for the purpo se of regulating thought s or 
express ing them." 36 

Number, or equally, that which can do without any phonetic notation, is 
absolutely foreign to the concept such as Hegel understands it. More precisely, 
it is contrary to the concept. In and of itself it is certainly indispensable to 
conceptual movement. "We saw that number is the absolute determinatenes s 
of quantity, and its element is the differenc e (U11terscllied) which has become 
indifferent (gleichgiiltig)-an implicit determinat eness which at the same time is 
posited as wholly external. Arithmetic is an ana lytic science because alJ the 
combinations and differences which occur in its subject matter are not intrinsic 
to it but are effected on it in a wholJy external manner. It does not have a concrete 
subject matter pos sess ing inner , intrinsic, relations which, as at first concealed, 
as not given in our immediate acquaintance with them, have first to be elicited 
by the effor ts of cognition. Not only does it not contain the Notion [concept] 
and therefore no problem for speculative thought, but it is the antithesis of the 
Notion. Because of the indiffe rence of the factors in combination to the com-

35. This traditional motii (which, once again , is rigorously Platonic) is at the center of 
the greater Logic [TN. i.e. The Science of Logic), notably in the chapter on Quan/11111. 

36. Hegel's Science of Logic, p. 212. 
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bination itself in which there is no necessity, thought is engaged here in an 
activity which is a t the same time the extreme externalizat ion (iiusserste 
Entiiussenmg) of itself, a violent (gewaltsame) activity in which it is forced to move 
in a realm of thoughtlessness (Gedanklosigkeit) and to combine elements wh ich 
are incapable of any neces sary relationships. The subjec t matter is the abstract 
thought of externality itself. 

"As this thouglrt of externality, numb er is at the same time the abstraction of 
the manifo ldness of sense, of which it has retained nothing but the abstract 
determination of externality itself. In number, therefore, sense is brought closest 
to thought: number is the pure thought of thought's own externaliza tion" (Logic, 
pp. 212- 13, translation modified). 

In arithmetic calculation, then, thought would come face to face with its other. 
An other tha t thought itself certainly would have occasioned, and that thought 
would have opposed to itself with its sights set on reappropriatinig (it to) itself. 
In order for such a movement not to flounder in regressio~ or in dialectical 
immobilization, this opposition in its turn would have to perm it itself to be 
interiorized, summar ized, re/eve. Thought is this re/eve. Conversely , if this mo­
ment of nonthought was constituted as an ideal model, if this other of thought, 
calculation, became the ultimate finality, then paralysis would become regres­
sion. Philosophy would fall back into childhood. The philosophers fascinated 
by this "perverted mathematical formalism" are dreaming of a "pue rile inca­
pacity" (Logic, p. 214). To what are these philosophers blind? Not only to the 
fact that philosophy must not import into itself the language of another science, 
and even less let itself be governed by that language, 37 but above all to the fact 
that the exteriority of arithmetic abstraction remains sensory. It ha s certainly shed 
all empirical, sensory diversity, is pure of all determined, sensory content; but 
as "th is thought of externa lity ... it has retained nothing but the abstract 
determination of externality itself " (Logic, p. 213). As pur e sensuousness, ideal 
sensuousness, formal sensuousness, unsensuous sensuousness, its relation to 
natural sens uousness is analogous to the relation of the sign to the symbo l, in 
which " the truth is dimmed (getriibt) and veiled (verhiillt) by the sens uous ele­
ment" (Logic, p. 215). In this sense, the sign is (the relevant truth of the) symbo l, 
the essence (to have been re/eve) of the symbo l, the symbol past (gewesen). The 
one and the other in turn must be thought (re/eve) by the living concept, by the 
language without language, the language become the thing itself, the interior 
voice murmuring in the grea test proximity to the spirit the identity of the name 
(and) of Being. 

The preface to the Phenomenology of tire Spirit had posited the equivalence of 
understanding, formality, the mathematical, the negative, exteriority , and death. 
It had also posited the necessity of their work, which must be looked at in the 

37. Philosophy' s recour se to the logical formations of other sciences, and not simply to 
Logic, is qualified as an "expedient" (Notbelzal/) due to "philosophical incapacity " (Hegel's 
Science of Logic, p. 216). 

106 

Re/ever- What Talking Mean s 

face.38 Now, calculation, the machine , and mute writing belong to the same 
system of equivalence s, and their work poses the same problem: at the moment 
when meaning is lost, when thought is opposed to its other, when spirit is 
absent from itself, is the result of the operation certain? And if the re/eve of 
alienation is not a calculable cer titud e, can one still speak of alienation and still 
produce sta tement s in the system of specu lative dialectics? Or in d ialectics, 
whose esse nce is encapsu lated by this syste m, in general? If the investment in 
death can not be integrally amortized (even in the case of a profit, of an excess 
of revenue), can one still speak of a work of the negative? What might be a 
"negative" that could not be re/eve? And which, in sum, as negative, but without 
ap pearing as such, without presenting itself, that is, without worki ng in the 
service of meaning, would work? but would work, then, as pure loss? 

Quite simp ly, a machine, perhaps, and one which would function. A machine 
defined in its pure functioning, and not in its final utility, its meaning, its result, 
its work. 

If we consider the machine along with the entire system of equivalences just 
recalled, we may risk the following proposition: what Hegel, the relevant in­
terpreter of the entire history of philosophy, could never think is a machine that 
would work. Tha t would work without, to this extent, being governed by an 
orde r of reappropriation . Such a functioning wou ld be unthinkab le in that it 
inscribes within itself an effect of pure loss. It would be unthinkable as a non­
though t that no thought could re/ever, cou ld constitute as its proper opposite, 
as its other. Doubtless philo sophy wou ld see in this a nonfunctioning, a non ­
work; and thereby philosoph y wou ld miss that which, in such a machine , works . 
By itself. Outside . 

Of course, this entire logic, this syntax, these propositions, these concepts, 
these names, this language of Hegel's-and, up to a certain point, this very 
languag e-a re engaged in the system of this 1111power, this structural incapacity 
to think withou t re/eve. To confirm this, it suffices to make oneself understood 
within this system. For example, to name machin e a machin e, function ing a 
functioning, work a work, etc. Or even simp ly to ask why one has never been 
able to think this, to see k its causes, reasons, origins, foundations , conditions 
of possibility, etc. Or even to seek other names . For examp le, an other name for 
the "sign," which , no more than the pit or the pyramid, cannot completely do 
without the machine. 

Would it suffice then silen tly to set some apparatus in place? No. We must 
still machinat e its presentation. For exampl e, through the reading propo sed 
he re, now, of the following Hegelian stateme nt, whose severe irony belongs, 
unwittingly, to a very old procedur e. 

"Calculat ion (Recl111en) being so much an external and therefor e mechanical 
business, it has been poss ible to construct machine s (Maschinen) which perform 

38. See pages 21 and 26--36 (in the Miller translation). 
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arithmetical ope rat ions with compl ete accuracy. A knowledge of just this one 
fact about the nature of calculation is sufficient for an appraisa l of the idea of 
making calculation the princip al means for educating the mind and st retching 
it on the rack in order to perfect it as a machine" (Logic, pp . 216-17). 

That is, a system of constraints which (itself) regu larly repeat s the "living," 
" thinkin g," "speaking" prote st aga inst repetition; in opera ting to some exten t 
everywhere, for examp le, this system acts upon the following which is no longe r 
simply includ ed in metaph ysics, and even less in Hege lianism: "The time of 
thinking .. . is different from the time of calcu lation (Rechnens) that pulJs our 
thinkin g in all directions. Today the compute r (Denkmaschine) calculates thou­
sands of relationships in one second. Desp ite their technical uses, they are 
inessential (wesenlos).")9 

Nor does it suffice to overturn the hier archy, or to reverse the direction of the 
current, to attribute an "essentiality" to technology and to ttw configuration of 
its equ ivalen ts, in order to change the machinery, the system or the terrain. 

39. Martin Heidegger, Identity and Difference, trans. Joan Stambaugh (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1969), p. 41. This text, wh ich however belongs to one of the most efficient 
interrogations of Hegelian thought, would have to be made to communicate with the 
phonological motifs of Heideggeria n discourse that we have already pointed out and that 
we will make more specific elsewhere. See "The Ends of Man," below [and "Ousia and 
Gramme" above) . 
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Firs! _published in French in Mar,11es de la pl1ilosop/Jit' ( 1972), this hictur e was given in New 
York m October 1968 al an inte rnational colloquium . The theme proposed was "P hilosoph y 
and Anthropo logy." 
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"Now, I say, man and, in gen­
eral, every rationa l being exists 
as an end in himsel f and not 
merely as a means to be arb i­
trarily used by this or that will 
In all his actions, whether they 
are directed to him self or to other 
rational beings , he must always 
be regarde~ , at the same time as 
an end ... 
Kant , Fo11ndations of the Metaphysics 
of Morals' 

"On tology . . . has merely en­
abled us to determine the ulti ­
mate ends of hum an reality, its 
fundamental possibilities, and 
the value which haun ts it." 
Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Notlzing-
11ess2 

"As the archeology of our thought 
easily shows, man is an inven­
tion of recent date. And one per­
haps nearing its end." 
Michel Foucault, The Order of Things3 

Every philosophical colloquium necessarily ha s a poUtical signjficance. And not 
on ly due to that which has always linked the essence of the philosophical to the 
essence of the poUtical. Essential and genera l, this political import nevertheless 
burdens the a prior i Unk between ph ilosophy and politics-, aggravates it in a 
way, and also determines it when the philosophical colloqu ium is announced 
as an international coUoqu ium. Such is the case here. 

The possibiUty of an internatio nal philosophical colloquium can be exam ined 
infinitely, along many pathways , and at multiple levels of genera lity. In its 
greatest extension, to whic h I will return in a moment, such a pos sibility implies 
that contrary to the esse nce of philosophy -suc h as it has always represented 
itself at least-philosophica l nationalities have been formed. At a given moment, 
in a given historical, political, and economic contex t, these national groups have 
judged it possible and necessary to organ ize international encounters, to present 

l . In The Critique of Practical Reason and Other Writings 011 Moral Philosophy, trans. Lew is 
White Beck (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949), p. 86. Furth er references are to 
this edition. 

2. Trans. Hazel Barnes (New York: Pocket Books, 1966), p. 784. 
3. (Les mots et /es choses) (London: Tavistock Publications, 1970), p. 387. 
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themselves , or to be represented in such encou nters by their national identity 
(such, at least, as it is assumed by the organizers of the colloquium), and to 
determine in such encounters their proper difference, or to establish relations 
between their respective differenc es. Such an establishment of relations can be 
practiced, if at all, only in the extent to which national philosophical identit ies 
are assumed, whether they are defined in the order of doctrinal content, the 
order of a certain philosophical "style," or quite simply the order of language, 
that is, the unity of the academic insti tution, along with everything implied by 
language and institution. But the establishing of relatfons between differences 
is also the promised complicity of a common element: the colloquium can take 
place only in a medium , or rather in the representation that all the participants 
must make of a certain transparent ether, which here would be none other than 
what is called the universality of philosophical discourse. With these words I 
am designating less a fact than a project , which is linked by its essence, (and 
we sho uld say by essence itself, by the thought of Being and of truth), to a 
certain group of languages and "cultures." For something must happen or must 
have happened to the diaphanous purity of this element. 

How else are we to understand that international colloquia- which aim to 
repair, to surmount, to erase, or simply to relate national philosophical differ­
ences one to another-seem possib le and necesary? Conversely, and above all, 
how are we to understand that something like an international philosophical 
encounter is an extre mely rare thing in the world? The philosopher knows, and 
today can say to himself, that this extremely recent and unexpected thin g, which 
was unimaginable a centur y ago, become s a frequent phenomenon-of a dis­
conce rtin g facility, ( eve n would say-in certain societies, but is of a no less 
remarkable rarity in the grea ter part of the world. On the one hand, as far as 
thought - which perhap s is repulsed by this haste and volubility- is concerned, 
what is disquieting has to do more with the fever for colloquia and the mult i­
plication of organized or improvised exchanges . On the other hand, it remains 
no less the case that the societies, languages, cultures, and political or national 
organizations with which no exchange in the form of an international philo­
sop hical colloquium is possible are of considerable number and extent. Nor must 
we hasten to interpret this impossibility. Essentially, it does not have to do wit h 
a prohibition overtly deriving from politico-ideological jurisdiction. For whe n 
this prohibition exists, there is every chance that this issue already has become 
meaningful within the occidental orb of metaphysics or philo sophy, that it al­
ready has been formulated in political concep ts drawn from the metaph ysical 
reserve, and that the possibility of such a colloquium henceforth is apparent. 
Without this no overt prohibition could be articulated. Also, speaking of the 
noncolloquium, I was not alluding to some ideologico-political barrier which 
would secto r, with borders or curtains, an already philosophical field. I was 
thinking, first of all, of all those places-<ultural, lingui st ic, political, etc.-where 
the organization of a philosophical colloqu ium simply would hav e no meaning, 
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where it wou ld be no more mea ningful to instigat e it than to prohibit it. If I 
permit myself to recall this obvious fact, it is because a colloquium which ha s 
chosen anthropos, the discourse on anthropos, philosop hical an throp ology, as 
its theme, must feel bearing down on its borders the insis tent weight of this 
difference, which is of an entirely other order than that of the internal or intra­
philosophica l differences of opinion which could be freely excha nged here. Be­
yond these borders, what I will call the philosophical mirage would cons ist as 
much in perceiving philosophy-a more or less constituted and adult philoso­
phy - as in perceiving the desert. For this other space is neither philosophical 
nor desert-like, that is, barren . If I recall this obvious fact, it is also for another 
reason: the anxious and busy multiplication of colloquia in the West is doubtless 
an effect of that difference which I just said bears down, with a mute, growing 
and menacing pressure, on the enclosure of Western collocution. The latter 
doubtless makes an effort to interiorize this difference , to master it, if we may 
put it thus, by affecting itself with it. The interest in the universality of the 
anthropos is doubtless a sign of this effort. 

Now 1 would like to specify, still as a preamble, but in another direction , what 
appears to be one of the genera l political implications of our colloquium. While 
refraining from any precipitous apprecia tion of this fact, simply rendering it for 
all to reflect upon , I will indicate here what links the possibility of an international 
philo sophical colloquium with the form of democracy. l am indeed saying with 
the form, and with the form of democracy. 

Here, democracy must be the form of the political organization of society. This 
means at least that: 

1. The national philosophical identity accomm odate s a nonidentity, does not 
exclude a relative diversit y and the coming into language of this diversity, even­
tually as a min ority. It goes without say ing that the philosophers present here 
no more identify with each other in their thought (why else would they be 
several?) than they are mandated by some unanim ous national discourse. As 
for the fact that the totality of this diversity might be exha ustively rep resented ­
this can only remain probl ematical, and in part depends upon the discourses 
to be proffered here. 

2. No more than they identif y with each other, the philosophers present 
here do not assume the official policies of their countri es. Let me be permitted 
to speak in my own name here . Moreover, I will do so only insofar as the 
problem before me refers in truth to an essential genera lity; and it is in the form 
of this generality that I wish to state it. When I was invited to th is meeting , my 
hesitation could end only when I was assured that I could bear witness here, 
now, to my agreement, and to a certain point my solidar ity with those, in this 
countr y, who were fighting against what was then their countr y's official policy 
in certain parts of the world, notably in Vietnam. It is evident that such a 
gestu re-and the fact that I am authorized to make it-signifies that those who 
are welcoming my discourse do not identify with the policies of their country 
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any more than 1 do, and do not feel justified in assuming those policies, at least 
insofar as they are participating in thi s colloquium. 

And yet it would be naive or purp osely blind to let oneself be reassured by 
the image or appearance of such a freedom. It would be illusory to believe that 
political innocence has been restored, and evil comp licities undone, when op­
position to them can be expressed in the country itself, not only throu gh the 
voices of its own citizens but also those of foreign citizens, and that hencefoth 
diversities, i.e. oppositions, may freely and discursively relate to one another. 
That a declarat ion of opposition to some official policy is authorized, and au­
thorized by the authorities, also means, precisely to that extent, that the dec­
laration does not upset the given order, is not bothersome. This last expression, 
"bothersome," may be taken in all its sens es. This is what I wished to recall, in 
order to begin, by spea king of the form of democraci; as the political milieu of 
every international philosophical colloquium. And this is also why 1 propo sed 
to place the accent on form no less than on democracy. Such, in its most gene ral 
and schematic principle, is the question which put itself to me during the prep- · 
arations for this encounter, from the invitation and the deliberations that fol­
lowed, up to acceptance, and then to the writing of this text, which I date quite 
precisely from the month of April 1968: it will be recalled that these were the 
weeks of the open ing of the Vietnam peace talks and of the assassination of 
Martin Luther King. A bit later, when I was typi ng this text, the univer sities of 
Paris were invaded by the forces of order - and for the first time at the demand 
of a rector-and then reoccupied by the students in the upheava l you are familiar 
with. This historical and political hori zon wou ld call for a long analysis. I ha ve 
simp ly found it necessary to mark, date, and make known to you the his torical 
circumstances in which I prepared this communication. These circumstances 
appear to me to belong, by all right s, to the field and the problematic of our 
colloquium. 

Humanism or Metaphysics 

Thus the transition will be made quite naturally between the preamble and the 
theme of this commun ication, as it was imposed upon me, rather than as I chose 
it. 

Where is France, as concerns man? 
The question "of man " is being asked in very current fashion in France, along 

highly significant lines, and in an original historico-philosophica l structu re. What 
I will call "Fra nce," then, on the basis of severa l indices and for the time of this 
expos ition , will be the non empirica l site of a movement, a structur e and an 
articulation of the question "of man." Following this is would be possible, and 
doubtless ne cessary-but then only- rigoro usly to relate this site with every 
other instance defining something like "France." 

Where then is France, as concerns man? 
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After the war, under the name of Christian or athei st existentialism, and in 
conjunction with a fundam enta lly Christian personalism, the thought that dom­
inated France presented itself essentialJy as huma nist. Even if one does not wish 
to summarize Sartre's thoug ht under the slogan "existential ism is a hum an ism," 
it must be recognized that in Being and Nothingness, The Sketch of a Theory of the 
Emotions, etc., the major concep t, the theme of the last ana lysis, the irreducible 
horizon and origin is what was then called "human-reality." As is well known, 
this is a translati on of Heideggerian Dasei11. A monstrous translation in many 
respects, but so much the more significant. That this tran slation proposed by 
Corbin was adopted at the time, and that by means of Sartre's autho rity it 
reigned , gives us much to think abo ut the read ing or the nonreading of Hei­
degger during this period, and about what was at stake in reading or not reading 
him in this way. 

Certainly the notion of "human-reality" translated the project of thinking the 
meaning of man, the humanity of man, on a new basis, if you will If the neutral 
and undetermined notion of " human reality" was substituted for the notion of 
man, with all its metaphy sical herita ge and the substantialist motif or temptation 
inscribed in it, it was also in order to suspend all the presuppositions which had 
always constituted the concept of the unity of man. Thus, it was also a reaction 
against a certain intellectualist or spirituaJist humani sm which had domin ated 
French philosoph y (Brunschvig, Alain, Bergson, etc.). And this neutralization 
of every metaphysical or speculative thesis as concerns the unity of the anthropos 
could be considered in some respects as the faithful inheritance of Hu sser l's 
transcendental phenomeno logy and of the fundamental onto logy in Sein und 
Zeit (the only partially known work of Heidegg er's at the time, along with What 
Is Metaphysics? and Kant and tire Problem of Metaphysics). And yet, despite this 
alleged neutralization of metaphysica l presuppositio ns,• it must be recognized 
that the unity of man is never exam ined in and of itself. Not only is existentialism 
a humani sm, but the ground and horizon of wha t Sartre then called his "phe­
nomenological ontology" (the subtitle of Being and Nothingness) remains the unity 
of human-reality. To the extent that it descr ibes the struct ures of human-r eality, 

4. The humanism which marks Sartre's philosophi cal discourse in its depths , howev er, 
is very surely and very ironically taken apart in Nausea: in the caricature of the Autodida ct, 
for example, the same figure reassembles the theological project of absolute knowledge 
and the humanist ethic, in the form of the encyclopedic epistemophilia which lead s the 
Autodidact to undertake the reading of the world library (which is really the Western 
~ibrary, and definitely the municipal library) in alphabetical order by author's name, and 
m areas where he is able to love Man ("There is an aim, sir, the re is an aim ... ther e are 
men - . . one must love them, one mu st love them") in the representation of men , pref­
erably young men. It is in the dialogue with the Autodidact that Roquentin leve ls the 
worst charges against humanism , against all humanist sty les; and at the moment when 
nausea is slowly rising in him, he says to himself, for example, " I don't want to be 
integrated, I don't want my good red blood to go and fatten this lymphatic beast: I will 
not be fool enough to call myse lf 'anti -hum anist.' I nm 110 I a humanist , that's all there is 
to it." Nausea, trans. Lloyd Alexander (New York: New Directions, 1959), p. 160. 
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phenomenological ontology is a philosophical an throp ology. Whatever the 
breaks marked by this Hege lian-Hu sserlian-Heideggerian anthropo logy as con­
cerns the classical anth ropolo gies, there is an uninterrupted metaphysical fa­
miliarity with that which, so naturally, links the we of the ph ilosopher to "we 
men," to the we in the horizon of humanity. Although the theme of history is 
quite present in the discourse of the period , there is little practice of tlJ.e history 
of concepts . For example, the history of the concept of man is never examined. 
Everything occurs as if the sign "ma n" had no origin, no historical, cultural , or 
linguistic limit. At the end of Being and Nothingness, when Sartre in programmatic 
fashion asks the question of the unity of Being (which in this context means th e 
totality of beings), and whe n he confers upon this question the rubric " meta ­
physical" in order to distinguish it from phenomenological ontology which de­
scribed the essential specificity of regions, J! goes without saying that this 
meta h sical unity of Bein as the totalit of the in-it elf and fhe for-itse lf, is 
prec!sely e um o uman-reali in its ~c.LBeing in-itself and Being__for­
itself were of Being; an t 1s totality of beings, in which they were effected, itself 
was linkecl u to itself, relating and appearing to itself , by ~~ of the essential 
E,!_o·ect o!J1uman-reality. 5 What was named in this way, in an allegedly neutral 
and undetermined way, was nothing other than the metaphysical unity of man 
and God, the relation of man to God, the project of becoming God as the project 
constituti ng human-reality. Atheism change s nothing in this fundamental struc­
ture. The examp le of the Sartrean project remarkabl y verifies Heidegger's prop­
osition according to which "every humanism remains metaphysical ," _metaphysics 
being the other name of ontotheo logy. 

Thus defined, humanism or anthropologism, during thi s period , was the 
common ground of Christian or atheist existentialisms, of the philosophy of 
values (spiritualist or not), of personalism s of the right or the left, of Marxism 

5. "Each human rea lity is at the same time a direct project to metamorphose its own 
For-itself in an In-itself-For-itself and a project of the appropriation of the world as a totality 
of being-in-itself, in the form of a fundamental ~uality. Every human reality is a passion 
in that it projects losing itself so as to found ~in& and by the san~e st roke to conshtut~ 
the In-itself which escapes cont ingency by being its own foundation, the £11s ca11sa s111, 
which religions call God. Thus the passion of man is the rever_se of that of ~ hrist, fo~ man 
loses him self as man in order that God may be born. But the idea of God ts cont radictory 
and we lose ourselve s in vain. Man is a useless passion." Beiug nud Nothi11g11ess, trans. 
Hazel Barnes (New York: Pocket Books, 1966), p. 784. This sy ntheti c unity is de te_rmined 
as lack: lack of totality in beings, lack of God that is s_oon tran sformed into a la~~ 111 God. 
Human-realit y is a failed God: "Also the eus ca11sa s111 remarns as the lacked - . - (p. 789). 
" ... the for-itself determines its being as n lack . .. " (p. 795). As concerns the mea~•~g 
of the Being of this totality of beings, as concerns the history of this concept of ne?ahv1ty 
as a relationship to God, the meaning and origin of _the concept of (human) reality, and 
the reality of the real, no questions are asked. In this respect, what 1s true of Be111~ aud 
Nothiugness is even more so of the Critique of Dialectical Reason. The conc~pt of lack, linked 
to the non-self identi ty of the subject (as consciousness) and to the desire and agenc y of 
the Other in the dialectic of the master and the slave, was then beginnrng to dominat e 
the French ideological scene. 

116 

The R1•li!ue of Humani sm 

in the classical style. And if one takes one's bear ings from the terrain of political 
ideolog ies, anthropologism was the unperce ived and uncontested common 
ground of Marxism and of Social-Democratic or Christian-Democratic discourse. 
This profound concordance was authorized, in its philosophical expression, by 
the antlzropologistic readings of Hegel (interest in the Plze110111e11ology of Spirit as 
it was read by Kojeve), of Marx (the privilege accorded the Manuscripts of 1844), 
of Husserl (whose descr iptive and regional wor k is emphasized, but whose 
transcendental questions are ignored), and of Heideg ger, whose project s for a 
philosophical anthropology or an existen tial analytic only were known or re­
tained (Sein und Zeit). Of course, here I am picking out the dominant traits of 
a period. The period itself is not exhausted by these dominant traits . Nor can 
one say in absolutely rigorous fashion that this period started after the war, and 
eve n less that it is over today. Nevertheless, I believe that the empiricism of this 
cross-section is justifiable here only insofar as it permits the reading of a dominant 
motif and insofar as it takes its au thority from indices which are unarguable for 
anyone approaching such a period. Further, the cross-section is provisional , and 
in an instant we will reinscribe this seque nce in the time and space of a larger 
totality. 

In order to mark in boldface the traits that opposed this period to the following 
one, the one in which we are, and which too is probably undergoing a mutation , 
we must recaU tha t during the decade that followed the war we did not yet see 
the reign of the all-powerful motif of what we call today, more and more, and 
even exclusively, the "so-cal.led human sciences," the expression itself marking 
a certain distance , but a still respectful distance. On the contrary, the curren 't 
questioning of humanism is contemporary with the dominating and spellb indin g 
extension of the "human sciences" within the philosophical field. 

The Re/eve of Humanism 

The anthropologistic reading of Hege l, Hu sse rl, and Heidegger was a mistake 
in one entire respect , perhaps the most serious mistake. And it is this reading 
which furnished the best concep tual resources to postwar French thought. 

First of all, the Plre11ome11ology of Spirit, which had only been read for a short 
time in France, does not have to do with something one might simply call man. 
As the science of the experience of consciousness, the science of the structure s 
of the phenomenali ty of the spir it itself relating to itse lf, it is rigorously distin­
guished from anthropology. In the Encyclopedia, the section entitled Plzenome11-
ology of Spirit comes after the Anthropology, and quite exp licitly exceeds its limits. 
What is true of the Phenomenology is a fortiori true of the system of the Logic. 

Similarly, in the second place, the critique of anthropologism was one of the 
inaugural motifs of Hu sserl's transcendental phenomenology. This is an explicit 
critique, and it calls anthropologism by its name from the Prologomena to Pure 
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Logic on. 6 Later this critique wilJ have as its target not only empirical anthro­
pologism, but also transcendental anthropologism. 7 The tran scendental struc­
tures descr ibed after the phe nomenological reduction are not those of the 
intrawordly being called-'lfflftf." Nor aTe they essentia lly linked to man's society, 
culture, language, or even to his "soul" or "psyc he." Just as, according to 
Husserl , one may imagine a consciousness without soul (seele11/os),8 similarly­
and a fortiori-onem-ayimagine a consciousness without man. 

Therefore it is astonishing and highly significant that at the moment when 
the authority of Husserlian thought was asserted and then established in postwar 
France, even becoming a kind of philosophical mode , the critique of anthro­
pologism remained totally unnoticed , or in any event without effect. One of the 
mqst paradoxical pathways of th is motivated misconst ruing passes through a 
reductive reading of Heidegger. Because one has interpreted the analyt ic of 
Dasein in strictly anth ropological terms , occasiona lly one limits or criticizes Hus­
serl on the basis of Heidegge r, dropping all the aspects of phenomenology that 
do not serve anthropological description. This pathway is quite paradoxical 
because it follows the itinerary of a reading of Heidegger that was also Husserl's. 
In effect, Husse rl precipitously interpreted Sein 1111d Zeit as an anthropologistic 
deviation from transcendental phenomenology. 9 

In the third place, immediate following the war and after the appearance of 
Being and Notlringness, Heidegger, in his Letter 011 H11ma11is111, recalled-fo r aU 
those who did not yet know, and who had not even taken into account1he very 
first sections of Sein 1111d Zeit-t hat anthropology and humanism were not the 
milieu of his thought and the horizon of his questions. The "des truction" of 
metaphysics or of classical ontology was even directed against humanism. 10 After 
the tide of humanism and anthropologism that had covered French philosophy, 
one might have thought that the antihumanist and an tianthropologi st ebb that 
followed, and in which we are now, would rediscover the heritage of the syste ms 
of thought that had been disfigured, or in which rather, the figure of man too 
quickly had been discern ed. 

Nothing of the sort has happened , and it is the significance of such a phe­
nomenon that I now wish to examine. The critique of humanism and anthro-

6. Chapter 7, "Psychologism as Sceptical Relativism," sec. 39, "Anthropologism in Sig-
wart's Logic," sec. 40, "Anth ropologism in Erdmann's Logic." 

7. Ideas I, see e.g. secs. 49 and 54. 
8. Ibid . 
9. See the Afterword to Ideas, and the marginal notes in the copy of Sein u11d Zeit (H usserl 

Archives, Louvain). 
10. "Every humanism is eithe r grounded in a metaphy sics or is itself made to be the 

grou nd of one. Every determination of the esse nce of man that already presup~oses an 
interpretatio n of being without asking about the truth of Being, whether k~~wingly _or 
not, is metaphysical. The result is that what is peculiar to all metaphysics, speofically w1th 
respect to the way the esse nce of man is determined, is that it is 'humanistic.' Accordingly, 
every humani sm remain s metaphysical.'' "Letter on Humanism, " in Basic Writings, ed. 
David Farrell Krell (New York: Harp er and Row, 1977), p. 202. 
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polog ism, which is one of the dominant and guidin g motifs of current French 
thoug~t , far from seeking its sou rces or warranties in the Hegelian, Husserlian , 
or He1deggerian critiques of the same humanism or the same anthropologism, 
on the contrary seem, by means of a gesture sometimes more implicit than 
systematically articulated, to amalgamate Hegel, Hus serl, and-in a more diffuse 
and amb iguous fashion-Heidegger with the old metaphys ical humanism . I am 
purposely using the word "amalgam " which in its usage unites references to 
alchemy, which is the primary one here, with a strategic or tactical reference to 
the domain of political ideology. 

Before attempting to interpret this phenomenon of paradoxical demeanor, we 
must take several precautions. First of all, this amalgam does not exclude that 
some progress has been made in France in the reading of Hegel, Husserl, or 
Heidegger, nor that this progress has led to requestion ing the humanist insis­
tence . But this progress and requestioning do not occupy center stage, and this 
must be signifi~ant. Converse ly and symmetrically, among those who do practice 
the amalgamatton, the schema s of the anthropologistic misinterpretat ion from 
Sartre's time are still at work, and occasiona lly it is these very schemas which 
govern the rejection of Hegel, Husserl , and Heidegger into the shadows of 
humanist metaphysics. Very often, in fact, those who denounce humanism at 
th~ same time as metaphy~ics have remained at the stage of this "first reading " 
of_ H~gel, Husserl, and He idegger, and one could locate more than one sign of 
this m numerous recent texts. Which leads us to think that in certain respect s, 
and at least to this extent, we are still on the same shore. 

But no matter, as concerns the question I would like to ask, that such and 
such an ~uthor has read such and such a text poorly, or simply not at all, or that 
he remains, _as concerns systems of thought he believes he has surpassed or 
overturned, m a state of great ingenuousness. Th.is is why we shall not concern 
ourse lves here with any given author's name or with the title of any given work. 
What must hold our interest, beyond the justification s which, as a matter of fact, 
~re most often insufficien t, is the kind of profound justification, whose necessity 
•~ subterrane~n'. w_hich makes the Hegelian , Husserlian, and Heideggerian cri­
tiques or de-/1m1tat1011s of metaph ysical humani sm appear to belong to the very 
sphere of that which they criticize or de-limit. In a word, whether this has been 
made explicit or not, and whether it has been articulated or not (and more than 
one !ndex leads ~s to believe that it has not), what authorizes us today to 
consider ~s ~ssenhally anthropic or anthropocentric every thing in metaph ysics, 
or at the hm1ts of metaphy sics, that believed itself to be a critique or delimitation 
of anthropologism? What is the re/eve of man in the though t of Hegel, Husserl, 
and Heidegger? 

The Near End of Man 

Let us reconsider, first of all, within the order of Hegelian discourse, which still 
holds together the language o ( our era by so many thread s, the relations between 
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anthropology on the one hand and phenomenology and logic on the other." 
Once the confusion of a purely anthropological reading of the Phe110111enology.-of 
Spirit has been rigorously avoided, it must be recognized that according to Hegel 
the relation s between anthropology and phenomenology are not simply external 
ones. The Hegelian concepts of truth, negativ ity, and A11f11eb1111g, with all their 
result s, prevent this from being so. In the third part of the Encyclopedia which 
treats the "Philosophy of Spirit," the first section ("Ph ilosophy of Spirit") in­
scribes the Phenomenology of Spirit between the "Anthropo logy" and the "Psy ­
chology." The Fhenomenology of Spirit succeeds the Anthropology and precedes 
the Psychology. The Anthropology treats the spir it- which is the "truth of na­
ture" - as soul or as natural-spirit (Seele or Naturgeist). The development of the 
soul, such as it is retraced by the anthropo logy, passe s through the natural soul 
(natiirliche Seele), through the sensible soul (fiihlende Seele), and through the real 
or effective soul (wirk/iche Seele). This devel opme nt accomplishes and completes 
itself, and then opens onto consciousness. The last section of the Anthropology

12 

defines the general form of consciousness, the very one from which the Phen­
omenology of Spirit will depart, in the first chapter on "Sensuous Certitude."

13 

Consciousness, i.e. the phenomenological , therefore, is the truth of the sou l, 
that is, precisely the truth of that which was the object of the anthropology. 
Consciousness is the truth of man, phenomenology is the truth of anthropology. 
"Truth," here , must be understood in a rigorously Hegelian sense. In this He­
gelian sense, the metaphysical essence of truth, the truth of the truth, _is 
achieved. Truth is her e the presence or presentation of essence as Gewese11he1t, 
of Wesen as hav ing-been. Consciousness is the truth of man to the extent that 

11. Without neglecting the comp lexity of _the relatio~s between the Logic and the Phen­
omenology of Spirit, the question we are asking autho~zes us to consider _them together at 
the point of opening where Absolute Knowled_ge articulates them ?ne with th~ other .. 

12. "The actual soul with its sensation and its concrete self-feelmg turned mto habit, 
has implicitly realised the 'ideality' of its qualities ; i~ this externality i_t has r~collected and 
inwardized (errinert) itself, and is infinite self-relation . This free umversahty thus m~de 
explicit shows the sou l awaking to the _higher ~tage o~ the_ ego, or abs_tract un~versabty, 
in so far as it is for the abstract universality . I~. th\S _way 11 gams the position ~f thinker and 
subject-specially a subject of th e judgment m w'h1ch the ego excludes f:om itse lf _the sum 
total of its merely natural features as an O?Ject, a world external to it- but wit~ such 
respect to that object that in it it is immed_1ately reflected •~lo itself. T,hus soul nses to 
become Co11scio11s11ess. (Die wirkliche Seele m der Gewohnhe,t des Empfm~ens un_d 1hr~s 
konkreten Selbst gefiihlt ist an sich die fur sich s_eiende ldenlitiit ihre r_ Besti~mt~e, _ten, m 
ihrer Ausserlichkeit eri1111ert in sich und unendh che Bez1ehung an s1ch. Die Furstehsem 
der freien Allgemeinheit isl das hohere Erwachen_ der_Seele zum /ch, der abstrakten All­
gemeinhe it, insofern sie fur die _abstra_kte Allge_m~m~e,t 1st, wekhe S? Den~e,'. und 511b~e~/ 
fiir sich und zwar bestimmt SubJekt semes Urte1ls 1st, m welchem es die natu~hche Totah_tat 
seiner Bestimmungen als ein Objekt, eine ihm ii11ssere ~ell , von ~ich _ausschJ1esst und _sic~ 
darauf bezieht , so das s es in der selben unmittelbar m s1ch reflekt1ert 1st, da s Bew11sstse111.) 
Pl,i/osophy of Mi11d, tran s. William Wallace (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), sec. 
412, p. 151. . . . 

13. That is, objectivity in general, the relation of an "I" in genera l with a bemg-ob1ect 
in general. 
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~an _ appears to himself in consciousness in his Being-past, in his to-have-been, 
m his pa~t surpassed and conserved, retained , interi orized (erinnert) and re/eve. 
Auf11eben 1s re/ever, in the sense in which re/ever can combine to relieve, to displace, 
to elevate, to replace and to promote, in one and the same movement. H Con­
sciousness is the A11fheln111g of the sou l or of man , phenomenology is the re/eve 
of anthropology. It is no longer, but it is still a science of man. In this sense, all 
th~ structures described by the phenomenology of sp irit- like everything which 
articulates them with the Logic-a re the structures of that which has releve man . 
In them, man remains in relief. His essence rests in Pilenomenology. This equivocal 
relatio~ship of relief doubtless mark s the end of man, man past, but by the same 
to~en 1t also m~r~s the achievement of man, the appropriation of his essence . 
It 1s the end of f1mte man (C'est la fin de /'homme fini]. The end of the finitude of 
man, the unity of_the finite and the infinite, the finite as the surpassing of the 
self- these essential themes of Hegel's are to be recognized at the end of the 
~nthr~pology ~hen consciousness is finally designated as the "infinite rela­
tionship to self. The re/eve or relevance of man is his telos or eskhaton. The unity 
of_ these tw~ ends of man , the unity of his death, his completion, his accom­
plishment, 1s enveloped in the Greek thinking of telos, in the discourse on telos 
which is also a discourse on eidos, on ousia, and on aletheia. Such a discour se' 
in_ Hegel as in the entirety of metaphysics, indis sociably coordinates teleolog; 
with an e~chatology, a theology , and an ontology. The thinking of the end of man, 
therefore, is ~lwa¥s. already pr~cribed in metaphysics, in the thinking of the tmth of 
man. What 1s difficult to thmk today is an end of man which wou ld not be 
organized by a dialectics of truth and negativity , an end of man which would 
not be a teleology in the first person pluraJ. The we, which articulates natural 
and philosophical consciousness with each other in the Phenomenology of Spirit, 
assures the proximity to itself of the fixed and central being for which this circular 
reappropriation is produced. The we is the unit y of absolute knowledge and 
anthropology, of God and man, of onto -theo-teleology and humanism. "Being" 
and language--the group of language s- that the we govern s or opens: such is 
the name of that which assures the tran sition between meta physics and hu ­
manism via the we.15 

_ 14. TN. This passage should be read in conjunction with the discussion of re/eve in " La 
d1ff~rance," note 23, "Ousia and Gramme, " note 15, and "The Pit and the Pyramid," note 
16, above. 
. 15. We C?uld ~erify th~ necessity of the framework of this ambiguity or relevn11ce, which 
is accomphshed m He~ehan metaphysics and persist s whe rever metaphysics-that is, our 
lan~uage--:-mamtams its authonty , ~ot only i_n _our immediate vicinity, but already in all 
pre Hegelian systems. In Kant, the figure of fimtude organizes the capaci ty to know from 
the very emergence of the an thr opological limit. 

A. On the one hnn_d, (1 is precisely when Kant wishes to think something like the end, the 
pure e11d, the end m 1tself, that h~ must criticize anthropologism, in the Metaphysics of 
Morals. One canno t de~uce the pnnc1ples of morality on the basis of a knowledge of the 
n~ture of a particular bemg named 111a11: "But a completely isolated metaphysics of morals, 
mixed with no anthropology, no theology, no physics or hyperphy sics, and even less with 

121 



The Ends of Man 

We hav e just perceived the necessity which links the thinking of the phai11estlmi 
to the thinkin g of the telos. The teleology which governs Husserl's transcendental 
phen omenology can be read in the same open ing. Despi te t~e critique_ of an­
thropologi sm, "humani ty," here, is still the name o_f the bemg to which the 
transcendental te1os- determined as Idea (in the Kantian sense) or even as Rea­
son- is an nounced. It is man as animal rationale who, in his most classical me­
taphy sical determination, designates the site of teleological reason ,.~ unfol_ding, 
that is, history. For Husserl as for Hege l, reason is history, and there 1s no h1story 
but of reason . The latter "functions in every man , the a11imal rationale, no matter 
how primitive he is ... " Every kind of humanity and human sociality ha s "a 

occult qualitie s (which might be called hypophysical), is n_ot o~r an indispe_~sable substrate 
of all theoretically sound and definite knowledge of duties; 1t 1s also a d~s1deratum of the 
highest importan ce to the a_c~ual fulfilm_ent of its precept s" (",~oundattons o~ ~he Meta; 
ph ysics of Morals," in The Crrtrq11e of Practical Reaso11 .. . , p. 70). ~urthe~ore , it 1.s e~ident 
that it is not only of the greates t necessity in a t~eor_etical pomt of view when it is a 
qu estion of speculation but also of the utmost practical importance to denve the concepts 
and laws of moral s from pure reason and to pre sent them pur e and unmlJCe~, and to 
determine the scope of this enti re pra~tical but pure ratio_p~I knowledge (the ~ntire faculty 
of pure practical reason) without making the pnnc1ples d~pend upon the pa_rticula_r nature 
of human reason , as speculative philosophy may permit and eve n sometime s h~d _nec­
essary. But since moral laws should hold for every rational _being as sud, , the pnn c1ples 
must be derived from the universal concept of a rational bemg ge nerally. In this manner 
all morals, which need anthropology for their app licat!on to men, must be completet r, 
developed first as pure philo sophy, i.e. metaph ysics, mdependently of anthropo logy 
(ibid., p. 71). " With a view to attaining this ,_ it is ex1:em~ly ,1mportant to remember that 
we mu st not let ourselves think that the reahty of this prmc1ple can be denv _ed from the 
particular co11stitution of h11rna11 nature (n11s d~r beso11de~11 Ei~ensclraft der 111ensclrlzche11 Nat11r). 
For duty is practical un conditional necess ity of action; 11 must, ther efore, hold fo~ all 
rational beings (to which alone an imperative can app ly), and only for tlrat reason _can 11 be 
a law for all human wills" (ibid., p. 83). We see in these t~ree passages th~~ what 1s al_ways 
of the "greatest importance" (von d~r hoch~te,! W1chtigke1I: .. von der $'~sste11 praktrsche11 
Wicl,tigkeit ... vo11 der ii11sserste11 W,cht1gke1t) 1s to determine the end m_ itself_ (as an un· 
conditioned principle of morality) , independ en tly of any anthr opological givens. One 
cannot think the purity of the end of the basis ?f man: . . , . 

B. But, on the other ha11d, and inversely , man s spec1fic1ty, man s essence as a ration~! 
being, as the rational animal (z6o11 logon ek!1011), an_nounces itself t~ it~elf ~nly o~ the basis 
of thinking the end in itself; it announces itself to •!s_elf as t_he end m 1ts_elf,_ that 1s'. equ~lly, 
as an infinite end, since th e thinking of the uncond itioned 1s also the thmkm g which _ raises 
itself above experience , that is, above finitude . '. hu s is explained _the_ fact th at ~esp1te the 
critique of anthropol ogism, of which we have 1ust given ~ few md1ces, man 1s the only 
example, the only case of a rational being that can eve r be c1t~d at th~ very momen t when 
by aU rights one distinguishes the univ ersal concept of a rational bemg from th~ conce_pt 
of the human being. It is through the office_s of this fn_ct that anthrop,~logr, regains all _its 
conte sted authority. This is the point at winch the philosopher says w_e, and at which 
in Kant's discour se " rational being " and " humani ty" are always associated by the con­
junction "and " or vel. For example "No w, I say, man and i11 ge11eral (11,1,1d iiber/iai~pl) every 
rationa l being exists as an end in himself , and not merely as a mean s (Fo1111datro11s · · ·. , 
p . 86). [Note that this phra se is from the passage that serves as the firs_t epig raJ>h to this 
text. The deconstruction of the end and of man takes place on the ma~-gms of philosophy: 
in titles and footno tes. ] "T his principle of humanit y and of every rational crea ture as an 
end in itself" (ibid., pp. 88-89). 
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root in ~he essential structure of what is generally human, through which a 
~eleological reason running throughout all historici ty announces itself. With this 
1s revealed a set of probl ems in its own right related to the totality of history 
and to the full meaning which ultimately gives it its unit y." 16 Transcendental 
phenomenology is in this sense the ultimate achiev ement of the teleology of 
reason that traver ses humanity. 17 Thus, under the jurisd iction of the founding 
con~epts of metaphy sics, which Husserl revives and restores (if necessary af­
~ecting .them with phenomenological brackets or indices), the critique of em pir­
ical anthropologism is on ly the affirmation of a transcendental humani sm. And , 
among these metaphysical concepts which form the essential resource of Hu s­
serl 's discourse, the concept of end or of te/os plays a deci sive role. It cou ld be 
shown that at each stage of phenomenology, and notabl y each time that a 
reco_ur~e_to the '1dea in the Kantian sense" is necessary, the infinity of the te/os, 
the mfm1ty of the end regulates phe nomeno logy's capabilities. The end of man 
(as a factual anthropological limit) is announced to thought from the vantage 
of the end of man (as a dete rmined opening or the infinity of a telos). Man is 
that which is in relation to his end, in the fundamentally equivocal sense of the 
word. Since always. The tran scen dental end can appear to itself and be unfolded 
only on the condition of mortality, of a relation to finitude as the origin of ideality. 
The name of man has always been inscribed in metaphysics between these two 
ends. It has meaning only in this eschato-te leological situati on. 

Reading Us 

The "we," which in one way or another always has had to refer to itself in th e 
language of metaphysics and in philosophical discourse, arise s out of this sit­
uatio~ . To conclud e, what about this we in the text which better than any other 
has given us to read th e essential , historical comp licity of metaphysics and 
humanism in all their forms? What about this we, then , in Heidegger's text? 

This is the most difficult question, and we will only begin to conside r it. We 
are not going to emprison all of Heidegger 's text in a closure that this text has 
de limited better than any other . That which links humani sm and metaphysics 
as on tothe ology became legible as such in Sein 1111d Zeit, the Letter 0 11 Humanism, 
and the later texts. Referring to this acquisiti on, attempt ing to take it into account , 
I would like to begin to sJ<etch ou t the forms of the hold which the " humani ty" 
of man and the thinkin g of Being, a cer tain humani sm and the tru th of Being, 

16. "The Origin of Geometry ," in Tire Crisis of E11ropea11 Sciences and Trn11sce11de11ta/ Phen­
omenology, t~ans. David Carr (Evanston : Northwestern University Press, 1970), p . 378. 

17. 1~ a bnef fragment frn~ 1934 (~111/en der Gesclrichtlichkeit. Erste Geschic/11/ichkeit, Beilage 
XXVI, m Die Krrs,s d_~r e11ropa1sclre11 W1sse11sclraften 1111d die transzendenta/e Phii110111e11ologie [The 
Hague : Mar tinu s_N•J~o_ff, 1954], pp. 502-3) Husse rl distingui shes betw een three leve ls and 
three stages of h1stonc1ty: cultur e a~d traditi on as human sociality i.n general; European 
~ultur e and the theore tical pro1ect (science and philosoph y); " the conversion of philosoph y 
mto phen omenology." 
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maintain on one anothe r. Naturally, it will not be a question of the f~lsificat'.on 
which, in opposition to Heidegger's most explicit warnings, consi s_ts in making 
this hold into a mastery or an ontic relation ship in general. What will preoccupy 
us here will concern, rather, a more subtle , hidden, stubborn privilege , whic~, 
as in the case of Hegel or Husserl , leads us back to the positio~ of ~he we_ m 
discou rse. Once one has given up positing the we in the metaphy sical d1mens'.on 
of "we men," once one has given up charging the we men wit h th_e meta~h ys 1cal • 
determinations of the proper of man (z6on logo11 ekhon, etc.), 1t remains that 
man - and I would even say, in a sense that will become dear in a moment, ~he 
proper of man---:the thinking of the proper of man '.s insepa rable from the question 
or the truth of Being . This occurs along the He1deggenan pathways by means 
of what we may call a kind of magnetic attraction. . 

Here , I can only indicate the genera l rubric and severa l effect_s o! this mag­
netization. In the effort to disclose it at the continuous depth at which 1t operates, 
the distinction between given periods of Heidegger 's thought, between the texts 
before and after the so-called Kehre, has less pertinence than ever. For, on the 
one hand the existential analytic had already overflowed the horizon of a phil­
oso phical' anthropology: Dasein is not simply the man of metaphysic s. ~n the 
other hand , conversely, in the Letter on Humanism and beyond, the attraction of 
the "proper of man" will not cease to direct all the itineraries of thou~ht._ At 
least this is what I would like to suggest, and I will regroup the effects or indice s 
of this magnetic attraction beneath the general concep t ~f ~roximity: It is in the 
play of a certain proximity , proximity to onese lf an~ proxnruty to Bemg,_ that we 
will see constituted , again st metaphy sical humani sm and anthropolog1sm.' a~­
other insistenc e of man , one which relays, relieves, supp lements that which it 
de stroys , alo ng pat h ways on which we are, from which we have hard ly 
emer ged- perhaps---and which remain to be exam i~ed. . . 

What about this proximity? First , let us open Sem u11d Zell at the point at 
which the qu est ion of Being is asked in its "fo rmal structur e" (sec. 2). Our 
"vague ave rage" under standing of the words "Being"_ or "is" fi~ds itse lf ac­
knowledged as a Fact (Faktum): "Inquiry (Suc/1e11), as ~ kind of ~eeking , mu st be 
guided beforehand by what is so ught . So the meaning of Being mu st already 
be available to 115 in some say. As we hav e intim ated, we always already conduct 
our activities in an understanding of Being. Out of this under standin g arise both 
the exp licit question of the meaning of Being and the tend ency that_ lead s us 
toward its concepti on . We do not know what 'Being' means. But eve n 1f we ask , 
'What is "Be ing"?', we keep within an understanding of the 'is,' though we are 
un able to fix conceptually what that ' is' sig nifies. We do not even kn~w the 
horizon in terms of which that meaning is to be grasped and fixed . But t111s vague 
average 11ndersta11ding of Being is still a Fact." 18 I have italicized the we (us) and the 

18. TN . Being and Time, tran s. John Macqua rrie and Edwa rd Robinso n (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1962), p. 25. 
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always already. They are determined, then , in correspondence with this under­
sta ndin g of "Being" or of the "is ." In the absence of every other determinatio n 
or presupposition , the "we " at least is what is open to such an under standing, 
what is always already accessible to it, and the mean s by which such a factum 
can be recognized as suc h. It automatically follows, then, that this we- however 
simple, discreet, and erased it might be-i nscribes the so-called formal structure 
of the question of Being within the horiz on of metaph ys ics, and more wide ly 
within the lndo-Europ ean lingui stic milieu , to the poss ibility of which the origin 
of metaph ysics is esse ntially linked. It is within the se limits that the factum can 
be understood and accredited; and it is within these determined, and therefore 
material, limit s that the factum can uphold the so-called formality of the que stion. 
It remain s that the meaning of these "limits" is given to us only on the basis 
of the question of the meaning of Being. Let us not pretend, for examp le, to 
know what " Indo-European linguistic milieu" mean s. 

This "formal structure of the que stion of Being'' having been asked by Hei­
degger, the issue then, as is well known, is to acknowl edge the exemplary being 
(exemplarische Seiende) which will constit ute the privileged text for a reading of 
the meaning of Being . And I recall that according to Heidegger the formal 
structure of the question, of any question, must be composed of thre e instances: 
the Gefragte, that which is asked about, here the meaning of Being; the Erfragte, 
that which is to be found out insofar as it is properl y targeted by a question , the 
meaning of Being as what is que stioned; finally the Befragte, that which is in­
terrogated, the being that will be interrogated , to which will be put the question 
of the meaning of Being. The issue then is to choose or to recognize this ex­
emplary interrogated being with one's sights set on the meaning of Being: " In 
which entities is the meanin g of Being to be disce rned (abgelese11)? From which 
entiti es is the disclo sure of Being to take its departure? Is the starting -point 
optiona l, or doe s some particular entity have priority (Vorrang) whe n we come 
to work out the question of Being? Which entity shall we tak e for our exampl e, 
and in what sense does it have priority? " 19 

What will dictate the answer to this que stion ? In what milieu of evidentiality, 
of certitude , o r at least of und erstanding must it be unfold ed? Even before 
claim ing the phen omenologi cal method (sec. 7), a t least in a "p rovisional con­
cept ," as the method for the elaboration of the quest io n of Being, the determi­
nation of the exemplar y being is in principle "p heno menolo gica l." It is governed 
by phenome nology's principle of principles , the principle of presence and of 
presence in se lf-pre sence, such as it is manif ested to the being and in the being 
that we are. It is thi s se lf-prese nce, this absolut e proximity of the (quest ioning ) 
being to itself, this familiarity with itse lf of the being ready to under sta nd Being, 
that intervenes in the determinati on of the fact11111, and which motivates the 

1,9. TN. ,(bid., p. 26. No te that Macquarrie and Robinson transla te Seiend (which we give 
as 'being, as do most of the recent Heidegger trans lations) as "ent ity." 
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choice of the exemplary being , of the text, the good text for the hermen eutic of 
the meanin g of Being . It is the proximity to itself of the questioning being which 
leads it to be chosen as the privileged int erroga ted being. The proximity to itself 
of the inquir e r authorizes the identity of the inquirer and the interrogated . We 
who are close to ourselves, we interroga te ourselves about the meani ng of Being. 
Let us read thi s proto col of readin g: " If the question about Being is to be explicitly 
formulated and carried th.rough in such a manner as to be comp letely transp arent , 
to itself, then any treatment of it in line with the elucidations we have given 
requ ires us to explain how Being is to be looked at, how its meaning is to be 
understood and conceptually grasped; it requires us to prepar e the way for 
choosing the righ t entity for our example, and to work out the genu ine way of 
access to it. Looking at something, und erstanding and conceiving it, choosing 
access to it- all these ways of behavin g are constitutiv e of our inquiry, and 
therefore are modes of Being for those parti cular entities which we, the inquir ers, 
are our selves (eines bestimmten Seienden, des Seienden, das wir, die Fmgenden, je 
selbst sind). Thus to work ou t the que stion of Being adequately, we must make 
an entity - the inquirer-transparent in his own Being . The very asking of this 
que stion (das Fragen dieser Frage) is an entity's mode of Being; and as such it gets 
its essentia l character from what is inquired about (gefragt)-na mely, Being . This 
entity which each of us is himself and which includes inquiring as one of the 
possibilities of its Being, we shall denote by the term 'Dasei11' <Jassen wir termi­
nologisch als Dasein). If we are to formulate our question explicitly and trans­
parently, we mu st first give a prop er exp lication of an entity (Dasein) with regard 
to its Being." 20 

Doubtl ess thi s proxim ity, this identit y or self-prese nce of the "entity that we 
are"-of the inquir er and of the interrogated-does not ha ve the form of sub­
jective consciousness, as in transcendenta l phenomenol ogy. Doubtle ss too, thi s 
proximity is still prior to what the metaph ysical predicate "human " might name. 
. e Da-of Das il!_can be determined as a comin ~~ ce on~~ on the basis o! 
a re ad in of the g__uestion of Being which su mmons it up. Never theless, the 
process of disengaging or of elaborafmg- tneques tion of Being, as a quest ion of 
the meaning of Being, is defined as a making explicit or as an inter pretatio n that 
makes exp licit. The reading of the text Dasein is a hermen eutics of unveiling or 
of development (see sec. 7). If one looks closely, it is the phenomenological 
opposition " implicit/explicit" that permits Heidegge r to reject the objection o f 
the vicious circle, the circle that consists of first determining a being in its Being, 
an d then of posing the question of Being on the basis of this ontological pre­
determination (p. 27). This sty le of a reading which makes explicit, practices 
a continual bringing to light, somethin g which resemb les, at leas t, a coming into 
consciousness, without break, displacement, o r cha nge of terra in. Moreover, 
jus t as Dasein-the being which we ourselves are-s erves as an exemplar y text, 

20. TN. Ibid., pp . 26-27. Furt her references are to this ed ition. 
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a go~d "Jesso ~" for making exp licit the meanin g of Being, so the name of man 
rem~s the lmk ~r the paleonymic guiding thread which ties the analytic of 
Dasem to the totality of metaphysics' trad itiona l discourse. Whence the strange 
st~tus of such sent ences or paren theses as: "As ways in which man behaves, 
sc1~nces_ hav e the manner of Being which this entity - man himself- possesses. 
This en tity we denot e by the term 'Dasein' (Dieses Seiende fnsse11 wir terminologisch 
als Dasein)" (p. 32). Or aga in: "The problematic of Greek onto logy, like that of 
any ~ther , must take its clues from Dasein itself. In both ordinary and philo­
~op~ca l, usage, Dasein, man' s Being (das Dasein, d.h. das sein des Menschen), is 
defin~d (umgrenz'.) as the 26011 logon eklwn-as that living thin g whose Being is 

e~s~ntially d,etermmed by the potentiality for discour se (Redenko11ne11)" (p. 47). 
S'.Irularly, a 'complete onto logy of Dasein" is posited as the prerequisite con­
dition for a "'phi losoph ical' anthropology" (p. 38). We can see then that Dasein 
though not man, is neverthele ss nothing other than man. l t is r as we shall see, 
a repetiti~n of the essence of man permitting a retu.w_tg_ what is before th; 
metap ys1calconcepts of humanltas. The subtlety and equ ivocality of this gesture, 
~hen, are what appear to have authorized all the anthropologistic de formati ons 
m the reading of Sein und Zeit, notably in France. 

The value of proximit y, that is, of presence in general, therefore decides the 
e_ssen~al orientatio_n of this ana lytic of Dasein . The motif of proximity sure ly 
frn~s itself, ca~ght m an opp ~sition which henc eforth will unceasingly regulat e 
Heidegger s discourse . The fifth section of Sein 1111d Zeit in e ffect seems not to 
contradict but to limit and contain what was already gained , to wit that the 
Dasein "~hich we ~re" constitutes the exemplary being for the hermeneuti c of 
the meaning of Be'.n~ by virtue ~f its proximity to itself, of ou r proximit y to 
oursel~es, ou~ p~o~m1ty !o the bemg that we are. At this point Heidegge r mark s 
th~t th is ~roxmuty 1s 011l,c: Ontologically, that is, as concerns the Being of that 
~emg which we are, the distance, on the contrary, is as grea t as possible. "O n­
tica~Iy, o f course, Dasein is not only close to us-eve n that which is closes t: we 
~r~ it, each ~f us, we ourselves. In spite of thi s, or rather for jus t this reaso n, 
1t 1s ontologically tha t which is farthest." 21 

The analytic of Dasein, as well as the thinking which, beyond the Kehre, will 
pur sue the que sf.on of Being, will maintain itself in the space which separa tes 
and relates to one another such a proximity and suc h a distance. The Da of 
Dasein and the Da of Sein will signify as mu ch the near as the far. Beyond the 
commo n closur e of humani sm and metaphy sics, Heidegger's thought will be 

21. "~n demonstr _ating that f?asein is ontico-ontologically prior, we may have misled the 
reader mto _supposing tha~ this entity must also be what is given as on tico-ontologically 
pnmary (prn'.iar), not ?n ly m _th e_sense that it can itself be grasped 'immediately ,' but also 
m that the kmd_ o~ Bemg which 1t posses ses is present ed just as 'immediately.' Ontically, 
of course, Dasem IS not on ly dose to us-even that which is closest: we are it each of us 
we ou rselves. In sp!te _of this, or rather for just this reason , it is ontologicall; that which 
~ farthes t · • • Dasem _ is_ ontically 'closest' (am 11iiclisle11) to itself and ontologically farthes t; 

ut pre-ontolog1ca lly 1t 1s surely not a stra nge r (11ic/11 f remd)" (pp. 36-37). 
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guided by the motif of Being as presence-understood in a more originary sense 
than it is in the metaphysical and on tic determinations of presence or of presence 
as the present -a nd by the motif of the proximity of Being to th~ ess~nce of 
man. Everything transpires as if one had to reduce the onto logical distance 
acknowledged in Sein und Zeit and to state the proximity of Being to the essence 

of man. 
To suppo rt this last proposition, several indi cative references to the L~tter 011 

Humanism. I will not insist upon the major and well-known theme of this text: 
the unity of metaphysics and humani sm. 22 Any questioning of humanism _that 
does not first catch up with the archeological radicalness of the que stion s 
sketched by Heidegger, and doe s not make use of the information he provide s 
concerning the genesis of the concept and the value man (the reed ition of the 
Greek p11ideia in Roman culture, the Christianizing of the Latin hu111anit11s, the 
rebirth of Hellenism in the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries, etc.), any me­
tahumanist position that do s not place itself within the opening of these ques­
tions remains historically regional, periodic, and peripheral, juridically secondary 
and dependent, whatever interest and necess ity it might retain as such. 

It remains that the th inking of Being, the thinking of the truth of Being, in 
the name of which Heidegger de-limits humanism and metaphy sics, remains 
as thinking of man. Man and the name of man are not displaced in the que stion 
of Being suc h as it is put to metaphysics. Even less do they disappear. On the 
contrary, at issue is a kind of reevaluation or revalorization of the essence and 
dignity of man. What is threatened in the extens ion of metaphysics and tech­
nology-and we know the essent ial necessity that leads Heidegger to associate 
them one to another - is the essence of man, which here would hav e to be 
thought before and beyond its metaphysical determinations._ "The wide~y and 
rapidly sp readin g devastation of langua ge not only undermmes aesthetic and 
moral respo nsibility in every use of language; it arises from a threat to the 
essence of humanit y (Gefii/1rdu11g des Wese11s des Menschen)·.''23 "Only thus does 
the overcom ing of homelessless (Uberwindrwg der Heim11tlosigkeit) begin from 
Being, a homelessness in which not only man but the essence of man (das Wesen 
der Mensc/1en) stumb les aimlessly about. " 2

' Ther efore, this essence will have to 
be reinstated. "But if man is to find his way once again into the nearness of 

22. "Every humani sm is either grounded in a metaphysic s or is itself made to be the 
ground of one. Every determination of the essence of man t~at already pre supJ)oses an 
interpretation of being without asking about the truth of Bemg, wh~ther kn~wm gly _or 
not, is metaphysical. The res ult is that what is peculiar to all _m_et?phys1~, 7p;aficall )'. with 
respec t to the way the essence of man is determ_ined, is that 1t 1s _humani stic. Acco~dmgly, 
every humani sm remains metaphysi cal. In defmmg the humanit y of man humani~m not 
only does not ask about the relation of Being to the ~ssence o~ man ; because of its me: 
taphysical origin humani sm even imped es th e question by neither recogmzmg nor un 
derstandin g it." "Letter on Humani sm," in Bnsic Writings. ed . Krell, P· 202. 

23. Ibid. , p. 198. 
24. Ibid., p. 218. 
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Being (in die Niihe des Sei11s) he must first learn to exist in the namel ess (im 
Namenlosen). In the same way he must first recognize the seduct ions of the pub lic 
rea lm as well as the impot ence of the private. Before he speaks (bevor er spricht) 
man must first let himself be claimed again (wieder n11sprechen) by Being, taking 
the risk that under this claim (Anspruch) he will seldom have much to say. Only 
thus will the preciousnes s of its essence be once more bestowed upon the word 
(dem Wort), and up on man a home (Behausung) for dwelling in the truth of Being. 
But in the claim (Anspruch) upon man, in the attempt to make man ready for 
this claim, is there no t implied a concern about man? Where else does 'care' 
tend but in the direction of bringing man back to his essence (de11 Me11sche11 wieder 
in sein Wesen z11ruckzubringen)? What else does that in turn betoken but that man 
(homo) becomes human (lt1111111n11s)? Thus ltumanitas reaUy does remain the con­
cern of such thinking. For this is humanism: meditating and caring (Sinne11 und 
Sorgen) that man be human and not inhumane (unmenschlich), 'inhuman,' that 
is, outside his essence. But in what does the humanity of man consist? It lies 
in his esse nce." 25 

Once the thinking of essence is removed from the opposition essenti11/existe11tia, 
the proposition according to which " 'man ek-sis ts' is not an answer to the 
question of whether man actually is or not ; rather , it responds to the question 
concerning man's 'essence' (Wesen)."26 

25. Ibid ., pp. 199--200. In the same sense, one could cite many other passages of the 
Letter. Thus, for example , "But we must be clear on this point , that when we do this we 
abandon man to the essential realm of nnimalitns even if we do not equate him with beasts 
but attribute a specific difference to him. In principle we are still thinking of homo nnimnlis­
even when anima is posited as n11i11111s sive mens, and this in turn is later posited as subject, 
person or spirit. Such positing is the manne r of metaph ysics. But then the essence of man 
!s too little (zu gering) heeded and not thought in its origin, the essential provenance that 
ts always the essential future for historical mankind (,gesclzichtliclze Me11sche11tum). Meta­
physics thinks of man on the basis of n11imnlitas and does not think in the direction of his 
lz11111anitas. 
. "~etaphysics _clos~s itself to the simple esse ntial fact that man essentia lly occurs only 
m his essence (111 semem Wesen west) where he is claimed (a11gesproclze11) by Being. Only 
!ro~ tha,t claim 'h~s' he found that wherein his essence _dwells .. Only from this dwelling 
. has h~ la~guage ~s the _home that p~eserves the ecsta_tic for his esse nce. Such standing 
~n the lighting of Bemg (L1c/1llmg des Se111s) I call the ek-s1stence of man . This way of Being 
1s pr?~r (e1g11et) only to man . _Ek-sistence so und erstood is not only the g.round of the 
poss ibility of reason, ratw, but 1s also that in which the essence of man preserves (wahrt) 
the source that determines him. 

"Ek-sistence can be said only of the essence of man , that is, only of the human ' to be.' 
For as far as our experience shows, only man is admitted to the des tiny of ek-sistence (i11 
das Geschick der Eksiste11ce)." " Letter," pp. 203-4. 

The motif of th~ p~oper (eigen, eig~11tlich) and the several modes of to propriate (pa rticularly 
Er~1g11~11 an~ Ere,gm~), both of which thematicaIJy dominate the qu estio n of the truth of 
Bemg m Ze1t 1md Sem, has long been at work in Heidegger 's thought . In the "Letter on 
Humani sm" in p~rticular . The theme s of the lzouse and of the proper are regularly brought 
:og~ther: as we w1U attempt to show later, the value of oikos (and of oikesis) plays a decisive, 
if hidden , ro!e in the semantic chain that interest s us here. [See above, " La differance ," 
note 2, on O,kos and Oikesis.] 

26. "Letter ," p . 207. 
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The restoration of the essence is also the restoration of a dignity and a prox­
imity: the co-respondi ng dignity of Being and man , the proximity of Being and 
man. "What stilJ today remains to be said could perhaps become an impetus 
(Anstoss) for guidi ng the essence of man to the point where it thoughtfully 
(denkend) attends to that dimension of the truth of Being which thoroughly 
governs it. But even this could take place only to the honor of Being and for the 
benefit of Dase in which man eksistingly sustains (nur dem Sein Ziff Warde und 
dem Da-sein zugunsten geschehen, das der Mensch eksistierend aussteht); not, however, 
for the sake of man so that civilization and culture through man' s doings might 
be vindicated.'' 27 

The ontologica l distance from Dasei11 to what Dasein is as ek-sistence and to 
the Da of Sein, the distance that first was given as ontic proximity, must be 
reduced by the thinking of the truth of Being. Whence, in Heidegger' s discourse, 
the dominance of an entire metaphorics of proximity, of simple and immediate 
presence, a metaphorics associating the proximity of Being with the values of 
neighboring, shelter, house, service, guard, voice, and listening. As goes without 
saying, this is not an insignificant rhetoric; on ·the basis of both this metaphorics 
and the thinking of the ontico-ontological difference , one could even make 
explicit an entire theory of metaphoricity in general. 28 Several examples of this 
language, so surely connoted by its inscrip tion in a certain landscape : "But if 
man is to find his way once again into the nearness of Being (in die Niilze des 
Seins), he must first learn to exist in the nam eless." "The statement 'The "sub­
stance" of man is eksistence' says nothing else but that the way that man in his 
proper essence (in seinem eigenen Wesen) becomes present to Being (zum Sein 
anwest) is ecstatic inherence in the truth of Being. Through this determination 
of the essence of man the humanistic interpreta tion s of man as a11i111al rationale, 
as 'person,' as spiritua l-ensouled-bodily being, are not declared false and thru st 
aside. Rather, the sole implication is that the highe st determinations of the 
essence of man in humanism still do not realize the proper dignity of man (die 
eigentliclze Warde des Menschen). To that extent the thinking in Being and Time is 
against humanism. But this opposition does not mean that such thinking aligns 
itself against the humane and advocates the inhuman , that it promotes the 
inhumane and deprecates the dignity of man . Humani sm is opposed because 
it does not se t the Jwmanitas of man high enoug h." 29

" 'Being'-that is not God 
and not a cosmic ground. Being is farther than all beings and is yet nearer (11iiher) 
to man than every being, be it a rock, a beast, a work of art, a machin e, be it 
angel or God. Being is the nearest (Das Sein ist das Niichste). Yet the near remains 
farthes t from man. Man at first clings always and only to beings."JO "Because 
man as the one who ek-s is ts comes to stan d in this relation that Being destines 

27. lbid. , p. 209. 
28. See below, "White Mythology." 
29. "Letter," pp. 209-10. 
30. lbid., pp. 210-11. 
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(s_chickt) for itself, in that he ecstatically sustains it, that is, in care takes it upon 
himself, he at first fails to recognize the neare st (das Niichste) and attaches himself 
to the next nearest (das Ubemiichste). He even thinks that this is the nearest. But 
nearer than the neare st and at the same time for ordin ary thinking farther than 
th~ f~rthest is 11e~rness itself: the truth of Being."31 'The one thing (das Einzige) 
thmk'.ng would hke to attain and for the first time tries to articulate in Being and 
T1me_1s so methi_ng simple (etwas Einfaclres). As such, Being rem ains mysterious, 
the simple (sclrlrcht) nearnes s of an unobtrusive governance. The nearness occurs 
essentially as language itself." 32 " But man is not only a living creature who 
poss~sse~ lanS1:'age along with other capacities. Rather, language is the hou se 
of Bemg m which man ek-sists by dwelling, in that he belongs to the truth of 
Being, guarding it (hiitend gehort)."33 

This proximity is not ontic proximity, and one must take into account the 
properly ontological repetition of this thinking of the near and the far. ll It remains 
that Be!ng, whic~ is nothing, is not a being, cann ot be said, cannot say itself, 
except m the on hc metaphor. And the choice of one or anot her group of met­
ap hors is necessarily significant. It is within a metaphorical insistence, then, 
that the_ interpretation of the meaning of Being is produced . And if Heidegger 
has radically deconstructed the domination of metaphy sics by the present, he 
has done so in order to lead us to think the presence of the present. But the 
thinking of this presence can on ly metaphorize, by means of a profound necessity 
frolJl which one cannot simply decide to escape, the languag e that it decon­
structs. 35 

31. Ibid., pp. 211-12. 
32. Ibid., p. 212. 
33. Ibid. , p. 213. 

. 34. "The ' Introduction ' to Being and Time says simply and clearly, even in italics, 'Being 
1s th_e transce11dens pure and simple (das Transcendens schlechthi11).' Just as the openness of 
spatial nea~ness_ seen from the perspective of a particular thing exceeds all things near 
?nd far, so 1s Bemg ~sse~tiaUy broader than all bemg s, because it is the lighting (Lichtzmg) 
1tse)f. For aU t~at , Bemg _is thou gh t on the_ basis of_bei~gs, a conseq uence of the approach­
at first unav01dab[e-w1thm a metaph ysics that 1s still dominant." "Le tter," p. 216. 
, 35. Seve~al examples of the predom_ina~ce grant~d to t~e value of onto logical proximity: 
'This_ de~tmy comes to pass as the hghtmg of Bemg (L1c/1t1111g des Seins), as which it is. 

The lighting gran!s ~earness to Being. In this nearne ss, in the lighting of the Da, man 
dwells as '.he ek-s1stmg one without yet being able properly to experience and take over 
~h1~ d"."elling. _ In the lecture on. Hold~rlin's elegy 'Homecomi ng' (1943) this nearness 
of Bemg, which the Da of Dasem 1s, 1s thought on the basis of Being and Time .. . it is 
called th~ '~o~eland' "(ib_i,d., P: 217). "T_he homel~nd of_this histori~I dwelling_ is nearness 
to Be1~g' (1b1d., p . ~18). In his essentia l unfolding within the history of Bemg, man is 
t~e being_ whose Bemg as ek-sistence consists in his dwelling in the nearness of Being 
(rn de~. l'fahe ~es Sem,s wo/111/). Man is the neighbor of Being (Nad1bar des Sei11s)" (ibid., p. 
222). . Ek-s1stence, m fundamental contrast to every existentin and 'existence,' is ecstatic 
dwelling, m the ~ear,ness of Being" (ibid.). "Or should thinking , by means of open resis­
tance to h~mamsm, nsk a shock that could for the first time cause perplexity concerning 
the lru111n111tns_ of ho1110 hu111n1111s and its basis? In this way it could awaken a reflection 
(Bes111111111g}-1f the world-historical moment did not itself already compel such a reflec-
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Thu s, the prevalence granted to the phe110111enological metaphor , to all the va­
rieties of phainesthai, of shinin g, light ing, clea rin g, Licl1t1111g, etc., ope ns onto the 
space of presence and the pr ese nce of space , under stood within the op pos ition 
of the near and th e far- just as the ackn ow ledged privil ege not only of language, 
but of spo ken langu age (voice, listenin g, etc.), is in conso nance with the motif 
of pr ese nce as self-p res ence. 36 The near and the far are thought her e, conse-

ti?n-that thinks not only a?Out man but also about the 'nature ' of man, not only about 
his nature but even more pnm ordially about the dimension in which the essence of man, 
determined by Being itself is at home" (ibid., p. 225). "Thinking does not overcome 
m~taphysics by climbing still higher, surmounting it, transcending it somehow or other; 
thmkmg overcomes metaphysics by climbing back down into the nearness of nearest (in 
die Niihe des Niiclzsten)" (ibid., p. 231). 

To d~stroy the privilege of the present-now (Gegemvart) always leads back, on the Hei­
deggenan pathway, to a presence (Anwesen, Anwesenheit) that none of the three modes of 
the_present (present-present, past-present, future-present) can exhaust or terminate, but 
which, on the contrary, provides their playing space, on the basis of a fourfold whose 
thinking entirely informs what is at stake in our question. The fourfold can be maintained 
or lost, risked or ~eappropriated- an alternative always suspended over its "own proper" 
abysm-never wmning except by losing (itself). It is the text of dissemination . 

Now this presence of the fourfold, in turn, is thought, in 011 Time and Being notably, 
according to the opening of propriation as the nearness of the near, proximation, ap­
proximation. Here we will refer to the analysis of the four-dimensionality of time and of 
its play. "True time is four-dimensional ... For this reason we call the first, original, 
literally incipient extending (Reichen) in which the unity of true (eige11tliche11) time consists 
'nearing nearness,' 'nearhood' (Na/rlteit), an early word still used by Kant. But it brings 
future, past and present near to one apother by distancing them." 011 Time and Being, 
trans . Joan Stambaugh (New York: Harper and Row, 1972), p. 15. " In the sending of the 
destiny of Being (/111 Sclricken des Gesclrickes vo11 Sein), in the extendi.r g (Reiclren) of time, 
there becomes manifest a dedication (Z11eig11e11), a delivering over (Ubereig11e11) into what 
is their own (in ilzr Eige11es), namely of Being as presence (Anwesenheit) and of time as the 
realm of the open . What determines both, time and Being, in their own, that is in their 
belonging together, we shall call: Ereignis, or event of Appropriation" (ibid., p. 19). "What 
the name 'event of Appropriation' (Ereig11is) names can no longer be represented by means 
of the current meaning of the word; for in that meaning 'event of Appropriation' is 
~derstood in the se~se of occurr~nce a~d happeni ng- not in terms of Appropriating 
(E1g11e11) as the extending and send.mg which opens and preserves" (ibid., p. 20). 

The facility, and also the necessity, of the transition from the near to the proper will 
have been noticed. The Latin medium of this transition (prope, propri11s) is lost in other 
languages, for example in German. 

36. _On the topic of what unites the values of self-presence and spoken language, I 
permit myself to refer to Of Grammatology and Speech a11d Plre110111e11a. Implicitly or explicitly, 
the valonzation of spoken language is constant and massive in Heidegger. I will study it 
elsewhere in and of itself. Having reached a certain point in the analysis, it is necessary 
to measure the extent of this valorization rigorously: if it covers almost the entirety of 
Heidegger's text (in that it leads all the metaphysical determinations of the present or of 
being back to the matrix of Being as presence, Amvesenlreit), it is also erased at the point 
at which is announced the question of a Wesen that would not even be an Anwesen. (On 
this subject, see "Ousia and Gramme," above.) Thus is explained, for example, the dis­
qualification of literature, which is opposed to thinking and to Dicht1111g, and also to an 
artisan- and "peasant' ' -like practice of the letter: "In written form thinking easily loses its 
flexibility . .. On the other hand , written composition exerts a wholesome pressure toward 
deliberate linguistic formulation" ("Letter," p. 195). "The truth of Being . . . would thus 
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quentl y, before th e oppo sit ion of space and time, according to the open ing of 
a spacing which belongs neither to time nor to space, and w hich d islocates, w hile 
pr oducing it, an y presence of the p rese nt. 

Therefore , if " Being is farther than all be ing s and is yet nearer to man than 
eve ry being," if "Being is th e neare st," then one mu st be able to say that Being 
is what is near to man, an d th at man is what is near to Being . Th e near is the 
proper; the ro er is th ~ nearest (p_[QJ]e, proprius). Man is th e proper of Being, 
w ich right near to him whi spers in his ea r; Being is the proper of man, suc h 
is th e truth that speak s, suc h is the proposi tion which gives the there of the truth 
of Being and the truth of man. Thi s proposition of th e proper, ce rtainly, is not 
to be taken in a metaphy sical sense: the proper of man , her e, is not an essen tial 
attribute , the predicate of a subs tance, a characteri s tic amon g oth ers, howev er 
fundamental , of a bein g, object or subj ect, called man . No more ca n one spea k 
in this sense of man as the prop er of Being. Propriet y, the co-prop riety of Being 
and man, is proximit y as in sepa rab ility. But it is indeed as inseparability that 
th e relation s between bei ng (sub stance, or res) and its esse n tial pred icate were 
thou g ht in metaphy sics af terward. Since this c<>cpropriety of man and of Being , 
such as it is thou ht in Heide gger's discourse, is not ontic , doe s not relat e two 
''beings ~~o - the o! her but rath er,~ ~Jthi nlii' ngu age, relates - the meaning of 
Being and th e meaning of man. Th e proper of man, his Eigen'heit, nis ;;; uth en­
ticity," is to be related to th e meaning of Being; he is to hear and to question 
(Jragen) it in ek-sistence, to stan d straight in th e pr oximity of its light: "Das 
Stehen in d er Lich tun g des Seins nenne ich di e Ek-sist enz des Menschen. Nur 
dem Menschen eig n et die se Art zu se in " ("S uch standing in the lighting of Being 

I call th e ek -sis ten ce of man. Thi s way of Being is prop er only to man ") .37 
Is not this securi ty of the n ear what is tremblin g toda y, that is, th e co-belo ngin g 

and co-propriet y of th e name of man and the name of Being, such as thi s co­
pr opriety inhabit s, and is inhabit ed by, the lan guage of th e West, such as it is 
buried in its oikonomia, such as it is inscribed and forgo tten acco rdin g to the 
histo ry of m etaph ysics, and such as it is awak ened also by the destructi on of 

onto th eo logy ? But this t rembling - w hich can only come from a cer tain ou tside­
was already req uisite with in th e ve ry structure th at it so licits.38 Its margin was 

be more easily weaned from mere supposin g and opining and directed to the now rare 
handicraft of writing'' (ibid., p. 223). "What is needed in the presen t world crisis is less 
philosophy, but more attentiveness in thinking; less literature, but more cultivation of the 
letter" (ibid., p. 242). "We must liberate Diclzt1111g from literature" (text published in Revue 
de poesie, Paris, 1967). 

37. Elsewhere ("La parole souffl~e," in Writing and Difference, and in Of Grammatology) 
I have attempted to indicate the passage between the near, the "prope r" and the erection 
of the "s tanding upright." 

38. TN. Derrida is using "to solicit" in its etymological sense here, as he often does 
elsewhere. "To solicit'' derives from the Latin so//11s, whole, and ciere, to move, and thus 
has the sense of "to make the whole move." The reference to oiko110111ia and burial in the 
preceding sente nce is explained in "La diff~rance," note 2, above. 
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marked in its own (propre) body. In the thinking and the language of Being, the 
end of man has been prescribed since always, and this prescription has never 
done anything but modulate the equivocality of the end, in the play of telos an d 
death. In the reading of this play, one may take the following sequence in all 
its senses: the end of man is the thfoking of Being, man is the end of the thinking 
of Being, the end of man is the end of the thinking of Being. Man, since always, 
is his proper end, that is, the end of his proper. Being, since always, is its proper 
end, that is, the end of its proper. 

To conclude I would like to reassemble , under several very genera l rubrics, 
the signs which appear, in accordance with the anonymous necessity that in­
terests me here, to mark the effects of the total trembling as concerns what I 
have called, for convenience, and with the necessary quotation mark s or pre­
cautions, "France" or French thought. 

1. The reduction of meaning. The attention given to system and structure, in its 
most original and strongest aspects, that is, those aspects which do not im­
mediately faU back into cultural or journali stic gossip, or, in the best of cases, 
into the purest "s tructura list" tradition of metaphysics -s uch an attention, 
which is rare, consists neither (a) in restoring the classical motif of the system, 
which can always be shown to be ordered by te/os, a/etheia, and ousia, all of 
which are values reassembled in the concep ts of essence or of meaning; nor (b) 

1
in erasing or de stroy ing meaning. Rather, it is a question of determining the 
possibility of meaning on the basis of a "forma l" organization which in itself has 

1)o_m~ ning , which does not mean that it is either the non -sense or the an­
guishing absurd ity which haunt metaphysical humanism. Now, if one considers 
that the critique of anthropologism in the last great metaphysical systems (Hegel 
and Husserl, notably) was executed in the name of truth and meaning, if one 
considers th at these "phenomenologie s" - which were metaphysical sys tem s­
had as their essential motif a reduction to meaning (which is literally a Husse rlian 
propo sition), then one can conceive that the reduction of meaning - that is, of 
the signified - firs t takes -the. form of a critique of phenomenology. Moreover , 
if one cons ider s that the Heideggerian destruction of metaphysical humani sm 
is produced initially on the basis of a her111ene11tica/ ques tion on the meaning or 
the truth of Being, then one also conceives that the red uction of meaning operates 
by means of a kind of break with a thinking of Being which has all the char­
acteristics of a re/eve (Aufl1ebu11g) of humani sm. 

2. 1J!Wrategic bet. A..,mdical trlw.!Qting ca.n.only .comelrom the outside. There­
fore, the trembling of which I speak derives no more than any other from some 
spontaneous decision or phil osophical thought after some internal maturation 
of its history. This trembling is played out in t!'le--riolent . ..r_elationshi of the 
~e..o£ the West-toai_!~ hether a "linguistic" relationship (where very 
quickly the que stion of the limits of everything leadin g back to the question of 
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the meaning of Being arises), or ethnologica l, economic, political, military, re­
lationships, etc. Which does not mean , moreover , that military or economi c 
violence is not in structural solidarity with "linguistic" violence. But the " logic" 
of ev~ry relation to the outside is very complex and surprisin g. It is preci sely 
the force and the efficiency of the system that regularl y change transgr ess ions 
into "false exits." Taking into account these effects of the system, one has noth­
ing, from the insid e where "we are," but tb.f_choice between two strategies: 
'a.'1q_ attempt an exit and a deconstruction withou ~ nging terrain, by re­

peating what is implicit in the founding concepts and the original problematic, 
by ~e.difice_the.Jnstrum.en ts or stones available in the hou se, 
that is, equa lly, in language. Here, one risks ceaselessly confirming, consoli­
dating , relifting (re/ever), at an alway s more certain depth , that which one al­
legedly decon struct s. Tue cootiuuous.process..of making e.xpJicit, movwg; toward 
an _o e in · ;ks.sinki ng~into .t he..autism of.the closure. 

b. To decide to ~ - in a discQotinuQ.Us.,.ang.jrrupti ve fashion, by 
• rutally pJacing..o~esell .outsid e., and by aifw!ung an abs.Q.[ute. break and differ­
~nce. Without mentioning all the other forms of trompe-l'oeil perspective in which 
such a displacement can be caug ht, thereby inhabiting more naively and more 
strictly than ever the inside one declares one has deserted, the •. si01pk.f2!Pctice 
Qf.knguage._.ceaselessly ,re.instates th.a.new errain ~on the- olde.st..-gr.cwn_d. The 
effects of such a rein statement or of such a blindness could be shown in nu ­
merou s precise instance s. 

It goes without saying that these effects do not suffice to annu l the necessit y 
for a "change of terrain." It also goes without saying that the..choice betwee n 
these two forms of deconstruction ca,opot be simple..and.unique. A.pew writing 
must weave a@ inte ili!fe th s o..motifs..Q.f...de,ons_u:uctiQn. Which amounts 
to saying that ~ pe_alw;eyer,aLJ<!_Dgµages and produce everal t~xls.J!I 
,sm~ . I would like to point ou t especia lly that the sty le of the~ deconstruction t.-. 
is mostly that of the.JieLd~ggerian gllestions, and the other is mostly the one l"' _ • 
which dominate s F~.o.<1!.y. I am purpo sely spea king in term s of a dominant 
style: because there are also breaks and changes of le.t@in in texts 2f the Heil ~ 
deggerian-t.yp e; becau se the "change of terrain " is far from upsetting the enti re 
French land scape to which I am referring; because what we need, perhaps, as 
Nietzsche said, is a change of "style"; and if there is style, Nietzsche reminded 
us, it must be plural. 

3. The difference between the superior man and the superman. Benea th this rubric 
is signaled both the increas ingly insistent and increasingly rigorou s recourse to 
Nietzsche in France, and the division that is anno unced , perh aps, between two 
re/eves of man. We know how, at the end of Zaratlwstra, at the mome nt of the 
"s ign," whe n das Zeicl1en komml, Nietzsche distinguishes, in the greatest prox­
imity, in a stra nge resemblan ce and an ultimate complicity, a t the eve of the last 
separation , of the great Noontime, between the supe rior man (hohere Mensch) 
and the supe rman (Ubermensch). The first is abandoned to his distress in a last 
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movement of pity. The latter-who is not the last man-awaken s and leaves, 
with out turnin g back to what he leaves behind him . He burns his text and erases 
the traces of his steps . His laugh ter then will burst out, directed toward a return 
which no longer will have the form of the metaphysical repetition of humani sm, 
nor, doubt.less, "beyond" metaph ysics, the form of a memoria l or a guarding 
of the mea ning of Being, the form of th e house and of the truth of Being. He 
will dance, outside the house , the aktive Vergesslicl1keit, the "active forgetting" 
and the crue l (grausam) feast of which the Genealogi; of Morals speaks . No doubt 
that Nietzsche called for an active forgetting of Being: it would not have the 
metaphy sical form imputed to it by Heideg ger. 

Must one read Nietz sche, with Heidegger, as th e last of the grea t metaphy­
sicians? Or, on the contrary, are we to take the que stion of the truth of Being 
as the last sleeping shudder of the superior man? Are we to under stand the eve 
as the guard mounted around the house or as the awakening to the day that 
is coming, at whose eve we are? Is there an economy of the eve? 

Perhaps we are betw een these two eves , which are also two ends of man. But 
who, we? 

May 12, 1968 
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A lecture give n at the colloquium on Jean- Jacques Roussea u, 3-4 February 1968, in London. 
Origina lly pub lished in the Rt.'1111e i11ternntio11ale de philosophie, 1967/4, no. 82, und er the title 
"La linguistique de Roussea u." 
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Linguists are becoming more and more inte rested in the genealogy of lingui stics. 
And in reconstituting th e history or prehistory of their science, they are dis­
covering numerous ancestors, sometimes with a certain astoni shed recognition . 
Interest in the origin of linguistics is awakened when the problem s of the origin 
of language cease to be proscribed (as they had been from the end of the nine­
teenth century), and when a certain geneticism-or a certain generativism­
comes back i.nto its own. One cou ld show that this is not a chance encounter. 
This historical activity is no longer elaborated solely on the margins of scientific 
practice, and its results are already being felt. In particular , we are no longer at 
the stage of the prejudice according to which linguistics as a science was born 
of a single "epistemological break"-a concept, called Bachelardian , much used 
or abused today - and of a break occurring in our immediate vicinity. We no 
longe r think, as does Grammont, that "everything prior to the nineteenth cen­
tury, which is no t yet lingu istics, can be expedited in several lines." ' Noam 
Chomsky, in an article announcing his Cartesian Linguistics, which presents in 
its major lines the concept of "generative grammar," states: "My aim here is not 
to justify the interest of this investigation, nor to describe summarily its pro­
cedure, but instead to unde rline tha t by a curious detour it takes us back to a 
tradition of ancient ~hought, rather than constituting a new departure or a radical 
innovation in the domain of linguistics and psychology ." ' 

If we were to set ourselves down in the space of this "curious detour, " we 
could not help encountering the "linguistics" of Rousseau. We would have to 
ask ourselves, then, in what ways Rousseau's reflections on the sign , on lan­
guage, on the origin of languages, on the relation s betwe en speech and writing, 
etc., announce (but what does "announce" mean here?) what we are so often 
tempted to consider as the very modernity of lingui stic science, that is, modernity 
as Linguistic science, since so many other "human sciences" refer to lingu istics 
as their titular model. And we are all the more encouraged to practice this detour 
in that Chomsky 's major references , in the Cartesian Linguistics, are to the Logic 
and General and Reasoned Grammar of Port-Roya l, works that Rousseau knew well 
and that wer e held in high esteem by him. 3 For exampl e, on several occasion s 
Rousseau cites Duclos's commentary on the General and Reasoned Grammar. The 
Essay 0 11 the Origin of um guages even closes with one of these citations. Thus 
Rousseau ackn owledges his debt. 

1. Cited by Chomsky in Cartesian Li11g11istics (New York: Harper and Row, 1966), p. 1. 
See also ibid ., note 1. 

2. " De quelque s constante s de la thfo rie lingujstique," in Diogene, no. 51 (1965). My 
italics. See also Current Issues in Li11g11istic Theory (The Hague : Mout on, 1964), pp . 15ff. 
The re is an ana logous gesture in Jakobson, who refers not only to Peirce and , as does 
Chomsky, to Humb oldt , but also to John of Salisbu ry, to the Stoics, and to Plato's Cratylus. 
See "A la recherche de !' esse nce du langage , Diogene, no. 51 (1965). 

3. " I bega n with some book of philoso phy, like the Port-Royal Logic, Locke' s EsS11y, 
Malebran che, Leibniz, Desca rtes, etc." Confessions, in Oe1111res completes (Paris: Gallimard , 
Editions d e la Pleiade, 1959), vol. l , p . 237. 
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There is only one allusion to Rousseau himself in the Cartesian Linguistics, in 
a note which on the one hand compar es him to Humbo ldt, and which on the 
other, while referring only to the most genera l propo sitions of the second Dis­
course, pres ents h im as strictly Cartesian, at least as concerns the concepts of 
an imality and humanity. Although one might, in a certain sense, speak of Rous­
seau' s fundamental Cartesianism in thi s regard , it seems that a more important 
and original place must be reserv ed for him in such a history of philosophy and 
linguistics. It is in this sense, und er the heading of a very prelimi nary schema , 
that 1 am venturing the following propo sition s here. 

One is authorized to speak of a lingui stics of Rousseau only on two conditions 
and in two senses: 

1. On the condition and in the sense of a systemati c formulation, one that 
defines the project of a theoretical science of language , in its method, its object, 
and its rigorously proper field. This might be accompli shed by mean s of a gesture 
that for convenience' sake could be called an "epistemological break," there 
being no assurance that the stated intenti on to "break" has such an effect, nor 
that the so-called break is ever a- unique-datum in a work or an author. This 
first condition and first sense should always be implied by what we will entitle 
the opening of the field, it being und erstood that such an ope ning also amounts 
to a delimitation of the field. 

2. On the condition and in the sense of what Chomsky calls the "constants 
of linguistic theory": in that the sys tem of fundamental concepts, the exigencies 
and norm s that govern the linguistic s called modern , such as it is entitled and 
represe n ted in its scientificity as in its modernity, is already at work, and dis­
cernible as suc h, in Roussea u' s enterprise, in its very text. Which, moreover , 
would not only be (and doubtles s would no t at all be) to interpr et this text .as 
the happy anticipation of a think e r who is to have predicted and preformed 
modern lingui stics. On the contrary, is this not a question of a very ge neral 
ground of possibilities, a ground on which might be raised all kinds of subor­
dinate cross-sections and secondar y period izations? ls it not a que stion of both 
Rousseau 's project and modern linguistics belonging in common to a determined 
and finite sys tem of conceptua l possibiHties, to a comm on language, to a reserve 
of oppositions of signs (signifiers/concepts) which first of all is non e other than 
the most ancient fund of Western metap hysics? The latter is articu lated, in its 
diver se epochs, according to schema s of implication that are not as easily mas­
tered as is sometim es believed: whence the illusions of the break, the mirages 
of the new, the confu sion or crushing of layers, the artifice of extractions and 
cross-sectio ns, the archeological lure . The closure of co11cepts: such would be the 
title that we might propose for this second condition and this second sense. 

These two conditi ons seem to be fulfilled; and in these two senses it see ms 
that one may legitimately speak of a linguistics of Rousseau. Here we can de­
lineate it on ly th rough severa l indi ces. 
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The Opening of the Field 

Rousseau states and wants, or in any cases states that he wants, to break with 
every s~pematural explication of the origin and functionin g of language . If the 
theo logical hypothe sis is not simply set aside, it never interv enes in its own 
n~~e, . de jure, in Roussea u's explication and descripti on. This rupture is sig­
nified m at least two texts and at two poin ts: in the secon d Discourse and in the 
Essay on the Origin of Languages. 

Referring to Condillac, to whom he recognizes he owes a great deal, Roussea u 
clearly expresse s his disagreement as concerns the procedur e followed in the 
Essay 011 the Origin of Human Knowledge. CondilJac, in effect, seems to take a 
constituted society, created by God, as given at the very moment when he asks 
the questi~n of language, the question of the genesis and sys tem of langu age, 
of the relations between natural and instituted signs , etc. Now Rousseau wants 
to account for the very emergence of convention, that is, in his own word s, to 
account simultaneously for society and language on the basis of a "pure state 
of nature." So he must put between parentheses everything that Condillac takes 
as given, and in effe~t this is what he allegedly doe s. 

The concept of nature, therefor e, bears the bu rden of scientificity here, as 
much in the requirement of a natural (nonsupernat ural) explanation, as in the 
ultimate reference to a purely (presocial, prehistoric , prelinguistic, etc.) natural 
state._ T~e field of the analysis, the genealogical regre ssion, the explanation of 
functioning , are aU opened as such in the demand for neutrality. We do not mean 
that Rousseau himself opened this field and this demand. We simply wish to 
recognize the signs that show him caught in this opening whose history and 
system remain to be constituted. The difficulty of the task and the theoretica l 
or methodo logical innovations called for are such that to point out signs can 
only attribute, assign, and situate these signs as touchstone s . 

Before even asking whether natural naturality and originality are not still 
theologica l function s in Roussea u's discourse-a nd in general in every d is­
cour se- let us make specific the criticism addressed to Condillac. It could be 
shown-but this is not our aim here-that Cond illac's procedure is not so far 
re~oved in its principle s from Roussea u's , and that the theological reference 
easily accommodate s a concern for natu ral explanation: "Adam and Eve did not 
owe to experience the exercise of the operat ions of their so ul, and, emerging 
from the _hand s of God, by mean s of this extrao rdinary help , they were capable 
of reflection and of communicating their thou ghts to each other. But I suppo se 
tha t, some time after the de luge, two children , one of each sex, had been lost 
in the general deso lation, before knowing the use of any sign . I am authorized 
to _do so because of the fact I hav e rep orted . Who know s if a people does not 
ex'.st somew here that owes its origin only to such an event? Permit me to make 
this supp osi tion; the question is to know how this grow ing na tion fashioned for 
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itself a langua ge."' Further on, at the end of a note: "U I suppose two children 
in the necessity of imagining even the very first signs of language , it is ~ecause 
I have believed that it is not sufficient for a philosopher to say that a thing has 
been accomplished by extraordinary means; but that it was his dut y to explain 
how it co11/d have been do ne by natural means.'' s I italicize the conditi onal tense, 
which supports the entire scientificity of the argument. . . 

Thu s, Condillac renounces neither a natural explanation nor the coniunchon 
of the questions of the origin of language s and the origin of ~ocieties. Theolog!cal 
certitude is accommodated to a natural explanati on according to a very classical 
framework in which the concept s of nature , experience , creation, and fall are 
strictly inseparable . (The most remarkable example of such a "system" i~ doubt ­
less that of Malebranche , which I am recalling here only because of its well­
known influence on Rousseau.) Here , the event of the flood, who se analog will 
be found in Rousseau, liberates the functioning of the natural explanation. 

This does not prevent Rousseau from taking his leave from Condillac pre~isel_y 
at the point at which he reproache s CondiUac for taking as given that which_ 1s 
to be explained, that is, "a kind of already es tablished society ai:no~g the in ­

ventor s of language." Rousseau reproaches Condillac less for reiecti~g ~v~ry 
model of natural explanation - that would be untrue-than for not rad1cahzmg 
his concept of nature: Condillac would not have descended to a pure state of 
nature to analyze the emerge nce of language: "Permit me for a moment to 
consider all the confus ions of the origin of Language s. I could content myself 
with citing or repeating here all of Abbe de Condillac's investigation s into t_his 
matter, which fully confirm my feeling, and which, perhap s, gave m~ "_1Y fi~st 
ideas. But given the manner in which this Philosopher resolves th~ d1ff1~ulhes 
he creates for himself on the origin of institutionalized signs, that 1s, a kind of 
alread y established society among the inventors of language, I believe that in 
referring to his reflections I must add to them my own ."• . 

Thu s Condillac seem s to have committed what Rousseau a httle further on 
caJJs "the fault of those wh o, reasoning on the State of Nature , transport into 
it idea s taken from Society." 

The properly scientific concern, therefore, is indicated by the decision to r~f:r 
only to purely natural cuases. Such is the motif on which the Essa~ ~ 11 the Origm 
of uw g11ages' open s, from its very first paragraph: " ln ~rd~r to tell, 1t 1s necessa_ry 
to go back to some principle that belongs to the locality itself and antedate s its 
customs, for speech, being the first social institution , owes its form to natural 

4. Condillac, Essai sur /'orrgi11e des co111raisa11ces l111mai11es (Paris: Gall~. 1973), P· 193. 

5. Ibid ., note 1. / I 3 (1964) 
6. Disco11rs s11r /'origine de /'i11egalite (second Disco11rs), in Oeuvres comp i tes, vo • , 

p. 146. On all the problems of language in Rousseau , I re fer most notably to the very 
valuable notes of Jean Starobinski in th is edi tion, and of course to the other works on 
Rousseau by th is author, particularly LA lra11spare11ce et /'obstacle (Pans: Pion, 1964). 

7. Translated by John H. Moran (New York: Frederick Ungar, 1966). All further references 
to the f.ssay are to this editi on . 
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causes alone " (p. 5). Now, without even ent ering into the content of the natural 
genealogy of languag e tha t Rousseau proposes, let us note that the so-called 
"epistemo logical break" paradoxi cally corresponds to a kind of break in the field 
of natural causality. If "s peech ," " the first sod .al institution, owe s its form to 
natu ral causes alone ,"8 then the latter, themselves acting as a force of break with 
nature, natllml/y inaugurate an order radically l1eteroge11eo11s to the natural order. 
The two-apparently contradictory -c onditions for the constitution of a scientific 
field and object, here language , would thus be fulfilled: a natural , a continu ously 
natural causa lity, and a break designating the irredu cible auton omy and origi­
nality of a domain. The question of the origin is in itself suspended, in that it 
no longer calls for a continuous , real, and natural description , being but the 
index of an internal structura.1 description . 

Certainly all this is neither without difficulty nor without a certain apparent 
incoherence, for which Rousseau often has been reproached. And it has been 
that much easier to make this reproach because Rousseau himself on several 
occasions seems to renounce the natural explanation and to admi t a kind of 
violent-catastrophic - interruption into the concatenation of natur al causality. 
An arbitrary interruption , an interruption of the arbitrary , the decision which 
permits only the arbitrary and the conventional to be instituted. One comes 
back to the necessity of this question wherever the conceptuality organ ized 
around the opposition nature/arbitrary is accredited. Before defining the neces­
sity both of the break and the at least apparent failure, before underlining the 
scientific and heuristic motivation that accommodat es its opposite here, let us 
briefly recall its well known points of apparition. 

1. After attempting , by means of a fiction, a derivation of languages on the 
basis of a primitive dispersion in the state of pure nature , on the basis of the 
biological nucleus uniting mother and child , Rousseau has to step back and 
suppose "this first difficulty overcome": "Notice again that the Child having all 
his needs to explain, and consequently more things to say to the Mother than 
the Mother to the Child, it is he who must bear the bu rden of invention , and 
that the language he employs must in great part be his own handiwork; which 

8. Attention must be paid to the word "form": natural causes must produ ce the variety 
of forms of speech as the variety of languag es . The Essay account s for this by means of 
physics, geograph y, and climatology. This distin ction between speech itself and languages 
underlie s the notion of form at the beginning of the Essay: "Speech distingui shes man 
among the animal s; language distinguishes nations from each other ; one does not know 
where a man comes from until he has spoken . Out of usage and necessity, each learns 
the language of his own country . But what determines that this language is that of his 
country and not that of another? In order to tell, ii is necessary to go back to some principle 
that belongs to the locality itself and antedates its customs, for speech , being the first 
social instituiton, owes its form to natural causes alone" (p . 5). But the text that follows 
perhaps permit s an extension of the variety of forms beyond the diversity of oral languages 
to include the multiplicity of "substances of express ions," the means of communi cation . 
These natural means are the senses, and each sense has its language . See below, ' 'The 
O osure of Concepts." 
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multiplie s Languages by as man y individual s as there are to spea k them , to 
which the wandering and vagabond life, which leaves no idiom the time to 
becom e consistent, contribute s furth er still; for to say that the Mother dictate s 
to the child words which he will have to use to ask her for such and such a 
thin g we ll dem onstrate s how already formed Languages are taught, but teaches 
us no thing about how they are formed. Let 11s suppose ti,is first difficulty overcome: 
For a mome11t let us step across the i111111e11se space t/,ere had to be betwee11 the pure state 
of Nature and tire 11eed for umguages; and s11pposing them necessary, let us seek 011t 
!,ow tl,ey might /,ave begun to be established. A 11ew difficulty, worse still than tire 
preceding one; for if men had need of speecl, in order to learn to think, tl,ey had even 
greater need of knowing how to think in order to find the art of speech ... " (my italics). 9 

2. And later, when he has taken as given, by mean s of a supposition, both the 
"immense space there had to be between the pure stat e of Nature and the ne ed 
for Languages," an d the solution of the circle that demands speech before 
thoug ht and thought before spee ch, Rousseau must yet aga in, a tl,ird time, recoil 
before a third difficulty; he must even feign giving up on a natur al explanati on 
in ord er to refer back to the hypoth esis of divine institution . It is true th at in the 
interva l between the supp osition and the ap parent resignation he will have 
proposed an entire theory of langu age: a functional, systematic , and structu ral 
theory, whose elabora tion is occasioned by the pretext of a gen etic questio n, a 
fictitious problematic of the origin . 

Rousseau's formulation of his appa ren t resignation, at the point of the th ird 
difficulty in the Discourse(" As for myself, frightened by the mounting di fficulties, 
and convi nced of the almost demon strab le imp ossibility that Languages cou ld 
have been born and established by pu rely human mea ns, I leave to who ever 
would like to undertake it the d iscuss ion of thi s difficult prob lem: which was 
more necessary , an already bound Society, "for the institu tion of Languages, or 
already invented langu ages, for the estab lishment of Society") ,1° is to be jux­
taposed with the follow ing formulat ion from the Essay, in which Roussea u, 
confronted by the necess ity o f acknow ledging an unfor esee n and inexplicable 
irrupti on at the origin of language s (trans ition from the inarticulate cry to artic­
ulation and convention) , cites Father Lamy's theological hyp othesis without 
criticizing it, although without assuming it, simply in order to illustrat e the 
difficulty o f natural explanation: " In all tongues, the liveliest exclamation s are 
inarticul a te. Cries and groans are simple sounds. Mutes, which is to say the 
deaf , can make only inarticulate sound s. Father Lamy thinks that if God had 
not taught men to speak, they would never have learn ed by them selves .'' 11 

9. Seco nd Disco11rs, p. 147. 
10. Ibid., p. 151. 
t I. Essay, p . 14. On Father Lamy, I refer to Gen evieve Rodin-Lewi s's st ud y, "U n 

tM oricic n du langage au XVII' siecle, Bernard Lamy," Le fm11fais moderue, Janua ry 1968, 
pp . 19--50. In the Confessions, Rousseau reca lls all that he owes to Fath er Lamy: "one of 
my favorite Author s, who se works I s till re read with pleasure " (p. 238). Further on : "The 
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The !h~ee difficu lties have the sa me form: the circle in which tradition (or 
transm1ss1on) i;lnd language, thought and langua ge, socie ty and languag e, each 
precede the other, postulate and produce each oth er reciprocally. But these 
appa rent, and apparently avow ed, confu sions have a reverse side for which in 
a way they pay the pr ice. The circle, as a vicious circle, a logical circle, by the 
sa~ e token con~titut es the rigorou sly limited, dosed , and original auton omy of 
a ~ield. If the_re _is ~o ~n':y into the circle, if it is closed, if one is always already 
se down within 11, 1f 1t has always already begun to carry us along in its 
move~ent , n? matter where it is entered, it is because the circle forms a perf ectly 
undenvabl ~ figure and doe s so by mean s of a continu ous causality, something 
?t her than itself. It has been posited decisively by an abso lute, and abso lutely 
UTUptive, initia_tive, ~aking it simultaneously open and closed. Society, lan­
g~age, convenhon , history, etc ., toge ther wit h all the possibilities that go along 
with t~em , form a system, an organized totality which, in its org inality, can be 
the O~Ject of_ a t~eory. Ber ond its negative and sterilizing effects, beyon d the 
que~~1on wh1~h. 11 seem~ mcapabl e of answering logicaUy, the " logical circle" 
positively_ ~elim1ts an ep istemo logical circle, a field who se objects will be specific. 
Th~ co~ditio~ for the study of thi s field as such is that the genetic and factual 
denvatio n be interrupted . Ideal ge nealogy or stru ctura l description : such is Rous­
seau 's project. Let us cite this text once more : "Let us begin by se tting as ide aU 
the fa~ts, for ther do n_ot touch upon the question. The Inves tigatio ns one may 
enter mt~ on thtS subi_e~t must not be taken as historical truth s, but only as 
h~pothetical and cond 1ttonal reasoning; more apt to enlig hten the Nature of 
things than to show th~i~ veritable origin, and similar to the investigation s made 
every day by our Phys1oans con cerning the formation of the World." 12 

3. This is what account s for the absolu tely unfor eseeeab le intervention , in the 
Essay, of the "s light movement " of a finger which produces the birth of society 
~nd language s. Since the system of the state of Nature could not de part from 
'.tself, couJ~ not itself depart from itself (Discourse, p. 162), could not spontan eous ly 
~ter ~upt 1t~elf, some perfectly exterio r causality had to come to provo ke-ar­
bitrarily- this departur e, which is none o the r, precisely, than the possibility of tire 

tas te that I had for him (M. Salomon] ex tended to the subjec ts of which he trea ted and 
I ~gan to seek ou t books whic h could help me better to understand him . Tho se \~hich 
m1Xed_ de voutness with the scie nces suit ed me best; such, par ticularl y, we re tho se of the 
Orato1re and o~ Port-Royal. I se t myself to readin g them, or rather to dev ouring them . O f 
t~ese, o~e fell mt_o my hand s by Father Lamy, entitil ed £11tretie11s s11r /es sciences. It was a 
kmd of m~odu chon to the knowledge of the boo ks on this topic. I read and rere ad it a 
hundred time s; I reso lved to make it my guide " (p. 232). One might pick out more than f n~ co rresponden ce betwe en the tw o theorie s of languag e, notab ly as concerns the re­
a~ioens bct~veen speech and writing . In Father Lam y's Rltetoric one ma y read : "Words on 
Ph~ r arc hk_e a ~cad bod y laid o ut on the gro und . In the mouth of wh oever proffers them 
~f,C:Ct!~~ effic~ciou~; on paper th~y are without life, incapab le of producing the same 

k · And a w_ntten di~~ourse 1s dead ," " the tone, ges ture s, and air of the face of the 
spca cr_supp ort his words (cited by Rodin -Lewis , p. 27) . 

12. D1sco11rs, pp . 132-33 . 
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arbitrary. But this arbitrary and exterior causality will also have to act along 
natur al oi qua si-natural lines. The causality of the break will have to be b2_!.h 
natural and exterior to the state of pur e Nature, and most notably to the state 
of nature, the state o f the earth that corres ponds to the state of nature. Only a 
terrestrial revolution, or rather the catastrophe of terrestria l revolution, cou ld 
furni sh the model for this causality. This is the center of the essay: "Supposing 
eternal spring on the earth; supposing plenty of water, livestock, and pasture, 
and su pposing that men, as they leave the hand s of nature, were once spread 
out in the midst of all that, I cannot imagine how they would ever be induced 
to give up their primitive liberty, abandoning the isolated pastoral life so fitted 
to their ~atural indolence, to impose upon thems elves unneces sarily the labors 
and the inevitabl e misery of a social mode of life. He who willed man to be 
social, by the touc h of a finger sh ifted the globe's axis into line with the axis of 
the universe. I see suc h a sHght movement changing the face of the earth and 
deciding the vocation of mankind: in the distance I hear the joyous cries of a 
naive multitude; I see the building of cast les and cities; I see men leaving their 
home s, _gathering to devour each other , and turning the rest of the world into 
a hideous desert: fitting monumeflt to social union and the usefulne ss of the 
arts" (pp. 38--39). 13 

This fiction has the advantage of sketching out a model that exp licates nature's 
departure from itself; thi s departure is simultaneous ly absolutely natural and ab­
solutely artificial; it mu st simu ltane ously respect and violate natural legality. 
Nature itself inverts itself, which it can only do on the basis of a point absolutely 
exterior to itself, that is, on the basis of a force simultaneously void and infinite. 
By the same token, thi s model respects the heterogeneity of the two orde rs or 
the two moments (nature and society, nonlanguage and langua ge, etc.), and 
coordinates the continuous with the discontinuous according to what we have 
ana lyzed elsew here und er the rubri c of supplemenlnrity. 14 For the abso lute irrup­
tion, the unfor esee n revolution which made possible language, institution s, 
articulation, the arbitrary, etc., how ~ver, has done nothing but dev elop the 
virt11n/ities alread y pre sen t in the state of pur e natur e. As is said in the second 
Discourse, "Perfectibility, the social virtues, and the other faculties that Natura l 
man had received in abundance , could neve r hav e been deve loped by them ­
selves .. . ; they needed for this the fortu itious concourse of severa l foreign 
causes which could ne ver be born, and withou t which he would hav e remained 
eternall y in his primitiv e conditi on ."15 

The no tion of virtua lity, therefore, assures a cohering and joining function 
between the two discontinuous orders, as between the two temp oralities-- im­
perceptible progr ess ion and definitive break-which scan the passage from na-

13. See also the fragment on L' infl111mce des climats s11r la civilisation (Oe11vres completes, 
vol. 3, p. 531) and De la grammatologie (Paris: Editions de Minuit , 1%7), pp . 360ff. 

14. Ibid. L'inf111ence, ibid., and De la grammatologie, ibid . 
15. Discours, p. 162. 
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ture to society. 16 But despite the concept s of pure nature and of virtualit y, and 
even if the original move ment of the finger can still supp lemen t the theo logical 
hypothesis, even if divine Providence is called upon elsewhe re, it remain s that 
Roussea u, at a certain su rface of his d iscourse, can by all rights allege to do 
witho ut any supernatural explanation, and, pu tting all history and all factual 
chronology betw ee n parentheses, can propose a structura l order of the origin 
and function of language. In doing so, even while respecting the original order 
of language and society, he correlates this order, and systemat ically maintain s 
this corre lation, with the order of nature , primaril y witt . the geological or geo­
graphical orde r of his nature . Thereb y the typo logy of languages, in ttie Essay, 
will. conform to a genera l topology, and "local difference" will be taken into 
account in the origin of languag es (chap. 8). Corresponding to the oppo sition 
south/north is the oppos ition of languages of pa ssio n to languages of need , 
which are distinguished by the predominanc e granted to accentuation in the 
one and articulation in the other, to the vowel in one and to the conso nan t in 
the other, to metaph or in one and to exactness and correctness in the other. The 
latter-t he language s of the north-lend them selves more easily to writing; the 
former naturall y reject it. Thus we have a ser ij:?S of correlations. At the pole of 
the origin, at the po int of greatest proximity to the birth of language, there is 
the chain origin-life-sout h-summer-heat-pa ssion-accentuation- vowel-me ta­
phor-song, etc. At the other pole, to the extent that one depart s from the ori­
gin: decadence-illness -death-north-w inter-cold-reaso n-articulati on-consona nt­
correct ness- prose-w riting. But, by a stra nge motio n, the more one departs from 
the origin, the more one tend s to come back to what precedes it, to a nature 
whic h Has not yet awakened to speech and to eve rythin g that is born along with 
speech. And, between the two polar series, regulated relations of su ppl emen­
tarity: the second series is added to the first in order to be substituted for it, but, 
in suppl ementin g a lack in the first series, also to add something new, an addition, 
an accident, an excess that should not have overtaken the first series. In doing this, 
the second ser ies will hollow ou t a new lack or will enlarge the original lack, 
which will call for a new suppl ement, etc. The same logic . is a t work in the 
historic and systemat ic classification of writ ings: correspond ing to the three 
states of man in society (savage, barbaric , or policed peop les) are thre e types 
of writings (pictograp hic, ideograp hic, phon etic). '' But, althou gh wr iting has a 

16. While markin g the absolute break which-de jure and structually-m ust se parate 
natu re and language or society, Rousseau alludes "to the inconceivable pains and infinite 
time that the first invention of Language must have cos t" (Discours, p. 146), to the "almost 
imperceptible progress of the beginnings" ; "fo r the more that events were slo,v to succeed 
one another , the quicker they are to desc ribe" (p. 167). 

17. ''.These thre e ways of writing correspo nd almost exactly to the three different stages 
accord ing to which one can consider men ga thered into a nation. The depicting of objects 
is appropriate to a savage people; signs of words and of propositions to a barbaric people; 
and the a lphabet to civilized (polices) peoples" (Essay, p. 17). "To the preceding division 
there correspond the three conditions of man considered in relation to society. The savage 
1s a hunt e r, the barbarian is a herdman, and civil man is a tiller of the soil" (p. 38). 
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regu lar rela ti9n to the state of lang uage (" Another way of comparing languages 
and determining their relative antiquity is to con sider thei r script ," Essay, chap. 
5, p . 16), its sys tem forms an indep endent totality in its internal organization 
and in its principl e: "The art of writing do es not at alf depend upon that of 
speaking. It derive s from needs of a different kind which develop earlier or later 
according to circumstances entirely independent of the duration of the peop le" 
(p. 19). 

Redu ced to their most impov e rished, most gene ral, most principial frame­
work , such would be the motifs of an o pening o f the linguistic field . Did Rous­
seau himself and himself alone execute thi s opening, or is he already taken up and 
includ ed in it? The question has not yet been elaborated fully enough, the term s 
are still too naive, the alternative is still too restricted for us to be tempt ed to 
offer an answer. No problematic, no methodology today see ms to us to be 
capable of pitting itse lf effectively against the difficulties effectively announced 
in these questions. Thus, without great risk , and still in the form of a touchstone, 
we will say that de spite the mas sive borrowings , despite the complicated ge­
ography of sources, de spite the pass ive situation in a milieu, what can be dis ­
cerned empiricall y under the rubr ic of the "w ork of Jean-Jacques Rousseau " 
yields a reading of a relatively original and relatively systematic effort to delimit 
the field of a linguistic science. Today, the poverty of the se propo sitions will be 
more easily accepted, perhaps, if one think s of the imprudent , that is foolish, 
statements from which they protect us, at leas t provisionally. 

Of course, ii is not a matter of comparing the conten t of the lingui stic knowl ­
edge discover ed in a g iven field with the cont ent of mod ern ling uistic knowl edge. 
But the disproportion that would make such a compa rison derisory is a dispro­
portion of content: it is massively reduced when theoretical intention s, linea­
ments , and fundamental concept s are in questio n. 

The Closure. of Concepts 

It is tempting now to invert the procedure of verification and to bring to light , 
on the basis of certain exempl ary projec ts in modern linguistics, the thread 
which leads back to Roussea u. Here we can only single out Saussurian linguistics 
and semiology, taking our justification both from the fact that this is the base 
of all the modern the ories and from the self-ev idence or number of the analogies 
it holds in store . 

1. Roussea u and Saussure grant an ethical and metaph ys ica l privile ge lo the 
voice. Both posit the inferiority and exter iority of writing in relation to the " in­
ternal syste m of language" (Saussur e), and this gesture, who se consequences 
extend over the en tirety of their d iscourses, is expressed in formulati ons whose 
litera l resemb lan ce is occasio nally surpri sing. Thus: 
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Saussure: "Language and writing are two distinct syste ms of signs; the second 
exists for the sole purpo se of representing the first." '~ 

Rousseau: "La nguages are mad e to be spoken , writing se rves only as a sup­
plement of speech .. . writ ing is only the representative of speech." 19 

Saussure: "Whoever says that a certain letter must be pronoun ced in a certain 
way is mistaking the written image of a sound for the so und itse lf . . . To attribute 
this · oddity [bizarrerie] to an exceptional pronunciation is also misleadin g" (p. 
30). 

Rousseau: "Writing is only the representation of speech; it is odd (bizarre] that 
more care is taken to determine the image than the object." 2D 

And one could continue to proliferate citatio ns in order to show that both fear 
the effects of writing on speech , and thu s condemn the se effect s from a moral 
point of view. All of Rousseau 's invective agains t a writing which "alters" and 
"enervates" language, obstructing liberty and life (Essay, chaps. 5 and 20), find 
their echo in Saussure's warnings: 'Toe linguisitic object is not both the written 
and the spoken forms of word s; the spoken forms alone constitute the object" 
(pp. 23-24). "Wr iting obscures language; it is not a guise for language but a 
disguise" (p. 30). The bond between writing and language is "fictitious," "s u­
perficial," and yet "writing acquires primary importance ," and thu s "the natural 
seq uence is rever sed " (p. 25). Writ ing is ther efore a "trap," and its actions are 
"vicious" and "tyrannial" (today we would say despotic); its misdeed s are mon­
strosities, "teratological cases " tha t linguistics "s hould put .. . into a special 
compartment for observatio n" (p. 32). Finally, bo th Rou ssea u and Saussure 
consider nonphonetic writing-for examp le, a univ ersa l characteristic of the 
Leibnizian type----as evil itse lf. 21 

2. Both make linguistics a part of general semiology, the latt er itse lf being only 
a branch of the social psycholog y which grows out of general psychology and ' 
general anthropology. 

Saussure: "A science that studies the life of signs witl,in society is conceivable; it 
should be a part of social psychology and conseq uentl y of general psycholog y; 
I shall call it semiology (from the Greek semeion, 's ign') . Semiology should show 
what constitutes sig ns , what laws govern them. Since the science does not yet 
exist, no one can say what it would be; but it has a right to existence, a place 
staked out in advance. Linguistics is only a part of the genera l science of sem­
iology; the Jaws discovered by semiology will be applicable to linguisti cs, and 
the latter will circumscribe a well-defined area within the mass of anthrop ologica l 
facts. To determine the exact place of se miology is the task of the psychologist" 
(p. 16). 

18. Course in General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1959) , p. 
23. All further referen ces are to this edition. 

19. Fragment on />ri111011ci111io11 (Oeuvres COIIIJ'li'te,;, vol. 2, pp. 1249-52). 
20. Ibid. 
21. See De la wm 1111111toloxic, pp. 57 and -129. 
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From the very first chapter of the Essny on the Origin of Languages ("On the 
Various Means of Communicating Our Thoughts"), Rousseau also proposes a 
general theory of signs ordered according to the regions of sensib ility that furnish 
the various signifying substa nces. This ge neral semiology is part of a genera l 
sociology and anthropology. Speech is the "first social institution," an~ thus can 
be studied only by studyi ng the origin and gene ral structure of society, from 
within a general theory of the forms and substances of signification , This theory 
is insepan ble from a psychology of the pas sions. For "the first invention of 
speech is due not to need but passion " (p. 11). "As soon ~s one man "'.as 
recognized by another as a sentie nt, thinking being similar to himself, the desire 
or need to communicate his feelings and thoughts made him seek the means 
to do so. Such means can be derived only from the senses, the on ly instruments 
through which one man can act upon another. Hence the institution of sensate 
signs for the expression of thought. The inventors of language did not proceed 
rationally in this way; rather their instinct sugges ted the consequence to them. 
Genera lly, the means by which we can act on the senses of others are restricted 
to two: that is, movement and voice. The action of movement is immediate 
through touching, or mediate through gesture. The first can function only within ' 
arm's length, while the ot her extends as far as the visual ray. Thus vision and 
hearing are the only passive organs of language among dispers ed individuals" 
(chap. 1, pp . 5--6). There follows a confrontation of the language of gesture and 
the language of voice; although both are "natural," they are unequally dependent 
upon convention. From this point of view, Rousseau certainly can vaunt the 
merits of mute signs, which are more natural and more immediately eloquent. 
But, in linking society to passion and convention, he grants a privilege to speech 
within the genera l system of signs; and consequently to linguistics within semiol­
ogy. This is the third point of a possib le comparison of principles ~r program. 

3. The privilege of speech is linked, in particular , in Saussure as m Rousseau, 
to the institution~lized, conve ntiona l, arbitrary character of the sign. The verbal 
sign is more arb itrary , Rousseau and Saussure think, than other signs: 

Saussure: "Signs that are wholly arbitrar y realize better than the others the 
ideal of the semiological process; tha t is wh y language, the most comp lex and 
universal of all systems of expre ssion, is also the most characteri stic; in this 
sense linguistics can become the mast er-pattern for all branches of semiology 
althou gh language is only one particular semiological system" (p. 67). 

Rousseau: "Although the langua ge of ges ture and spoken language are equally 
natura l, still the first is easier and depend s less upon conventions" (chap. 1, P· 
6). And, on the other hand , onJy lingu istics is an ant hropological, social and 
psychological science, becau se "conventional language is charact eristic of man 
alone" (p. 10), and because the origin of speech is in passion and. not n~ed 
("It seems then that need dictated the first gestures, while the passions sti~ ­
ulated the first words," chap. 2, p. 11). This explains the fact that language is 
orig inally metaphorical (chap. 3). The originality of the linguistic field has to 
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do with the break from natural need, a break which simultaneously initiates 
passion, convention, and speech. 

4. For the same reaso n, and as Saussure will do later, Roussea u rejects any 
pertinence of the phy sio logical point of view in the explication of language . The 
physiology of the phonic o rgans is not an intrin sic part of the disc ipline of 
linguistics. With the same organs, with no assignable physi ological or anatomic 
difference , men speak and animal s do not. 

Saussure: "The que stion of the vocal appara tus obviously takes a secondary 
place in the problem of speech" (p. 10). 

Rousseau: "Co nventional languag e is characteristic of man a lone. That is why 
man makes progress , whether for good or ill, and animals do not. That single 
distinction would seem to be far-reach ing. It is said to be explicab le by organic 
differences. I would be cur ious to witness this explanation " (p . 10). (There are 
other analogous texts due to the topicality and sharpness of the debate over this 
question at the time when Rousseau was editing the Dictionnaire de M11siq11e. 
Most notably, see the article "Voice," and Dodart's critique, cited by Duclos, 
under "Declamation of the Ancients." ) 

5. If animals do not speak, it is because they do no t articulate. The poss ibility 
of human language, its emergence from anima l calls, what makes possibl e the 
functioning of conventiona l language, is therefore articulation. The wor d and the 
concept of articu lation play a central role in the Essay, despite the dream of a 
natural language , a language of unarticulated so ng, modeled after the neuma. 
ln the Course, immediately after noting that the "question of the vocal apparatus 
obviously takes a secondary place in the prob lem of speech," Saussure continues: 
"One definition of articulated speech might confirm that conclusion. In Latin, 
articulus means a member, part , or subdivi sion of a sequen ce; app lied to speech, 
articulat ion designates either the subd ivision of a spoken chain into syllables or 
the subdiv ision of the chain of meanings into sign ificant units; gegliederte Sprache 
is used in the second sense in German. Using the second definition, we can say 
that what is natural to mankind is not oral spee ch but the faculty of cons tructing 
a language, i.e. a system of distinct signs correspondi ng to distin ct ideas" (p. 
10). 

One could push the inventory of analogies a long way, far beyond the pro­
grammatic and principial generalities. Since their interweaving is systematic, 
one may say a pr iori that no locus of the two discourses absolute ly escape s it. 
For example , it suffuces to accredit absolutely , here and there, the oppositions 
natur e/convention, nature /arbitary, anim al/h um an, or the concepts of sign (sig­
nifier/signified), or of repre sentati on (rep resenter /represented) for the tota lity 
of the discourse to be affected systematically. The effects of such an opposit ion­
which we know goes back furth e r than Plato-c an occasion an infinit e analysis 
from which no element of the text escapes. By all rights this analysis is assumed 
by any ques tion, however legitimate and neces sary, concerning the specificity 
of the effects of the same opposition in differen t texts. But the classical criteria 
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of these differences ("language ," "period ," "autho r," " title and unity of the 
work ," etc.) are eve n more derivative, and today have become profoundl y prob ­
lematica l. 

Within the sys tem of the same fundamental conceptua lity, (fundamental , for 
example, at the point at which the opposition of physis to its others-1101110s, 
tee/me- which ope ned the entire series of opposit ions naturenaw, nat ure/con­
vention, nature /art, nature /society, nature /freedom, nature /history, nature /mind , 
nature /culture, etc ., has govern ed, throughout the " history" of its mod ifications, 
the entire thinking and language of the philosoph y of science up to the twentie th 
century), the play of structura l implication s, and the mobility and complica tion 
of sed imentary layers are complex enough, and un linear enough , for the sa me 
cons traint to occasion sur prising transfo rmations, partia l exchange s, subtl e dis­
crepancies, turnin gs backward, etc. Thus, for example, one may legitimate ly 
criticize certai n e leme nts of the Saussuria n project on ly to redisciver pre-Sau s­
surian motifs; or even criticize Saussu re on the basis of Saussure or eve n on the 
basis of Roussea u. This does not preve nt every thing from " holding together" 
in a certain way within "Sauss ure's" discourse and in the kinship that links him , 
to "Rousseau ." Put simp ly, this unity of the totality must be differentiated oth ­
erwise than is usua lly done , if th is play is to be accounted for. It is only on this 
condition, for examp le, that one is ab le to explain the presence in " Roussea u's" 
text of motifs that are in(\ispensable to the linguists who, despite the ir debt to 
Saussure in th is regard, are no less critical of his phono logism and psycholog ism 
(Hjelmslev)22 or o f his taxinomism (Chomsky). u It is by attendin g to the sub tlety 
of these displaceme nts that one may detect the conceptu al premises of glosse­
matics an d of the theory of generati ve grammar in the second Discourse and in 
the Essay on the Origin of La11g11ages. One very quickly can see at work, beneat h 
other names, the combined oppo sitions of the notions of "substa nce" and 
"for m," of "co ntent " and "ex pr ess ions," and each of the two former applied 
alternately , as in glossematics, to each of the two latter. And how can we not 
give cred it to Roussea u for everything accredited to "Ca rtesian lingui stics"? Did 
not he who "began " with the Port-Royal Logic associate, from the very beginning, 
the theme of the creativity of language with the theme of a structu ral genesis 
of general grammatica lity?24 

22. " La stratification du langage," in Essais li11guistiques (Trnvnux d11 cercle linguistique de 
Cope11hague, Xll, 1959), p. 56; and Prolt!go111e11es ti 1111e theorie du ln11gnge (1943), trans. Cange r 
(Paris: Editions de Minuit , 1971). 

23. For example, see C11rre11/ Issues i11 Li11guistic Theory, 1964, pp. 23ff. 
24. For example, in the First Part of the seco nd Disco11rs, when Rousseau describe s the 

order in which is produced the "D ivision or the Discourse into its constitutive part s," that 
is, the origin of the distinction between subject and attrib ute, verb and noun , on the basis 
of a primitive indifferentiation ("They gave to each word the sense of an entire propo sition" 
... "s ubstantive s at first were but so many proper names ," " the infinitive--the pre sent 
of the infinite-wa s the only tense of the verbs, and as for adjectives, the notion of them 
could only have developed with great difficulty, because every adjective is an abstract 
word , and abstractions are painfu l Op erations of the mind ," etc.; p. 149). Again, as goes 
without saying, th is is the description of an order rather than of a history, althou gh the 
latter distinction is no longer pertinent in a logic of supplementarit y. 
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Once more , we are not concerned with comparin g the content o f doctrines, 
the "".e~lth of positive knowledge; we are conce rned , rather, with discern ing the 
repehtion or permanen ce, a t a profound leve l of discourse, of certain fund a­
men taJ schemes and of certain dire ctive concep ts. And then , on this basis, of 
!~rm_u_lating q~estion s. Questio~s , doub tless, about the possibility of given 
anllc ipattons, that some might inge nuou s ly judge "as tonishing ." But que stions 

too abo ut_ a certain closure of concepts; about the metaph ysics in linguisti cs, or, 
as you w11l, about the lingu istics in metaph y,ics. 
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-To gar ik/1110s tou amorpho11 
morphe. 
Plotinus 1 

Phenomenology's critique of the stat e of metaph ysics was aimed only at its 
restoration. Phen omenology ascertained this state in order to reawaken meta­
physic s to the essence of its task, the authentic originality of its de sign . In its 
final page s, the Cartesian Meditations remind us of this: as opposed to "adve n­
turous " speculation , to "naive" and "degenerate" metaphy sics, we must turn 
back to the critical project of "first philosophy." If certa in metaph ysical sys tems 
awaken sus picion , and even if the entirety of metaph ysics is de facto "sus­
pended " by phenomenology, the latter does not exclude "metaphysics in gen­
eral." 2 

The concept of form could serve as a thread to be followed in phenomenology's 
elaboration of a purifying critique. Even if the word "fo rm" tran slates several 
Greek word s in a highly eq uivocal fashion, neverthele ss one may rest assured 
that these word s all refer to fundamental concepts of metap hysics. In reinscribing 
the Greek words (eidos, morphe, etc.) into phenomen ological language, in playing 
on the differences between Greek, Latin, and German , Hu sserl certainly wished 
to deliver these concepts from the latter -day metaphysical interpretation s that 
had overtaken them, accusing these interp retat ions of having depo sited , in the 
word itself, the entire burden of an invisible sedimentation. 3 But Hu sserl always 
does so in order to reconstitute (and, if need be, against the founders, against 
Plato and Aristo tle), an original sense tha t began by being perverted immediately 
upon its inscription into tradition . Whether it is a question of determining eidos 
in opposition to "Platonism," or form (Form) (in the problemati c of formal logic 
and ontology) or morphe (in the problematic of its transcenden tal constitution 
and in its relation with hyle) in opposit ion to Aristotle, the force, vigilance, and 
efficacity of the critique remain intrametaph ysical by means of all their resourc es . 
How could it be otherwise? As soon as we utilize the concept of form-even if 
to criticize an other concept of form-we inev itably hav e recourse to the self­
evidence of a kernel of meanin g. And the medium of this self-evidence can be 
nothin g other than the langua ge of metaphysics. In this langua ge we know what 
"fo rm" mean s, how the possibility of its var iations is regu lated, what its limit 
is, and in what field all imaginable objections to it are to be maintained. The 

1. TN . See above, "Ous ia and Gramme," note 40, and no te 16 below, for more on this 
citation from Plotinus. The reade r would do well to consu lt these notes aga in after finishing 
th is essay in order to understand Derrida 's clioice of epigraph here. 

2. TN. Trans. Dorian Cairns (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1960). 
3. See the Introdu ction to Ideas: General /11/rod11ctio11 to Pure Plte11ome110/ogy, trans. W. R. 

Boyce Gibson (New York: Humani6e s Press , 1969). All further referenc es are to this edition. 
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system of oppositions in which something like form, the formality of form, can 
be thought, is a finite system. Moreover, it does not suffice to say that "form" 
has a meaning for us, a center of self-evidence, or that its essence as such is given 
for us: in truth , this concept cannot be, and never could be, dissociated from 
the concept of appearing, of meaning, of self-evide nce, of essence. Only a form 
is self-evident, only a form has or is an essence, on ly a form presents itself as such. 
This is an assured point, a point that no interpretation of Platonic or Aristotelian 
conceptuality can displace. All the concepts by means of which eidos or morplze 
have been translated or determined refer to the theme of presence in genera/. Form 
is presence itself. Formali is hatever as ect of the thip.g.m_general presents _ 
itse_!f,__ lets itself be seen, gives itself to e thou ht. That metaphysical thought­
and consequently phenomenology-is jl thought of Being as form, that in meta-f physics thought thinks itself as a thought of form, and of the formality of form, 

\ is nothing but what is necessary; a last sign of this can be seen in the fact that 
Husserl determines the living present (lebendige Gegenwar/) as the ultimate , uni­
versa l, absolute form of transcendental experience in general. 

Although the privilege of tlteoria, in phenomenology, is not as simple as has 
sometimes been said, and although the classical theoretisms are profoundly put 
back into question in phenomenology, the metaphysical domination of the con­
cept of form is bound to occasion some submission to sight. This submission 
always wou ld be a submission of sense to sight, of sense to the sense-of-vision, 
since sense in genera l is the very concept df every phenomenological field. One 
could elaborate the implications of suc h a placing-on-view. One might do so in 
numerous direct ions, and based upon the most apparenllydiverse places of the 
phenomenological prob lematic and text: for example, by showing how this plac­
ing on view and this concept of form permit one to circulate between the project 
of formal ontology, the description of time or of intersubjectivity, the latent 
theory of the work of art, etc. 

But, if sense is not discou rse, their relationship, as concerns this placing on 
view, doubtless merits some particular attention. Thus have we chosen to narrow 
our angle here, and to approach a text concerning the status of language in 
Ideas. Between the determination of this status , the privilege of the formal, and 
th e predominance of the theoretical, a certain circulation is organized into a 
system. And yet coherence, here, seems to be worked upon by a certain exterior 
of the relation to the exterior that is the relation to form. We only wish to point 
out several signs of both this circularity and this uneasiness in a preliminary 
way, taking our authority from the assurance that not only does Ideas not con­
tradict the Logical Investigations on this point -on the contrary, it continuously 
clarifies the Investigations- but also that nothing beyond Ideas ever overt ly put 
these analyses into que stion. 

Meanin g in the Text 

For more than two-thirds of the book, everything occurs as if transcendental 
experie nce were silent , inhabited by no language; or rathe r deserted by expres-
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sivity as such, since, starting with the l11vestigations, Husser l in effect determined 
the essence or telos of language as expression (Ausdruck). The tran scendenta l 
description of the fund ame ntal structures of all experience is pursued up to the 
end of the penultim ate "section" without even touchin g upon the problem of 
language. The world s of culture and of science indeed have been evoked, but 
even if the predicates of culture and of science are unthink able ou tside a world 
of language, Husserl gave himself the right , for method ological reasons, not to 
consider the "laye r" of expressio n, provisionally putting it between parentheses. 

Husserl can give himself this right only by supposing that expressivity con­
stitutes an original and rigorousl y delimited "stratum" (Sc/1icht) of experience. 
The Investigations had proposed an insistent demons rat ion that acts of expres­
sion are original and irreducible; and this rema ins presuppo sed in Ideas. Thus, 
at a certain moment of the descriptive itinerary , one may come to consider 
linguistic expressiv ity as a circumscribed problem. And at the point at which 
the problem is approached , one already knows that the "stratum of logos" will 
be included in the most general structure of experience, the structure whose poles 
or correlations have just been described: the parallel opposition of noesis and 
noema. Thus, it is already a given that however original, the stratum of the 
logos wou ld have to be organized according to the parallelism of noesis and 
noema. The problem of "meaning" (bedeuten)' is approached in section 124, 
which is entitled "The Noetic-Noematic Stratum of the 'Logos.' Meaning and , 
Meaning Something (Bedeuten und Bedeutung)." The metaphor of the stratum 
(Schicl1t) has two implications. On the one hand , meaning is founded on some­
thing other than itself, and this dependence will be confirmed ceaselessly by 
Husserl 's analysis. On the other hand, meaning cons titute s a stratum whose 
unity can be rigorously delimited. Now, if the metaphor of the stratum remains 
credible throughout this section, it will become sus pect in the section's final 
lines. This suspicion is not purely rhetorical but , rather, tran slates a profound 
disquiet as concerns the descriptive fidelity of discourse. If the metaphor of the 
stratum does not correspond to the structure one see ks to describe, how cou ld 
it have _b~en_ used fo_r so long? "For ~e s~ou ld not hold too hard by the metaphor \ 
of stra tif1cahon (Sc/11cl1tung); express10n 1s not of the nature of an over laid varnish 1 

(iiberge/agerter Lack) or covering garment; it is a mental formation (,geistige For­
m1111g), which exercises new intentional influen ces (F11nktione11) on the intentional 
substr atum (1111 der intentionnlen Untershicht) and experiences from the latter cor­
relative intentiona l influence s" 5 (p. 349). 

4_. I h~ve attempted to justify this translation in l.n voix et le plu!110111e11e (Paris: Presses 
Univers1ta1res de France, 1967; trans. David Allison as Speech nnd Pheno111e11n [Evanston: 
Nor th_we~tem University Press, 1973]), which refers especially to the first of the Logical 
lnvest1gat1011s. (T.N._ It s hould be recalled through out this essay that Derrida 's translati on 
of_ bed~11te11 1s vo11lo1r-d1re, which empha sizes the relation of meaning to s11eech, to say ing 
(drre).] 

5. I refer t~e reader to the invaluable commentary that accompanies Ricoeur's tran slation 
of the ~•ork mto Frenc~ . Oc~asionally, for reasons due only to the intentions of the present 
analysis, I have had to 1tahc1ze certam German words and to emphasize their metapho rical 
charge. 
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This distrust of a metaphor is manife sted the moment a new complication of 
the analysis becomes necessary. Here , J have sought only to indi cate that the 
effort to iso late the logical "stratum" of express ion encounters, even before the 
difficulties of its theme, the difficulties of its e111111cintio11. The discourse on the logic 
of the discou rse is entangl ed in a play of metaphors. The metaphor of the 
st ratum , as we shall see, is far from being the only one. 

It is appa rent from the very opening of the analysis that it is a question of 
tracking down in discourse that which assures the prope rly logical functioning 
of discourse; that the essence or telos of langu age here are det ermined as logical; 
that , as in the Investigntiotts, the theory of discourse reduce s the considerab le 
mass of whatever is not purely logical in language to an extri11sic value. A metaph or 
itself betrays the difficulty of this first reduction; this difficulty is the very one 
which will call for new formulation s and new distinction s at the end of the 
section. It only wiJJ have been deferred and led elsewhere. "Acts of expres sion, 
act-strata in the specific 'logical' sense, are interwoven (ven11ebe11 sic/r) with all 
the acts hitherto considered, and in their case no less than in the others the 
paralle lism of noesis and noema must be dearly brought out. The prevalent and 
unavoidable ambiguity of our ways of speaking, .. which is caused by this par­
allelism and is everyw here operative where the concomitant circumstances are 
mentioned, opera tes also of course when we talk of expression and meaning " 
(p. 345). 

The i11t~avi11g (Verweb1mg) of language , the interweaving of that which is 
purely language in language with the other thread s of experience constitutes a 
cloth. The word Venuebu11g refers to this metaphorical zone. The "s trata" are 
"wov en," their intercomplication is such that the warp cannot be distingui shed 
from the woof. If the stratum of the logos were simp ly founded, one cou ld extract 
it and bring to light its underl ying stratum of nonexpressive acts and contents. 
But since this supe rstructure acts back up on the Unterschic!,t in an esse ntial and 
decisive manner , one is indeed obliged, from the very outset of the description, 
to associate a proper ly textual metaphor with the geological metaphor : for doth 
means text. Venueben here means texere. The discursive is related to the nondis­
curs ive, the linguistic "s tratum" is intermixed with the prelinguistic "s tratum" 
according to the regulated system of a kind of text. We know already-and 
Husserl acknow ledges thi s- that in fact, at least, the secondar y thread s are going 
to act on the primary threads; in what is spun <ourdir) in this way, it is precisely 
the operation of the beginnin g (ordin) which can no longer be grasped; what is 

1 wove n as language is that the discursive warp cannot be construed as warp and 
takes the place of a woof which ha s not trnly preceded it. This textur e is all the 

\ more inextricab le in that it is highl y significant: the 11011expressive tlrrends are 110/ 
wit/rout sig11ificatio11. In the l11vestigntio11s Hu sserl had show n that their sign ifi­
cation is simply of an i11dicnti1>e nature . And in the section that concerns us, he 
recognizes that the word s bedeuten and Bedeut1111g can largely overnow the "ex­
pressive" field: "We restrict our glance exclusively to the 'meani ng-conten t' 
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(Bedeutwzg), and 'th e act of mea ning ' (Bedeute11). Originally these words relate 
on_~Y to the sp here of speec h (sprnchlicl1e Sphiire), that of 'expression' (des Aus-
druckens) B t ·1 · I · · bl kn . u z is a mos t mev1ta e, and a t the same time an important step for 

owledge, to extend the meaning of these word s, and to modify them suitably 
so that they may be applied in a certain way to the whole noetico-noematic 
sphere,_ to all acts, therefore, whether these are interwoven (verflochten) with 
express ive acts o r not" (p. 346). 

Faced with t~is inextr icable texture, this interlacing (Verflechtzmg)6 which seems 
to defy analys is, the ph enomenologist is not discoura ged. His patience and 
~cr~p~lousness_m~st, i~_Principle, undo the tangle. At stake is phenomenology's 

prm<:1ple of pnn c1_ples. If the description doe s not bring to light an absol utely 
and simp ly founding ground of signification, if an intuitive and perceptive 
ground, a pedestal of silence, does not found discourse in the origina lly given 
presence o~ the thing itself, if the texture of the text, in a word, is irreducible, 
~ot _on_ly ~ 11! the p~enomenologica l description have failed but the descriptive 

~rmciple itself will hav e been put back into quesiton. The stakes of this 
disentangl ement are ther efore the phenomenological mot if itself. 

Mirror Writing 

Husserl begins by delimit ing the pr oblem, by simplifying or purif ying its givens. 
He t_hen proceed s to a double exclusion, or if you will , to a doub le reduction, 
bo~mg to a ne~essit~ whose rightfu l status was acknowledged in the fnvesti­
gnt1011s, and which will neve r again be put into questio n. 0 11 the one hand the 
sensory_Jace o~,language, its,,sens_ory and nonmat er ial face, what might be c~lled f 
the an'.mate prop er bod y (Leib) of language , is put out of circulation. Since, 
accor~ mg ~o Husser l, expression supposes an intention of meaning (Bedeutungs­
mte11t1011), its essential co_nditi_on is therefor e the pure act o f animating intention, 
and n~t th ~ body _to which, m some mysterious fashion, intention unites itself 
and gives hfe. It 1s this enigmati c unit y of informing intention and informed 
matter that Huss erl authorizes him self to dissociate from the out set. This is why, 
011 the other lzn11d, he defer s- forever , it seems-the problem of the unity of the 
two_ ~aces'. t~e problem of the union of sou l and body. "Le t us start from the 
fa~ihar distinction between the sensory, the so to spea k bodily as pect (leibliche 
Sezte) of expression, and its nonsensory 'me ntal' aspect. There is no need for us 
to en~~r more closely into the discussion of the first aspec t, nor upon the way 
of uniting the two ~spects, though we dearl y have title-headi ngs here ind icated 
for phenomenological probl ems that are not unimportant" (p. 346).7 

co~- On _the se nse a_nd _importance of the Verflecht1111g, and on the fun ctioni ng of this 

7 
cept m the l11~rest!gnt1ons, see "The _Reduction of Indication " in Speech 1111d Plre11ommn. 

thai :~ the hrt1~(1811
( 1011s these precautions had been taken and justified at length For all 

interio1cs~ tu~t.1 _1cati~ns are dc_monstrative , of course , they are no less inhereni to the 
r O a itiona metaphysical polarities (soul/body, psychical /physical , living/no nliv-
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Having taken this double precautio n, we see the conto urs of the problem 
more dear ly: what are the distinctive traits that essentia lly separa te the exp res­
sive stratum from the preexpr essive stratum, and how to submit the effects of 
the one upon the other to an eidetic ana lysis? This que stion will receive its full 
formulation only after a certain pr ogress of the ana lys is: "ho w to int erp ret the 
'express ing' of 'what is expressed,' how expressed experie nces stand in relation 
to those that are not expre ssed, and what changes the latter undergo when 
expression superve nes; one is then led to the question of their 'intentionality,' 
of their 'imma nent meaning,' of their 'content' (Materie) and qua lity (i.e. the act­
characte r of the thesis), of the distinction of this meaning and these pha ses of 
the essence which lie in the pre-e xpressive from the mean ing of the expressing 
phenomenon itself and its own phases, and so forth. One gathers still in various 
ways from the writings of the day how little justice is ap t to be done to the grea t 
problems her e indicat ed in their full and deep-lying signi ficance" (p . 348). 

Certainly this problem alread y had been posed, notably at the beginning of 
the sixth of the wgical Investigations. But here, the path which leads to it is 
different; and not only for very general reasons (af cess to an openly transcen­
dental problematic, appea l to the not ion of noema , acknowledged ge nerality of 
the noetico-noe matic structure), but particularly because of the distinction, arise n 
in the interval, between the concepts of Sinn and Bedeutung. Not that Husserl 
now accepts this distinction proposed by Frege, one that he had objected to in 
the Investigations.8 Rather, he simply find s it convenie nt to reserve the pa ir be­
deuten-Bedeutung for the order of expressive mean ing (vouloir-dire), for discourse 
itself , and to extend the concep t of sense (Sinn) to the totality of the noematic 
face of exper ience, wheth er or not it is expre ssive.• 

Once the extension of sense absolute ly overflows the extension of meaning, 
discourse wiJI always have to draw upon its sense. In a way, discourse will be able 
only to repeat or to reproduce a content of sense which does not awai t discourse 
in order to be what it is. 10 If thin gs are thu s, discour se will only transport to the 

( 

ing , intentionality /nonin tenti onality , f~rm/matt er, signified/sign~fier, int~lligibl~ /se nsory, 
ideality lempiri city, etc .) . The se precaution s ar e en count~red_ parti cul~rtr m the _ first of _the 
Investigations (which in sum is nothing but a long explicatJon of thi s issue) , m th~ fifth 
Investigation (chap . 2, sec. 19), and in the _sixth (_chap . l , _s~c. 7) . They are confirmed 
uncea singly in Formal and Transcendental Logic a nd m Tile Ong111 of Geometry. 

8. Sec. 15. 
9. Sec. 124, p . 346. It g~es with out saying that by "_di scourse it,se(f" _we _do not mea~ 

a discour se actuall y, ph ys ically, pr offered , but , followin g Hu sse rl s md1cati? ns, th_e am 
mation of verbal ex pr ess ion by a meanin g, by an " intenti on" that can remain silent w1thou • 
being essentiall y affected . . . 

10. From thi s point of view the entir e latent ae stheti cs of phenom enology m!ght _be 
examin ed , the entir e the ory of the work of art which is di scernibl e thr oughout the dida ctics 
of exampl es, wheth er the pr oblem of the imaginary is being expound ed or the _stah.~s of 
idea lity, the "on ce-ness" of the work , wh ose ideal identity can ?e r~produ c~d _infinitely 
as the same. A sys tem a nd class ificati on of the art s is ann oun ced m thi s ~esc nptl on of the 
relation be twee n archet ype and repr odu ctive exampl es. Can the Hu sse rhan th eor y of the 
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exterior a sense that is const itute d before it and without it. Th is is one of the 
reasons why the essence of logical meaning is determin ed as express ion (Aus­
druck). Discourse is expressive in its esse nce, because it consists in transporting 
to the outside, in exteriorizing a content of interior thought. It is neve r without , ' 
the sich iiussern which was spo ken of in the firs t of the Investigations (sec. 7) . J 

Thu s, we are already in possession of the first distinctive trait of the expressive 
stratu m. If it proffers only a const ituted sense, physically or not , it is essentially 
reproductive , that is, unproductive. Hu sser l's analysis is on its way to this defi­
nition in its first stage: "The stra tum of expression-and this const itut es its 
peculiarit y- apart from th e fact that it lend s expr ession to all othe r intent ion­
alities, is not productive. Or if one pref ers: its productivity, its noematic service, 
exhausts itself in expressing, and in the form of the conceptual which first comes with 
the expressing" (pp. 348-49). 

This unproduc tivity of the logos is embodied, if we may put it thus, in the 
Husser lian description. It aga in permit s itself to be seduced by two metaphors 
to which we cannot not pay attention. 

The first see ms to pass by Husser l unnoticed . It is displaced between a writing 
and a mirror. Or rather, it says mirror writin g. Let us follow its constitution. 

In order to se t forth the differe nce between Sinn and Bedeutung, Hu sserl recurs 
to a perceptual exampl e, the silent percepti on of a "w hit e thing." In a certain 
way, the statement "this is white" is perfectly ind epende nt of the perceptual 
experience. It is eve n intelligibl e for someo ne who has not had this percepti on . 
And the Investigations had demonstrated this rigorously. This independence of 
the expressive valu e equall y implies the indep endence of the perceptual sense. 
We can make this sense explicit: "This pro cess makes no call whatsoeve r on 
'expression,' neither on expression in the sense of verba l so und nor on the like 
as verbal meaning, and here the latter can also be present indep~ndently of the 
verbal sound (as in the case when this sound is 'forgotten')" (p. 347). 

Consequently, the transition to being sta ted adds nothing to sense, or in any ' 
eve nt adds no content of sense; and yet, despite this ster ility, or rather because 
of it, the appearance of expression is rigorous ly new. Because it only reissues 
the noematic sense, in a certain way, expression is rigorous ly novel. To the 
extent that it neither adds nor in any way deforms, expression can always in 
pr inciple repea t sense, by providing access to "concep tua l form": " If we have 
'thought' or stated 'This is white,' a new stratum is there with the rest , and unites 

ideality of the work of art and of its relations to perc eption account for the differences 
~tween the musi cal and the plastic work, betwe en the literary and the nonlit erary work 
m gen~ra l? ~nd, moreover , do the precautions taken by Hu sserl concerning the originality 
of t_he imaginary '. even at their mos t revolutionary, suffi ce to lift the work of ar t from an 
entir e _metaphysi cs of art as reproduction, from a mimetics? One cou ld show that art , 
accord ing to Hu sserl , alway s refers to perception as to its ultimate resour ce. And is it no t 
already an aes thetic and metaph ysical decis ion to offer work s of art as exampl es in a theor y 
of the 1mag111ary? 
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with the 'meant as such' in its pur e perceptive form. On these lines everything 
remembered or fancied can, as such, have its meaning made more explicit and 
express ible (explizierbar und ausdriickbar). Whatever '.s 'mea nt (gemeint_) as such,' 
every meaning (Meinung) in the noematic sense (and mdeed as noemahc nucleu s) 
of any act whatsoever can be expressed co11ceptually (durch_ 'Bedeutrm_genr (p . 347). 

And then Hu sserl posits as a univ ersal rule that log1cal mearung 1s an act of 
expression (Logische Bedeutrmg isl ein Ausdruck). Thus, everything mu st be capa~le 
of being said , every thing must be capable of attaining the co~cep tual ge~erabty 
which properly constitutes the logic of th e logos. And th1_s no_t despite but 
because of the originality of the logical medium of expression: m effect, th is 
originality consists in not having to erase itself as an unproductive transparenc y 
facing the passageway of sense. 

But this transparency must have some consistency: not only in order to express, 
but primarily in order to let itself be impressed by what afterward it w_ill ~ive to 
be read: "From the noetic standpoint the rubric 'expressing' should md1cate a 
special act-stratum to which all other acts must adjust themselves in their own 
way, and with which they must blend remarkabl)i in such wise t~at eve r~ n~­
ematic act-sense, and consequently the relation to objectivity which hes 111 it, 
stamps itself (sich auspriigt: impresses, strikes itself) 'conceptually ' (begrifflich) in 
the noematic phase of the expressing" (p. 347). . . 

Thus, the preexpressive noema, the prelingui stic sense, must be tmprmted 
in the expressive noema, must find its conceptual mark in the content of mean ­
ing. Expression, in order to limit itself to transporting a constituted sense to ~e 
exter ior, and by the sam e token to bring this sense to conceptual ge nerality 
without altering it, in order to express what is already thought (on~ almost 
would have to say writte n), and in order to redouble faithfully -ex pression then 
must permit itself to be imprinted by sense at the same time as it expre sses 
sense. The expressive noema must offer itself, and this is the ne':" image ~f its 
unpr oductivity , as a blank page or virgin tablet; or at least as a p~lt~psest give~ 
over to its pure receptivity . Once the inscription o f the sense m 1t renders _it 
legible, the logical order of conceptuality will be constituted as such. It then _will 
offer itself begrifflich, in graspable, manipu lab le, conceivab le, co_nc_eptual fas_h•o~. 
The order of the concept is inaugurated by expression, but this inauguration 1s 
the red oubling of a preexisting conceptualit y, since it first will have had _to 
imprin t itself on the naked page of meanin g . Following the implacab_le neces_s1ty 
of these two concept s, production and revelation are united in the 1mpress1on­
expressi on of discourse. And since Husserl, here, is not conside~ing the verb~! 
order, with all its "entang led" (physical an d intenti onal ) complexity, but the sh ll 
silent intenti on of meaning (the moment when Bedeutrmg has appeared, _which 
is more than sense, but has not yet effectively and phy sically proffered itse lf), 
it mu st be concluded that sense in general, the noematic sense of ev_ery ~x~e­
rience, is something which by its nature already must be capa ble of 1111prmtmg 
itself in a meaning, leaving or receiving its formal mark in a Bedeutung. Thus, 
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sense already would be a kind of blank and mute writin g redoubling itself in 
meaning. 

The originali ty of the stratum of the Bedeutrmg, therefor e, would on ly be a 
kind of tabula rasa. The grave problem s posed by this metaphor can already be 
foreseen . In particular, if there is an original history and permanence of con­
cepts-such as they are already and unique ly inscribed in meaning, supposing 
that mean ing can be separated from the history of language an d of signifiers­
concepts themselve s are always older than sense, and in turn consti tute a text. 
Even if, in prin ciple, one could sup pose that some textual virginity in illo tempore 
welcomed the first production of sense, in fact the systematic order of meaning 
in some way would have had to impose its sense upon sense, dictating the form 
of sense, obliging it to imprint itself according to a given rule, syntactic or 
otherwise. And this " in fact" is not one emp irical necessity among others; it 
cannot be put between parentheses in order to pose transcendental que stions 
of rightfulness, since the status of meaning cannot be fixed without simulta ­
neously determining the status of sense. The placing of th is "fact" between 
parentheses is a dec ision concerni ng the status of sense in general in its relations 
to discourse. This gesture does not come out of phenomenology, but opens it noncritically. 
And although Hu sse rl never afterward put this juridical "an teriority" of sense 
in relation to meaning (of Sinn in relation to bedeuten) back into question , it is 
d ifficult to see how it can be reconciled with his future thematic, for example 
that of The Origin of Geometry. This thematic is simultaneously, and quite precisely, 
the one which we are following at the moment and that of a sedimented history 
of bedeuten. And even if one considers only egological history , how is the per­
petual restoration of meaning in its virginity to be thought? 

However, the scriptural analogy does not hold Hus serl' s attention here. An­
other metaphor demands it. 

The milieu that receives the imprint wou ld be neutral. Husser l has just evoked 
conceptua l Auspriigung. He then determine s the neutrality of the milieu as that 
of a medium without its own color, without a determined opaqueness, without 
power to refract. But this neutrality , then, is less that of transparenc y than that 
of specular reflection: " A peculiar intentional instrum ent lies before us whi ch 
essentia lly possesses the outstanding cha racteristic of reflecting back as from a 
mirror (widerz11spiegel11) every other intentionalit y accord ing to its form and con­
tent, of copy ing (abzubilden) it whilst colouring it in its ow n way, and thereby 
of working into (ei11wbilde11) it its own form of 'conceptualit y' " (pp . 347-48). 

A doubl e effect of the milieu, a double relation of logos to sense: on the one 
hand , a pure and simple reflection, a reflection tha t respects what it accepts, and 
refers, de-picts, sense as such , in its proper original colors, re-pre senting it in 
person. This is language as Abbild1111g (copy, portrai t, figuration, repr esen tation) . 
But, on the other hand , this reprod uction imposes the blank mark of the concept. 
It informs meaning with sen se, producin g a spe cific nonproducti on wh ich, with­
out changing anythin g in sense, paints some thing in it. The concep t has been 

165 



Form and Meanin g 

produced without adding anything to sense . Here one cou ld speak, in a sense, 
of a conceptual fiction and of a kind of imagi11ation that picked up the intuition 
of sense in the generality of the concept. This would be language as Einbildung. 
The two words do not occur fortuitously in Husser l's de scription: the unpr o­
ductive production of logic would be original due to this strange concurrence 
of Abbi/dung and Einbildung. 

Is this a con tradiction? In any event Husserl displays a certai n discomfort. 
And there would be much to think about in Husserl' s attribution of the indecision 
of his description to the accidenta l metaphoricity of language, to precisely what 
he calls the Bildlichkeit of discourse. It is because discourse occasionalJy must 
utilize images , figures, and analogies-which would be as its debris-that logos 
must be described simulta neou sly as the unproductivity of the Abbi/dung and 
as the productivity of the Einbildung. If one eliminated the Bildlicl1keit in descrip­
tive discourse, by the same token one would eliminate the apparent contradiction 
between Abbi/dung and Einbildung. But Husserl does not ask about this nuclear 
bi/den in its relations to logos. The passage we were citing above continues this 
way: "Yet these figures of speech which here thrust themse lves upon us, those 
of mirroring and copying, must be adopted with caution, as the imaginativeness 
(Bildlichkeit: metaphoricity, pictorial representation) which colours their appli­
cation might easily lead one astray (irrefiihren)" (p. 348). Therefore metaphor is 
seductive, in every sense of th e word. And phenomenologica l discourse is to 
resist this seduction. 

The Limiting Powe r of Form 

If Husserl suspects alJ the predic ates brought into the milieu of the logos, he 
never criticizes the concept of the medium itself . The expressive stratum is a 
medium, an ether that bo th accepts sense and is a means to bring it to conceptual 
form. The word "medium" appears often in the pages that folJow. It gives its 
heading, precisely, to the problem of the history of concepts whose difficulty 
we just evoked and that we related to the future themes of The Origin of Geometry. 
Here Hus serl formulates the very difficulty 11 which will constitute the central 
theme of The Origin: "Problems of exceptional difficulty beset the phenomena 
which find their place under the heading s 'to mean ' (Bedeuten) and 'meaning ' 
(Bedeutung). Since every science, viewed from the side of its theoretica l content, 
of all that constitutes its 'doctrine' (Lehre) (theorem, proof , theory), is objectified 
in a specific 'logical' medium, the medium of expression, it follows that for 
philosophers and psychologi sts who are guided by general logical int erests the 
prob lems of expression and meaning (Bedeutung) lie nearest of all, and are also 
the first, generally speaking, which, so soon as one seeks seriously to reach their 

11. This problem was given form in the Introduction to the Logical Investigations (sec . 
2). 
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foundations, compel towards phenomenological inquiry into the essential nature 
of things" (p. 348). 
. ~~o?', t~erefore, is the name of that which can neith er dispen se with ob­
iechficalion_ m the medium nor tolerate the slightest deformation in its subjection 
to t~e medium. There is no scientific sense (Sinn) without meaning (bedeuten), 
but it belongs to the essence of science to demand an un equivocality without 
shadow, the absolute transparence of discourse. Science would need what it 
need s (discourse as pure mean ing) to be useless: it is only to preser ve and to 
glance at the sense which science confers upon it. Nowhere else can discourse 
simu ltaneou sly be more productive and more unprodu ctive than as an element 
of theory. 

. Which ind eed confirms-if this unproductive prpductivity is the tefos of expres­
sion- that logico-scientific discourse has never ceased to function, here, as the 
model of every possible discourse. 

The entire analysis , henceforth , will have to be disp laced between two con­
cepts or tw~ values. On ~e one hand, idea l discour se will have to accomplish 
an overlapping or a comc,dence (Deckung) of the nonexpressive s tratum of sense 
and of the expressive stratum of mean ing. But, for all the reasons we have 
already recognized , this overlapping can never be a confusion. And the work of 
clarification, distinction, articulation, etc. must bear upon the two strata as suc h. 
The d ifference between coincide nce and confusion leads us back, therefore , to 
the very opening of our problematical space. But pe rhap s this formula tion per­
mits us to make some progres s. 

In the best of cases, that of the perfect over lapping of the two strata, ther e 
should be a parallelism, then. The concept of the parallel would respect at once 
the perfect correspondence and the nonconfusion of strata. And , folJowing an 
ana!o_gy that ought to be inves tigated, the concept of the parallel would play as 
dec1s1ve a role here as when Husser l explicitly makes it intervene in order to 
describe the relation between the purely psychic and the tran scendental. 
. The paralleli sr.n of the two strata can be a perfect overlapping only if meaning 

(1f not actual discourse) reproduce s the meanin g of the underlying stratum 
completely. Ther e is always a certa in overlappin g of the two strata, for without 
ii the phenomenon of expression would not even occur; but this ove rlappin g 
may be incompl ete: "We must further lay stress on the difference between 
complete (vo~lstiindigem) and incomplete (1111vollstifodige111) expression. The unit y of 
the express mg and the expressed in the phenomenon is ind eed that of a certain 
~ver lappi ng (Deck1111g), but the upper layer need not extend its expressing func­
hon over the en tire low~r layer. Expression is compl ete when the stamp of con­
cept11al m ea111ng has been impressed (auspriigt) upon all the synthetic forms and matter 
(Materre:1> of the lower layer; incomplet e when this is only partiall y effected: as 
w~en.' 10 regard to a complex process, the arriva l of the carriage, perhap s, 
bn ngrng guests tha t have been long expected; we call out: the carriage! the 
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guests! This difference of completeness will naturally cut acrosc; that of relative 
clearness and distinctness" (p. 352). . 

Up to now, one might have believed that the noncompleten ess of expr~ss ,o~ 
and the nonparalJelism of the two layers have the value of a fact or an accident, 
and that even if such a fact occurs often, even if it almost always affects our 
d iscou rse in its totality, it does not belo11g to tire esse11ce of expre~sion: The ex~mp le 
Hu sserl has just cited in effect belongs to the language of daily hf:, and it. m~y 
still be assumed that the mission and power of scientific exp ression cons'.st m 
mastering these shad ows and restituting the comple teness of the sense aimed 

at in expression. . . 
At the risk of compromis ing an axiom (the unproduchve and re_flechve value 

of expression), Husserl also brings to light an essential noncompl ehon of ex~res­
sion, an insufficiency that no effort ever will be able to overco~e, precis~ly 
because it ha s to do with conceptual fonn, the J,(ery formality without which 
express ion would not be what it is. Although Huss erl, above, ap~are~ tly wa_nted 
to stress the reflective , reproductive , repetitive nature of expression, its Abb1lde11, 
thereby neutralizing, in return, its effects, and its marks , its power to defor_m 
or refract, that is, its Ei11bilde11, now, on the othe r hand, he stresses an essential 
displacement of express ion that will forever prevent it from reiss~;,g the stratum 
of sense (Sinn): and this difference is nothing less than the difference of the 
concept. we must read the entire paragraph : "A n incomplete~ess ~f a totall_y 
different kind (Eine total andere Unvollstiindigkeit) from the one iust discussed 1s 
that which belongs to the esse ntial nature of the expression a~ s~ch, namely, 
to its generality (Allgemeinheit). ' I would like,' expresses the wish m a gen:raJ 
form· the form of command, the command; 'might very well be' the presumption, 
or the likely as such, and so forth. Every closer determ inat!on _in the unit~ of 
the exp ress ion is itself again expressed in general form. It hes m t~e mean'.ng 
of the generality which belongs to the essential na~~e o~ the expressmg function 
that it would not ever be possible for aU the spec1ficahons of the expressed_ to 
be reflected (sich reflektieren) in the expression. The stratum of the . m~anmg 
function is not , and in principle is not , a sort of duplication (Red11pl1kat1on) of 

the lower st ratum" (p . 352). . 
And referring to the entire problemati c of complete and mcompl ete expres-

sions in the Logical Investigations, Hu sser l then mentions the values of the_~n­
der lying layer which in principle cannot be repeated in expression (the quahttes 
of clarity, of distinction, at tentional _":'odificati~ns, -~tc.). . . . 

This impoverishment is the condition for scientific formal~~on. Unequiv~ 
cality is furth ered in the extent to which the complete repehhon of sense 111 

meaning is given up. Therefore, one cannot even say that a f~ctu~~-ac_cidental, 
inessentia l noncompleteness is reduced via a teleology of sc_1enttfic d1s~o~r~e, 
or that it is included as a provisional obstacle within the honzon of an •~fi~ite 
task. The telos of scienti fic discourse bears within itself, as such, a renunciation 
of completeness. Here, the difference is not a provisi ona l deficiency of th e 
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episti!mi! as discourse, but is its very resource, the positi ve conditio n for its activity 
and productiv ity. It is as much the limit of scien tific power as it is the power of 
the scientific limit: the limiting-power of its formality. 

Form " ls"- Its Ellipsis 

It seems that these propositions concerned, before anything else, the relation 
between the form of the stateme nt and the content of sense, between the order 
of meaning and the order of the noema in ge neral. Howeve r, they also imply 
an essential decision concerning the relation of statements to each other, within the 
general system of expressivity. For the relation of expression to sense to be ready 
to accept the determination we have just sketched out, did not an absolute 
privi lege have to be granted to a certain type of statement? ls there not an 
essentia l relation between the value of formality and a certain structure of the 
sentence? And by the same token , is there not a facility of transition between a 
certain type of noema (or experience of sense) and the orde r of meaning which 
in a way would ensure the very possibility of this entire phenomenology of the 
logos? 

With this que stion we are retracing our first steps: what is the statu s of the 
concept of form? How does it inscribe phenomenology within the closure of 
metaphy sics? How does it determine the meaning of Being as pres ence, that is, 
as the present? What brings it into secret communication with the delimitation 
of the meaning of Being which gives us to think Being par excellence in the 
verbal form of the present and, more narr owly still, in the third person present 
indicative? What does the complicity of form in general (eidos, 1110,phi!) and of 
the "is" (est,) give us to think? 

Let us reestabli sh the contact between these questions and Husserl's text at 
the point at which formal imp overishmen t has just been acknowledged as an 
essential rule. The problem of the relation between the different kinds of state­
ment arises quit e naturalJy. Is sta tement in the form of judgment, "it is thus, " 
one kind of stateme nt among o thers? ls there not some excellence reserved for 
it in the stra tum of expressivity? " We must be clear abou t all these points if one 
of the oldest and harde st problems of the sphere of meaning (Bede11t1111gssphiire) 
is to be solved, a problem which hitherto , precisely because it lacked the requisite 
phenomenological insight, has remained without solution : the problem, namely, 
as to /,ow statement as tire expression of j11dg111e11t is related to the expressions of ot/rer 
acts" (p. 353). 

The answe r to such a que stion had been prepared, and its necessity an­
noun ced, at a stage of the analysis which did not yet concern the stratum of 
expression. There it was a question of setting forth, within practical or affective 
experiences, within acts of esthetic, moral, etc. evaluation, a "dox ic" kernel 
which, while stilJ permitting values to be thought as beings (the wished for as 
being-wished, the pleasant as being-pleasant, etc. (sec. 114)), constitt1tes, if we 
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may put it thu s, the logicity of the preexpressive s tratum . It is be cause this silent 
stratum always bears w ithin it-o r a lwa ys ha s the power of res toring - a re lation 
to form , that it can alway s convert its affective or axio logical experien ce, its 
relation to what is not being -pr esen t, into a n expe rience in the form of bein g­
pre se nt (the beautiful as bein g- pre sent, the des ired as be ing-desired, the 
dread ed-futur e as being-dreaded -futur e, the inaccess ible as being-inacce ssible , 
and, finally, the absent as being-absent ), and th at it offers itself witho ut reserve 
to the logical discours e watched over by predicative form, that is, by the pre se nt 
indicative of the verb to be. 12 From H usserl's point of view, not only would thi s 
not reduce the originality of experiences and of practical, affective, axio logical 
disco ur ses, but also wou ld ensure the po ssibility of their formaliza tion without 
limit. IJ 

Having ascerta ined that "every act, as a lso eve ry act-cor relate, harbours ex­
plicitly or impli citly a ' logical' factor" (sec. 117;- p . 332), Hu sse rl had onl y to 
draw the conclusio ns that conce rn th e expressive reca sting of these acts, and 
to con firm , rather than to discover, the privileg e of the is or of the predicative 
statement. The moment he repeat s14 th e que stion in the ord er of meanin g, there 

12. Husserl wishes both to respect the novelty or originality of the (practical, affective, 
axiological) sense added to the kernel of sense in the naked thing (Sache) as such, a11d, 
nevertheless, to bring to light its "founded ," superstructural character. "The new sense 
introduces a totally new dimens/011 of se11se: with it there is constituted no new determinin g 
marks of the mere 'material' (Sache11), but values of the materials-qualities of value (Werth­
eiten), or concrete objectified values (Wertobjektitiite11): beauty and ugliness, goodness and 
badness; or the object for use, the work of art, the machine, the book, the action, the 
deed, and so forth ... Further, the consciousness in respect of this new character is once 
again a positional consciousness: the 'valuable' can be doxically posited as being valuable 
(als wert seie11d). The 'sta te of being' (seiend) which belongs to the 'valuable' as its char­
acterization can be thought of also as 111odnlized, as can every 'state of being'" (sec. 116, 
p. 327). "We can therefore also say: Every act, ns nlso every net-correlate, hnrbo11rs explicitly 
or implicitly n 'logical' factor (ein Logisches) ... It results from all this tl,nt all acts ge11ernlly­
eve11 the acts of feeling and will-are 'objectifying' ('objektivierende') nets, origi11al factors i11 the 
'co11stit11ti11g' of objects, the necessary sources of different regions of being and of the 
ontologies that belong therewith ... Here lies the deepest of the sources for shedding 
light on the universality of tire logical, in the last resort that of the predicative judgmen t (to 
which we must add the stratum of meaningful expression [des bedeulrmgsmiissigen Aus­
driicke11sl which we have not yet subjected to closer study" (sec. 117, pp. 332-33). 

13. " But therein in the last resort are grounded those ana logies which have at all times 
been felt to hold between general logic, genera l theory of value, a.nd ethks, which, when 
pursued into their farthest depths, lead to the constituting of general fon11al disciplines on 
lines parallel to the above, formal logic, formal axiology, and the formal theory of practice 
(Prnktik)" (sec. 117, p. 330). 

14. "We have expressive predications in which a 'th us it is!' ('So isl cs!') comes to 
express:Jn. We have expressive presumptions, questions, doubts, expressive wishes, com­
mands, and so forth. Linguistically we have here forms of sentence whose structu re is in 
part distinctive, while yet they are of ambiguous interpre tation: by the side of sente nces 
that embody statements we have sentences embodying questions, presump tions, wishes, 
commands and so forth. The original debate bore on the issue whether , disregarding the 
grammatical wording and its historical forms, we had here to do with coordinate types 
of meaning (gleiclrgeord11ete Bede11tr111gsarte11}, or whether the case was not rather that all 
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is a lready, in fact, a requisite answer . Nor is there any cause for surpri se or 
disappoi ntm ent. Her e, there is so mething like a rule of discourse or of the text : 
the question can be in scribe d only in th e form dictated by th e answe r that awaits 
it, namel y, that has not awa ited it. We have only to as k how the respon se has 
prescribed the form of the que stion: not according to the necessary, conscious, 
and calcu lated antici pation of one who conducts a systematic expos ition, but, 
as it wer e, behind his back. For example , we may ask, he re, to w hat ex tent the 
reference to the expressive s tratum , before even becomin g a theme, ha s sec retly 
car ried out anal yses of the preexpressive s tratum , and permitt ed a kernel of 
logical sense to be discovered in it, in th e universal and alleged ly sile nt form of 
being-present. 

And we may ask if so me irreducible complicity, between Being as being­
pre sent in the form of mea ning (bedeuten) and Being as being-present in the so­
called preexpressive form of sense (Sinn), has not been operative, welding the 
stra ta to each other , as well as permitting them both to be related one to the 
other and to be articulated within thi s entire problematic. Is this not the s ite of 
the decision for all the problems we have disce rned thu s far? 1s Does not th e idea 
of an expressive language become problematic on th e basis of this qu es tion? 
And, a long with it, doe s not the possib ility of a dis tin ctio n between the s tratum 
of sen se and th e stratum of meani ng also become problematic? Abov e a ll, can 
the relations between the tw o strata be thou ght in the category of exp ress ion? 
To say, in effec t, that the description of th e infr astructu re (of se nse) has been 
gu ided secre tly by the su pers tru ctural possibility of mea nin g, is not to contes t, 
against Hu ss erl , the duality of the s tra ta an d the unity o f a certa in tran sition 

these sentences, so far as their meaning is concerned, are not in truth sentences that state. 
If the latter, then all act-constructions, such, for instance, as those of the sphere of feeling, 
which in themselves are not acts of judgment, can achieve 'expression' only in a round­
about way (Umweg) through the mediation of an act of judging which is grounded in 
them" (sec. 127, p. 353). 
. 15. Even though the answe r has prescribed the form of the ques tion, or, if you will, 
itself has been prescribed in it, its thematic articulation is not simply redundant. It engages 
new concepts and encounter s new difficulties, for example, at the end of Section 127, 
when it is a ques tion of the direct or indirect expressions of sense, and of the status of the 
periphrastic detour (Umweg). Let us locate several points of orientation in this paragraph: 
"Is Ore medium for the expressing of 111en11ing, this unique medium of the Logos, specifically 
doxrc? .. ·. This would not of course exclude the possibility of there being various ways 
of expressing such experiences, those of feeling, for instance. A single one of these would 
be the direct [schlicht: our italics! plain expression of the experience (or of its noema, in the 
case of the correlative meaning of the term 'expression') through the i111111edinte [our italics] 
adj~stment of_ an articulated expression to the articulated experience of feeling whereby 
dox.1e and dox1c tally together. Thus it would have been the doxic form dwelling in respect 
of all ~t~ component aspects within the experience of feeling that made possible the ad­
JUStabrhty of the e~pression, as an exclusively doxothetic (doxothetischen) experience, to the 
experience of feeling . .. To speak more accurately, this direct expression, if it would be 
true and complete, should be applied only to the doxic 11om11odalized experiences ... There 
exist at all bmes a 1111111ber of nlternative indirect expressions involving 'roundabout phra ses' 
(mil 'U111wege11')" (pp . 354-55). 

171 



Form and Meaning 

which relates them one to the other . It is neither to wish to reduce 011e stratum 
to the other nor to judge it impo ssible comp letely to recast sense in meaning. 
It is neithe r to recon struct the experience (of sense) as a language, above all if 
one takes thi s to be a discourse, a verbal fabric, nor to produce a critique of 
language on the basis of the ineffable riches of se nse. It is simply to ask questions 
about another relatio11ship between wha t are called, probl ematica lJy, sense and 
111ea11i11g. 

That is, about the unity of sense and the word in the " is": which in principle 
could promi se the recast ing of all language on ly by havin g already, teleo logically, 
promised all sense to meaning. And abo ut the relations between the is and 
formality in general: it is within the self-evide nce of the (prese nt) is, within self­
evidence itself, that we find propo sed all of tran scendental phenomenol ogy seen 
at its most ambitious, proposing both to constitut~ an absolutely formal logic and 
onto logy, and to provide a transcend en tal description of self presence or of original 
conscio usness. 

One might think then that the sense of Being ha s been limited by the imp osition 
of the form which, in its most overt value and since the orig in of phil osophy, 
seems to hav e ass igned to Being, along with the authority of the is, the closure 
of presence, the form-o f-presence, presence -in-form, form-p resence. 16 One 
might think , on the other hand , that formality-o r formalization-is limited by 
the sense of Being which, in fact, throu ghout its en tire his tory, has never been 
separated from its de termination as presence, beneath the excellent surv eillance 
of the is: and that hencefor th the thinking of form has the powe r to extend itself 
beyond th e thinking of Being. But that the two limits thu s de nounced are tlte 
same may be what Husse rl's enterpri se illustrat es: phenomen ology could push 
to its extreme limit the formalist demand an d could criticize all previous formalisms 
only on the basis of a thinking of Being as self-presence, on the basis of a tran­
scende ntal experience of pure consciousness. 

16. Form (prese nce, self-evidence ) would not be the ultimate recourse , the last analysis 
~ which every possible sign wou ld refer, the arche or the telos. Or rather , in a perhaps 
unheard-of fashion, 111orpl1t, arc/re, and telos still signa l. In a sense-o r a non-sense-tha t 
metaph ysics would have excluded from its field, while nevertheless remaining in secret 
and incessant relation wit h this sense, form in itself already would be the trace (ikl111os) of 
a certain nonpresence, the vestige of the un -formcd, which announces-recalls its other, 
as did Plotin us, perhaps , for all of metaphy sics. The trace would not be the mixtur e, the 
transition between form and the amor ph ous, presence and absence, etc., but that which, 
by eluding this opposition , makes it possible in the irreducibility of its excess. Henceforth , 
the closure of metaphysics, the closure tha t the audaciousness of the Em1eads seems to 
indica te by transgressi ng it, would not occur around a homogenou s and continuous field 
of metaphysic s. Rather, it would fissure the structure and history of metaphy sics, orga11-
ically inscribing and systematica lly artic11/ati11g the traces of the before and the after both 
from within and without metaphysics . Thereby propo sing an infinite , and infinitely sur­
prising, reading . An irreducible rupture and excess can always be produced within an 
era, at a certain point of its text (for example, in the "P latonic" fabric of "Plotinism"). 
Already in Plato's text, no doubt . 
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Thu s, one probabl y does not have to choose betw een two lines of thou ght. 
Rather, one has to med itate upon the circularity which makes them pass into 
one another indefinit ely. And also, by rigorously repeatin g this circle in its prop er 
historical possibility , perhaps to let some elliptical disp lacement be produced in 
the difference of rep etition : a deficient displacement , doubtless, but de ficient in 
a way that is not yet-or is no longer-absence, negativity, non-Being, lack, 
silence. Neither matter nor form, nothing that could be recast by some phil o­
sophem e, that is, by some dialec tics, in whatever sense dia lectics may be de­
termin ed. An ellipsis both of mea ning an d of form: neither full speech nor a 
perfect circle. More and less, nei ther more nor less. Perhaps an entirely other 
question. 
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If, on the basis of the naively accep ted oppo sition betwee n lang uage and speech, 
language and discourse, we attempt ed to elabora te a th eory of p/rilosop/1icnl dis­
course, it would be difficult to circumvent the classica l question : is philo sophical 
discourse governed - to what extent and according to whal modalitie s- by the 
constrai nts of language? In other words, if we consider the history of phil oso phy 
as one great discourse, a powe rful discursive chain , is not that history immersed 
in a reserve of langua ge, the sys tematic rese rve of a lexicology, a grammar , a set 
of signs and values? And once thi s is so, is not th e history of philosophy limited 
by the resour ces and th e orga nizat ion of that reserve? 

How to determine this langua ge of ph ilosophy? Is it a " natural lang uage," or 
a family of natura l languages (Greek, Latin, Germanic, Ind o-Eu ropean , etc.)? 
Is it rather a formal code elaborat ed on the basis of these natura l languages? 
These question s have an o ld history , doubtless going back to the o rigin of phi­
losoph y itself. But they canno t be reelaborated without displacing the pairs of 
concepts which constitute philo sophy. These pairs, for exampl e nat ural lan­
guage /forma l language, language/speech, etc. having been produ ced by philo­
sophical discours e, belong to th e field wh ich they are to dominate ; which , 
without str ipp ing them of all auth ority, makes them incapable of masterin g the 
relation of phil osophi cal "discourse" to its constraints. 

Moreover, at a given moment these question s, which long remained special 
and virtual ones, become dominant and obsessi ng. This is certainly not insig­
nificant as conce rn s the "historical" relation of philosoph y to its p roper limit 
and to the singular form of this clos ure . Th is singu larity is mani fested reg ularly 
along the lines of the fo!Jowing tum : whoever a!Jeges that philosop hical discourse 
belongs to the closure of a language must st ill pro ceed within thi s langua ge and 
with the op positions it furni shes. Accordin g to a law that can be formalized , 
philo soph y always reappr opriate s for itself the discourse that de- limits it. 

Finally, although the quest ion abou t these linguistic constraint s has a certain 
philoso phical permanence, the form in which we a re advancing the quest ion 
today has doubtle ss been constituted within a very parti cular and very compl ex 
historico-theo retical configuration . This con figurat ion is bound to num erous 
fields of criticism bu t above alJ remain s inse parab le from the deve lopment of 
historical linguistics in the nineteent h centur y. In reminding the philoso ph er 
that he remains enclose d in a langua ge, Nietzsche was sure ly more violent and 
more explicit than anyone else, but he was also exp loiting a possib ility that had 
been comin g to the surface almost everywhere for a half centur y, eve n if most 
often reappropriat ed by philo sophical interest. In this si tuation, Nietzschean 
discourse, no more than any other, colil_d not simp ly escape the law of reap­
propriatio n . For example , Nietz sche dete rmine s as libera tion (or liberty of 
thought) the movement which finally wou ld free us from the language and 
gramma r that until now have gove rned the phi losoph ical order. Quite tradi ­
tiona lly, he thu s comes to define the law of language or of the signifier as a 
"s lave ry" from which one mu st be freed, and, at the mos t critical or "over turn -
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ing" moment of his enterprise, he remains a philosopher , shall we say, provi­
sionally: "Logic is only slavery within the bonds of langu age (die Sk/averei in den 
Banden der Sprac/1e). Language, however, has within it an illogical element, met­
aphor. Its primary force operates (bewirkt) an identification of the nonidentical 
(Gleicl1setzen des U11gleic/1en); it is therefore an operat ion of the imi\gination (Wirk­
ung der Phantasie). The existence of concepts, forms, etc. rests ther eupon .''1 This 
movement is repeated regular ly, and primarily when Nietzsche analyzes the 
philosophical illusion of "tru th": compliance with an order of signs which one 
has forgotten to be "a rbitrary " (willkr1rlic/1). Has not philosophy always recalled 
the arbitrariness of the sign in order to posit the contingent and superficial 
exteriority of language to thought, the secondariness of the sign in relation to 
the idea, etc.? With an entirely other aim, Nietzsche must resort to an anaJogous 
argument: "Only by means of forgetfuln ess (Vergessliclrkeit) can man ever arrive 
at imagining that he possesses 'truth' in that degree just indicated. If he does 
not mean to content himself with truth in the shape of tautology, that is, with 
empty hu sks, he will aJways obtain illusions instead of truth. What is a word? 
The expression of a nerve-stimulu s in sounds. But to infer a cause outside us 
from the nerve-stimulus is already the result of a wrong and unjustifiable ap­
plication of the proposition of causality. How shou ld we dare, if truth with the 
genesis of langua ge, if the point of view of certainty with the designations, had 
alone been decisive; how indeed should we dare to say: the stone is hard ; as 
if 'har d' was known as otherwise; and not merely as an entirely subject ive 
stimulus! We divide things according to gender; we designate the tree as mas­
cuJine, the plant as feminine : what arbitrary metaphors (welc/re wi/lkiirlic/1e11 
Ubertragungen)! How far flown beyond the canon of certain ty.''2 There follows 
the example of the "se rpent" and an interpr etation of metaphor as the very 
structure or condition of possibility of all langu age and of every concept. 

Let us note here as a touchstone that the diagnosed illusion bears upon the 
value of the "is," which has as its function to transform a "s ubjective excitation" 
into an objective judgment, into a pretension to truth. A grammatical function? 
A lexicologicaJ function? This is a question that will be determined later. 

The examp le of the stone or the serpen t illustrated a seman tic or lexicological 
arbitrariness. But Nietzsche most often incriminates grammar or syntax. With 
their very structure, the latter would support the entire metaphysical edifice: 
"Our oldest metaphysical fund is the one that we will be rid of last, supposi ng 
that we ever succeed in gett ing rid of it-the fund that has incorporated itself 
into language and into grammatica l categories and has made itself indispensab~e 
to the point that it seems that we should cease to think if we renounced this 
metaphysics. Philosophers are precisely those who have the greatest difficulty 

l. Le /ivre du pliilosoplre, eludes tlrioreliq11es (Dns Plrilosoplrenb11ch, Tlreorelisclre S111die11), bi-
lingual ed., tran s. A. K. Marietti (Paris: Aubier-Flammarion, 1969), p . 207. . . 

2. "On Truth and Falsity in their Ultramoral Sense," in Tire Complete Works of Frredrrch 
Nietzsche (London: Oscar Levy, 1911), vol. 2, p . 177. 
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in liberating themselves from the belief that fundamental concepts and categories 
of reason by their natur e belong to the realm of metaphysical certainties; they 
always believe in reason as in a piece of the metaph ysical world itself, this 
backward belief always reappears in them as an all-pow erful regression." 3 

At a given moment , then, Nietzsche has to appeal to philosop hical schemes, 
(for example, the arbitrariness of the sign, or the emancipa tion of thought as 
concerns a language), in his critical opera tion against metaphysics . This is not 
an incoherence for which a logical solution is to be sought, but a textual strategy 
and stratification that must be analyzed in practice. One could also do so by 
following Heidegger's path, for he too came to grips with anaJogous difficulties. 
These are explicitly formulated in the Letter 011 H11manism: "Metaphysics, which 
very early on in the form of OccidentaJ 'logic' and 'grammar' seized control of 
the interpretatio n of language. We today can only begin to descry what is con­
cealed in that occurren ce. The liberation of language from grammar into a more 
origina l essential framework is reserved for thought and poetic creation."• And 
elsewhere, recalling that Sein 11nd Zeit remained incomplete: "Here everything 
is reversed. The section in question was held back because thinking failed in 
the adequate saying of this turnin g and did not succeed with the help of the 
language of metaphysics. "5 

Rhapsod ies 

Rather than follow this immense prob lematic onto the high seas, so to speak, 
perhap s it would be better, given the demands and limits of this essay, to take 
our point of departure from the propositions of a modern linguis t. We know 
that Benveniste, in "Categories of Thought and Language ,"6 analyzed the lim­
iting constraints which the Greek language imposed upon the syste m of Aris­
totelian categories. 

Benveniste 's propositions are part of a stratified ensemble; nor does he restrict 
himself to the text which directly states the thesis of the ensemble . We wi.11 have 
to take this into account when the time comes. Moreover, this thesis already 
has encountered objections of the philosophical type;7 together the thesis and 
the objections form a debate which in its devel opment will be invaluable for us. 

3. LA vo/0111€ de puissancc, trans. G. Bianquis (Paris: Gallimard, 1947), vol. 1, p. 65. !As 
Creech and Harari note in their translation of this essay, this 1886 fragment does not 
appear in any of the English translations of TTre Will to Power.I 

4 . Heidegger , "Letter on Humanism ," trans . Frank Capuzzi, in Basic Writings, ed . David 
Farrell Krell (New York: Harper and Row, 1977), p. 194. 

5. Ibid., p. 208. 
6. In Benveniste, Problems in General Li11g11islics, trans. Mary E. Meek (Coral Gables: 

University of Miami Press , 1971). All further references are to this edition . 
7. See Pierre Aubenque, "Aristo te et le langage , note annexe su r Jes categories d ' Aris tote. 

A propos d'un article de M. Benveniste ," Anna/es de la farnlte des Le/Ires d'Aix 43 (1965); 
and J. Vuillemin, De la logiq11e ti la tlreologie, Ci11q eludes s11r Aristote (Paris: Flammarion , 
1967), pp . 75H. 
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First, the thesis: "Now it see ms to us-a nd we shall try to show- that these 
distinction s are primaril y catego ries of langua ge and that, in fact, Aristotle, 
reasoning in the abso lute , is simply identify ing certai n fundamental catego ries 
of the language in which he thought" (p. 57). 

What are the pre sup positions of thi s thesis? Benveniste starts from a certain 
number of genera lly acknowledged - at least since Saussure-c haracterist ics of 
language :"In the first place, "the reality of lang uage" is "unconscious," which 
resemb les Saussu re's propositions concerning the fact that " language is not a 
function of the speaking subject." We will not pau se to cons ider this premise , 
which raises more than one difficulty, however, and not only because of its 
empirical form. (" In th eir divers ity, these uses [of language) have, however, two 
cha racte ristics in common. One is that the reality of language, as a genera l rule, 
remains unconsciou s"; p. 55.) What doe s " reality of language " mean here? What 
is the statu s of "reality" in the phr ase "reality of language"? Why only "as a 
general rule "? Is it or is it not an esse ntial pred icate of the so-called reality to 
remain unconscious? The difficulty of dis tingu ishing conscious from uncon­
scious is at its mos t obscu re when the issue is one of languag e or of the use of 
language. And the d ifficu lty is not a ttenuat ed, quit e to the contr ary, when the 
unconsciou s risks becoming an indistinct conscious ness ("T he reality of lan­
guage, as a general rule, rema ins unconsci ous; except when language is espe­
cially studied for itself, we have no more than a very faint and fleeting awareness 
of the operations which we accompli sh in order to talk"; p . 55), or when the 
activity of linguis tics, in its relation to language, is det e rmined as a coming to, 
or an increase of, consciousness . These ques tions are raised neither to emph asize 
what are doubtle ss secondary links in Benven iste's demonst ration, nor to object 
to his discourse, but merely to indicate an exam ple of the apo rias that appear 
to engage anyone who takes on the task of defining the constraints wh ich limit 
philoso phical discour se; for it is from the latter that the noncritical notions which 
are ap plied to its deli mitation must be borrowed. The notion s of system, form, 
content, which serve to define the characteri stics of language, equally could 
have given us pau se ("Now this language has a configuration in all its parts 
and as a totality. It is in additio n orga nized as an arran gement of distinct and 
distinguishing 'signs; capable them selves of being broken down into interior 
unit s or of being gro up ed into complex unit s. This great stru cture, which includes 
substructures of several levels, gives its form to the content of thoug ht"; p. 55). 
The notion of a linguistic system, even if opposed to the notio ns of logical sys tem, 
or system of catego ries, and eve n if one attempted to red uce the latter to the 
former, wou ld never have been possible ou tside the his tory (and) of the concept s 
of metaph ysics as theo ry, episteme, etc. Whatever the displacements, breaks , and 
secondary d iscontinuiti es of every kind , (and they surely have to be taken very 
strictly into account ), thjs filiation has never been absolutely int erru pted. Ben­
veniste acknow ledges this elsew here:8 and here he acknowledges that he must 

8. Problems, p. 18: "Everyone knows that western linguistic s originated in Greek p~i ­
losoph y. This appear s from all the evidence. Our linguistic termino logy is made up in 

large part of Greek terms adopted directly or throug h their Latin tra nslation s." 
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immediatel y criticize as metaphor or "image" a great classical opposition, in­
herited from philosoph y, but that neverth eless was at the cente r of the pa ssage 
we just cited: "To speak of the conta iner and the contents is to sim plify. The 
image should not de lud e us. Strictly speaking, thought is not matter to which 
language lends form, since at no time could this 'container' be imagined as 
emp ty of its 'con tents,' nor the 'conte nts' as ind ependent of their 'containe r' " 
(p. 56). Precautions of thi s kind could be taken for each concep t; we are using 
these examp les only to rema rk upon the necessity proper to the stru cture of a 
discourse or a project, not at all to the initiative of an author. 

Her e we take our leave from the propedeutic o ening of Benveniste's text and 
come to the major problem. It is put thi s way: 

"An d so the question become s the following: while gran ting absol utely that 
thought cannot be grasped except as formed and made a reality in language, 
have we any means to recognize in thought such characteristics as would belong 
to it alone and owe nothing to linguistic expression? We can de scribe language 
by itself. It would be necessary in the same way to apprehend thoug ht dire ctly. 
If it were pos sible to define thou ght by features belongin g to it exclusive ly, it 
would be seen at once how it accommodate s itself to languag e and what the 
natur e of their relat ionship is . 

" It might be convenient to approa ch the problem by way of 'ca tegories,' which 
appear as interme diaries. They present different aspects, depending on whether 
they are categories of thought or langua ge. This difference might shed light on 
their respec tive nature s . For example, we immed iately perceive that thought can 
freely specify its categorie s and inven t new ones, whi le linguistic categories , as 
attribute s of a system which each speaker receives and maintain s, are not mod­
ifiable according to each person 's whim. We also see this other djfference: that 
thought can claim to set up univ ersal catego ries but that lingu istic categories are 
always categories of a particular language. At first sight , this would confirm the 
preemi nent and independe nt posi tion of thoug ht with rega rd to language. 

"We cannot, however, as so many author s have done, simply pose the question 
in such genera l terms. We mu st enter into a concrete historical situatio n and 
study the categories of a speci fic thought and a specific language. Only on thi s 
conditi on will we avoid a rbitrar y stand s and spe culative solut ions. Now, we are 
fortu nate to have at our dispo sal data which one wou ld say we re read y for our 
examinatio n, already worked out and stated objec tively within a well-known 
sys tem: Aristotl e's catego ries . In the examin ation of these categorie s, we may 
dispense with philosophical techni calities. We will consider them simply as an 
inventor y of prop erties which a Greek think er thought could be predica ted of 
a subject and, conseque ntly, as the list of a priori concept s which , accordin g to 
him, organiz e experience. It is a document of great value for our purpose" (pp. 
56-57). 

Thus defined, th is problemati c appears to encompa ss at least three presu p­
positions. They all concern a cer tain "h istor icity" of concepts. 
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1. Recourse has been necessary-even if provis ionally, and under the heading 
of a point of departure which could be criticized later-to the difference or 
opposition between language and thought. ("We can describe language by itself. 
It would be necessary in the same way to apprehend thought directly. If it were 
possible to define thought by features belonging to it exclusively, it would be 
seen at once how it accommodates itself to language and what the nature of 
their relationsh ip is.") Doubtless, Benveniste starts from this separation only in 
order to reduce it afterward, in order to resolve the characteristics which allegedly 
belong exclusively to thought into structures of language. But throughout the 
analys is no question is asked about the origin and possibility of that initial 
distinction, about what has made the prescrnption, at least, of this noncoinci­
dence historically possib le, in othe r words the question about the very opening 
of the prob lem. What, at least in th e structure of language (since everything 
there is given: "We can describe language by itself"), has opened this dehiscence 
and has determined it as the difference between thought and language? 

2. Thus, in the second paragraph cited, we are dealing with an eventual or 
alleged opposition of "categories of thought" and "categories of language." 
What is not examined at any time is the common category of the category, the 
categorialihJ in general on the basis of which the categor ies of language and the 
categories of thought may be dissociated. The concept or category of the category 
systematically comes into play in the history of philosophy and of science (in 
Aristotle's Organon and Categories) at the point where the oppos ition of language 
to thought is impossib le, or has only a very der ivative sense. Although Aristotl~ 
certainly did not reduce thought to language in the sense intended her e by 
Benveniste, he did attempt to take the analysis back to the site of the emergence, 
that is to the common root, of the language /thought couple. This site is the site 
of "Being." Aristo tle's categories are simultaneously of languag e and of thought: 
of language in that they are dete rmined as answers to the que stion of knowing 
how Being is said (legetai); but als9., how Being is said, how is said what is, in 
that it is, such as it is: a question -of thought, thought itself, the word " thought'' 
which Benveniste uses as if its sign ification and its history went without saying, 
in any case never having meant anything ou tside its relation to Being, its relation 
to the truth of Being suc h as it is and in that it is (said). "Thought'' - that which 
lives under this name in the West-could never eme rge or announce itself excep t 
on the basis of a certain configuration of noein, legein einai and of the strange 
samenes s of noein and einai spoken of in Parmenides' poem. 9 Now, without 
going further in this direction, we must at least emphasize that at the moment 
when Aristotle sets categories, and the category of category, in place (the in­
augural gest ure for the very idea of logic, that is, for the science of science, and 

9. TN. On 11oei11 and legein see above, "Ousia and Gramme ," note 5. Derrida is also 
referring to another fragment from Parmenide s here : to gar auto 110ein estin te kai einai, 
which Heidegger gives as: "For the same perceiving (thinking) as well as being." See 
lde111ity and Difference, tran s. Joan Stambaugh (New York: Harper and Row, 1974), p . 27. 
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then for any determined science, rational grammar, lingu istic system, etc.), he 
intends to answer a questio n which does not admit, on the site where it is posed, 
the distinction between language and though t. The caJegory is one of the way s 
for "Tieing" to say itself or to signify itself, that is, to open language to its 
exterior, to what"is in that it is or such as it is, to truth . "Being" is given in 
language, precisely, as that which opens language to nonlanguage, beypnd what 
would be on ly the ("subjective, " "empirica l," in the anachronistic sense of these 
words) interior of a language. It is evident-and Benveniste formu lates th is 
explicitly-that to reduce the categor ies of thought to categories of language is 
to affirm that a language's pretentions to "thought," that is, to truth, universality, 
the ontological, are unj ustifiable. But as it happens, the category of the category 
is but a systematic setting in place of the pretension to an exterior of languag e, 
making it both language and thought because language is examined at the site 
where the signification "Being'' is produced. 

Among the several presentations of the categories, the most complete list is 
probably the one cited by Benveniste (Categories, chap. 4, I, b 25). But the text 
of the Metaphysics (E 2 1026 a 33), which also proposes a List of the categories, 
precedes this List with a kind of principial definition. The categories answer the 
question of knowing in what ways Being is said, since it is said pollakos, in man y 
ways: "The science which studies this will be prior to physics, and will be 
primary philosophy and universal in this sense, that it is primary. And it will 
be the province of this science to study Being qua Being (kai peri tau ontos hei on, 
tautes an eie theoresar); what it is (ti est,), and what the attributes are whic h belong 
to it qua Being (kai ta huparkhonta hei on). But since the simp le term 'be ing' (to 
haplos legomenon: Haplos: simply, frankly, in a word , without detour) is used in 
various senses (pollakos legeta,), of which we saw that one was accidental (kata 
sumbebekos), and another true (os alethes), not-being being used in the sense of 
false (kai to me on 6s to pseudos); and since besides these there are the categories 
(ta skhemata tes kategorias), e.g. the 'what' (tr), quality (poion), quantity (poson), 
place (pou), time (pate), and any other similar mean ings (ei ti al/a semainei ton 
tropon tau ton)." 10 

Thus, Aristotle knows that he is examining the ways of saying" being in that 
it is pollakos legomenon. The categories are the figures (sklremata) accord ing to 
wh ich the "s imple term" being is said in that it is said in several ways, throu gh 
several tropes. The system of the categories is the system of being'.s turns of 

10. Metaphysics, trans. Hugh Tredenick (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1933), 
chap. 6 (2 1026 a 33), p. 299. 

11. This is what Aubenque recalls ("Aris tote et le langage," p. 104): "Thu s it is a fact 
of languag e- the equivocality of Being- that Aristotle over tly has in mind and that he 
attempt s to regulate, or as we have said, 'to administer ' with a procedur e that is itself 
'li~guistic' : the distinction of the multiple significations of the contested word . Conversely, 
Anstotle nowhe re prese nts the categories as propertie s of things or as laws of thought. 
Therefore , one canno t impute to Aristotle an alleged 'uncon sciousness ' of the relations 
between his ontology and language. " 
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phras e . It brings the problematic of the analogy of Being, its eq_uivocalness or 
unequivocalness, into communi cation with the problematic of the metaphor in 
general. Aristotle explicitly links these problematics in affirming that the best 
metaphor coordina tes itself to the analogy of proportionality. Which would suf­
fice to prove that the question of metaphor is no more to be asked in the margins 
of metaphysics than metaphorical style and the use of figures is an accessory 
embellishment or secondary auxiliary of philo sophical discourse. • 

Therefore, the word category cannot be used as if it had no history. And it 
is difficult to oppose the category of language and the category of thought as 
if the idea of category in general (and the idea of the category of language in 
particular, a notion never criticized by Benveniste) were in some way natural. 
Is it not necessary, first of all, to ask where it comes from? ls it not necessary 
to take into account the fact that it was produced on the very terrain where the 
simple opposition of language and thought was put into question? To know 
what a category is, what a language is, a theory of language as system, a science 
of language in general, etc.: none of this would have been possible without the 
emergence of a value of the category in general, a value whose principal effect 
was to make problematical the simple face-to-face of two ent ities that would be 
known as language and thought. When Benveniste recalls that there is no simple 
relationship of exteriority between the "container" and the "con tained," lan­
guage and thought, etc., and when he direct s this proposition against Aristotle , 
to what extent does he bow to the fact that the proposition remains within 
Aristotle' s province, at least to the extent that the function of "Being," such as 
it operates as a repre sentation of the opening of language and thought onto one 
another, has not been examined in a radically new way? 

3. This historical precipitousness is signaled in other ways. The problem hav­
ing been put thus, Benveniste in effect comes to think that in order to study this 
general prob lem, "we are fortunate enough to have at our d isposal data which 
one wou ld say were ready for our examination ... a document of great value 
for our examination," namely, Aristotle 's text on the Categories. Everything hap­
pens , thus, as if the genera l problem had nothing specifically Aristotelian abou t 
it, as if it were not essentially linked to the history indicat ed by the nam e of 
Aristotle or of his "heritage." Everything happens as if the same problem could 
have been formu lated in the same terms in the absence of any reference to 
Aristotelian discourse, which , then , would furni sh but a happ y random example, 
a very convenient illustration that we would have had the luck to encounter in 
our library. Then, using the conventional style of the paraphrase to announce 
the "document of great value for our examination," the lingui st has transposed 
its term s-as if this were of no consequence-into an anachronis tic, and sin­
gularly l<fil)tian, concep tuality, to the point of the following kinds of approxi­
mations , to which we will have to return: "In the examination of these catego ries, 
we may dispense with phi losophical [techni calities]. We will consider them sim­
ply as an inventory of properties which a Greek think er thought could be predicated 
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of a subject and, consequentl y, as the list of a J!riori co11cepts which, according to 
him , organize experie11ce. It is a document of gr-;at value for our purpo se" (p. 57; 
my italics). 

We are in the preamb le. The question is asked, but the content of the answe r 
has not yet been elaborated. Thus: 

"Let us recall at first the fundamental text, which gives the most complete list 
of these properti es, ten in all (Categories, IV): 

"Each expression when it is not part of a combinati on means: the substance, 
or how much, or of what kind, or relating to what, or where, or when, or to lie i11 a 
position, or to lie in a conditio11, or to do, or to undergo. 'Substance,' for examp le, 
'man,' 'horse'; - 'how much,' for example, 'two cubits,' 'three cub its'; 'of what 
kind ,' for exampl e, 'white,' 'educated'; -' relating to what,' for example, 'double,' 
'half,' 'larger'; - 'where,' for example, 'a t the Lyceum,' 'a t the mark et';-'whe n,' 
for example , ' toda y,' 'last year';-'to be in a position,' for example , 'he is lying 
down,' 'he is seated '; 'to be in a condition,' for example , 'he is shod,' 'he is 
armed ';-' to do,' for example, 'he cuts,' 'he burns' ;- 'to undergo,' for example , 
'he is cut,' 'he is burned.' 

"Aristotle thus posits the totality of predication s that may be made about a 
being, and he aims to defin e the logical status of each one of them . Now it 
seems to us-and we shall try to show-that these distinction s are primaril y 
categories of language and that, in fact, Aristotle, reasoning in the absolute, is 
simply identifying cer tain fundamental categories of the languag e in which he 
thought. Even a cursory look at the statement of the categor ies and the examples 
that illustrate them will easily verify this interpretation , which apparently has 
not been proposed before. Let us consider the ten terms in order " (p. 57). 

"This interpretation, which apparently ha s not been proposed before": prud ­
ence was imperative indeed. Aristotle has often been reproached with over­
looking the origin of the categories , with havin g assembled them using an 
empirical procedure (as Benveniste also will say, and we shall come back to this: 
"Unconsciously he took as a criterion the empirical necessity of a distinct expres­
sion for each of his predication s"; p. 61), and even with having been content to 
reflect the grammatical structures of the Greek Language. Among all those wh o 
have accused Aristotl e of empirica lly formulating what Leibniz called eine M11s­
terrolle (a rosterlike catalogue of paradigm s), we must first recall Kant . And we 
must cite a classical text which precisel y foreshadow s Benveniste's propositi ons, 
prov idin g him with his vocabulary if not his concepts. In this text we are con­
cerned not with langua ge or with grammar , only with an empirical surv ey of 
catego ries: but categories such as they present themselves; and whe re, then, could 
they pre sent them selves if not in langua ge? The text is taken from the presen ­
tation of the table of categories in the Analytic of Concepts: 

" ln this manner ther e arise precise ly the sa me number of pur e concept s of 
the understanding which apply a priori to objects of intuition in general , as, in 
the preceding table, there hav e been found to be logical function s in all poss ible 
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judgmen ts. For these function s specify the under standing complete ly, and yield 
an exhaust ive inventory of its power s . These concept s we sha ll, with Aristotle, 
call categories, for our primary purpo se is the same as his, although widely 
diverging from it in manner of execution. 

"Table of Categories ... 

"This then is the list of all original pure concepts of synthesis that the under ­
standing contains within itself a priori. Indeed , it is because it contains these 
concepts that it is called pure understanding; for by them alone can it understand 
anything in the manifold of intu ition , that is, think an object of intuition. This 
division is developed systematically from a common principle , namely , the fac­
ulty of judgment (which is the same as the faculty of thought). It has not aris en 
rhapsodically, as the result of a haphazard search after pur e concepts, the com­
plete enumeration of which, as based on induction only, couJd never be guar­
anteed. Nor couJd we , if this were our procedure , discove r why just these 
concepts, and no others, have their seat in the pure understanding. It was an 
enterprise worthy of an acute thinker like Aristotle to make search for th ese 
fundamenta l concepts. But as he did so on no principle , he mer ely picked them 
up as they came his way, and at first procured ten of them, which he called 
categories (predicaments) . Afterwards he believed that he had discovered five 
others, which he added under the name of post-predicament s. But his table still 
remained defective." 12 

This charge of empiricism is also made by Hege l, 13 Prantl, Hamelin, etc. We 
are not recalling this fact primaril y to indicat e that Benveniste elaborates his 
problematic on the basis of motifs who se history remains hidden for him. The 
issue is rather this: as there have been severa l attempt s, since Aristotle, to 
constitute tables of categories which wer e not the effect or empirical reflection 
of language, should not the lingui st's demonstration have been focused on these 
attempts? Without such a focus, one acts as if nothing had happened since 
Aristotle, which is not unthinkable, but demand s to be prov en, and the task 
would not be easy. For in this case one also would have to prove, for example, 
that the Kantian categories are effects of language. At the very least, thi s prob­
lematic would be complicated, and would compel, with out prejudicing the re­
sults, an entire tran sformation of the concep ts of language and thought utilized 
by Benveniste. When Kant propo ses a sys tem of categorie s governed by the 
"faculty of judgment," which is the same as the " faculty of thought ," is grammar 
still the guiding thread of the investigation? This is by no means exclud ed; but 
what kind of historical labyrinth are we drawn into then? What kind of entan-

12. Kant, Critique of Pure Reaso11, trans. Norman Kemp Smith (New York: St. Martin's 
Press, 1965), pp . 1 B-14. 

13. "Er stellte sie so neben einar,ider" (He juxtaposed them.) Cited from the Lectures 011 
the History of Philosophy in Bonitz, Uber die Kntegorien des Aristoteles (1853; Darmstaedt: Reed, 
1957), p. 38. 
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glement of lingui stic and philosophica l st ructure s would have to be taken into 
account? In effect, the rela tion of the Kantian categories to language is mediated 
by an entire philo sophi cal stratification (viz., the entire herita ge of Aristotle, 
which is to say, man y things), and by an entire se t of linguist ic displacements 
whose complexity is easily glimpsed. The enormousness of this task does not 
reduce its necessity. This is why, above all, we are not trying to gainsay the 
question asked by Benveni ste, quite the contrary; we are, rather, attempting to 
analyze certain of its presuppo sitions , and perhap s to pur sue, however mini ­
mally, its elaboration. 

Not only has Aristotle's empiricism been delineated , or allegedly so, but quite 
precisely, and of long date , his categories have been recogniz ed as production s 
of language. The most precise and systematic attempt here was Trendelenburg's 
(1846).

14 
As Aubenque 15 also recalls, Benveniste has an immediate predecessor, 

whom at times he even seems to paraphrase, in the person of Brunschvicg . In 
his Les Ages de /'intelligence (1939), Brunschvicg also accused Aristotle of taking 
"the universe of discourse " for "the universe of reason ," believing that thereb y 
he could unmask " the entirely verbal character of his ontolog y," "and doubtle ss 
of every ontology," for "Being as Being is the kind of word that cannot be more 
than a word. " 16 "He (Aristotle] seeks knowledge of things only in sensory per­
ception . . . and in language, or, more accurate ly, in the language that he spoke, 
whose particularities he unconsciously [my italics] elevates into the necessary and 
universal conditions of thought ."17 Which means , as Brunschv icg says elsewhere 
citing Serrus, that Aristotle wouJd only have "made explicit a certain sponta­
neous metaphys ics of the Greek languag e ." Aubenqu e further cites a thesis of 
Rougier's: "Bergson said that Aristotle's metaph ysics is the spontaneous me­
taphysic s of the human mind : it would be more correct to say that it is the 
spontaneous metaphysics of the lndo-European langua ges, and of the Greek 
language in particular ."18 

Cassirer, who has never been cited in this debate , is surely Benveniste's most 
remarkable and immediate prede cesso r. In "The Influence of Language on the 
Development of Thought in the Natural Sciences," he also recalls the previou s 
attempts, notably Trendelenburg' s: "When Aristotle , in his analyses of the the­
ory of categories, follows language and commits himself to its guidance, ther e 
is nothing to discuss about his procedure , from a modern point of view. But we 
would demand that he carefully distinguish between the 'univer sal' and the 
' particular ,' and that he not make of certain de termin ation s, which find their 

14. Cited by Vuillemin , De la logiq11e, p. 75, and by Aubenque, "A ristote et le langage," 
p. 103. On t~e interpr etation of Trendelenburg, and on the debate to which it gave rise, 
see Bonitz, Uber die Kategorie11, pp. 37ff. 

15. "Aris tote e t le langage," pp. 87-88. 
16. Brunschvicg, Les Ages de /'i11tellige11ce (Paris: Akan, 1939), p. 65. 
17. Ibid. , p. 68. 
18. Aubenque , "Pse ud o-probl~mes sou leves et resolu s par la logique d' Aris tote," in 

Actes d11 Congres i11ternatio11al scie11tifiq11e (Paris, 1935). 
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legitimacy and raison d'etre in a certain language or in certain gro ups of language s, 
characteristics of language and thou ght in ge neral. lf we consider this as his ­
to rians, it is true that we under stand how and why this condition could not 
possibly have been met by Aristotle. He did not yet hav e any possibility of 
compar ison and sure delimitation. He could not think outside the Greek lan­
guage, or again st it, but only in it and with it." 19 

And, after a long reference to the work s of von Humb oldt, Cassirer continues: 
"As concerns Aristo tle, it has long been recognized that the particular categorie s 
he distingui shes in Being are in strict relation ship with the categories of langua ge 
and grammar. Aristotle' s theory of categories proposes to de scribe and determine 
Being in the extent to which Being is made explicit, and in a way is analyzed , 
in the different forms of statement. But every statement first requir es a subject 
to which it can be attached, a thing about which one stat es a predicate. Therefore 
the category of Being is placed at the summit o f the theory of categories. This 
Being (011sia) is defined by Aristotle in a sense that is both ontolog ical and 
lingui stic . .. Thu s, the unity of physis and logos appears in Aristo tle's system 
not accidentall y, but necessa rily."20 

This brief reminder intends merely to suggest that Benveniste' s interpretation 
had been " propos ed" more than once before , and that its "ve rificatio n" at the 
very least cal.ls for rather " long commentaries." Certain philo sophers are often 
criticized , justifiably, for extracting given scientific propo sitions from their con­
texts, or from the work that produced them , and for then imprudentl y manip ­
ulating these propo sitions for non scientific end s. But is the text of philos oph y 
any more immediatel y accessible and open ? Can one part of a "document " ~ha t ' 
we migh t be "fortunate to have at our disposal" simply be extracted? It 1s a 
mistake to believe in the immediate and ahistorical legib ility of a phil osop hical 
argument , just as it is a mistake to believe that without a prerequis!te and _hig~l_y 
complex elaboration one may submit a metaphysical text to any grid of sae nhh c 
deciphering, be it lingui stic, psychoan a lytic, or other. One of the first precauti ons 
must concern the way the concepts that often constitute this "scientific" grid 
belong to metaph ysics. Her e, for example, non e of the concepts u~lized by 
Benveni ste could have see n da y, including that of linguistics as a science and 
the very notion of language, without a certain sma ll "document" on the ca_te­
gories . Philosophy is not on ly before linguistics as one might find oneself facmg 
a new science, a new way of seeing or a new object; it is also before linguist ics, -
preceding linguistics by virtue of all the concepts philosop hy stiU provides it, 
for better or for worse; and it somet imes interv enes in the most critical, and 
occasionall y in the most dogmatic, least scientific, operati ons of the lingui_st. 
Naturally if there is a noncritical precipitousness by the philosopher to mamp-

19. TN. Cassire r' s article first appea red in a shorter version in the Jo11_ma/ of Philosophy 
39, no . 12. Derrida cites the expanded French version which app eared in /011mal de Psy­
chologie normnle et pathologiq11e 39, no. 2, p. 136. 

20. Ibid ., pp. 137- 39. 
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ulate scientific propositions whose actual produ ction elud es him, and if, in­
versely, there is a haste on the part of the scienti st in his approach to the 
philoso phical text, the laurels go to the rhapsodist s who disqualify the part s of 
a philo soph ical text whose mechanics are unkn own to them, using a scientific 
alibi on which they have never set foot or hand . 

Transference 

Transcription, transposition, projection of the categories of language into the cat­
egories of thou ght: this is how Benveni ste defines Aristotle's unconscious oper­
ation, and, inver sely, the symmetrical decodin g which he consciously sets 
himself to undertake : "The ten categories can now be transcribed in linguistic 
terms. Each of them is given by its de signation and fol.lowed by its equ ivalent: 
ousia ('substance'), substanti ve; poion, poson ('what kind , in what number '), ad­
jectives deriv ed from pronoun s like the Latin qua/is and qua11t11s; pros ti ('relating 
to what '), comparative adjective; pou ('where '), pote ('when'), adverbs of place 
and time; keisthai ('to be placed '), middle voice; ekhein ('to be in a state'), the 
perfect; poiein (' to do' ), active voice; paskhein ('to und ergo'), passive voice" (p. 
60). 

Thus, the lingui st transcribes in terms of language what the philosopher pre ­
viously, "unconsciously" transposed, or projected from language into terms of 
thought: 

"We have thu s an answer to the question raised in the beginning which had 
led us to this analysis. We asked ourselves what was the natur e of the relationshi p 
betwe en categories of thought and categories of langua ge . No matter how much 
validity Aristotle' s categories have as categories of thought, they tum out to be 
transpos ed from catego ries of language . It is what one can say which delimi ts 
and organizes what one can think. Langua ge provide s the fundamental config­
uration of the properti es of thing s as recognized by the mind. This table of 
predication informs us above aU about the class structure of a particular language . 

"It follows that what Aristotle gave us as a table o f genera l and permanent 
conditions is only a conceptual projectio n of a given linguistic sta te" (p. 61). 

Transcription, here, does no t amount to a translation, that is to an intra-linguistic 
moveme nt assu ring the tran sport of a signified from one language to another, 
from one system of signifiers to another. Thus, one cannot call translation the 
passage from a catego rial (nonlingui stic) structu re said to be of " thou ght ," to 
a linguis tic categorial structure said to be of " language." The sense o f " tran­
scription," therefore, re fers back to what is called "tra nsposition " or "project ion" 
further on. The linguist's transcription seems to move in the op posite direction, 
bringing back into language what aUeged ly escaped it by means of transposition 
and projection. 

What abo ut this strange transference? How could it have been produced? 
Along the lines of what necessi ty? Benveniste recogn izes this uniqu e corre-

189 



The Supplement of Copula 

spondence that one hesitates, for obvious reasons, to call homology; but he ex­
amines neither the status of the operation, nor the conditions of what lures one 
into it, nor the space or medium in which projection , and then transcription are 
produced: for example, the field of categoriality in general. In order to avoid 
this "philosophica l technicality," which he sets aside at the outset, he certainly 
does not ask himself by means of what aberration the names of the categories 
of thought came to be given to (what were but) the names of categories of 
language. (A double recourse , then, to homonymy and synonymy: Aristotle has 
given the same name to different things , thought and language, and different 
names, thought and language, to what is fundamentally the same thing, lan­
guage. How can the same name be given to distingui shable concepts and things? 
How can different names be given to identical concepts and things? This ques­
tion, we will note in passing, is also explicit ly asked by Aristotle. Precisely in 
the Organon, at the opening of the text on the Categories. And when the question 
concerns its own element, that is, language in genera l, it takes on a totally 
singula .r form. Among many other things , it assumes it possible to arrive at 
some clarity concern ing wha t language and thought might be or mean, this 
alternative already concentrat ing and reflecting the en tire problem.) 

Throughout Benveniste's analysis, only a single sentence seems to be given 
as an explanation an d to have some relation to these last questions: "Uncon­
sciously he [Aristotle] took as a criterion the empirical necessity of a distinct 
expression for each of his predications" (p. 61). , 

What does "empirica l" mean here? Taken literally, this explanation would 
suppose that Aristotle , having at his disposition, moreover , and outside of Ian ~_ 
guage, predicates, or conceivable classes of predicates, and faced with the empirical 
necessity of expressing these con tents (the word expression is underlined by 
Benveniste), confused the distinction of predicates and the distinction of expres­
sions. He is alleged to have taken the chain of express ing un ities for the chain 
of expressed unities. "Unconsciously" and without wanting to, he has thus 
taken the "class of forms," such as the system of language offers it, for the 
system of the expressed or the exp ressible. (And supposing, moreover, that this 
is so, is there not in the practice of a language, in the belonging to a language, 
a structural necessity for this "unconscious" to be produced, such tha t what is 
pointed out in Aristotle would be but the confirmatio n of the genera l law of 
unconsciousness that is recalled in the preamble?) 

We must insist upon the adjective "empirical." Although gramma tically, "em­
pirical" qualifi es "necessity," it may find itself being deported by means of the 
word "necessity"-both as concerns its construction, and the elemen ts of the 
phrase which depend upon it-in the direction of the word "expres sion" or 
"dist inct expression" ("empirica l necessity of a distinct expression"). These two 
possibilities open two hypotheses. 

In the first hypothesis, the most likely one, it is the necessity to express (each 
of the predicates) that remains empirica l. Empirical , then , is not only the situati on 
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within a language in general, and then within a natural language, but also the 
tie between the structure of a predicate thought outside of language and its 
"expression" in language. Language in general and natural language then be­
come, following the most traditional motif, the contingent exteriority of thought 
and of conceivable and signifiable meaning. A distinction can still be made, of 
course, between logos (or language in general) and a specific natural language 
in order to assert that the empirical necessity no longer concerns the tie of 
thought and language in general, but the tie of a universal logos, in a way, and 
of a natural language. Although not identical, these two possibilities are in the 
strictest ana logy. They both amount to positing language as the empirica l shell 
of meaning in general, of essential, universal, etc. thought or language . 2' In this 
first hypothesis, Benveniste himself can only repeat the operatio n he imputes 
to Aristotle: to distinguish saying from thinking (these are his words), and to 
consider that there is only an emp irical relation between them. The only dif­
ference: Aristotle would maintain the distinction in order to remain within it, 
believing that he is concerned with thinking where it is only a quest.ion of saying; 
Benveniste would maintain the distinction in order to demonstra te that by sub­
stitution articulations of langu age have been taken for articulations of thought. 

This first reading of "empirical necessity of a distinct expression" finds itself 
confirmed in severa l propositions of the same text, notably in its conclusions: 
"Surely it is not by chance that modern epistemology does not try to set up a 
table of categories. It is more productive to conceive of the mind as a virtuality 
than as a framework, as a dynam ism than as a structure. It is a fact that , to 
satisfy the requirements of scientific methods , thought everywhere adopts the 
same procedures in whateve r language it chooses to describe experie nce. In this 
sense, it becomes independent, not of language , but of particular linguistic 
structures. Chinese thought may well have invented categories as specific as the 
tao, the yin, and the yang; it is nonetheless able to assimilate the concepts of 
dialectical materialism or quantum mechanics without the structure of the 
Chinese language proving a hindrance. No type of language can by itself alone 
foster or hamper the activity of the mind. The advance of thought is linked 
much more closely to the capacities of man , to general conditions of culture, 
and to the organization of society than to the particular nature of a langua ge. 
But the possibility of thought is linked to the faculty of speech, for language is 
a structure informed with signification, and to think is to manipulate the signs 
of language " (pp. 63-64). 

Since they are certainly inseparable from language in genera l, the "advance 
of thought" and the "activity of the mind " cannot be linked essentially to a 
particular language . Which amoun ts to acknowledging that there can be "con­
tents" of thought without any essentia l link to the "forms " of a particular lan-

21. !n the extent to which this essentia lly metaphysical presupposition also remains at 
work •~ Benveniste's text, it is no longer paradoxical that the philosophical objections that 
h,s prOJect already has encounte red are fundamentally of the same type. 
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guage. Under these condit ions, neither Aristotle, n~r any of the phil ?s~p(1ers 
who hav e att empted to constitut e a table of categon es of thought pnn c1p1ally 
indep endent of the categories of langua ge, ap pear to have been wrong in prin ­
ciple. Thought is not language, or a language, Benveniste seems to admit here. 
But Aristotle deluded him self in practice: because he believed in a table, and 
especially because, throu gh un consciousne ss and empirici sm, he confu sed what 
he should have distingui shed. 

We are still with the first hypothe sis . Is it not strange to qualify as empirical 
the necess ity of an expression, the necessity to bring the conceivable to statem en t 
in a given langu age? In the last analysis, the value of empiricity has neve r bee n 
related to any thin g but the variability of sensory and indi vidual givens, and ?Y 
extension to every passivity or activity without concept; for example , to ate 
Leibniz, to "a simple practice without theory."22 Now, if an yone ever ha s been 
able to concede that ther e was an y pure empiricity in the practice of language, 
this could on ly be so, finally, as concerns the sensory and singu lar event of a 
material (phonic or graphic) signifier; eve n suppo sing that such a pu re, non­
repeatable event, escaping every formal generality, eve r intervenes in lingu istic 
or semiotic practice. Abov e all, how can one affirm the empiricit y of the move­
ment which leads to signifying in general and to signifying within a language, 
and that doe s so with recourse to an organization of forms, a distribution of 
classes, etc.? Finally, on the basis of what system, and also from whence his­
torically, do we receive and und erstand - before even positing the empiri?t y ?f 
signification - the signification of emp iricity? On this matter no analysis will 
either circumvent or exclude the tribunal of Aristotelian ism. This does not imply 
that Aristotle is the author or origin of the concept of empiricit y, eve n if the 
oppo sition of the empirical and the theoretical (the a priori , the s~ienti~ c, the 
objective, the sys tematic , etc.) in_one w~y or ano ther envel~p s ~.1st?t!e ~-me­
taph ys ics. Even if such a concept 1s not fixed once and for all 111 an ongm, _one 
cannot comp rehend the history and system of its mutations or transf~r~aho~s 
without taking into account the general code of metaphysics, and w1thm this 
code, the decisive mark of Aristotelianism. In Die Zeit des Weltbildes23 (1938), 
Heide gger notes that "it is Aristotle who was the first to understand what 
empeiria signified." If one wished to use the word "emp irical" in a sense t~t~lly 
foreign to Aristotle's, or to its sense in the history of p~ilosophy'. on~ explicit ly . 
would have to und ertake the labor of this tran sformati on. Nothmg 111 Benven­
iste's text signals or announces such a displacemen t. 

But then , it will be said, one cannot even employ in pa ssing a small word as 
innocent as empirical, a word eve ryone und ers tand s ordinaril y, in a demonstra­
tion that aims further and higher. I would be tempted to answer thu s: given 
what is at stake in thi s dem onstration , and given its strate gically decisive char-

22. In Leibniz, Discourse 011 Metaphysics, Correspondence with Amau/d and Monadology, 
tran s. Geor ge Montgomery (LaSalle, Ill.: Open Court Pub lis~ing C?., 1968), sec. 28. 

23. French translation in Chemins qui menent ,1111/e part (Pan s: Galhmard , 1957). 
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acter, if certain terms, at secondary sites of the itinerar y, could be adva nced 
without infinite precautions , it would certainly not be this one, for in fact it 
bears the entire weight of the critical argument. 

Second hyp othesis: "emp irical necessity" determ ines less the "express ion" 
than , more indirectly , the expression in tha t it is "distinct for each of its pred­
ications." This being the case, Aristot le did no t only, or essentia lly, accede to 
the so-called emp irical necessity of expressing predicat es; rather , in acceding to 
it, in estab lishing the list of classes, he proceeded in empirical fashion . Not only 
the project but its format ion, the procedure s of its practice, remained empirica l. 

Here the argument would be very weak. On the one hand it would amount 
to the most traditional philoso phical objection; on the o ther hand, it would 
contradict what is most convincing and most novel in Benveniste's analysis. As 
Vuillemin quite correctly has emphasiz ed, 2~ this analys is demonstrates in effect 
that (1) the table of categories is sys tematic and not rhapsodic ; (2) by opera ting 
a selection in the catego ries of language , the table is no longer their simple carbon 
copy or empirical re flection . 

The Transcende ntal and Language 

We have not ye t come to the major area of the probl em. This is displ ayed fully 
when Benveni ste propo ses that the "remark can be elaborated further ." We are 

24. Vuillemin , De la logiq11e, pp. 76--77. A long citation is necessary. "T his demon stration 
fBenveniste's) possesse s a double merit . 

"First, it brings to notice the organiza tion of the table of categories, which had always 
been reproac hed for its rhapsodic charac ter. The first six catego ries all refer to nominal 
forms, the four last to verbal forms. Within this division, with the exception of one case, 
the enumeration proceeds by opp osition of pair s. The catego ry of the substantiv es seems 
to be the exception to this rule; but this catego ry itself is found to be subdivided into 
proper nouns (prima ry substances) and common nouns (secondary su bstances ). The ad­
jectives poso11 and poio11 correspond (hososlltoios, tososltoios), as do the adve rbs po11 and pole 
(hou/hote, tou/tole). The pros ti, which is presented alone, on ly expresses the fundamental 
property of Greek adjectives, that of pr ovidin g a compa rative . As for the four verbal forms , 
if poiei11 and paskhein (to do/to und ergo) vis ibly constitu te an opposition corresponding to 
that of the active and the passive, keisthai (to be in a position) and ekhei11 (to be in a 
condition) equally form a pair, when they are interpret ed as categories of language: 'There 
are , indeed , various relations hips, both formal and functional between the Greek perfect 
and the middl e voice, which as inherited from lndo -European, formed a comple x system; 
for examp le, an active perfect, gegona goes with middl e presen t, gig110111ai' (Benveni s te, 
p. 60). 

" In the seco nd place, it is concluded that Aristotle , believing that he is classing notions, 
in reality has classed categories of lang uage, such that the part icularities of the Gree k 
language have domina ted the fate in philosophy in the West. 

"T his seco nd conclus ion , howeve r, goes beyond what the argumen t has demonst rated . 
In effect, it canno t legitimatel y be concluded from the fact that a phi losophy borrows from 
the oppositions of a language the concepts and opposi tions recognized as funda mental 
fo~ thought _ not only that the language proposes its sugges tions to thou ght, but also that 
1t •~ 1mposs1ble to thin k that which is not expressed in this language; moreover , it can not 
legthmately be concluded that the table of the catego ries of thou ght reflects that of the 
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in the final pages, at the moment when the general propositions seem fulfilled 
and the demonstration made: "This table of predications informs us above all 
about the class structure of a particular language . It follows that what Aristotle 
gave us as a table of general and permanent conditions is only a conceptua l 
projection of a given Linguistic state. This remark can be elaborated further. 
Beyond the Aristotelian terms, above that categoriza tion, there is the notion of 
'being' which envelops everyth ing. Without being a predicate itself, 'being' is 
the conditio n of all predicates. All the varieties of 'be ing-such,' of 'state,' all the 
possible views of 'time,' etc., depend on the notion of 'being.' Now here again, 
this concept reflects a very specific linguistic quality" (p. 61). 

We can ascertain the thrust of this kind of postscript. It does much more than 
"e laborate further " a remark. We are finally touching upon the possibility of the 
field of categorie s, the very opening of the Aristotelian project: the cons titution 
of a table of the figures of predication which provides the turns of phrase for 
the "simple term 'being' " which is "use d in various senses.'' This time, we are 
no longer dealing with one category or, at least, one category among others 25 

categories of language. To go this far, it would have been necessary to show that the 
arrangement of catego ries borrowed from language is also the complete arrangement of 
categorie s as concerns language . In the opposite case, there will be a selection, and if the 
philosopher choose s from the linguistic categories, it is just because his choice is no longer 
dictated uniquely by the consideration of language. Now this is indeed what happen s, 
since no one could allege that the structure of the categories of the Greek language is 
exhaustively laid out in Aristotle 's arrangement. 

"In fact, Aristotle' s table follows a logical articulation which, at the same time, pos sesses 
an ontological bearing." 

The two principal arguments (sys tematicity and selection), to which it is difficult not 
to subscribe, nevertheless are elaborated here on a terrain which seems to us to be highly 
problematical. For example: does philo so phy "borrow" from language ? And what does 
borrow mean here? Can one borrow "from the oppositions of a language the concepts and 
oppositions recognized as fundamental for thought" as one borrows a tool? A tool whose 
value, moreover, has been recognized by thought? How is one to understand that " lan­
guage proposes its suggestions to thought ''? The fon:nula is taken up again, and assumed 
to a greater extent, elsew here: "Morphology and syntax thus reunited indeed constitute 
a language , but thi s philosophical language separates itse lf as much as nece ssary fro~ !he 
suggestions primall y imposed by the Greek language" (p. 225). The general presupposition 
of this discourse seems to be the-symmetrical-opposite of that which supports Ben­
venist e's analy ses (or at least when the latter proceeds as a linguist and not as a philosophe r 
of the "activ ity of the mind" and of the "vi tality of thoug ht") : the contents of thought are 
essentially, prindpially. and struc turall y independent of language , despite the "borrow· 
ings" and "suggestions." As it is stated, the "logical" and the "ontological" h~ve no 
intrinsic link with the linguistic. The specular symmetry of the present theses, their pro­
found resemblance in an in(de)terminable opposi tion, from the outset and by itself would 
invite a reelaboration of the problem; a reelaboration in which one would not in advance 
take as given, and as if it went without saying, with a feeling of familiarity, mastery, and 
"knowledge," the access to the "essence" of "tho ught " and of "language," to their op­
position or identity. This is only one example. 

25. This point being ascertained (and it suffices for what concerns us here), we cannot 
become engaged in the complexity of its con text. Analysis and references may be found 
in Aubenque's Le Probleme de l'etre chez. Aristote, notably pp. 171 ff. "As can be seen, essence 
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in the S_Ystem; it can no longer be a matter of "p rojecting" or "transc ribing' ' one 
determined category into another, that is, of proceeding more or less empiricalJy. 
The elaboration of the remark leaps forward: in one move ii goes beyond the 
field designated in the title and in the initial formulation of the problem. What 
Ben~e~ste very quickly calls the " notion of 'being' " is no longer one category 
that is simp ly homogeneous with all the others: it is the transcategor ial condition 
of the categories. Benveniste recognizes this: "Beyond the Aristote lian terms, 
above that categorization, there is the notion of 'being' which envelops every­
thing. Without being a predicate itself, 'being' is the cond ition of all predicates " 
(p . 61). We must read this reminder within the immense vein which flows from 
the SeJ?!!.j§t (which Benveniste's phrase reminds us of, almost literally: "Many 
forms differing from one anothe r but included in one greater form, and again 
.. . one form evolved by the union of many wholes and of many forms entirely 
apart and separate"), 26 through Aristotle's affirmation that Being is not a genre, 
through the affirmation found in the Critique '!f Pure Reason(" 'Being' is obviously 
not a real predicate; that is, not a concep t of somet hing which could be added 
to the concept of a thin g. It is merely the positing of a thing, or of certain 
determinations, as existing in themselves.'') , 27 and through the questions asked 
by Heidegger, notably in "Kant's Thesis on Being'' (Ka11ts These iiber das Sein). 

"Being," therefore, is not on the table . Nor is it elsewhere. The linguist or the 
logician who wishes to establish a rule of transliteration or correspondence 
between categories of language and categories of thought will never encounter 
some thing he might simply call "Being." 

What Benveniste discovers then, by virtue of this further "elaboration," is the 
absolutely unique relationship between the transcendental and language. Here 
we are taking the word "transce ndental " in its most rigorous accepted sense, 
in its most avowed "tech nicalness," precisely as it was fixed in the course of the 
development of the Aristotelian problematic of the categories, including what ­
ever remains beyond the categories. Transcendental means transcategorial. Lit­
erally: "that which transcends every genre." (Despite the contextua l difference s, 
this definition of a word undoubtedly invented by the Chancellor Philip, 1128, 
also suits the Kantian and Husserlian concep ts of the transcendental.) 

What about the transcendental value of "Being" as concerns language? Such 
is the question now. 

!tself is prese~ted here as a predicate , even though it is defined elsewhere as that which 
1s always _ sub1ect and never predicate (Prior Analytics I, 27, 43 a 25; Physics 1, 7, 190 a 34; 
Met~phys,cs Z, 3, 10_28 a 36). But essence, whic h in effect is the subject of every conceivab le 
attn~ute, seco ndar~ly can be att ri~ut~d to itself, and it is in this se nse that it is a category, 
that 1s, one of the figures of predication, one of the possible meanings of the copula." See 
also pp. 190ff. 

26. TN. Plato, Tlze Sophist, trans. Harold North Fowler (Camb ridge: Har vard University 
Press, 1921), 253d (p. 401). 

27. Critique, p. 504. 
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In order to assert that "Being" is fundamenta lly roo ted in a very specific 
natural language, Benveniste emphasizes that all languages do not dispose of the 
verb "to be": "Greek not only possesses a verb 'to be' (which is by no means 
a necessity in every language), but it makes very peculiar uses of this verb" (p. 
61). This singula rity is described in a paragraph that we must read, in orde r to 
indicate severa l probl ematic focal points: "It [Greek] gave it [the verb 'to be'] a 
logical function, that of the copula (Aristotle himself had remarked earlier that 
in that function the verb did not actually signify anything, that it operated simp ly 
as a synt hesis), and consequently, this verb received a larger extension than any 
other whatever. ln addition, 'to be' could become , thanks to the article, a nominal 
notion, treated as a thin g; it gave rise to varieties, for example its present par­
ticiple, which itself had been made a substantive, and in several kinds (to on; 
lwi on/es; la 011ta); it could serve as a predicate itself, as in the locution to ti en 
einai designating the conceptual esse nce of a thing, not to mention the aston­
ishing diversity of particular predicates with which it could be construed, by 
means of case forms and prepositions ... Listing this abundance of uses would 
be endless; but they really are facts of language, of syntax, and of de rivation. 
Let us emphasize this, because it is in a linguistic situation thus charac terized 
that the whole Greek metaphysics of 'being' was able to come into existence and 
develop-the magnificent images of the poem of Parmenides as well as the 
dialectic o_f the Sophist. The language did not, of course, give direct ion to the 
metaphysical definition of 'being'-each Greek thinker has his own - but it made 
it possible to set up 'being' as an objectifiable notion which philosophical thought • 
could handle, ana lyze, and define just as any other concept" (pp . 61- 62). 

1. lf "to be," at least as a copula, does "not actually signify anything," because 
it unfolds its extension to infinity, then it is no longer linked to the determined 
form of a word, or rather, of a name (a name in the Aristotelian sense, which 
includes nouns and verbs), that is to the unity of a phone se111antike28 armed wit h 
a content of meaning. ls it not, then, an impossible or con tradictory operat ion 
to define the copula's presence in one language and its absence in ano ther? We 
will come back to this. 

2. How can one be sure that these "are facts of language, of syntax, and of 
derivation"? As yet no definition of language, nor of the self-immanence of the 
system of language in general, has been given. What about this immanence, 
th is inclusion within language of a structure or an operation whose effect-whose • 
Ltnguistic effect, if you like-is to open language onto its exter ior, to articulate 
the lingui s tic with the nonlinguistic? And does so, in the case of "to be," and 
everythi,ng resulting from it, by defi11itio11 and par excellence? 

3. How can one qualify as "images" (a very derivative philosophical name, 
charged with history) the pathways, crossroads, bifurcation, palintrope, sphere, 
veil, axis, wheel, sun, moon, etc., of Parmenides' poem, that is, to keep to this 

28. See "White Mythology ," below. 
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one character istic, of a text which in positing a certain sameness of "to think" 
and " to be" has remarked opening within langua ge, the ope nin g to the 
presence of Being, to truth , the opening onto that which always has represented 
an infraction into language's closure on itsel f?29 

4. "The language did not, of course, give direct ion to the metaphysical defi­
nition of 'being' -each Greek thinker has his own." How can one reconcile this 
statement with all the statements which reduce the categories of thought to the 
categories of language? What does "give direction" mean in this case? Would 
the "metaphysical definition of 'being' " now be completely free as concerns 
language? If the linguistic constrai nt has not weighed down upon "the meta­
physical definition of 'being' " (a highly obscure notion) , on what has it borne? 
On a formal function wit hout seman tic content? But if so, how can this be 
reserved exclusive ly for the Greek gra mmar or lexicology? A moment ago we 
noted that this p roblem stilJ awaits us. Finally, if language has so little given 
"direction" to the "metaphysica l definition" of " 'be ing' " that "each Greek 
think er has his own," what then has language governed in philosophy? Where 
then is the lure which has tricked the philosopher into taking language for 
thought? And can one say (but what does one say in this case?) that "each Greek 
thinker has his own"? Never has the constraint of language been so loose. And 
what about the inheritors of "Greek metaphysics" who have thought-spoken ­
written in Latin or Germa nic? None of this comes close to demonstrat ing the 
absence of linguistic constrai nt s on philosophy, but it surely demonstrates the 
necessity of reelaborating the current concept of linguistic constraint. The ob­
scurity and contradictions are condensed when Benveniste uses the notions of 
"predisposition" and "vocation," just as Vuillemin spoke of "borrowings" and 
"suggestions":" All we wish to show here is that the linguistic structure of Greek 
predisposed the notion of 'being' to a philo sophical vocation" (p. 63). 

5. Finally, if, as is tru e, "without being a predicate itself, 'bei ng' is the condition 
of aJJ predicates," then it is no longer possible to believe that "philosophical 
thought could handle , analyze, and define [it] just as any other concept" (p. 
62). 

In order to "elaborate further this remark," one should not only enlarge the 
domain of the demo nstration, but also overturn the structure of the ground thus 
far gained. Without the transcategoriality of "to be," which "envelops every­
thing," the transition between categories of language and categories of thought 
would not have been poss ible, either in one sense or the other, for Aristotle or 
for Benveni ste . 

29. TN. _In_ what follows the reader shou ld keep in mind that in Greek, German, and 
Frenc~ mfimhv~s can be used as substant ives, whi.le the y cannot in English . Thus the 
point m Parmemdes ' poem is the same ness of "the 'to think ' " (11oei11, de11ke11, pe11ser) and 
"the 'to be' " (ei11ni, sein, etre). 
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These difficulties propagate their effects; they mark the counterproof proposed 
by Benveniste. If Greek metaphysics , with its pretensions to truth, universality, 
etc., depends upon a parti cular linguistic fact which has gone unnoticed by 
philosophers, then the examination of a different language should confirm the 
demonstration. 

"That this is primarily a matter of language will be better realized if the 
behavior of this same notion in a different language is considered. It is best to 
choose a language of an entirely different type to compare with the Greek, 
because it is precisely in the internal organization of their categories that linguistic 
types differ the most. Let us only state that what we are comparing here are 
facts of linguistic expression, not conceptual developments. 

"In the Ewe language (spoke n in Togo), which we have chosen for this con­
trast, the notion of 'to be,' or what we shall designate as such, is divided among 
seve ral verbs" (p. 62). 

Let us note immediately that this analysis , (which strange ly proposes to keep 
to "facts of linguistic expression" without considering "conceptu al develop­
ments"), is not at all concerned with the pure and simple absence of the verb 
"to be," as on e might have thought -" Greek not only possesses a verb 'to be' 
(which is by no means a necessity in every language) "- but rather another 
distribution, anothe r division of this function "among seve ral verbs ." Now, in 
the Indo-European langua ges as well, the "o ntological" function is not entrusted 
to a single verb or to a single verbal form.30 

The analysis of the Ewe language will consist of locating, in a language without 
the "verb 'to be,' " a multiplicity of analogou s functions otherwise distributed. 
What resources of trans lation are put to work here? Benveniste asks this question 
himself; but in disqualifying his own description as "a bit contrived," he does 
not wonder how such a contrivance is possible and why it is not totally absurd 
or inoperative : 

"This description of the state of thin gs in Ewe is a bit contr ived. It is made 
from the standpoint of our language and not, as it should have been , within the 
framework of the langua ge itself. Within the morphology or syntax of Ewe, • 
noth ing brings these five verbs into relationship with one another. It is in con­
nection with our own linguistic usages that we discover some thing com'.1'on t? 
them. But that is precisely the advantage of this 'egocentric' companson: it 
throws light on ourselves; it show s us, among that variety of uses ~f '~o be' in 
Greek, a phenomenon peculiar to the lndo- European languages which 1s not at 

30. Benveniste recalls thi s himself, p. 63. See also Heidegg~r, "O n the Grammar a~d 
Etymology of the Word 'Being,' " in A11 J11trod11ctio11 to Metnphys,cs, trans. Ralph ~annheim 
(New York: Anchor Books, 1961), pp. 42H. All furth er citation s are to tlus edi tion . 
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all a universal situation or a necessary condit ion. Of course the Greek thinker s 
in their tum acted upon the language, enriched the meanings, and created new 
forms. It is indeed from philosophical reflection on 'being' that the abstract 
substa ntive derived from ei11ai arose; we see it being crea ted in the course of 
history : at first as essia in Dorian Pythagorism and in Plato, then as 011sia, which 
won out. AH we wish to show here is that the linguistic str ucture of Greek 
predisposed the notion of 'be ing' to a philosophical vocation. By compa rison, the 
Ewe language offers us only a narrow notion and particularized uses. We cannot 
say what place 'be ing' holds in Ewe metaphysics, but a priori, the notion must 
be articula ted in a comp letely different way" (p. 63). 

Is there a "metaphysics" outside the lndo-Eu ropean organization of the func­
tion "to be"? This is not in the least an eth nocentric question. It does not amount 
to envisaging that other language s might be deprived of the surpassing mission 
of philo sophy and metaphy sics but, on the contrary , avoids projecting outside 
the West very determined forms of "history" and "culture." 

So we should ask how the absence of the (unique) verbal function of "to be" 
in any given language is to be read . Is such an absence possible and how is it 
to be interpreted? This is not the absence of a word from a lexicon; in the first 
place because the function "to be" is conveyed by several word s in the lndo­
European langua ges. No more is it the absence of a determined semantic content, 
of a simple signified, since "to be" signifies nothing determinable; thus, it is 
even less the absence of a thing that could be referred to. 

The question has been asked by Heidegger: " Let us suppose that this inde ­
terminate meaning of Being does not exist and that we also do not understand 
what this meaning means. What then? Would there merely be a noun and a 
verb less in our language? No. There would be 110 /a11g11age at all. No being as s11ch 
would disclose itself in words, it would no longer be possible to invoke it and 
speak abou t it in words. For to speak of a being as such includes: to understand 
it in advance as a being, that is, to understand its Being. Assuming that we did 
not understand Being at all, assuming that the word 'Being' did not even have 
its vaporous meaning, there would not be a sing le word."31 

If there were an ethno centrism of Heideggerian thou ght, it would never be 
simplistic enough to refuse to call language (at least in a sense not derived from 
the philosophical tradition) every non-Western sys tem of signification; these 
pronouncements must have another aim. If we recall that elsewhere Heid egger' 
distinguishes the sense of "Being" from the word "Being" and the concept of 
"Being," this amounts to say ing that it is no longer the presen ce in a languge 
of the word or (signified) concept "Being" or "to be" that he makes into the 
condition for the Being-language of languag e, but an entirely other possibility 
which remains to be defined. The very concept of "e thnocentrism" would pro-

31. TN. t have consistentl y modified Mannheim 's translation to conform with the general 
practice of using being and Being for seie11d and Sein. 
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vide us with no critical ass uran ce for as long as the elabora tion of this other 
possibility remains incomplete. 

In o rder to approa ch this poss ibility- and as we cannot sys tematically examine 
all of Heidegge r's text her e- let us come back to Benveniste. But this time let 
us consider another essay than the one we have bee n concern ed with until now: 
"The Linguis tic Functions of 'To Be' and 'To Have,' "32 published two yea rs la ter. 
This essay's po int of departur e is precisely the abse nce, or, to use Benveniste's 
word, the fact that the verb " to be" is " missing" not only in certain non-Indo ­
European languages, but especially in certain typ ical operations of "our " lan­
guages .13 ' 'The study of senten ces with the verb 'to be' is obscured by the 
difficulty, indee d th e imposs ibility, of setting up a satisfactory definition of the 
nature and function s of the verb 'to be.' First of all, is 'to be' a verb? If it is one, 
why is it so oft en missing? And if it is not, how does it happen that it has taken 
on the status and forms of a verb while remainin g what is called a 'sub stantiv e­
verb'?" (p . 163). 

Benveni ste then offers as eviden ce what he calls a "con tradiction ." To us, this 
also seem s to be a contradiction between Benveniste' s two texts, or at least 
between the affirmation that the verb " to be" does not belong to every language 
and the affirm ation that the equivale11ce of verb-phrases "to be" is a uni versal , 
phenomen on. Thu s, it is thi s substituti ve equivalence that concentrat es within 
it the entire difficulty: "The fact that there is a 'nominal sentence' charact erized 
by the absence of the verb and that this is a uni versal ph enomenon seems to 
contrad ict the fact, also very wid espread, that it has a se ntence with the verb 
'to be' as its equi valent. The data seem to elud e analysis, an d the wh ole problem 
is still so poorly work ed out that one finds no firm ground to stand on. The 
cause for this is prob ably that one reasons, implicitly at least, as if the verb 'to 
be' were a logical and chronological continu ation of a stage of language which 
d id not have such a verb. But thi s linear reason ing collides at all point s with the 
contradictions of linguistic reality wjth out, howeve r, satisfying any theoretical 
necess ity" (p . 163). 

One cannot but subscribe to this last proposition. But does it not invalidate 
certain a ffirmations of the text on the categories? How is one to conceive now 
that all languages dispose of an eq uivalent of sentences with the verb " to be" ? 

1. The fun ction of the "copula " or of the "g rammatical mark of identity" is _ 
absolutely d istinct from the "f ull-fledge d" use of the verb " to be." "The two /,nve 
coexisted and will always be able to coexist since they a re completely different. 
But in many languages they have merged" (p. 163). Consequently, "w hen one 
speaks of the verb 'to be,' it is necessary to state specifically if it is a matter ~f 
the gramm atical notion or the lexical. Without thi s distinction, the prob lem is 
insolub le and cann ot eve n be stated clearly" (pp. 163-64). 

32. Also in Problems in General Linguistics. . ,, ,, ,,. ,, . 
33. From this point of view one could study the rarefaction of to be and 1s in 

Mallarm1Ys language. See "The Dou ble Session," in Dissemination. 
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But Benveniste demo nstra tes the uni versa lity of the gramma tical function of 
the copula with an abunda nce of examp les. This function is foun d in eve ry 
langua ge that does not possess the verb " to be" in its lexical presence. 

2. In all languages, a certain function comes to supplemen t the lexica l "a b­
sence" of the ve rb " to be." In tru th, thi s supplementari ty makes good an absence I 
only for those who, like ourse lves, practice a language in which the two func­
tions-gra mmatical and lexical- have "merged " (at leas t to a certain extent), 
along with all the fun damental "historical" consequ ences this entails. Is not 
what we perceive, outsi de the Wes t, as a supplem ent of absence or as vicari­
ousness in fact an origina l poss ibility which comes to be added to the lexical 
function of the verb " to be"-a nd thu s equally well does witho ut it, indee d eve n 
dispensing with an y reference to it? And does so even within Ind o-European ? 

The most gen eral form of this suppl ement of copul a is the nomi nal se ntence: 
"Here the most gene rally found express ion does not require any verb. Th is is 
the ' nominal sentence' as it appears today in Russ ian or Hunga rian, for examp le, 
in whi ch a Z_:ro morphem e, the pause, assures the conjuncti on of the terms and 
asserts that they are identical , no matter what the mod ality of this asse rtion may 
be: a formal equ a tion ('Rome is the capit a l of Italy'), class inclusion (' the dog is 
a mamm al'), or class members hip ('Pierre is French'), etc. 

"What matt ers is to see clearly that there is no connection , either by natur e 
or by necess ity, between the verbal notion of 'to exist, really to be ther e' and the ( 
function of the 'copula.' On e need not ask how it happens tha t the ve rb 'to be' 
can be lacking or omitted . This is to reason in reverse. The real quest ion should 
be the op posite: how is it that there is a verb 'to be' whi ch gives verbal express ion 
and lexical consistency to a logical relationship in an assertive utt erance?" (p. 
164). 

Thu s it happ ens tha t the lexical absence is "su pplemented" onJy by absence 
period, the gramm atical function of " to be" then being fulfilled by the blank of 
a spacing, by a someh ow erased pu nctuati on, by a pause: an oral interrupti on, I 
that is, an arrest o f the voice (is this then an oral phe110111e11011?), that no graphic 1 

sign, in the usual sense of the word, no written plenitude could come to mark . 
The absence of " to be," the abse nce of this singu lar lexeme, is abse nce itself. In 
general, is not the semantic va lue of absence de pende nt on the lexical-semantic 
value of " to be"? It is within the horizon of this question that we would have 
to ana lyze what Benveniste aga in calls a "supp lementary fea ture," that is, a 
feature that is only "probab le," tha t neither exists in nor consists of any thing but 
a cer tain suspens ion : "As is know n, ancient Semitic did no t have a verb 'to be.' 
It sufficed to juxtapose the nominal terms of the utt erance in order to get a 
nom inal sentence with the suppleme ntary feature-probab le, although not gra­
phemically represented-o f a pause between the terms. The example of Russian 
and Hungarian and othe r languages gives this pause the value of an element 
in the u tterance; ii is actually the sign of the predica tion . It is probab le that 
wherever the structu re of a language permi ts the construction of a predicative 
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utterance by the juxtaposition of two nominal forms in a free order, one shou ld 
grant that a pause sepa rate s them" (p. 165). 

3. Another very common form of this supplement of copu la is syn tactic play 
with the pronoun, for example repeating it at the end of a proposition: man yas 
man, "lam young" (I young I), san yas san, "yo u are young," in certa in Oriental 
dialects, for example Altaic: o/ bay ol, "he is rich" (he rich he). "This syntactic 
assigning of the pronoun to the function of a copula is a phenomenon whose 
genera l sign ificance must be emph asized" (p. 166). 

Henc eforth , the process of objectification leads to a constant privileging of the 
third person singular. The hidden relation ship between such a privilege and the 
law of the sup plement of copuJa unfolds a problem that linguistics and onto logy 
as such cannot bu t designate from afar, primarily because in principle they are 
subject, as science and as philosophy, to the authority of the is whose possibility 
is to be examined. Let us illustrate this with a simp le juxtaposition. 

Here we must consult another essay by Benveniste, "The Nominal Sentence": 34 

"Since the memorable article (Memoires de la Societe Linguistique de Paris, 14) in 
which A. Meillet defined the situation of the nominal sentence in Indo-European, 
thus giving it its first linguistic status, severa l studies relating in part icular to 
the ancient Inda-European language s have contributed to the historical descrip­
tion of this type of utterance. Briefly characterized, the nominal sentence consis ts 
of a predica te nominative, without a verb or copula, and it is cons idered the 
norm al express ion in lndo-European where a possible verbal form would have 
been the third person of the present indicative of 'to be.' These definitions have been 
widely used, even outside the domain of lnd o-European, but withou t leading 
to a parallel study of the conditions that made tfos linguistic situation possible. 
The theory of this highly peculiar syntacti c phenomenon has not by any means 
kept pace with the gradua l realization of how widespread it is. 

\ 

"This type of sente nce is not limited to one family or to certain families of 
languages. Those in which it has been noticed are only the first of a list that can 
now be cons iderably lengthened. The nominal sentence is encountered not only 
in Inda-European, in Semitic, in Finno -Ugric, and in Bantu, but also in the most 
diverse languages: Sumerian, Egyptian, Caucasian, Altaic, Dravidian, Indone­
sian, Siberian, Amerindian, etc .... To what necessity is the nominal sentence -
bound for it to be produced in similar ways by so many different langu ages, 
and how does it happen - the question will seem strange but the strangeness 
is in the facts- that the verb of existence, out of all other verbs, ha s this privilege 
of being present in an utterance in wh ich it doe s not appear? As soo n as one 
probes further into the problem, one is forced to envisage the relations hips of 
the verb and noun as a whole, and then the particular nature of the verb 'to 
be' " (pp. 131-32). 

34. Also in Problems in General Linguistics. 
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This emp ha sis on the third perso n singu lar of the prese nt indicative of the 
verb "to be" seems also to have left its mark on the history of the languages in 
which "to be" bore a lexical presence . In this case the function of the copula 
governed the interpr etation of the meaning of "to be" invisibly, in having always 
somehQw worked it from within. 

Heidegger: "We under stand the verbal substan tive 'Being' throug h the infin ­
itive, which in tum is related to the 'is' and its diver sity that we have described . 
The definite and particular verb form 'is,' the third person singular of the present 
indicative, has here a pre-eminent rank. We understand 'Being' not in rega rd to 
the 'thou art ,' 'you are,' 'I am,' or ' they would be,' though all of these, just as 
much as 'is,' repre sen t verbal inflections of 'to be.' 'To be' is for us the infinitive 
of 'is.' And involuntarily, almost as though nothing else were possible, we 
explain the infinitive 'to be' to ourselves through the 'is.' 

"Acco rdingly, 'Being' has the meaning indicated above , recalling the Greek 
view of the essence of Being (Wesen des Seins) hence a determinateness wh ich 
has not just dropped on us accidentally from somewh ere but has dominated 
our historical Being-there (geschichtliches Dasein)" (p. 77). 

However eterna lly troubled and worked upon from within , the fusion of the 
grammatical and lexical function s of "to be" cer tainly bear s an essential relation 
to the history of metaphysic s and to everything coordinated to this history in 
the West. 

There is a strong, indeed barel y repress ible, tempt ation to consider the grow­
ing eredominance o[ the formal function of the copula as a proce ss of falling, 
an abstraction, degradation, or emptying of the semantic plenitud e of the lexeme 
"to be" and of all lexemes whic h, likewise, have let themse lves dwindJe or be 
rep laced. ls not to examine this "history," (but the word "his tory" belongs to 
this proce ss of meaning ), as the history of meaning , and to ask the "que stio n 
of Being" as the question of the "meaning of Being" (Heidegger), to limit the 
destruction of classical ontology to a reappropriati on of the se mantic plenitude 
of "Being," a reactivation of the lost origin, etc.? Is it no t to constitute the 
supplement of copu la as a historical accident, even if one considers it to be 
structurally necessa ry? ls it not to suspect a kind of original fall in the copula, 
with all that such a perspective would imply? 

Finally, why does the horizon of mea ning dominate the question of the lingu ist 
as well as the que stion of the philosophka l thinker? What desire impel s both 
the one and the other, as what they are, to proceed analogically towa rd a su­
perlapsarian agency, somethin g before the suppl ement of copula? That their 
procedures and horizon s remain analogous in this res pect, one sees in the 
following: 

"The entir e range of the inflections of the verb 'to be' (sein) is determined by 
three differen t stems. 

"The first two stems to be named are lnd o-Euro pean and also occur in the 
Greek and Latin words for 'Being.' 
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" 1. The oldes t, the actual radi cal word is es, Sanskrit asus, life, the living, that 
which from ou t of itse lf stands and which moves and res ts in itself ... It is 
noteworth y that the 'is' (ist) has main tained itself in all Ind o-European languages 
from the very start (Greek -es ti11, Latin-est, German-ist). 

"2. The other Indo-European radical is bhu, blteu. To it belong the Greek p/1110, 
to emerge , to be po wer ful, of itself to come to stand and remain standin g. Up 
until now thi s bliu has been inte rpr eted according to the usual superfi cial view 
of pl1ysis and pltuein . .. 

"3. The third stem occurs onl y in the inflectio n of the Germanic verb 'sei11': 
this is wes; Sanskrit : vasami; Germanic: wesa11, to dwe ll, to sojourn ... The 
subs tantive 'Wesen' did not originally mean 'w hatness,' quiddity , but enduring 
as presenc e (Gege11wart), pre-sence (A11-wesen) and ab-sence (Ab-wesen). The sens 
in the Latin prae-sens and ab-sens has been lost .. . From the three stems we 
derive the thr ee initial concrete meaning s: to Hve, to emerge, to linger or en dure . 
These are es tablished by Hnguistics which also es tablishes that these initia l mean­
ings are extinct toda y, that only an 'abstract' meaning 'to be' ha s been pre­
served ... 

"8. Can the meaning of Being, whi ch on the basis of a pur ely logical, gram­
matical interpr e tatio n strikes us as 'abstract' and hence derived , be inhe ren tly 
whole and fundamental? 

"9. Can this be shown through language if we take a sufficiently basic view of it? 
... ' Being' re mains barely a sound to us, a tltreadbare (vemutzter) appellation. 
If nothin g more is left to us, we must seek at least to gras p this last vestige (Restf 
of a possession. Therefore we ask 'How does it stand with th e word Being?' 

"We hav e answered this que stion in two way s which have led us into the 
grammar and the etym ology of the word . Let us sum up the result s of this 
twofold discuss ion of the word 'Being .' 

" 1. Grammatical investigation of the word form shows that in the infinitive 
the definite meanings of the word na longer make them selves felt; the y are 
effaced (verwisclrt). Substant ivization completel y stabilizes and objectifie s this ef­
facement. The word becomes a name for some thin g indet erminate . 

"2 . Etymological investigatio n of the word 's meaning has show n that in respect 
to meaning what we have called by the name of 'Being' is a levelli11g (ausgleichende) 
mixture of three differ ent radical meanings. None of these reaches 1-1p ind epen­
dently to determine the meaning of the word. Mixture (Ver111isc/111ng) a nd efface--
ment (Verwisc/11111g) go hand in han d" 35 (pp. 58--61; sligh tly mod ified). 

Benveni ste: " It remain s to compl ete these sugges tion s by examinin g the sit­
uation of the verb 'to be ' with respect to the nominal sentence. We mu st insist 
upon the necess ity for rejecting eve ry impli cation of a lexical 'to be' in the 
ana lysis of the nomina l se ntenc e, an d of reforming the habits of tran slation 

35. I have italicized threadbare, tlris last vestige of a possession, effaced, effacement, levelling 
111ixt11re, 111ixl11re, effacement. (The importanc e of these unde rlinings is one of the topics of 
the next essay, "White Mythology."] 
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impo sed by the differ e nt stru ctu re of mod ern Western languages. One can sta rt 
a strict interpretation o f the nominal sentence only by free ing onese lf from that 
serv itud e and by recog nizing the verb esti in Indo- Europ ea n as a verb just like 
the other s. It is such, not on ly in that it bears all the morph ological marks of its 
class and that it serves the same synta ctic function but because it mu st ha ve 
had a definite lexical meaning before falling-a t the end of a long historical 
development - to the rank of 'co pula .' It is no longer poss ible to atta in this 
meaning directly , but the fact that blw, 'to put forth , to grow,' furni shed part of 
the forms of es gives an inkling of it. In any case, even in interpreting it as 'to 
exist, to have real substance' (cf. the sense of ' truth ' attached to the adject ives 
sannr in Old Icelandic , sons in Latin, and satya in Sanskrit ), one has defined it 
sufficiently by its fun ction as an intran sitive capable of being used eith er ab­
solutel y or accompani ed by an appositive adjective; so that esti used abso lutely 
or esti with the adjective fun ctions like a grea t number of intransitive verbs in 
this double position (such as seem, appear , grow, remain, lie, spring, fa ll, etc.) 
. .. We must restore its full force and its authentic function to the verb 'to be' in order \ 
to mea sure the distan ce betw een a nominal assertion and an assert ion with 'to 
be' "36 (p . 138). 

Perhap s this will appear (if, at least, it we re entrusted to ap pearing in whate ver 
way) from a site that is waiting not so much for a nam e as for an inscription of 
its elaboration. This site could in no way be an on tology, a regio nal science, or 
anythin g else which submit s to this hierarchy . For the hierarch y itse lf, in effect, 
can coordinate the parti cular sciences with the regional ontologie s, and then 
with fundamental on tology, only by pre supp osing that whic h (is) con.es into 
question her e. 

What abou t the word? And then, what about the oppos ition of the lexical (the 
semantic , the etym ological) and the grammat ical which dom inates these dis­
courses without being examin ed for itself? Where and how was this opposition 
constitut ed? Why does the is still give its form to all the se ques tions? What about 
the relations hip between truth , (the) meanin g (of Being), and th e third person 
singu lar of the present indicative of the verb " to be"? What is it to remain or not 
to remain? What remains in a supplement of copula? 

If it were st ill a question, here, of a word to say, it wo uld su rely no t be for 
philo soph y or linguistics as such to say it . 

36. I have italicized falling and restore its full force and its a11tlze11tic function to tlze uerb 'to 
be.' 
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From philosophy , rhetoric. That is, here, to make from a volume, approximatel y, 
more or less, a flower, to extract a flower, to mount it, or rather to have it mount 
itself, bring itself to light-and turning away, as if from itself, come round again , 
such a flower engraves--learning to cultiva te, by mean s of a lapidary' s reckon ­
ing, patience ... 

Meta phor in the text of philosophy. Certain that we understand each word 
of this phrase, rushing to und ersta nd- to inscribe-a figure in the volume ca­
pable of philosophy , we might prepare to treat a particular question: is there 
metaph or in the text of philosophy? in what form? to what extent? is it esse ntial? 
accidental ? etc. Our certainty soon vanis hes: metapho11 seems to involve the 
usage of philosop hical language in its entirety, nothin g less than the usa_ge of ..,. 11 
so-called natural language in philosop hical discourse , that is, the usage of natural V 
language as philosophical langua ge. 

In sum, the question demand s a book : of phi losophy, of the usage or of the 
good usage of philosop hy. And it is in our interest that the involveme nt promises 
more than it gives. Thus we will content ourselves with a chap ter, and for usage 
we will substi tute-s ubtitJe-u s11re. 2 And first we will be interested in a certain 
usure of metaphor ical force in philosophical exchange. Us11re does not over take I 
a tropic energy otherwise destined to remain intact; on the contrar y, it consti tut es 
the very histo and struct ure of theprulosop hicaJ metaphor. 

How can we make thls sensible' except by metaphor? which is here the word 
us11re. In effect, there is no access to the usure of a linguistic phenomenon 
without giving it some figura tive represe ntation . What could be the properly 
named 11s11re of a word, a statement, a meaning , a text? 

1. TN. Exerg11e derives from the Greek ex-ergo11, literally "o utside the work ." In French 
and English it has a specifically numismatic sense, referring to the space on a coin or 
medal reserved for an inscription . In French it also has the sense of an epigrap h, of 
something "outside the work." This combination of meanings-the coin, the inscription , 
the space, the epigraph , the "o utside"-disseminates (in the "technica l" sense understood 
by Derrida) its effects over this entir e section of "White Mythology." See also note 2 below. 

2. TN. Usure in French means both usury, the acquisition of too much interest , and 
using up, deterioration through usage. The exerg11e, then , is to explain why the subtitle 
of "White Mythology" is an economic term that inscribes an irreducible effect of both 
profit and loss. Thus, the preceding sen tences noted that it is in our interest ("profitabl e") 
that involvement with metapho r promises more I/inn it gives, i.e. is not profitable , leads to 
loss. For Derrida, the "ge neral econom y" is the one that shows how metaphy sics's eternal 
attempt to profit from its ventures is based upon an irreducible loss, an "expenditure 
without reserve" withou t which there could be no idea of profit. Thus, this essay inscribes 
the concept of metaphor in the general economy . On all these questio ns see "From Re­
stricted to Gene ral Economy," in Writing and Difference. 

3. TN. As always Derrida is playing on the double meaning of sensible here, i.e. that 
which is related to the senses and that which is nonsensory, meaningful in an "abstract " 
way. Throughout this essay I have inflected the translation of sensible, often giving it as 
se11sory. 
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White Myt hology 

Let us take a ll the risk of un ea rthin g a n example (and merely ar examp le, as ._ 
a frequent type) , of thi s metaph or of (the) 11s11re (of metaphor) , the ruinin g of 
the figure, in TM Garden of Epic11rus. As the exergue to this chapter, let us rem ark, 

, the me tap ho r borrowed from Ana to le France- the philo sophi cal 11s11re of this 
f figure-a lso, by cha nce, describes the active eros ion of an exe rgue. 

Almost at the en d of the Garden of Epicurus' a short dialogue between Aris tos 
and Polyphilo s is subtitled "o r the language of metaphysics." The two interlo­
cutors are exchang ing views, indeed, on the se nsory figure which is sheltered 
and used (up), to the point of apeea ring imp ercep tible, in every metaphysica l 

\

concept. Abstrac t no tions always hide a sensory figu!ad the history of 
metaphy sical language is sa id to be confused with the ~sur of the efficacity 
of the sensory figure and th~s 11 e of its effigy. The:Jword i se f is ~ot pro noun ~ed, 
but one may d ecipher the d oub le import of usu re: rasure by rubb~g , exhau stio n, 
crumbling away, certainl y; but also the suppl ementa ry produ ct of a capital, the 
exchange which far from los ing Eh{ or iginal investmen t wou ld fructify its initial 
wealth , wo uld increase its retu~t he form of revenue , additional interes t, 
lingui s tic surplu s value, the two historie s of the meanin g of the word remain ing 
indi stin uishable . "Polyp hilos: It wa s just a reverie. I was thinking ho\ v the 
Metaphysician s, wh~n they make a language for themselves, are like [image, 
compari son, a figure in order to signify figuratio n] knife-grinders , who instea d 
of knives and scisso rs, sho uld put ll}edals and coins to the grind stone to efface 
the exergue, the val ue and the head. When they ha ve worked away till nothing 
is visible in their crow n-piece s, neither King Edward, the Emp eror William, nor 
the Repub lic, they say: 'Thes e pieces have nothing either English , Ge rman or 
French about them; we have freed them from all limits of time and space ; they 
are not wo rth five shillings an y mor e; they ar e of an ines timable value, and their 

I exchange value is extended indefi nitely.' Th ey are right in speak ing thus. By th is 
1 
needy knife-gr inder 's activity words are changed from a ph ysical to a meta­
physical acceptation. It is obv ious that the y lose in the proce ss; what the y gain 
by it is not so immediately apparent" (pp . 194-95). 

Th e issue he re is not to cap italize on this reverie but to watch the configu ratio n 
of our problem , along with its theoretical and historical condition s, take shape 
by means of the logic implicit in this text. There a re at least_ two limits: (1) 
Polyphilo s seems anxio us to save the_ integrity of capital, or rather , before the _ 
accumul at ion of capit al, to save the natural weal th and original virtu e of the 
sensor y image , which is deflowered and deteriorated by the histor y of the con­
cee!. Thereb y he supposes-and this is a class ical motif, a com monpl ace of the 
eighteenth century- that a purity of sensory language cou ld have been in cir­
culation at the o rigin of lang uage, and that the ety111011 of a primiti ve se nse always 

4. The Carden of Epirnrus by Ana tole France, trans. Alfred Allinso~ (Ne~~ York: Dod~, 
Mead , 1923). All furth er references are to this edition. It also contains a kind of reverie 
on the figures of the alp habet, the orig inal forms of certain letters (" How I discou rsed one 
night with an apparition on the first origins of the alphabet"). 
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remain s d eterm inable, how eve r hidden it may be; (2) this etymologism interp ret s 
degradation as th e passage from the ph ysica l to the metaph ysical. Thu s, he uses 
a complet ely ~ilo sophical oppo sition, which a lso has its own history, and its 
own metaph orical history, in order to determine what the philosop her migh t be 
doin g, unwittin gly, with metaphor s. , , 

The rest of the dialogue confirm s thi s: it examin es, precise ly, the poss ibility ,,.1"' 
of resto ring or rea ctivating , be nea th the metaphor which simult aneo usly hide s r "-<$r 

and is hldde n, the "o riginal figure " of the coin which has been worn away (use), i, ,µ 
effaced, and po lishe d in the circu latio n of the phil osophi cal concept. Shou ld one ~ ,,_._,-<y"# 

not always have to speak of the ef-/acement of an origin al figu:'J .1 ~f-it. did not by ~ 
itself efface itse lf? f r,y,,.- ,J.. ,-.-q ~- · ~ ,...»-~ ,7,.,.,.,_ W 

"A ll the se words , whether de faced by usage , or polished smooth, or eve n 
coined express ly in view of constru cting som e intellectu al concept, ye t allow u s 
to frame so me idea to ourse lves o f what they originally represented . So chemists 
have reagents whereby they can make the effaced writin g of a pap yru s or a 
par chment visible again. It is by the se mea ns palimp ses ts are deciphered. 

" If an analogous process we re a pplied to the writing s of the metaph ysicians, 
if the primitive and concre te meaning tha t lurks yet prese nt under the abstract 
and new interpretati ons were brou ght to light , we should come up on so me very 
cu rious and perhaps instructive ideas" (pp . 201-2) . 

The primi tive mea nin g, the origina l, and alway s sensory and material , figure 
("The vocabulary of mankind was framed from sensuous image s, and thi s sen­
suo usness is to be found ... eve n in the technical term s concocted by meta ­
ph ysician s .. . fatal mat erialism inh erent in the vocabu lary," p. 201) is not exactly 
a metaphor. It is a kind of tran spa rent fig ure, equivalen t to a literal meanin g 
(sens propre). It becomes a metaph or when philosop hical discourse put s it into 
circtllation . Simultaneou sly the first meanin g and the first disp lace ment are then 
forgo tten. The met~ no longer noticed , and it is taken for the proper 
meanin g ( A ciotiliie effacem}iill Philosophy would be this pro cess o f meta ­
phorization which ge ts carried away in a nd of itse lf. Cons tituti onally, philo ­
soph ical culture will always have bee n an obliterati ng o ne . 

And this is an economic rule: in order to reduce the labor of rubbin g, meta­
phy sicians prefer to choose the most worn o ut use'") words from natural lan guage: 
" they go out of th eir way to choose or polishing such words as come to them 
a bit obliterate d already. In this way, they save themse lves a good half o f the , 
labor. Some times the y are luckier still, and put their hand s on words which, by ,,.­
long a nd univer sa l use , have lost from time imm emorial all trace what~ ) 
~ effig_~' (p. 199). And recipro cally we are un witting metaphy sicians in pro ­
portion to the 11s11re of ou r words. Polyph ilos cannot avoid the extreme case, 
although he doe s not see it as a problem or treat it thema tically- the abso/11/e 
11s11re of a sign. What is this? And is not th is loss- that is, this unlimit ed surplu s­
value--what the metap hysicia n sys tematically prefe rs, for examp le in his choice 
of concep ts in the nega tive, ab-solute, i11-fi11ite, i11-ta11gible, 11011-Bei11g? " In thr ee 
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pages of Hegel, taken at random , in his Phenomenology [a book quite .infrequently 
cited in the French university of 1900, it appears], out of six and twen ty words, 
the subjects of important se!ltences, I found n\!teteen negative term s as against 
seven affirmatives ... These abs and ins and nons are more effective than any 
grindstone in planing down. At a stroke they make the most rugg ea woi'c!s 
smooth and characterless. Sometimes, it is true, they mere ly twist t..hem round 
for you and tum them upside down" (pp. 196-97). Beyond the je~ the relation 

, between metaphorization, which takes off on its own, and negative concepts 
( remains to be examined. For in dissolving any finite determinat ion, negative 

, \ /1'-/· concepts break the _tie that bin~s them to the meaning of an~ particular being, 
'1/ that is, to the totality of what 1s. Thereby they suspend thetr apparent meta­l phoricity. (Later we will give a better definition of the problem of nega,tivity, 

when we can recognize the connivance betwe en the Hegelian releve5- the~lfl1e ­
o/2 _!llmg, which is also the unity of loss and profit-and the philosophical concept 

~ ~ of me taphor.) "Such is the general practice, so far as I have observe d, of the 
. .-./~ metaphysicians--more correct ly, the Metataphysicians; for it is another remarkable 

V" · · fact to add to the rest that your science itself has a negative name, one taken 
from the order in which the treatises of Aristotle were arran ·ged, and that strictly 
speaking, you give yourselves the title: Those who come after the Physicians. I 
understand of course that you regard these, the physical books, as piled atop 
of each other, so that to come after is really to take place above. All the same, 
you admit this much, that you are outside of natural phenomena" (pp. 196-97). 

Although the metaphy sical me taphor has turned everything upside down, 
and although it has also erased piles of physical discourses, one always shou ld 
be able to reactivate the primitive inscription and restore the palimpsest. · Po­
lyphilo s indu lges in this game. He extracts from a work which "reviews all 
systems one by one from the old Eleatics down to the latest Eclectics) and ... 
ends up with M. Lachelier," a sentenc e of particularly abstract and speculative 
appearance: "The spirit possesses God in proportion as it participates in the absol11te" 
(p. 193). Then he undertakes an etymological or philological work which is to 
reawaken all the sleeping figures . To do this, he concerns himself not with "how 
much truth the sen tence contain ed," but only with its "verba l form." And after 
having specified that the words "God," "soul," "absolute," etc., are symbols and 
not signs, what is symbo lized maintaining a tie of natural affinity with the ' 
symbol, and thus authorizing the etymological reactivation, {arbitrariness, thus, 
~tzsche-a lse-sug.gests,..be~a._d..egree of the 11sure of th e symbolic), 
Polyphilos presents the results of his chemical operation: 

"W herefore I was on the right road when I investigated the meanings inh erent 
in the words spirit, God, absolute, which are symbols and not signs . J!._ 

" 'The spirit possesses God in proportion as it participates in the absolute.' 

5. TN. On re/eve, see above, "La diff~rance," note 23; "Ousia and Gramme," note 15; 
"The Pit and the Pyramid, " note 16; and "The Ends of Man," note 14. 
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"What is this if not a collect ion of little symbols, much worn and defaced, I 
admit, symbols which have lost their origina l brilliance , and p icturesqueness, 
but which still, by the nature o~ thi_ngs, r~main symbols? The image is reduced / 
to the schema, but the schema 1s still the image. And I have been able, withou t{ 
sacrificing fidelity, to subst itute one for the other. In this way I have arrived at 
the following. 

" 'The breath is seated on the shining one in the bushel of the part it takes in what is 
altogether loosed (or subtle),' whence we easily get as a next step: 'He whose breath 
is a sign of life, man, that is, will find a place (no doubt after the breath has been 
exha led) in the divine fire, source and home of life, and this place will be meted out to 
him according to the virtue that has been given him (by the demons, I imagine) of 
sending abroad this warm breath, this little invisible soul, across the free expanse (the 
blue of the sky, most ~el y).' 

"And now observe, the phrase has acquired quite the ring of some fragment 
of a Vedic hymn , and smacks of ancient Oriental mytho logy. I cannot answer 
for having restored this primitive myt h in full accordance with the strict laws 
governing languag e. But no matter for that. Enough if we are seen to have found 
symbols and a myth in a sen tence that was essentially symbolic and mythical , 
inasmuch as it was metaphysical. 

"I think I have at last made you realize one thing , Aristos, that any expression \ f 
of an abstract idea can only be an analogy. By an odd fate , the very metaphy­
sicians who think to escape the world of ap pearances are constrained to live 
perpetually in allegory. A sorry lot of poets, they dim the colours of the ancient 
fables, and are themselve s but gatherers of fables. They produce white my­
thology" (pp. 2B-14 [translation modified; the last senten~e reads : "The ir outpu t 
is mythology, an anemic mytho logy"]). 
J A formula-brief, condensed, economical , almost mute-has been deployed 
in an interminably explicative d iscou rse, displaying ilseh like a pedagogue, with 
the derisive effect always produced by the prolix and gesticulating translation 
of an oriental ideogram . Parody of the translator , naivete of the metaphysician 
or of the pitiful peripatetic who does not recognize his own figure and does not 

~

w where it has marched him to. 

Metaphysics-th~ white mytho l?gy which reassembles and reflects the c. ulture ,✓ 
o the West: the white man takes his own mytho logy, Indo-European mythology, 
his ow~ I~, that is, the m:ihos of his idiom , for the universa l form of that he 
must still w!Sh to call Reason. hich does not go uncontested. Aristos (Ariste), 
the defender of metaphysics a typographical error will have imprinted in the 
title Artiste), finishes by leaving, determined to break off dialogue with a cheater: 
" I leave un conv inced. If only you had reasoned by the rules, 1 cou ld have 
rebutted _your arguments quite easily" (p. 215). 

White mythology - metaphysics has erased 'thin itself the fabu lous scene __J 
'.hat has produ ced it, _the scene that nev:C-theless -r~ mains active ;;;d - stirr ing ;- r 
inscribed in white ink, an invisible design covered over in the palimp sest. 
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This dissymmetrical - false--d ialogue does not deserve its positicm as exergue 
only because it is striking; or because 'in striking reason no less than the imag­
ination, it engraves our problem in a theatr ical effigy. There are other justifi­
cations. Very schematically: 

1. Polyphilos' propositions seem to belong to a con figuration whose historical 
and theor f'tical distribution, whose limits, interior divisions , and gaps remain 
to be interpreted. Guided by the question of rhetoric, such an interpretation 
would require exam ination of the texts of Renan 6 and Nietzsche 7 (who ~oth, as 
phil ologis ts, reca lled what they considered to be the metaphorical orig in of 
concepts, and most notably of the concept which seems to suppor t literal, prop er 
meaning, the propriety of the proper , Being), as well as those of Freud, 8 Bergson, • 
and Lenin , 10 alt of whom, in the ir at ntiveness to metaphorical ac~vi_!X in the­
oretical or hTioso hical discourse , proposed or practiced the multiplic~ f 
ant~onistic meta hori in order better to amtroi orneu tralize their effect. The 
efflorescence of historical linguistics in the nineteenth centur y does not suffice 
to explain the interest in the metaphorical sedim~tati.on. Q{ CQJ1c.e.J2!L And it 
goes without sayi ng that the configuration of the motifs has no linear chrono ­
logical or historica l limit. The name s we have just associated show this clearly, 
and the cleavages to be defined or maintained !.. moreover, occur within discourses 

6. See e.g. De l'origine du langage (1848), in Oeuvres completes, vol. 8, chap. 5. 
7. See, for example, "Philosophy During the Tragic Age of the Greeks," in Early Greek 

Philosopliy, trans. Maximilian Mugge (New Yor k: Russell and Russell, 1964). 
8. See e.g. Breuer's and Freud's texts in the Studies in Hysteria (Standard Edition II, 227-28, 

288-90); or further , Jokes a11d Their Relation to the U11co11scious (SE VIII, 210---11); Beyond the 
Pleasure Pri11ciple (SE XVIII, end of chap . 6); /11troductory Lectures 011 Psycho-Analysis (SE XVI, 
295; on the metaphor of the antichamber); The Question of Lay Analysis (SE XX, 187-88). 
Moreover, concerning the inte rvention of rhetorical schemes in psychoanalytic discourse, 
naturally I refer to Lacan's Ecrits (Paris: Seuil, 1966; see the "Index raisonn~ des concepts 
majeurs, " by J. A. Miller); to Benven iste, "Remarks on the Function of Language in 
Freudian Discovery," in Problems in General Li11guistics, trans. Mary E. Meek (Coral Gables: 
University of Miami Press, 1971); and to Jakobson, "Two Aspects of Language and Two 
Types of Aphasic Disturbance," in Roman Jakobson and Morris Halle, Fu11dame11tals of 
Language (The Hague: Mouton, 1956). 

9. See e.g . "Introduction a la m~taphysiqu e," in La pe11see et le mouvant (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1946), p. 185. 

10. In his Notebooks (Collected Works, vol. 38 !London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1961)) on • 
Hegel 's dialectics, Lenin most often defines the relation of Marx to Hege l as an "ove r­
turning" (head over heels), but also as a "decapi tation" (the Hegelian sys tem minus 
everyt hing that gove rns it: the absolute, the Idea, God, etc.), or further as the development 
of a "germ" or a "seed," and even as the "pee ling" which proceeds from the skin to the 
pit, etc. 

On the question of metaphor in th e reading of Marx, and in a Marxist problematic in 
general, see, notably, Louis Althusser, For Marx, tran s. Ben Brewster (Harmond sworth: 
Penguin, 1969), part 3, "Co ntradict ion and Ove rdetermination"; Louis Althusser and 
Etienne Balibar, Reading Capital, trans. Ben Brewster (London, 1970), pp. 24, 12ln. , 187ff.; 
Althusser, "Les appareils idfologiques d'Etat," in La pensee, no. 151 0une 1970), pp. 7-9; 
and Jean-Josep h Goux, "Numis matique s" I, 11, in Tel Que/ 35--36. 
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signed by a single name. A new determi nation of the un ity of bodies of work 
has to precede or accompany the elaboratio n of these questions. 

2. To read within a ccncept the hidden history of a metaphor is to privilege 
diachrony at the expense of sys tem, and is also t~t in the symbolist conceptio n 
of language that we ha ve pointed out in passing: no mat ter how deeply buried, 
the link of the signifier to the signified has had both to be and to remain a link 
of natural necessity, of ana logical participation, of rese mblan ce. Metaphor has 
always been defined as the trope of resemblance; not simply as the resemb lance 
between a signifier and a signified but as the resemblance between two signs, 
one of which designates the other. This is the most gener al characte ristic of 
metaphor, which is what aut horizes us to group unde r this heading all the so­
called symbolical or analogical figures mentioned by PolyphiJos (figure, myth , 
fable, allegory) . In this critique of philosophical language, to take an interest in 
metaphor-in this particular figure- is therefo re also to take a symbo list stand. 
It is above all to take an interest in the nonsy ntactic, nonsystematic pole of 
language, that is, to take an interest in sema ntic "depth ," in the magnetic at­
traction of the simila r, rather than in positiona l comb inations, which we may 
call "metony mic" in the sense defined by Jakobson, 11 who indeed emphasizes 
the affinity between the predominance of the metaphorical, i.e. symbo lism (as 
much, we would say, as a literary school as a lingu istic concep tion)-and ro­
manticism (as more historica l, that is, histor icist, and more hermeneutical). It 
goes without say ing that far from belongin g to this problematic and sharing its 
presuppositions, th e question of metaphor, suc h as we are repeating it here, on 
the contrar y should delimit them. However, the issue is not , symmetrically, to 
reaffirm what Polyphil os chooses as his target; it is rather to deconstruct the 
metaphysical and rheto rical schema at work in his critiqu e, not in order to reject 
and discard them but to reinscribe them otherwise, and especially in order to 

, begin to identify the histor ico-prob lematic terrain on which philosoph y system­
I aticaUy has been asked for the metaphorical rubrics of its concep ts. 

3. The value of usure also has to be subjected to interpretation. It seems to 
have a systematic tie to the metaphorical perspect~e. It will be redi scovered 
wherever the theme of metaphor is privileg ed . And it is also a metap hor that 
imp lies a continuist presupposition: tht,!l isto ry of a meta~ ~ WP~~ ~ ent ially 

~ t ~ dis~cement with brea_,!<~,~ r~scrlptions i~- a heteroge_neou~ste m, 
mu tations, separations without origin, but rather a~ a progr~ssi.v.e...er.osion, a. 
regul ar semantic lo~! an uninterru - ted exhausting _of the prjmitive meaning: 
an empirical abstraction without extraction from its ow n native soil. Not that 
the enterpr ise of the au thors cited is entirel y covered by this presupposition, 
but, rather, the enterprise recur s to it every time it gives the metaphorical point 
of view _the upper hand. This characteristic - the concept of 11s11re-belongs not 
to a narrow historico-theoret ical configuration, but more surely to the concept 

11. "Two Aspects of Language," in F1111da111e11tals, pp. 77- 78. 
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of metaphor itself, and to the long metaphysica l sequence that it determines or 
th at determines it. We will be i11terested in this question as our po int of departure. 

4. In signi fying the metaphorical process , the paradigms of coin, of metal, 
silver and gold, have im posed themselves with rema rkable insistence. Before 
metap hor- an effect of language-could find its metapho r in an economic effect, 
a mo re general ana logy had to organi ze the exchanges between the two "re­
gion s ." The ana logy withi n language finds itse lf represented by an ,analogy 
between lang uage and someth ing other than itself. But here, that which seems 
to "rep resent," to figure, is also tha!._which open s the wider space of a discourse 
on figllratio n , and ca n no longer be contained within a regional or determined 
science, ling u istics or ph ilology. 

Inscrip tion on coinage is most often the intersection , the scene of the exchange 

'

between the linguistic and the economic. The two type s of signifier supplement 
each other in the proble matic of fet ishism, as muc h in Nietzsche as in Marx. 12 

And the Contribution to tlze Critique of Political Economy organizes in to a system 
th e motifs of 11s11re, of "coinage speaking different languages, " of the relations 
between " di fferences in na me" a nd "differe nces in shape," of the conversion 
of coinage into "gold sans phrase," and reciprocally of the idealization of gold, 
which "becomes a symbol of itself and . .. cannot serve as a symbol of itself" 
("nothi ng can be its ow n symbol," etc.). 13 The refe rence see m s to be economic 

12. See e.g. Capital, trans . Eden and Cedar Paul (New York: Dutton , 19n) , book 1: " For 
this reason, likewise, the fetishistic character of commodities is comparatively easy to 
discern ... Whence did the illusions of the monetary system arise? The mercantilists (the 
champions of the monetary system) regarded gold and ~ilver, not simply as substances 
which, when functioning as money, represented a social relation of production , but as 
substances which were endowed by nature with peculiar social properties ... If com­
modities could speak they would say .. . Now let us hear how the economist interprets 
the mind of the commodity " (pp . 57-58). 

13. A Contribution to tire Critique of Political Economy, trans. N. F. Stone (Chicago, 1904), 
pp. 139 and 145. We are only recalling these texts. In order to analyze them from the point 
of view that interests us here (the critique of etymologism , questions about the history 
and value of the proper- idion, proprium, eigen), it would be necessary to account for this 
fact particularly : Marx, along with several others (Plato, Leibniz, Rousseau, etc.), did not 
only criticize etymologism as an abuse, or as a kind of nonscientific meandering , the 
practice of poor etymology. His critique of etymologism chose the proper as its example. 
Here, we cann ot cite the entire critique of Destutt de Tracy, who plays on the words 
property and proper, as "Stimer'' did with Mrm and Mc1111111g (mine, my opinion; Hegel did • 
this too), Eige11tw11 and Eige11/reit (property and individuality). We cite only the following 
passage, whose target is the reduction of economic science to the play of language , and 
the reduction of the stratified specificity of concepts to the imaginary unity of an etymon: 
"Above 'Stimer' refuted the communist abol ition of private property by first transferring 
private property into 'having' and then declaring the verb ' to have' an indispensable word, 
an eterna l truth, because even in communi s t society it could happen that Stimer will 'have' 
a stomach -ache. In exactly the same way he here bases the impossibility of abolishing 
private property by transferring it into the concept of property ownership , by exploiting 
the etymological connection between the words Eige11t11111 (property) and eige11 (proper, 
own), and declaring the word eige11 an eternal truth because a stomach-ache will be e1ge11 
to him. All this theoreti cal nonsen se, which seeks refuge in bad etymology, would be 
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and the metapho r lingui stic. That Nietzsche also, at least ap parently, inverses \ 
th e course of the analogy is certainly not insignificant but must not d iss imu late 
the common possibility of both the exchange and the term s: "What then is truth? 
A mob ile army of metaphors, me tonymics, anthropomorphi sms: in short, a sum 
of human re latio ns which became poetica lly and rhet orically intensified , me­
tamorphosed , adorned , and after long usage, see m to a nation fixed , canonic 
and binding; truths are illusions of which one has forg ~ n that they nre ~ns; .j.. 
wo rn out metaphors which have become power less to affec t th e sense s (die 
abgeniitzt und simrlich krnftlos geworden sind), coins which have their obverse (Bild) 
effaced and now are no longe r of account as coins but merely as metal. " 14 I 

If we were to accept a Sauss urean dist inction, we would say that here the 
~ derives from a theo of value and not on ly from a theory 
Q.f_Jjg11ificatio11. It is at the very moment when Saussure justifies this distinction 
that he posi ts a necessary in tersect ion of th e synch ronic and diac hronic axes for 
all sciences of value , but for these alone. He then elaborates the analogy betw een 
economics and linguistics : "that duality [between synchrony and diachony) is 
already forcing itse lf up on the econo mi c sciences. He re, in con trast to the other 
sciences, political economy and economic history constitute two dearly separated 
disciplines within a single science .. . Proceeding as they have, economists 
are-w ithout being aware of it-o beying an inner n ecessity. A simila r necessity 
obliges us to div ide linguistics into two part s , each with its own principle . Here 
as in political economy we are confronted with the notion of value; both sciences 

impossible if the actual private property which the communist s want to abolish had not 
been transformed into the abstract notion of 'propert y.' This transformation, on the one 
hand, saves one the trouble of having to say anything, or even merely to know anythi ng 
about actual private property and , on the other hand , makes it easy to discover a contra­
diction in communism , since after the abolition of (actual) property it is, of course, easy 
to discover still all sorts of things which can be included in the term 'property .' " Karl 
Marx and Frederick Engels, Tire German Ideology, ed. C. J. Arthur (London: Lawrence and 
Wishart , 1%5), part 2, "The Language of Propert y," p . 247. This critique-which opens , 
or leaves open , the questions of the "reality" of the prope r, of the "abstraction " and the 
concept (not the general reality) of the proper- is continued furth er on, a propos of some 
remarkable examples: "For example, propriete- property (Eige11t11111) and feature (Eige11-
sclraft); propert y- possession (Eigen/11111) and peculiarity (Eige11Uimlic/rkeit); 'eigen' (one's 
own}- in the commercial and in the individual sense; valeur, value, Wert ('worth , value'); 
commerce, Verke/,r (' intercourse; ' traffic; 'commerce'); ~c/ra11ge, exc/range, A11stauscl1 ('ex­
change'), etc., all of which are used both for commercial relations and for feature s and 
mutual relations of individual s as such. In the other modern langua ges this is equally the 
case . Lf Saint Max seriously applies himself to exploit this ambiguit y, he may easily succeed 
in making a brilliant series of new economic discoveries, without knowing anything about 
political econom y; for, indeed, his new economic facts, which we shall take note of later, 
lie wholly within this sphere of synonymy" (ibid., p. 249). 

14. Nietzsche , "On Truth and Falsity in their Ultramoral Sense ," in Complete \i\brks of 
Nietzsche, ed. D. Levy (London and Edinburgh, 1911), vol. 2, p . 180. This motif of the 
erasure , of the paling of the image, is also found in the Tra11111de11t1111g (SE IV, 43), but it 
does not determin e the theory of metaphor in unequi vocal or unilateral fashion any more 
in Freud than in Nietzsche. 
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are concerned with n system for equnti11g ti,i11gs of different orders- labour and wages 
in one, and a signified and a signifier in the other." 15 

In order to define the notion of value, even before it is specified as economic 
or linguistic va lue, Saussure describes the general characteristics which will 
ensure the metaphoric or analogic tran sition, by similarity or proportionality, 
from one order to another. And, once again, by ana logy, metaphoricity consti­
tutes each of the two orders as much as it does their relationship. 

The five-franc piece once more pays the expense of the demonstration: 
"We must dear up the issue [of the relation of signification to value] or risk 

reducing language to a sim ple naming process ... To resolve this issue, let us 
observe from the outset that even outside language all values are apparently 
governed by the same paradoxical principle. They are aJways composed: 

"1) of a dissimilar thing that can be exchanged for the thing of which the value 
is to be determined; and 

"2) of similar things that can be compared with the thing of which the value is 
• to be determined. 

"Both factors are necessary for the existence of a value. To determine what 
a five0 franc piece is worth one must therefore know: 1) that it can be exchanged 
I for a fixed quantity of a different thing, e.g., bread; and 2) that it can be compared 
I with a similar value of the same system, e.g. a one-franc piece, or with coins 
of another system (a dolJar, etc.) . In the same way [my italics] a word can be 
exchanged for something dissimilar, an idea; bes[des, it can be compared with 
somet hin g of the same nature, another word. Its value is therefore not fixed so 
long as one simply states that it can be 'exchanged' for a given concept, i.e. that 
it has this or that signification: one must also compare it with similar values, 
with other words that stand in oppos ition to it. Its conte nt is really fixed only 
by the concurrence of everything that exists outside it. Being part of a system, 
it is endowed not only with a signification but also and especia Jly with a value, 
and this is something quite different." 16 

Value, gold, the eye, the sun, etc., are carried along , as has been long known, 
in the same tropic movement. Their exchange dominates the field of rhetoric 
and of philosophy. A remark of Saussure's on the next page, therefore, can be 
view~d from the vantage of Polyphilos ' tran slations (the "seated breath," the 
"div ine fire, source and home of Life," etc .). Sau ssure's remark reminds us that , 
the most natural, most universal, most real, most luminous thing, the apparently 
most exterior referent, the sun , doe s not comple tely escape the general law of 
metaphoric value as soon as it intervenes (as it always does) in the process of 
axiological and semantic value: "The value of jus t any term is accordingly de­
termined by its environment; it is impos sible to fix even the value of the signifier 

15. Ferdinand de Saussure , Course in General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin (New York: 
Philoso phical Library, 1959), p. 79. 

16. Ibid., pp . 113- 14. 
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'sun' without considering its surroundings: in some languages it is not possible 
to say 'sit in the sun.' " 17 

In the same constellation , but in its own irreduc ible place, once again we 
shou ld reread 18 the entirery of MaUarme's texts on lingui stics, aesthetics , and 
political economy, all that he wrote on the sign or [gold], which calculates textual 
effects that check the oppositions of the literal [propre] and the figurative , the 
metaphoric and the metonymic, figure and ground , the sy ntactic and the se­
mantic, speech and writing in their classical senses, the more and the less . And 
does so notably on the page which disseminates its title or in the cour se of 
"fantasmagoric settings of the sun." 19 

Plus de metaphorr' 

The exerg ue effaced, how are we to decipher figures of speech , and singu larly 
metaphor, in the philosophic text? This question has never been answered with 
a sys tematic treatise, doubtless not an insignificant fact. Here, instead of ven­
turing into the prologomena to some future metaphorics, let us rather attempt 
to recognize in principle the condition for the impossibility of such a project. In its 
most imp overis hed, most abstract form, the limit would be the following: met­
aphor remains, in all its esse ntial chara ~ s, a cla sicaJ hiJoso12heme, a 

_ metaphysic~! s;~>n-~t. It is therefore enveloped in the field that a general me-
taphorology of philosophy would seek to dominate. Metaphor has been issued 
from a network of philosophemes which themselves correspond to tropes or to 
figures, and these philosophemes are contemporaneou rJ o or ip.Jf tematic so l­
idarity with these tropes or figures. This stratum of "tutel ~r1H tropes, the layer, 
of "prim ary" philosophemes (assuming that the quo tation marks wiJJ serve as 
a sufficient precaution here), cannot be dominated. It cannot domina te itself, 
cannot be dominated by what it itself has engendered, has made to grow on its 
own soil, supported on its own base. Therefore , it gets _"carried away " each timJ \ 
that one of its products-here, the concept of metaphor - attempts in vain to 
include under its own law the totality of the field to which the product belong s . 
If one wished to conceive and to class all th e metaphorical possibilitie s of phi­
losophy, one metaphor , at least, alwa ys would remain excluded, outsid e the 

17. Ibid. , p. 116. 
18. 1 hav e sketched this reading in "The Double Sess ion," sec. 2, in Disse111i11ntio11. 
19. TN . Or is one of the pro se pieces from Grn11ds Fails Divers in MalJarme, Oeuvres 

Completes (Paris: Gallimard , 1945), p . 398. 
20. TN. The title of this section , "Plus de m~taphor e," is untran slatable as it means both 

"m ore metaphor " and " no more metaphor. " See the end of the first para graph o f this 
sec tion , wher e Derrida explain s how "the extra turn of speech become s the missing turn 
of speech." This idea is related to the "general economy" of metaph or explain ed in notes 
I and 2 above; in this economy " profit " produ ces " loss": more metaphor , the extra turn \ 
of speech, becomes no more metaph or, the missing turn of sp eech . What Derrida shows 
is that this parad ox is intrin sic to the concept of metaph or. 
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j sys tem: the metaphor, at the very least, without which the concept of metaphor 
1 could no t be constructed , or, to syncopate an entire chain of reasoning, the 

metaphor of meta hor. This extra metap hor, re~ ide the field that it 
allows to be circum scribed , extracts or abs tracts itself from this field , thu s sub -

, st racting itse lf as a metaphor less . By virtu e of what we might entitle , for eco­
nomical reasons, tropic supplem entar ity, since the extra turn of speech becomes 
the miss ing turn of spe ech , the taxonomy or history of philo sop hical metaphors 
will never make a profit. The state or status of the compl eme nt will a lways be 
denied to the interminable dehiscence of the suppl ement (if we ma be permitted 
to continue to garden this botanical metapho r). iel is never saturated. 

In order to dem onstrate this, let us imagine what such a sim ultan eous ly 
historic and sys temat ic sam pling of philo sop hical metaphors might be. First, it 
would have to be governed by a rigorou s concept of metaphor, a concept to be 
carefully distinguished, within a ge nera l tropology, from all the oth er turn s of 
speech with which metaphor is too often confused. Provisionally, let us take 
such a definition as granted. One then wou ld have to acknow ledge the imp or­
tation into so-called philo so phical discourse of exogenous metaphors, or rather 
of signification s that become metaphoric al in being transported out of their own 
habitat. Thus, one would classify the places they come from: there would be 
metaphor s that are biological, organic , mechani cal, tech nical, economic, histor­
ical, mathemati cal- geome tric, topologic, arithm etic-( supposing that in the 
strict sense there might be math ematical metap hors, a probl em to be held in 
rese rve for now) . This classification, which su pposes an indigenous popul ation 
and a migration , is usua lly adop ted by tho se, not numerous , who have stud ied 
the meta phorics of a single philosopher or particular body of work. 

In classifying met ap hors accord ing to their na tive regions, one would nec­
essar ily-a nd thi s has indeed happened - have to reduce the "lending" dis­
courses, the discourses of the origin- in opposition to the borrowing discourses-­
to two major types: those which precisely appear more origi nal in and of them­
selves, 21 and those whose object has ceased to be original , natura l, primitive . 
The first kind provides meta phors that are physical, anim al, and biologica l, and 
the second those that are technical, artificial, economic, cultural, social, etc. This 

1 
deri vative opposition , (of physis to teklme, or of physis to ,zomos), is at work 
everywhere. Sometimes the thread of the argu men t is not state d. It happ ens 
that ther e is an alleged break with tradition. The results are the same. These 
taxonomical principles do not derive from a particular problem of method. They 
are governe d by the concept of metap hor and by its sys tem (for example, the 
opp ositions of the place of origin, the etymon, and the prop er, to all their o thers), 

21. Those which primarily are enco11ntered in natu .re demand only to be picked , like 
flowers. The flower is always you thful , at the grea test proximity to nat ure and to the 
mornjng of life. The rhetoric of the flower, for example in Plato, always has this meanin g. 
See Sy111posi11111 183e, 196a-b, 203e, 210c; Rep11blic 474e, 601b; and Politics 273d, 310d, etc. 
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and for as long as this concep t is not solicited 22 the methodo logical reform 
remains without impact. For example, in his thesis Plato's Metaphors (Renn es, 
1945), Pierre Louis ann ou nces that he will not follow the model of "ge nealogical" 
or migrationi st classification. The refore, he tells us, he will prefer the princip le 
of the internal organiza tion of metap hor s to the external criterion of the doma in 
of proven ance. The issue is thus to let oneself be governe d by the author's 
intention s, by what he means, by what the play of figures sign ifies. An all the 
more legitimat e proposition, appar ently, in that we are concerned here with a 

I phi losophical discourse, or a discourse treated as such: what is important th en, 

I 
as we all _know, is the signified ~ontent, the meaning, the intenti on of truth , etc. 1 
The reqmr eme nt that one take mto account Platonic thought, its system an d its 
internal articulation, can hardly be cont ested by anyone attempting to recon­
stitute the sys tem of Plato's metaphors. But it can quickly be seen that the 
internal articulation is not that of the metaphor s them selves, but that of the 
"p hilosophical " ideas, metaphor playing exclusively the role of a pedagogica l 

1--omaiffi!nt, no matter how the author might have it. As for the proper ly philo-
sophic~l configuration of Platonic thought , it is but an anachro nistic projection. 
Let us consider first the discourse on method: "The traditional method, in this 
kind of stud y, consists in grouping images according to the domain from which 
the author borrows them . At the limit, thi s method may be suitabl e when we 
are concerned with a poet for whom images are but ornam ents who se beauty 
bears witness to an exceptional wealth of imagination. In this case, one is hardl y 
concerned with the profound meaning of the metap hor or the comparison, but 
rather above all with its original brilliance. Now, Platonic images do not rec­
ommend them selves solely for their brillian t qualities. Whoever studi es them 
quickly per ceives that they are not simply ornaments, but are all des tined to 
express ideas mor e aptl y than would a long elaboration" (pp. 13-14). 

These are simultaneou sly parado xical and trad itiona l p ropositi ons. Poe tic 
metaphor is rarely considered as an extrin sic ornament, especially in ord er to 
oppo se it to phil osophical metaphor. And it is rarely deduced from thi s that 
philosophical metapho r deserves to be studi ed for itself for just this reaso n, and 
that it has no identity of its own except in its exteriority as a signifier. Converse ly, 
this "economi st" theo ry of metaphor destined to spare a " long elaborati on," 23 

22. TN. Thjs is Derrida 's familiar use of the word "solici t" in its "ety mological " sense 
meaning " to shake the whole." ' 

23. Me_taJ>hor _and other figures of speec h, notably comparison, thus would be homog­
enou s, distinguished only by their degree of elaboration. The briefes t of the figures of 
~peech, f!lel~phor, also wo_uld be the most gene~al one, economiz ing aU the others. This 

ec~nom1st' theory can claun Ans totle as one of its proponents : 'T he simile (eikon: image) 
too is ~ n:ie~aphor; the difference is but small (diapherei gar mikron). When the poet says 
~f Achilles he sprang a t them Hke (Ms) a lion,' this is a simile (eikon); when he says 'the 
hon sprang on them,' this is a metaphor." Works, ed. W. D. Ross (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1924), 111, 4, 1406b20-22. All furthe r reference s to the Rhetoric will be to this edition. 
The same motif reappear s in Cicero (De Ora/ore W, 38, 156; 39, 157; Orator XXVU 92-94), 
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and above all a comparison, is as classica l as can be. However, Louis alleged ly 
had op posed him se lf to this tradition. " If we mu st have a criterion for d ist in­
guishi ng metaphor from comparison, I would say rather that comp ariso n a lways 
appears as some thin g externa l, eas ily detachable from the work, wh ile metaphor 
is abso lut ely indi spensab le to the meanin g of the se ntence.'' 24 The economic 
procedure of abbrev iat ion , thu s, appears to act not upon another figur e but 
directl y upon the expres sion of the " idea," th e mea ning , w ith which meta ph or 
th is tim e see ms to have an internal and essentia l link . This is w hat makes it 
cease to be an ornament , or a t least an "o rnam en t too mu ch." (The thesi s bears 
as its exergue a maxim of Fenelon 's : " Every ornament that is only an ornament 
is too much.") Nothing too mu ch in th e precious orname nt that is metaph or; 
and noth ing in metaphor ove rburd ens the necessary flowe ring of the idea, the 
natural unfold ing of meaning. It follows, acco rding to an impl acable log ic, that 
met a phor will be more "too mu ch" than eve r: identify ing itself with its guardian, 
in cus tody of the s ign ified id ea, metaph or cou ld neith er be di stingui shed from 

in Quintilian (/11stit11tio Oratoria VIU, 6, sec. 4), in'"Condillac (De /'art d'ecrire 11, 4), and in 
Hegel: "Between metaph or on one side and simile (G/eic/111is) on the othe r we may place 
the image. For it has such a close affinity with metaphor that it is strictly only a_m~taphor 
in extenso (a11sfiihr/ic/z), which therefore now acquires a great resemblance to simile (Ver­
gleiclumg)." Aesthetics, trans. T. M. Knox (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), p. 408. AU further 
references to the Aesthetics will be to this edition. And it still ~urvives: "Metae hor is an 
~g_ged comparison." J. Vendryes, La11g11age, trans. Paul Radm (London, 1923), p. O's. 
t seems that wliat deserves examination here is less the economic consideration in itself 

than the mechanical character of the explanations to which it gives rise (abbreviation, 
homogenous quantity of abridgment, shrinking of time and space, etc.). Moreover, in this 
case the law of economy is acknowledged in the movement from one constituted figure 
to another at least implicitly const ituted figure, and not in the production itself of the 
figure. The economy of this production could not be so mechanical and externa l. Let us 
say that the extra ornament is never useless, or that the useless can always be put to use. 
Here, we have neither the time nor the place to comment upon the page from the Vases 
co1111111mica11ts on which Breton analyzes an orna ment, attending to the rhetorical equiv­
alents of condensat ion and disp lacement, and to their economy: ''There is no doubt that 
1 have a 'complex' about ties. I detest this incomprehensible ornament of n:iasculin~ cos­
tume. From time to time I reproach myself for surrendermg to such an 1mpovenshed 
custom as knotting each morning before a mirror (I am trying to explain to psychdanalysts) 
a piece of cloth which by means of an attentive little nothing is to augment the already 
idiotic express ion of a morning jacket. Quite simp ly, it is disconcerting. 1 am not unaware, 
from another point of view, and indeed cannot hide from myself, that just as coin opera ted 
machines, the sisters of the dynamometer on which Jarry's Supermale practices victoriously 
("Come, Madame"), symbolize sexually- the disappearance of the tokens in the slot­
and metonymically- the part for the whole-woman, so the tie, and even_ if on.Iy accordi~g 
to Freud, figures the penis 'no t on ly because (they) are long depend_ent obiect_s a~d peculiar 
to men, but also because they can be chosen according to taste, a IJberty which tn the ~ase 
of the object symbolized, is forbidden by nature.' (Freud, hiterpretat,011 of Dreams, SE V, 
356).'' Les vases co1111111111ica11ts (Paris: Cahiers Libres, 1932), pp . 46-47. On the "work of 
condensa tion" and "the law of extre111e briefness which has imprinted upon modern poetry 
one of its most remarkable characterist ics" see also p. 58. 

24. Here Louis supports his argument with W. B. Stanford, Greek Metaphor (Oxford, 
1936), and H. Konrad, Et11de s11r la metaphore (Paris, 1939). 
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thi s idea, nor distingu ish itse lf, excep t by fallin g back int o the s tatu s of a su­
perfluous s ign, which immedia tely fades away. Out side of thought, as an effe ct 
of the "imag ination," metap hors "a re a ll de s tined to express ideas more apt ly 
than would a long elaboration . In th ese cond itions, it has appeared interesting 
to me to se ek out what these idea s we re. And this is wha t ha s led me to pr efer 
anoth er met hod tha n the traditiona l clas sification, a meth od th at F. Dom se iff 
a lready ha s used in hi s study of Pindar's sty le (Pindars Stil, Berlin, 1921). This 
meth od, which consists in gro upin g me taphors accordi ng to the ideas the y 
express, ha s th e grea t adva ntage of makin g salient the writer's way of thinkin g, 
instea d of empha sizing on ly his imagi nation. And in exac tly specif ying the 
meaning of each image, this method also al lows us to see in a certa in dialogue 
one dominant metaphor th a t the author 'weaves' throu ghout his work. Finall y, 
the meth od has the merit of making tan gib le every change in the u se of me ta­
ph ors, by showi ng the new ima ges w hich , from one dialogu e to anot her, may 
appear in the expr ess ion of th e same idea. In a word , it sa tisfies not on ly the 
ne ed for clas s ification , but a lso h elp s to gain a deeper under standing of th e role 
and value of images" (p. 14). 

In order not to trea t metaphor as an imaginative or rhetorical ornament, in 
order to come back to th e int ernal articu lati on of philo so phical discqur se, figures 
are reduced to mod es of "exp ress ion" of the ide a. In the best of cases, this could 
have give n rise to an imm a nent ist str uctural study, transposing int o rh etoric -

-~ 
but is that th eore tically possi ble ?- M. Guerou lt's method or, more accurately, 
V. Goldschmidt 's program in Le paradigme dans la dialectiq11e plato11icien11e. 25 (Citin g 
th e definiti on of th e paradigm in the Politics 278c, Loui s ve nture s the following 
excla mati on: " It would suffice to replace pamdeigma by metaphom to ob ta in a 

Platonic definition of m etap hor !" p . 5.) But in the present case th e me thodol ogica l ) 
jus tification is su pp orte d by an entire impli cit phil oso ph y whose authority is 
never examine d : metaphor is charged wi th expressing an idea, with p lacing outside 
or represen tin g th e co nt ent of a thought th at naturally would be called "idea," 
as if eac h of th ese words or conce pt s did not have an en tire history of its own 
(to w hich Plato is no s tran ger), and as if an entire me tapho rics, o r more ge ner a lly 
an entire tropic sys tem , had not left severa l marks within thi s his tory. In this 
initial clas s ification, the a lleged res pect for th e Plato nic articu latio ns yie lds the 
fol low ing hea din gs: two major parts , "I nquiry and Doctrin e," and nin e chapters: 
"In tell ectual Activity (Reflect ion and Crea tion)," " Dialec tics," "D isco ur se," 
"Man," 'T he So ul ," "Theo ry of Knowledge," "Mora ls," "Socia l Life," "God and 
the Universe." So ma ny anac hroni s tic categories and arc hit ectonic vio lations 
imposed, under th e pr etext of fidelity, upon th e th ought of th e phil osopher w ho 
recommended res pec t for the art icu lations of the livin g orga nism, and th us for 
those of.di scou rse. That these distinctions coul d have no meaning out side any 

25. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1947 . See, notably, chap . 3, "Paradigme et 
metaphore ," pp. 104-10. 
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kind of Platonism does not automatically permit them to be applied to the 
Platonic system. Finally, they have not relieved the author from the task of 
affixing, as an appendix, a methodical inventory arranged according to the 
opposition identified above (pllysislnomos, physislteclme). Headings of the Ap­
pendix: "Inventory of Metaphors and Comparisons Classified According to the 
Domains from which Plato Borrows Them: I. Nature; II. Man; III. Society; IV. 
Mytho logical Histo rical and Literary Reminiscences." 

Thus , the criteria for a classification of philosophical metaphors are borrowed 
from a derivative philosophical discourse. Perhaps this might be legitimate if 
these figures were governed , consciously and calculatedJy, by the identifiable 
autho r of a system, or if the issue were to describe a philosophical rhetoric in 
the service of an auto nomous theory constituted before and outside its own 
langu age, manipu lating its tropes like tools. This is an undoubtedly philosophic, 
and certainJy Platonic , ideal, an ideal h<UJs,,produced in the seea ration (and \ 
order) between philoso or '1ia,1G&t;ics..o.n.the..on~ band ana ]'sop__histic) rhet~ 

I
on theoth er, t e separation demanded by Plato himself . Directly or not, it is , 
this"separafion ancl this"'1iierarthy £Fiat we must question here. 

The difficuJties we have just pointed out are accentuated with respect to the 

l
"archaic" tropes which have given the dete;rninations of a "naturaJ" language 
to the " founding" concepts (t/reoria, ei"ar!st Togos, etc.). And the signs (words / 
concept s) from which this proposition is made, beginning with those of trope 
and arklle, already have their own metaphorical charge. They are metaphorical, 
resisting every meta-metaphorics, the values of concept, foundation, and theory. 

l'1 And let us not insist upon the optic metaphor which opens up every theoretical 
. point of view under the su n. What is fundamental corresponds to the desire for 

o,'-- a firm and ultimate grou nd, a terrain to build on, the earth as the suppo rt of 
) / ( an artificial structure. This value has a histgzy, is a history.,_ of which Heidegger 

has proposed an interpr ~ n.26Finally, even if not reducible to thls framework, 
the concept of the concept cannot not retain the gesture of mastery, taking-and­
maintaining -in-the-present , compre hending and grasping the thing as an object. 

26. Kant , in expounding his theory of hypotyposis , had recour se to the example of the 
"g round ." Hypotyposis can be schematic (direct presentation of an intuition to a purely 
rational concept) or symbolic (indirect presentation of an intuition to a purel y rational 
concept) . "Hit herto this function has been but little analyzed, worthy as it is of a deeper 
study. Still this is not the place to dwell upon it In language we have man y such indirect 
presentati ons (Darstel/1111ge11) modelled upon an analogy enabling the expression in ques· 
tion to contain, not the proper (eigentlic/re) scheme for the concept , but merely a symbol 
for reflection . Thu s the words gro1111d (Grimd) (support, Stiilze-, basis, Basis-), to depend 
(to be held up from above), to flow from (instead of to follow), s11/Jsta11ce (as Locke put s 
it: the support of accidents) , and numberless others , are not schemati c, but rath er symbolic 
hypotypo ses, and express concept s without em ploying a d irect intuition for the purpo se, 
l?_ut only drawing upon an analogy with one, i.e. tran sferring the reflection (mil ... 1er 
Ubertragu11g der Reflexion) upon an object of intuition to quite a new conc~pt, and one with 
which perhap s no intuition could ever directly correspond." Tire Critique of /11dgeme11t, 
trans . J. C. Meredith (Oxford: Oxford University Press , 1952), p . 223. 

224 

P/11s de 111t!tnpl1ore 

Which holds for the Latin as welJ as for the Germa nic languages. Noticing this 
fact, Hege}, in passing, defines our problem, or rather determines the problem 
with an answer indistingui shable from the propositi on of his own speculativ e 
and dialectical logic: 

"Meta phor has its principal app lication in linguistic expressions which in this 
connection we may treat under the following aspects: 

"a) In the first place, every language already contain s a mass of metaphor s. 
They arise from the fact that a word which originally signifies only something 
sensuous (nur etwns ga11z si1111/icltes bedeutet) is carried over (iibertrage11 wird) into 
the spiritual sphere (auf Geistiges). Fassen, begreifen (to grasp, to apprehend] , and 
many words, to speak gene rally, which relate to knowing , have in respect of 
their litera l meaning (eigentliche Bedeutrmg, sens propre) a purely sensuous conten t, 
which then is lost and exchanged for a sp iritual meaning , the original sense 
being sensuous (der erste Sinn isl sim1licl1), the second spiritual. 

"b) But gradually the metaphorical element in the use (im Gebrauche) of such 
a word disappears and by custom (durcl1 die Gewo/111/reit) the word changes from 
a metaphorical (uneigentliche, non propre) to a literal expression (eigentlichen A11s­
druck, expression propre), because owing to readi ness to grasp in the image only 
the meaning , image and meaning are ·no longer distingui shed, and the image 
directly affords only the abstract meaning itself instead of a concrete picture . lf , 
for example, we are to take begreifen in a spiritual sense, then it does not occur 
to us at all to think of a perceptible gras ping by the hand . In living language s 
the difference between actual metaphors (wirkliclrer Metaphem) and words already 
reduced by usage (durch die Abnutwng) to literal expre ssions (eige11tlicl1e Aus­
driicken, expressions propres) is easily established; whereas in dead languages this 
is difficult because mere etymology cannot decide the matter ifi"'the last resort. 
The question does not dep end on the first origin of a word or on linguistic 
development gene rally; on the contrary , the question above all is whether a 
word which looks entire ly pictorial, deceptiv e, and illustrative has not alread y, 
in the life of the language, lost this its first sensuous meaning, and the memory 
of it, in the course of its use in a spiritual sense and been re/eve (AUFGEHOBEN 
HAIT E) into a spiritual meaning. "27 

Here , the opposition between actual , effective metapho rs and inactive, effaced 
metaphors corresponds to the value of usure (Abniitzung), whose implications 
we have already discussed. This is an almost constant characteristic in the dis­
course on philosophical metaphor: there are said to be inactive metaphors , which 
have no interest at all since the author did not tlri11k of them, and since the 
metaphor icaJ effect is to be studied in the field of consciousness. The traditional 
opposition between living and dead metaph ors corresponds to the difference 

27. Aestlielics, pp . 404-5. (The last phrase has been modified to include the verbaufl1ebe11, 
which Derrida of course render s as re/ever.) There are analogou s considerations of the 
figures of prehen sion in Valtlry, in his Disco11rs aux C/rirurgiens, in Oeuvres (Paris: GaUimard, 
1957), vol. I, p . 919. See also below, "Qual QueUe." 
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between effective and extinct metaphor s.lll Above all, the moveme nt of mi ta­
phori zation (origin and then erasur e of the metaphor , transition from the prdper 
sensor y meaning to the prop er spiritual meaning by means of the defour of 
figures) is nothing othe r than a movement of idealization. Which is included 
und er the master category of dialectical idealism, to wit, the re/eve (Auf11ebu11g), 
that is, th e memory (Erinnerrmg) that produces signs, interiorizes them in ele­
vating, sup pressi ng, and conserving the senso ry exterior. And in order to think 
and reso lve them , this framework sets to work the op position s nature /s pirit, 
nature /history, or nature /freedom , which are Hnked by genea logy to the oppo ­
sition of physis to its others, and by the same token to the oppositions sensual/ 
spiritual , sensib le/intelligible, sensory/sense (sinnlich/Sinn). Nowhere is this sys­
tem as explicit as it is in Hegel. It describes the space of the possibility of 
metaphysics, and the concept of metap hor thus defined belongs to it. 29 

Let us suppose, provisionally, that these oppos itions can be given crede nce, 
and that the program of a ge nera l metaphorics of philosophy can be entru sted 
to them. In ~lassifying the (natural) original metaphors, we would quickly have 
to resort to the mythology of the four eleme nts. This time we would be dealing 
not with a kind of psychoanalysis of the materia l imagination ap plied to a rather 

' indeterminat e corpu s,30 but ra ther with a rhetorical ana lysis of the philosop hical 
text, supposi ng that assured criteria were availab le for identifying this text as 
such .' This would lead to an inevitable intersection of the classification of the 
native reg ions of metapho r with a genera l grid, no longe r constituted on the 
basis of these elemen tary regions of phenomena (what ap pears), but on the basis 

28. This is central to T. Spoerri's study "La puissance metaphorique de Descartes," 
Colloq11e Plzilosop/1iq11e de Royaumo11t (Paris: Editions de Minuit , 1957). See also Perelman an d 
O!p~e\hts-Tyteca, Traite de /'arg11me11tatio11 (Paris: Presses Unive rsita ires de France, 1958). 

~- This explains the distrust that the concept of metaphor inspires in Heidegger. In 
Der Satz vom Gm11d he insists above aJJ on the opposi tion sensory/nonsensory, an impor­
tant , but neither the on ly, nor the first, nor the most determin ing characteristic of the 
value of metaphor. "But here , the following rema rk will suffice: Since 0ur hearing and 
seeing are never a simp le recep tion by the senses, it is not any longer suitable to affirm 
that the interpretation of thought as grasped by hearin g (a/s Er-hore11) and vision (Er-blickeir) 
represent only a metaphor (Ubertragrmg), a tran sposition into the non-sensory of the so­
called sensory. The notion of ' transposition' and of metaphor (Metaplrer) rest on the dis­
'.tinction , not to say the separation, of the sensory and the non-sensory as two domains 
each subsisting for itse lf. This kind of separation between the sensory and the non- sensory, 
between the physical and the non-ph ysical, is a fundamen tal characteri stic of what is 
called 'metaphysics,' which confers upon Western thought its essentia l characteristics. 
Once this distinction of the sensory and the non-sensory is recogniz ed as insufficien t, 
metaphysic s loses its rank as authoritative thought. Once this limit<!lion of metaphysics 
h;is-been-lleen, the-determining conception (111a~beu.@YJJIStell1111g).of 'metaphor' collapses 
bµti;elf. It is particularly determinant for the way in which we represent the Being of 
languag e. This is why metaphor is often utilized as an auxiliary mea ns in the interpretation 
of poetic, or more generally artistic, works. l=he.metaphorical exists only within the.horders 

I of metaphy sics." 
30. TN. The reference is to Bachelard, discussed in the last section of this essay ("Ln 

111etaphysiq11e- releve de la 111etapl1ore." ) 
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of the receptive zones , the regions of se nsibility. Outside the mathematical text­
which it is difficult to conceive as providing metaphors in the strict sense, since 
it is attached to no determined ont ic region and has no emp irical sensory con­
tent--a U the regiona l discourses, to the extent that they are not purely formal , 
procure for ph ilosophical discourse metaph orical contents of the sensory type. 
Thus one does actua lly speak of visua l, auditory, and tactile metaphors, (whe re 
the pr oblem of knowledge is in its element), and even , more rarely, which is 
not insignificant, olfactory' or gustatory ones. / 

But there must be, in co~r~spond_ence to _t)~is empirical aesthetics of sensory w 

contents, as th e very cond ition of tis possibility, a transcendenta l and formal f 
la_esthetics of metap hor. It would lead us back to the a priorrlorms of seaee an'd­
time. In effect, do we not actually speak of temp oralizing meta hors, meta hors 
that call upon t e sense o eann g not on y, as om Plato to Husserl, according 
to the musica l paradigm, but also as an app eal to listening, to understanding 
(entrndement) itself, e tc.? Nietzsche relaxes the limits of the met~h oricaJ to such 
an extent that he at~ibutes a _metap horic capacity to . every phonic enunciation: \ 
do we not transpor t mto the time of speech th at which in itself is heterogen eous 
to this time?32 Inversel y, is it not frequently said that every metaphoric enun ­
ciation spatializes as soo n as it gives us some thing to imagine, to see, or to 
touch? Bergso n is far from alone in being wary of spa tial metap hors. 

How is this final regression to occur? How is recourse to the final opposition 
of space and time possible without takin g on in depth this traditiona l philo­
sophical problem? (And it is as concerns both this transcendental aesthetic and 
the pure , a prior i forms of sensibility that the probl em of math ematica l metaphors 
wou ld find one of its loci.) How are we to know what the temporalization and 
spa tialization of a meaning , of an ideal objec t, of an intelligible tenor, are, if we 
have not clarified what "space" and " time" mean? But how are we to do this 

31. "We thought it necessary to begin with the sense of sme ll, because of all the senses 
it is t~e one "'.hich appea rs to contribute _ least to the knowledge of the human mind. " 
Cond ,llac, Trarte des sensa/1011s, lntroduct1011, in Oeuvres Philosoplriq11es de Co11di/lac, ed. 
Georges Le Roy (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1947), p. 222. 
. 32_-_Which amounts, strangely enough, to makin g every signifier a metaphor of the 

srgnrfied, although the classical concept of metaphor designates only the substitu tion of 
one signified for another, one signified becoming the signifier of the other. Does not 
Nietzsche's operation consist, here , in extending to every element of discourse, und er the 
nam_e of m_etaphor, what classical rhetoric considered, no less strangely , to be a quite 
par_hcular figure, the metonymy of tire sign? Du Marsais says that this figure consists in 
takr~g "t he sign for the thing signified," and it occupies the last place in the list of the five 
spe_c1es of metonymy he identified . Fontanier devote s less than a page to it. This is ex­
plamed by the fact that the sign examined here is a part of the thing signified, and not 
the_ very s_tuff of the figures of discourse. The examples are first those of symbolic, non­
nrb,trary, signs (scepter), for the rank of king, staff for that of marshal, /rat for that of cardinal, 
sword for soldier, robe for magistrate , "lance to signify a man, and distaff to indicat e a woman: 
fief wlrrclr {~Ifs fro''.' lance to distaff, that is a fief which passes from the males to the females." 
Du Marsa1s, Trmte des tropes (Geneva: Slatkine Reprint s, 1967), chap. 2, ii. 
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before knowing what might be a logos or a meaning that in and of themselves 
spatio -tempora lize everything they state? What logos as metaphor might be? 

,.
i, Already the oppositio n of meanin g (the atemporal or nonspatial signified as 

h ', _ ~~e aning, as conten t) to its metaphorical signifier (an opposition that plays itself 
fvll- out within the element of meaning to which metaphor belongs in its entirety) " 
. ..,,,,ot» ( is sedimented-another metaphor - by the entire hjstory of philosophy. Without 
5w" 0

/\ \ taking into account that the separation between sense (the signified) and the 
# ~ senses (sensory signifier) is enunciated by means of the same root (sensus, Sinn). 
t>. I) One might admfre, as does Hegel, the generous ness of thjs stock, and inte rpret 

its secret re/eve speculative ly, dfalecticaJly; but before utilizing a dialectical con­
cept of metaphor, one must examine the doub le turn which opened metaphor 
and djalectics, permitting to be called sense that which should be foreign to the 
senses. 

Thus, the general taxonomy of metaphor s--s o-caJled philosophical metaphors ----in particular - would presuppose the solution of imp orta nt problem s, and pri-
marily of problems which constitute the entirety of philo sophy in its history . 
Thus a meta horo lo would be derivative as concerns the discourse it a1le~ ly 
would dominate, whether it does so y taking as itsTt:Je the explicit conscious­

n ess of'Efi.e •pf\ifosopher or the systematic and object ive structure of his text, 
whether it reconstitutes a meaning or decipher s a symptom, whether or not it 
elaborates an idiomatic metaphorics (proper to a philosopher, a system, or a 
particular body of work) based on a more general, more constrict ing, more 
durable metaphorics. The concept of metaphor , along with all the predica tes 
that perrrut its ordered extension and comprehension, is a phiJosopheme. 

The consequences of thi s are double and contradic tory. On the one hand it 
is impossible to dominate philosophical metaphoric s as such , from the exterior, 
by using a concept of metaphor which remain s a philosophical product. Only 
philo sophy wou ld seem to wield any authority over its own metaphorical pro­
duction s. But, on the other hand , for the same reason philosophy is deprived 
of what it pro vides itself. Its instruments belonging to its field, philosophy is 
incapab le of dominating its genera l tropology and metaphorics . It could perceive 
its metaphoric s only around a blind spot or central deafness. The concept of 
metaphor would de scribe this contour, but it is not even certa in that the concept 

._. rt 
thereby circumscribes an organizing center ; and this formal law holds_for ev~y 
philosophem e. And this for two cumulative reasons: (1) The philosopher will 
never find in this concept any thin g but what he has put into it, or at least what 
he believes he has put into it as a philosopher. (2) The constitution of the fun ­
damental oppo sitions of the metaphorology (physislteklme, physislnomos, sensible / 
intelligible ; space /time , signifier /signified , etc.) has occurred by mean s of the 

33. This complex structure leads to many confusio ns. Some of them may be avoided by 
mean s of I. A. Richard s's propose d distinction between the metaph orical tenor and the 
metap horical vehicle. Sense, th e meaning "must be dea rly distinguished from the teno r." 
The Philosophy of Rhetoric (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965), p. 100. 
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history of a metaph orical languag e, or rather by mea ns of " tropic" movement s 
which, no longer capable of being called by a philo sophical name- i.e. meta­
phors--neverthele ss, and for the same reason, do not make up a " proper" 
language. It is from beyond the difference between the proper and the nonproper 
that the effects of propri ety and nonpropriety have to be accounted for. By 
definition, thus , there is no properly philosophical category to qualify a certa in 
number of tropes that have conditioned the so-called "funda mental ," "struc ­
turing," "original" philosophical oppositions: they are so man y " metaphors " 
that would constitute the rubrics of such a tropology, the words "tum" or 
"trope" or "metaphor" being no exception to the rule . To permit oneself to 
overlook thi s vigil of philosophy, one would have to posit that the sense aimed 
at through these figures is an esse nce rigorously independent of that which 
transports it, which is an already ph ilosophica l thesis, one rrught even say phi ­
losophy's unique thesis, the thesis which constitutes the concept of metaphor, 
the oppos ition of the prop er and the nonpr oper, of essence and accident, of 
intuition and discourse, of thought and language , of the intell igible and the 
sensible. 

That is what would be at stake. Supposing that we might reach it (touch it, 
see it, comprehend it?}, this tropic and prephilosophica1 resource could not have 
the archeologic tl.filill pkcity of a pro er o.rtgi_n, the virginity of a histor y of be­
gmmngs. And we know already that it could derive neither &om a rhetoric of 
philosoph y nor from a metaphilosophy analogou s to what Bachelard , in his psy­
choanal ysis of material imagination, called meta-poetics. We know this, already, 
on the basis of thJ Jaw of supp lementarity "(betw een the concept and the field) 
viewed in its formal necessity. Provisionall y, let us take this law for a hypothesis. 
ln attempting to verify it in severa l "examples," perhap s we might, at the same 
time, fill the concept of metaphor, following its entire tradition , a tradition which 
is as much philosophica l as rhetorica l, and might also recognize , at the sa me 
time as the ru le of its transfo rmations, the limit of its plasticity. 
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He may do [the deed], but in igno­
rance of his relation ship, and dis­
cover that afterward s, as d oes 
Oedipus in Sop hocles. Here the deed 
is ou tside the play (exo 1011 dramatos). 
(Poetics, 1453b29-3 2)34 

There should be nothin g improbable 
(11/ogon) among the actual incidents 
(e11 lois pragmasin). If it be unavoid• 
able, howeve r, it shou ld be outside 
the tragedy, like the impr obability in 
the Oedipus of Sophocles. (1454b6-8) 

A likely impossibility (ad1111ata eikota) 
is always preferable to an uncon- , 
vincing possibility (dwrata apilha11a). 
The story (logo11s) shoul d never be 
made up of improbabl e incidents (ek 
merci11 a/og611); there should be noth­
ing of the sort in it. lf, however, such 
incidents are unavoidable , they 
should be outside the piece (exci lou 
m11the111natos), like the hero's igno­
rance (lo me eidenm) in Oedip11s of the 
circumstance s of Laius' death ... 
(1460a26-30) 

Neith er a rhetoric of phil osoph y nor a metaphilosophy appear to be pertinent he re-­
such is the hypothe sis. In the first place, why not rhetoric as such? 

/ 

Each time that a rhetor ic defines metaph or, not only is a philo sophy implied , 
but also a conceptual networ k in which philosophy itself has been constituted. 
Moreover each thread in this networ k forms a turn, or one might say a metaph or, 
if that notion were not too derivative here. What is defined, therefore , is implied 
in the defining of the definition. 

As goes without saying, no petition is being made here to some homogenou s 
continuum cease lessly relat ing tradition back to itself, the tradition of meta­
ph ysics as the tradition of rhetoric. Nevertheless, if we did not begin by at tendin g 
to such of the most durable cons train ts which have been exercised on the bas is 
of a very long systema tic chain, and if we did not take the trouble to delimit the 

\) general functioning and effective limits of this chain, we would run the risk of 
taking the most derivative effects for the or igina l characte rist ics of a historical 
s'ubset, a hastily identified configu rat ion, an imaginary or margina l mutation. 

1By mean s of an emp iricist and imp ress ionistic rush toward alleged difference s-

/ 

1n fact towa rd cross -sections that are in principle linear and chr onologica l- we 
would go from discovery to discovery . A break beneath every step! For examp le, 
we could present as the physiognomy proper to "eig hteen th cen tury" rhet oric 
a whole set of characteristics, (such as the privilege of the name), inherited, 

34. TN. Aristotle, Poetics, trans . I. Baywater, in Tire Works of Aristotle, ed. W. D. Ross 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1924). All further references to the Poetics will be to this 
edition . 
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although not in a direct line, and with all kind s of divisions an d ineq ualities of 
transformation , from Aristotle or the Middl e Ages. Here , we are being led back 
to the program , still entir ely to be elaborated, of a new delimitation of bod ies 
of work and of a new problematic of the signatu re. 

There is a code or a program-a rhet oric, if you will-for every discourse on 
metaphor : followin g custom, in the first place the Aristotelian defin ition must be 
recalled, at least the one in the Poetics (1457b). We will not fail to do so. Cer ta inly, 
Aristotle invented neither the word nor the concept of metaphor . However, he 
seems to have prop osed the first sys tematic situating of it, wh ich in any event 
has been retained as such with the most powerful historical effects. It is indi s­
pensable to study the terrain on which the Aristotelian definition could have 
been constructed. But this study would Jose all pertinence if it were not preceded, 
or in any eve nt controll ed , by the systematic and internal reconstitution of the 
text to be rein scribed . Even if partia l and pre liminary the task is not limited to 
a commentary on a textual surface. No tran sparency is granted it. The issue 
alread y is one of an active interpretation setting to work an entire system of 
rules and anticipa tions. 

"Metaphor (metaphora) consists in giving (epiphora):is the thing a name (onom­
atos) that belong s to something else (allotriou), the tran sference being either from 
genus to species (apo tou genous epi eidos), or from species to genus (apo tou eidous 
epi to genos), or from species to species (apo to11 eidous epi eidos), or on the grounds 
of ana logy (e kata to analogon)" (1457b6-9). 

This definition , doubt less the most explicit, the mos t precise, and in any event 
the most general, 36 can be ana lyzed along two lines. It is a philosophical thes is 

35. TN . Derrida ' s citation of the Greek terms is particularly importa nt here. The French 
translation of epiphora as "transport" preserves a "metaphoric" play on words that is lost 
in the English rendering "giv ing." Meta-phora and epi-phora have the same root , from the 
Greek plzerei11, to carry, to tran spo rt. 

36. This gene rality poses problems which recently have been reactivated in a way, as 
is well known . We will come back to them in our conclusion. In any event, Aristotle is 
the first to consider metaphor as the genera l form of all the figures of words, whether 
metaphor i11cl11des them (as in these examples of tran spo rt by metony my or synecdoche), 
constitutes their economy (abridged comparison ), or finds its own best form in the analog y 
of proportionality (Rhetoric III). Doubtless this generality is proportional to the impover­
ishment of the determination of metaphor. Aristotle, from ea rly on, was accused or excused 
for this . "So me Ancients have condemned Aris totle for putting under the name of met­
aphor the first two, wh ich properly are but synecdoch es; but Aristotle spoke in general, 
and he was writing at a time when there was still no refinement of figures, both in order 
to distinguish them and in order to give to each the name which wou ld have best explained 
its natur e. Cicero jus tifies Aris totle sufficiently when he writes in his De Oratore: ltaq11e 
ge1111s hoc Graeci appellant allegoriwm, 110111ine recte, ge11ere 111eli11s ille (Aristoteles) qui ista 011111ia 
lra11slatio11es uocat." Andre Dacier, /11troduction ti la poetiq11c d'Aristote, 1733. Hugh Blair: 
"Aristotle, in his Poetics, uses Metaphor in this extended sense, for any figurative mean ing 
imposed upon a word; as a whole put for the part , or a part for the who le; a spec ies for 
the genus, or a genus for the species. But it would be unjust to tax this most acute writer 
with any inaccurac y on this account; the minute subdivis ions , and various names of 
Tropes, being unknown in his days, and the invention of later rhetoricians." Lectures 011 
Rhetoric a11d Belles Leltres XV, "Metaphor." 
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on metaphor . And it is also a philosophi cal discourse whose entire surface is 
worked by a metap horics. 

The philosophica l thesis belongs to a syste m of interp reta tion joining together 
metapltora, mimesis, logos, physis, phone, semni11ein, onoma. In order to restore the 
movem en t of this chain, one must be attentive to the place of the discussions on 
metaphor, as muc h in the Poetics as in book 3 of the Rhetoric. 37 The place reserved 
for metaphor is already significant in itself. In both works, it belongs to a theory 
of /exis. "The Plot and Characters having been discussed, it remains to consider 
the Diction and Thoug ht (peri lexeos kai dianoias)" (1456a33-34; there is an anal­
ogous develo pment at the beginn ing of book 3 of the Rhetoric). Although it has 
only just bee n mentione d, " thought" (here, dia11oia) covers the range of that 
which is given to language, or of what one is given to think through language, 
as a cause or an effect or content of language, but not as the act of language 
itself (statement, diction , elocution, lexis). Dianoia thus determined is the sub ject 
of rhetoric , at least in its first two books . " As for the lnought, we may assume 
what is said of it in our Art of Rhetoric, as it belongs more prope rly to tha t 
department of inqu iry" (1456a34). The difference betwee n dia11oia and lexis is 
due to the fact that the first is no t made manifest by itse lf. Now, this manifes­
tation, whic h is the act of speech, constitutes the essence and very operation 
of tragedy. If there were no differe nce between dianoia and /exis, there would 
be no space for tragedy: "What indeed would be the good (ergo11) of the speaker 
(tou lego11tos) if things appea red in the required light even apart from anything 
he says (ei pl1anoito 11ei deoi kai media ton logon)?" (1456b7-8).38 Th is difference is 

37. On the relation s between the Rhetoric and the Poetics on this point, and notably as 
concerns the notions or metaphora and eik611, see Marsh H. McCall, A11cie11t Rhetorical Theories 
of Simile and Compariso11 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969). "Ne ither work can 
be proved to precede the other-almost certainly both were revised and supplemented 
from time to time. The odd absence of eikon from the Poetics must be left unre solved ." 
This is not a total absence (see at least 1048bl0 and 15). 

38. TN. F. C. T. Moore, in the notes to his translation of this essay, contends that 
Derrida's last two citations from Aristotle (Poetics 1456a34 and 1456b7-8) are based on an 
"incorrect translation" (note 29) and a "conjectural" readin g of a "corrupt" text (notes 29 
and 30). On the first point, there is no question that while the Bud~ translation cited by 
Derrida and the Bywater translation do not correspond word for word, the e11tire sentence 
(not the fragment of it cited by Moore) does say that the examination of thought (dia11oia) 
is the province of rhetoric. On the second point, it is true that Bywater and Bud~ have 
different read ings of what Bud~ gives as dianoia and translates as "thought. " Bywater, 
whose translation I have adhered to, gives the crucial word as " things," from the reading 
of the text that gives deoi here and not dianoia. Thus, our text does not correspond to the 
French edition of Marges, where the sen tence in question would read, changing the one 
word: "What indeed would be the good of the speaker if his tlro11glrt appeared in the 
required light even apart from anything he says?" Comparison with the Greek text used 
by Bywater (Becker's 1831 Quarto Text, also used in the Harvard University Press Aristotle 
i11 Tw1mty-T/1ree Vo/11mes, where Fyfe's translation of the Poetics occupies vol. 23, which is 
where I consulte d it) shows that the Greek cited by Derrida here differs 011/y as conce rns 
this word . Even if Aristotle' s text is corrupt here- which I am not competent to judge­
~rrida has not falsified the se11se of eithe r citation in order to have it conform to his 
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not only due to the fact that the personage must be able to say somet hing other 
than what he thinks. He exists and acts within tragedy only on the cond ition 
that he speaks. 

So the d iscourse on metaphor belongs to a treatise peri /exos. The re is lexis, 
and within it metaphor, in the extent to which thought is not made man ifest by 
itself, in the extent to which the meaning of what is said or thought is not a 
phe nomenon of itself. Dianoia as such is not yet related to metapho r. The re is 
metaphor on ly in the extent to which someone is supposed to make manifest, 
by means of statement, a g ive n thought that of itself remains inapparen t, hidde n, 
or latent. Thought stumbles upon metaphor, or metaphor falls to thought at the 
moment when meani ng attempts to emerge from itself in order to be stated, 
enunciated, bro ugh t to the light of language. And ye t-such is ou r prob lem­
the theory of meta phor remains a theory of meaning and posits a certain original 
11aturality of this figure. How is this poss ible? 

Aristo tle has just set aside dinnoin, send ing it off into rhetoric. He then defines 
the compone nts of lexis. Among them, the nominal, the noun . It is under this 
heading tha t he treats metap hor (epiphora onomatos). Onoma certain ly has two 
values in this con text. Sometimes it is opposed to the verb (rhema), which implies 
an idea of time. Sometimes it covers the field of verbs, since metap hor, the 
disp lacement of nouns, also, in the examp les given in the Poetics, plays upon 
verbs. Th is confus ion is possible by virtue of the profound identity of the noun 
and the verb: what they have in common is that they are intelligib le in and of 
themse lves, have an immedia te relation to an object or rather to a unity of 
meaning. They constitute the order of the phone semnntike from which are ex­
cluded, as we will see, articles, conju nctions, preposition s, and in general all 
the elements of language which, according to Aristo tle, have no meaning in 
themse lves; in other words, which do not of them selves designate something . 
The adjective is capable of becoming substantive and nomina l. To this extent it 
may belong to the semantic orde r. Therefore it seems that the field of 0110111n­
and consequently that of metaphor, as the tran spo rt of name s- is less that of 
the noun in the st rict sense, (which it acquired very late in rhetoric), than that 
of the 11omi11alizable. Every word which resists thi s nominalization wou ld remain 
foreign to metaphor. Now, on ly that whic h claims-or hencefort h claims-to 
have a complete and independent signification, that which is intelligible by itself, 
outside any syntactic relation , can be nominalized. To take up a traditional 
op position that still will be in use in Husserl, metaphor would be a transport 
of categorematic and no t of syncategorematic words as such. The as such must 

argument , as Moore seems to sugges t. It shou ld be noted too that at least one other 
English translation of the Poetics (Butcher's in The Library of Liberal Arts volume, Poetics 
and On M11sic) gives the disputed word as dianoin, "thought." (My thanks to Richard Rand 
for his help here .) 
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be emph asized, since the syncategorem might itself also give rise to an operation 
of nomi nalization. 39 

Du Marsais had been tempted very literally to follow Aristotl e in defining 
metaphor as "a figure by mean s of which the proper, literal meaning of a noun 
is transported." That he rep laced noun by word from one edition to another, that 
his first gesture was criticized by both Laharpe and Fontanier, and that the latter 
systematica lly enlarges the field of metaphor to include all words-none of this, 
at least on th is poin t, deep ly d isrupts the Aristot elian trad ition. In effect, on the 
one hand, only "sing le word" trope s are "properly named" such, according to 
Fontanie r. On the other hand, and consequently, after stating tha t all kinds of 
word s can give rise to metapho rs, Fontan ier indeed mu st exclude from the 
enumerat ion whic h follows sy ncatego rems, meanings said to be incomplete, the 
pivots of discourse: "On tire tropes by resemblance, that is, 111etap/1ors:~ Tropes by 

39. Leibniz provides a remarkable exampl e of this operation of exte11sio11 and extraction. 
The issue is to un earth the hidd en concept and nam e, the irubstanti ve idea dissimulated 
in every syntactic sign of relation. Thus, a particle is tran sformed into a complete signi­
fication. Again this is in a philosophical dialogue, and the subject treated is not very 
distant from the one in the Garden of Epicurus: "THEOPHJLUS: l do not see why we could 
not say that there are private ideas, as ther e are negative truth s, for the act of denial is 
pos itive ... PHtLALETHES: Without disputin g about this point, it will be more useful to 
approach a little nea rer the origins of all our notions and knowledge, to observe how the 
words employed to form actions and notions wholly removed from the senses , derive 
their origin from sensible ideas , whence they are transferred to significations more abstruse 
... When ce we may conjectur e what kind of notion s they had who spoke these first 
language s and how natur e will sugg est unexp ected ly to men the origin and the prin ciple 
of all their knowledge by the terms them selves . THEOPHILUS: ... The fact is not always 
recogn ized because most frequently the true ety mologies are lost ... It will, however , be 
well to consider this analogy of sensible and 11011-sensible things which ha s serve d as the basis 
of tropes: a matter that you will und erstand the better by considering a very extended 
example such as is furnished by the use of prepositions, like to, with, from, before, i11, witho11t, 
by, for, 11pon, towards, which are all derived from place, from dista nce, and from motion, 
and aftenvards tran sferred to every sort of change, order, sequ ence, difference, agreement. 
To signifies app roach , as in the exp ression: I go to Rome . But as in order to at tract anything 
we bring it near that to which we wish to unite i_t, we say that one thing is attached to 
another. And further , as there is, so to speak , an immaterial attachment ." The demon­
stration is made for each prep osition, and closes in this way: "a nd as these analogies are 
extrem ely variable and do not depe nd on any deter minate notions, it thence comes that 
language s vary much in the use of th ese particles and cases which the prepo sitions govern , 
or rather in which they are found as things und erstood and virtually includ ed ." New Essays 
Concerning H11111an U11dersta11di11g, tran s. A. G. Langley (London, 1896), book 3, chap . I, 
"Words," pp. 289-91. Du Marsais, Trnitt! des tropes: " Each language has particular . . . 
proper ... metaphors" (chap . 1, x). "Cer tain figure s may vary from one language to 
another," as Fontanier will say, "a nd some do not even occur in every language." "P r!Hace 
au Traite general des figures du discours autr es que !es trop es," in Les Figures d11 D1sco11rs, 
ed. Gerard Gene tte (Paris: Flammarion , 1968), p. 275. 

Condillac, whom Fontanier judged to be as "strong'' as Du Marsais (ibid ., p. 276)_, al~o 
thought that " the same figures are not admitted to every lang uage." De /'art d'ecnre, in 

Oe11vres Philosophiq11es II, iv. . . . . . 
40. Fontanier , " Preface," p. 99. Resemblance or analogy: such 1s the d1stmchve sou rce 

of metaphor , from Aristotle to Fontan ier. Du Ma rsa is, in defining metaphor , also spok e 
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resem blance consis t in presenting an idea under tire sign of another idea that is more I 
striking or better known, and which, moreover, has no other tie to tire first idea than that 
of a certain conformity or analogy. As a genre these trop es can be reduced to a 
sing le one, Metaphor, wh ose name, which is so well known, an d perhap s better 
known than the thing itself, has lost, as Laharpe observes, all its scholar ly 
import. Metaphor is not ordinaril y dist inguished into species, like Metonymy and 
Synecdoche; however it must not be thought that it has but a single form, a single 
aspec t, and that it is the sa me in ever y case. On the contrary, it is quite varied, 
and doubtless extends further than Metonymy and Synecdoche, for not only the 
noun, bu t further the adjective, the participle , the verb, and finally all species 
of words belong to its domain. Thus all species of words can be employed, or 
in effect are employed, metaphorically, if not as figures, at least as catachreses. The 
species of word s capable of being emp loyed metaphorically as figures are the noun, 
the adjective, the particip le, the verb, and per haps also the adverb, although 
rather rarely" (p . 99). 

Now, on the one ha nd, everything excluded from this list of words is reserve d 
for the catachresis of metaphor , a "not true figure," which "embraces in its 
extens ion even the interjection." ("There are even very few words, in each 
species, no t under its dom ination," p. 215. We wiU come back to this problem 
later.) True metap hor, therefore, keeps withi n the limits of the Aristotelian 
"nou n ." Which , on the other hand , appear s to be confirmed th rougho ut the 
entire syste m of distinc tions proposed by Fontanier in his genera l definition of 
words. Among these words corresponding to "idea s of an object" - wh.ich nat­
urally can be nomina lized-are classed nouns, all words "employed substan ­
tively" (the beautiful, the true, the just; eating, drinking, sleeping; the for, the against; 
tire front, the back; the wiry, tire how; the inside, tire outside; tire buts, the ifs, the whys, 
tire wherefores), and active or passive particip les. The first group corresp onds to 
substantive ideas of object, and the second to concrete ideas of object. Among the 
word s corresponding to the "ideas of relation ship " are classed the verb ("But 
by verb, here, I under stand on ly the properly nam ed verb, the verb to be, called 

of a "co mpari so n which is in the mind ." It remain s that Aristotle mad e of metap hor a 
rather extended genre , as we have see n, in order to cover every other nominal figure, 
includin g meton ymy; that Fontani er restricts the field of metaphor (and ther efore of anal­
ogy or of resemblanc e) in order to oppose it to metonymy; and that Du Marsais at first, 
by etym ology, had loose ned the limits of metonymy: "The word metonymy signifies trans­
position or chan ging of name , one name for another . In this sense, this figure includes 
all the other Tropes; for in all Tropes, a word not being taken in the meaning prope r to 
it, it awake ns an idea that might be expressed by anothe r wo rd. In wha t follows, we will 
notice what properly distinguishes metonymy from the other Tropes. The master s of the 
art restrict metonymy to the following uses:" (Do Marsais, 11, 2). Cond illac (whose phi­
losophy, more than any other , or at leas t like eve ry other , might be considered as a treatise 
on analogx) advances a symmet rically inverse propo sition: "Whal we have said of com­
parisons must be applied to metaphors. I will bring to your attention only that if one 
consults etymolo gy, all trope s are metaphors: for metaphor prope rly signifies a word 
transported from one meaning to an other" (De /'art d't!crire !I, vi). 
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the abstract verb or substantive verb; and not those improperly named verbs, the 
concrete verbs which are formed by the combination of the verb to be with a 
participle: I love, I read, I come for / am loving, I am reading, I am coming," p. 45), 
the preposition, the adverb, and the conjunction . The dissymmetry of these 
opposi tion s appea rs to be rather mark ed: the superio rity of the ideas of object 
to the ideas of relation ("de licate ideas that we did not wish to separate from 
their signs, for fear that they escape us," p. 45), and the correlative superiority 
of the substantive. This superiority is apparent not only in the case of the verb 
to be. Among all other species of words, those which are subject to variations 
(" in their forms , in their inflections") are governed by the substa ntive idea ("But 
it is easy to see that they are dominated by the substantive idea to whose 
express ion they all tend more or less directly," p . 46). The other species of words 
(preposit ion, conjunction, adver b, interjection ) "do not vary at all, because they 
are not immed iately tied to the substantive idea, and are even entirely detached 
and independent from it; and because they hardl y seem tied , fundamentally , 
to anyt hing other than the views of the mind, bei_ng only, as concerns it, ways 
of seeing" (p. 46). 

Everything, in the theory of metaphor, that is coordi nate to this system of 
distinctions or at least to its principle , seems to belong to the great immobile 
chain of Aristotelian ontology, with its theory of the ana logy of Being, its logic, 
its epis temology, and mor e precisely its poetics and its rhetoric. In effect, let us 
cons ider the Aristotelian defini tion of the noun, that is, the elemen t of metaphor. 
The noun is the first semantic unity . It is the sma llest signifying element. It is 
a composite phone semantike, each of whose elements is in itself insignificant 
(asemos), without meaning . The noun shares thi s characteristic with the verb, ( 
from which it is distinguis hed on ly by its atemporality. 

Before coming to the noun, Aristotle had enum era ted all the elements of lexis 
which are consti tuted by so und without signification (phone asemos). The letter, 
for example, the stoiklreio11, the ultimate element, is part of lexis, but has no 
meaning in itself. Here, the letter is not the graphic form, but the phonic elemen t, 
the atom of the voice (ph611e adiairetos). Its insigni ficance is not indeterminate. 
The letter is not just any vocal emission with out meaning . It is a vociferation 
which although without meaning , mu st neverthele ss be capab le of " naturally " 
enteri ng into the formation or composition of a phone semantike (ex Ires pepl111ke 
simete gig11estlrai phone), opening the possibility of a noun or a verb, contributing 
to saying what is. This is the differenc e between anima ls and man : aceording to 
Aristo tle both can emi t indivisible sounds , but only man can make of them a 
letter: "The Letter is an indivisible so und of a particular kind, one that may 
become a factor in an inte lligible sound . Indivisible sound s are uttered by the 
brutes also, but no one of these is a Letter in ou r sense of the term " (Poetics 
1456b22-25). Aristotle doe s not ana lyze this difference; he interprets it by teleo­
logical retro spection. No internal characteristic distinguishes the atom of animal 
sound and the letter , Thus , it is only on the basis of the signifying phonic 
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comp osition, on the basis of meaning and reference, that the human voice should 
be distin guished from the call of an an imal. Meanin g and reference : that is, the 
possibility of signifying by means of a noun. What is proper to nouns is to 
signify somethin g (Ta de onomata semainei ti; Rhetoric Ill, 10, 1410b11), an inde­
pendent being identical to itself, conceived as such. It is at this point that the 
theory of the name, such as it is implied by the concept of metaphor, is articulated 
with ontology. Aside from the classical and dogmaticall y affirmed Limit between 
the animal without logos and man as the zoon Iogon ekhon, what appears here is 
a certa in systema tic indissociability of the value of metaphor and the meta­
physical chain holding together the values of discour se, voice, noun, signifi­
cation , meaning , imitative repr ese ntation , resemblance ; or, in order to reduce 
what these translat ions import or deport , the values of logos, phone sema11tike, 
semainei11, onoma, mimesis, homoiosis. The definition of metaphor is in its place 
in the Poetics, which opens as a treatise on mimesis. Mimesis is never without the 
theoretical perception of resemblance or similarity, that is, of that which alwa ys 
will be posited as the conditi on for metaphor . Homoiosis is not only constitutive 
of the value of truth (aletheia) which governs the entire chain ; it is that without 
which the metaphorical operation is impossibl e: "To produce a good metaphor 
is to see a likeness" (To gar eu metap/1erein to to homoion theorein esti11. 1459a7-8). 
The conditio n for metaphor (for good and true metaphor) is the condition for 
truth. Therefore it is to be expected that the anima l, deprived of logos, of phone 
sema11tike, of stoikl1eio11, etc., also wou ld be incapab le of mimesis . Mimesis thus 
determined belongs to logos, and is not animalistic apin g, or gesticuJar mimicry ; 
it is tied to the possibility of meaning and truth in discour se. At the beginning 
of the Poetics mimesis in a way is posited as a possibility proper to plrysis. Physis 
is revealed in mimesis, or in the poetry which is a species of mimesis, by virtue 
of the hardly apparent structu re which constrains mimesis from carryi ng to the 
exte rior the fold of its redoubling . It belong s to physis, or, if you will, p/rysis 
include s its own exteriority and its double . In this sense, mimesis is therefore a 
"natural " movement. This naturality is reduced and restricted to man's speech 
by Aristotle. But rather than a reduction , this constitutive gesture of metaphy sics 
and of humanism is a teleological determinati on : naturality in genera l says itself, 
reassembles itself, knows itse lf, appears to itself, reflects itself, and "mimics" 
itself par excellence and in truth in human nature. Mimesis is proper to man . 
Only man imitat es prope rly. Man alone takes pleasure in imitating, man alone 
learns to imitat e, man alone learns by imitation. The power of truth, as the 
unveiling of nature (plrysis) by mimesis, congenitally belong s to the physics of 
man, to anthropophy sics . Such is the natural origin of poetry, and such is the 
natural origin of metaphor: " It is clear that the ge neral origin of poetry was due 
to two causes, each of them pa rt of human natur e (plrysik111). Imitati on is natural 
(sympl1yto11: innate, congenital ) to man from childhood , one of his advantages 
over the lower animals being this, that he is the most imitativ e creature 
(mimetikotaton) in the wor ld and learns at first (matlreseis protas: first knowledg e) 
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by imitation. And it is also natural for all to delight in works of imitation" (Poetics, 
1448b4-9). 

. ; As these two sources of poetry confirm, logos, mimesis, and aletheia here are 
. ~ one and the same possibility. And logos is in its eleme nt only in phone. It belongs 

1 there better than elsewhe re. And this is always so accord ing to a teleological 
determination: just as the destination of nature is to be mimed best in human 
nature, and just as man , more than any other anima l, properly imitates (mi­
metikotaton), so the voice is the organ most apt to imitate. This vocation of the 
voice is designated by the same word (mimetikotnton) in book 3 of the Rhetoric: 
" ... words (onomata) are imitations (mimemata), and .. . the human voice ... 
of all organs can best imitate things (/te pltone pa11to11 mimetikotaton ton morion" 
[lll, I, 1404a21-2 2; translation modified]). 

(

' Metaph or thu s, as aQ_ effect qf mimesis and homoiosis, the manifestation of 
~ ilnalogy, will be a means of knowledge, a means that is subord inate, but certain. 
,,. One may say of it what is said of poetry: it is more philosophical and more 

serious (philosophoteron kai spoudaioteron) thanj,istory (Poetics 1451b5-6), since it 
recounts not only the particular , but also states the general, the probable and 
the necessary . 41 However, it is not as serious as philosophy itself, and apparently 
will conserve this intermediary status throughout the history of philosophy. Or 
rather, its ancillary status: metaphor , when well trained, must work in the service 
of truth, but the master is not to content himself with this, and must prefer the 
discourse of full truth to metaphor. For example, Aris totle reproaches Plato for 
being satisfied with "poetic metaphors" (metaphorns legein poietikas) and for keep­
ing to hollow language (kenologein) when he says that Ideas are the paradigms 
in which other things participate (Metaphysics, A9, 991a20, MS, 1079b25). 

For the same reason, pleasure, the second "cause" of mimesis and metaphor, 
is the ple;.sure of knowing, of learning by resemblance , of recognizing the same. 
The philosopher will be more apt at this than anyone else. He wiU be man pa r 
excellence: "The explanat ion is to be found in a further fact: to be learning 
something is the greatest of pleasures , not only to the philosopher, but to the 
rest of mankind , however small their capacity for it- the reason of the delight 
in seeing the picture (eikonas) is that one is at the same time learning, and 
deducing (syllogizesthnr) what is represented" (Poetics, 1448bl2-17). Book 3 of the 
Rhetoric specifies this idea, between a stalk and a flower: "We all natur ally (physei) 
find it agreeable to get hold of new ideas easily: words (onomata) signify some­
thing (semninei ti), and therefore those words are the most agreeab le which bring 
us knowledg e of something new ... From metaphor ... we can best ge t hold 
of someth ing fresh. When the poet calls old age a 'withered stalk' (ka/amen) he 
conveys a new idea, a new fact, to us by mean s of the genera l notion of 'lost 

41. " Metaphor s must be d.rawn, as has been said already , from things that are related 
to the original thing, and yet not obvious ly so related (npo oikeiii11 kei me_pha11er611}-j ~st 
as in philosophy also an acute mind will perceive rese mblance s (lo ho11101011 ... theorem) 
even in thin gs far apart" (Rhetoric Ill, ii, 1412a9-12). 
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bloom' which is common to both things. The sim iles (eikones) of the poet s do 
the same . .. The simile, as has been said before, is a metaphor, differing from 
it only in having a prefixed word (prothese,), and just because it is longer it is 
less attractive. Besides, it does not say outright that 'this' is 'that ' " (Rhetoric Ill, 
10, 1410bl0-19). Thus, metaphor sets before us, vivacious ly, wha t the compar ­
ison more haltingly recons titut es indirectly. To set before us, to make a picture, 
to exercise a lively action - these are so many virtues that Aristotle attributes to 
the good metaph or, virtues that he regularly associates with the value of energeia, 
whose decisive role in Aristote lian metaphysics, in metaph ysics, is well known. 
"We have still to explain what we mean by 'making a pictur e,' and what must 
be done to effect this. I say that an expressio n puts something before our eyes 
when it represent s things as in a state of activity (energounta semainei). Thus to 
say that a good man is 'four-square' is certainl y a metaphor ; both the good man 
and the square are perfect; but the metaphor does not suggest activity (0 11 si!mainei 
energeinn). On the other hand, in the expression 'w ith his vigour in full bloom ' 
(anthousan) there is a notion of activity" 42 (Rhetoric III , II, 141 lb22-29). Most often, 
this metaphorical activation or actualization consis ts in animating the inanimate, 
in transporting something into the "psychic " order (ibid., 1412a2). (The oppo­
sition animate /inanimate also governs Fontanier's entire classification of meta ­
phors.) 

A div idend of pleasure , therefore, is the recompense for the econom ic de­
velopment of the syllogism hidden in metaphor , the theoretical perception of 
resemb lance. But the energy of this operation supp oses, neve rthele ss, that the 
resemblance is not an identity. Mimesis yields pleasure only on the condition of 
giving us to see in action that which nonethele ss is not to be seen in act ion, but 
only in its very resembling double , its mimemn. Let us leave open the questio n 1 

of this energetic absence, this enigmatic division, that is, the interval which 
makes scenes and tells tales _-1.l 

~- It indeed see ms, in conformity with so many other convergent affirmations by 
Aristotle, that in the first case (" 'four -squa re' ") there is a metaph or, certainly, but a 
de veloped one, that is, a comparison, an image (eikci11) "preceded by a word." 

43. The pleasure, here, comes from a syllogism-to be completed . Rhetoric must take 
it into acc_ou_nt._ "Since teaming and wondering are pleasant, it follows that such things 
as acts of 1m1tahon must be pleasant -fo r instance painting, sculptu re, poetry-and every 
produ~t of skillful imitation; this latter, even if the object imita ted (auto to memimeme11011) 
1s not 1_tself pleasant; for it is not the object itself which here gives delight; the spec tator 
dra"."s inferences (syllogismor); _'that is a so-and-so,' and thus learns somet hing fresh . Dra­
matic _turns of fo~tune and hairbre adth escapes from perils are pleasant. Everything like 
(lro11101011) and akin (s1mge11es) to onese lf is pleasant ... And because we are all fond of 
ou rselves (philautoi), it follows tha t what is our own is pleasant to all of us, as for instance 
our own deeds and words (erga kai logous). That is why we are usually fond of ou r flatterers, 
and honour ; also of our children, for our child ren are our own work (a11tci11 gar ergo11 ta 
lekna). It is also pleasan t to comple te what is defective (ta ellipe'"), for the whole thing 
thereupon becomes our own work .. . Similarly, since amusement and every kind of 
re(axahon and laughter too belong to the class of pleasant things, it follows that ludicrou s 
thmgs are pleasant, whether men, words or deed s. We have discussed the ludicrous 
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The semantic sys tem (the order of the phone semn11tike with all its con nected 
concepts ) is not separated from its other by a simple and continuous line. The 
limit does not divide the human from the animal. Another division furrows the 
entirety of " human " language. This latter division is not homogenou s, is not 
human in all its aspects, and to the same degree. The noun still remains the 
determi nin g criterion : included in the literal elements, the asemantic vocal 
emiss ions, are not only letters them selves. The syllab le belongs to Lexis, but of 
course has no meaning in itself. Above all, ther e are whole "words" which play 
an indispensable role in the organization of discour se, but still remain, from 
Aristotle 's point of view, tota lly without meaning. The conjunc tion (s1111desmos)" 
is a phone nsemos. This hold s equally for the art icle, for articu lation in general 
(nrtlrron), and for everyt hing that functions between signifying members, between 
nouns, substantives, or verbs (Poetics 1456b38-1457a10). Articulation has no 
meaning because it makes no referenc e by means of a categoremic unity, to an 
independent unity, the unit y of a substance or a"being . Thus, it is excluded from 
the metaphorical field as the onomastic field. Henceforth , the annagrammatical, 

sepa rately (c/rciris) in the treatise on the Art of Poetry" (Rhetoric I, ii , 1371b4-1373al). 
According to the elliptical syllogism of mimesis, the pleasure of knowing always accom­

modates itself to the marking absence of its object. It is even born of this accommodation. 
The mimeme is neither the thing itself nor something totaUy other. Nothing will upset the 
law of this pleasure according to the economy of the same and of difference, not even­
especially not-the horror, ugliness, and unbearable obscenity of the imitated thing, as 
soon as it remain s out of sight and out of reach, off stage. We would have to follow the 
chain of examples which have obsessed this classical topos, from Aristotle to Lessing . As 
always, when the mimetic ellipsis is in play, Oedipus , the serpent , and parricide are not 
far off. "Though the objects themselves may be painful to see, we delight to view the 
most realistic repre sentations of them in.art, the forms for example of the lowest animals 
and of dead bodie s . .. tj,e reason of the delight in seeing the picture is that one is at the 
same time learning and deducing (mantlrn11ei11 kai syllogiustlzal) what is repre sen ted , for 
instance, that this figure is such and such a person " (Poetics 1448b10-17). "II n'est point 
de serpent ni de monstre odieux I Qui par l'art imite, ne puisse plaire aux yeux: I D'un 
pinceau delicat !'artifice agreable / Du plus affreux objet fail un objet aimable. / Ainsi pour 
nous charme r, la Tragedie en pleurs / D'Oedipe tout sanglant fit parler des douleurs / 
D'O rcste parricide exprima !es alarmes, / Et, pour nous divertir, nous arracha des larmcs." 
Boileau, Art Poetiq11e, Chant II, 1--8. ["There is no serpent or odious monster / That imitated 
by art cannot be pleasing to our eyes : /With a delicate brush agreeable artifice I Makes of 
the most frightful object a pleasing one . I Thus, for our pleasure, the tearful Tragedy I Of 
Oedipus, all bloody, spoke of sorrows/ And of parricide Ores tes sound ed the alarum, / 
And, for our diversion, wrenched from us our tears." I Euripide s' Orestes wished no longe r 
to see in his dream s a head bristling with snakes . Longinu s cited and commented on the 
lines of this scene; Boileau translated them. Within the same space, the same system, one 
can also refuse the unbearable pleasure of such a representation. From LA poetiq11e by Jules 
de la Mesnardil!re (1639): "Beautiful descriptions are certainly agreeable ... But whatever 
powerful attractions these marvelou s paintings might have, they should repre sent only 
things that are pleasant or at least bearable . A fine palette is to be employed for subjec~s 
that are not odious, and one should not work like those bizarre painters who put their 
entire science in the portrayal of a snake or some horrid reptile ." 

44. The Rhetoric also treats the good usage of the conjunction (Ill, v) and the effects of 
the asyndeton, the suppression of the conjunction (111, xii) . 
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which functions with the aid of parts of nouns, dismembered nouns, is fore ign 
to the metaphorical field in genera l, as is also the syntactic play of articulations . 
. Since this entire theory of the sema ntic, of lexis, and of the noun is implicated 
m metaphor, it is to be expected that the de finition of metaphor would follow 
its expositio n . This is the order of the Poetics. And that this definition should 
intervene immed iately after that of the p/rone semn11tike and the plr611e nsemos, is 
~ e index not on ly of a necessity, but also of a difficulty . Metaph or does not just 
illustrate the ge neral poss ibilities thus de scribed. It risks disrupting the semantic 
plenitud e to which it should belong. Marking the moment of the tum or of the 
detour [du tour 011 du dftour] during which mea ning might seem to ven ture forth 
alone , unloosed from the very thing it aims at however, from the truth which 
attunes it to its referent, metaph or also ope ns the wandering of the sema ntic. 
The sense of a noun, instead of designati ng the thing which the noun habitually 
must designate, carries itself elsewhere. If I say that the eve ning is the old age 
of the day, or that old age is the evening of life, "the evening, " althou gh having 
the same sense, will no longer designate the same things. By virtue of its power 
of metaphoric displacement, signification will be in a kind of state of availabilit y, 
between the nonmeaning preceding language (which has a meaning ) and the 
truth of language which wo uld say the thing such as it is in itself, in act, properly . 
This truth is not certain. There can be bad metaphors. Are the latter metaph ors? 
Only an axiology su pported by a theory of truth can answer thi s question; and 
this axiology"belongs to the interior of rhetoric. It cannot be neutral. 

In nonmeaning, language has not yet been born. In the truth , language is t~ 
be filled, achieved, actualized, to the point of erasing itself, without any possibl 
~l~y, bef~re the ~thoughtJ thing which is pro perly man ifested in the trut h . Lexis 
1s itself, if we ought put 1t thus, on ly at the stage when meaning has appear ed , 
but when truth st ill might be missed, when the thing does not yet man ifest itself 
in act in the truth. ~ is the moment o f pos~eaning as the possibility of 
non-truth. As the moment of the detour in which theti'.ut h migh t still be 10se--­
metapfior indeed belongs to mimesis, to the fold of physis, to the moment when 
nature, itself veiling itself, has not yet refound itself in its proper nudit y, in the 
act of its propriety . 

If ~a,ehor, the cha nce and risk of 111i1!.!!1_is,_ can alw~t is 
that me~hor must count with a. determined a~nee. After the gene ral defi­
nition , Aristotl e distinguishes four kind s of metaphor s. The apparently unsewn 
series of examples perha ps might follow the basting of an enti re narrative. 
1. Transpo rt from genus to species (genos - eidos): "Here stands my ship " 
(Odyssey I, 185). Instead of the word "stands, " the more genera l word , the prope r 
word wou ld have been "anchored," its species. (A traditional recours e to the 
ship , to it_s movement, its oars, and its sails, in orde r to speak figurative ly of the 
mean s of transport that the metaphorical figure is.) 2. Transport from species 
to genus: "Truly ten thousand good deeds ha s Ulysses wrought" (llind JI, 272) . 
"Ten thousa nd" is a specific member of the genus "large number ." 3. Transport 
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from species to species: " 'Drawing the life with bronze' " and " 'severing with 
the enduring bronze' "(doubtless from Empedocles' Kathnrmoi). "Drawing'' and 
"severing'' are two species of the general operation which consists in " takin g 
away" (nphelein). 4. Analogy: when ther e are two term s two by tw~, analogy 
consists in stating the fourth instead of the second and the second instead of 
the fourth. The cup is to Dionysus what the shield is to Ares. "The sh ield of 
Dionysus" and "the cu p of Ares" are metaphors by analogy. Old age and life, 
evening and day, yields for example in Empedocles, " 'the evening of life' " 
(Poetics 1457b10-25; Rhetoric Ill, chap. 4). 

1 f Analogy is metaphor par excellence. Aristotle emphasizes this point ofte~ in 
{ the Rhetoric. "Liveliness is got by using metaphor by ana logy and by being 

grap hic" (Rhetoric III, 11, 1411b21). "Of the four kind s of m_etaphor, ~he most 
taking is the metaphor by analogy (kat ' n11alogia11}. Thus Pencles, for instan c~, 
said that the vanishing from their country of the young men who had fallen in 
the war was 'as if the spri ng were taken out of the year.' Leptines , speak ing of 
the Lacedamonians, said that he would not have the Athenians let Greece 'lose 
one of her two eyes' " (R/retoric III, 10, 141lal) . This privilege articulates Aris­
totle's entire metaphorolog y with his general theory of the analogy of Being. 

In all these examples-in which it is so often a question of taking away, cutting 
off, severing (life, the eyes, etc.)-all the term s are nonetheless present or pre­
sentab le. One can always convene four members, two by two, a kind of family 
whose relationship s are evident and whose name s are known . The hidden term 
is not ano nymous, doe s not have to be invent ed; there is nothing hermet ic or 
elliptical about the exchange. It is almost a comparison or a double c~mp~ri~on. 
Now, Aristo tle remarks, there are cases in which one of the terms 1s m1ssing. 
The term has to be invented then . More su rprisingly, in these cases the impres ­
sion is stronger and occasionally also truer, more poetii:: the turn of sp~ech_ is 
more genero us, more generative, more ingeniou s. Aristotle illustrates this with 
an example: an example that is the most illustrious, that is illustra tive par ex­
cellence, the most natural luster there is. It is as concerns this example's power 
to engender that the question of the missing name comes to be asked and that 
one of the members of the analogi~al squar e has to be sup plemented. 

(In the Republic (VI-VII), before and after the Line which present s ontolo~y 
according to the analogies of proportionality , the s~n ap~ears. _In ord~r t~ dis· 
appear. It is there, but as the invisible source of hght, in a kind of •~s1stent 
eclipse, more than essential, producin g the esse nce- Being and appe~rin~ -o f 
what is. One looks at it directly on pain of blindness and death. Keeping itself 
beyond all that which is, it figures the Good of which the sensory sun is the 
son: the so urce of life and visibility, of seed and light.) 

Here is the case of the Sun in the Poetics (1457b25-30): "It may be tha t some 
of the terms thu s related have no special name of their own, but for all that they 
will be metaphorica lly described in just the same way. Thus to cast forth seed 
corn is called 'sowi ng' (speirein); but to cast forth its flame, as said of the sun, 
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has no special name (to de ten plrlogn npo tou heliou nmi11y111011)." How is this 
anonymity to be supplemented? "This nameles s act, however, stand s in just the 
same relation (lro111oi6s eklrei) to its object, sunlight, as sow ing to the seed-corn. 
Hence the expression in the poet 'sow ing around a god -created flame ' (speir611 
tlzeoktistnn phlogn)." 

/ 
Where has it ever been seen that there is the same relation between the su n 

and its rays as between sow ing and seeds? If this analogy imposes itself- and 
it doe s- then it is tha t within language the analogy itself is due to a long and 
hard ly visible chain whose first link is quite difficult to exhib it, and not on ly for 
Aristotle . Rather than a metaphor , do we not have here an "enigma," a secre t 
narrative , composed of several metaphors , a powerful asyndeton or dissimulated 
conjunction, whose essential characteristic is "to describe a fact in an impossibl e 
combination of words" (ainigmatos te gar idea lra11te esti, to lego11tn lrupnrkl1011ta 
nd1111ata s1111npsa1)" (Poetics, 1458a26-27)? 

Lf every metaphor is an elliptical comparison or ana logy, in thi s case we are 
1 
dealing with a metaphor par excellence, a metaphorical redoubling, an ellipsis 
l of ellipsis. But the missing term calls for a noun which names something prop · 
erly. The present terms (the sun , the rays, the act of sowing, the seed) are not 
in themselves, according to Aristotle, tropes. Here, the metaphor consists in a 
substitution of p roper names having a fixed meaning and referent, especia lly 
when we are dea ling with the sun whose referent has the originality of always 
being original, unique, and irreplaceable, at least in the representation we give 
of it. TIJere. is on ly one sun in this system. The..p-IQp.,!!r_fillme, here, is the 
l!Onmetaphorica l prim ~move r of metar-hor, the father of all figures. Everything 
turns around it, everythi ng turn s toward it. 

And yet, in one sen tence , in a parenthesis that is immediate ly closed, Aristotle 
incidentally invokes the case of a lexis that would be metaphorica l in all its 
aspects. Or at least no proper name is present in it, is apparent as suc h . Im­
mediatel y after the solar sow ing, here is the "wi neless cup": "There is also \ 
another form of qua lified metaphor. Havin g given the thing the alien name , one ~ 

may by a nega tive addition deny of it one of the attributes naturally associated --1( 
with its new name. An instance of this would be to call the shield not 'the cup ) 
of Ares' as in the former case, but 'a cup that holds no wine' " (1457b30-33). 

BuL this p_i:ocedure can be.P.,ursued and complicated infinitely, although Ar­
istotle doe_s na.tsay so. No referen ce properl y being named in such a metaphor , 
the figure is carried off into the adventure of a long, implicit sente nce, a secret 
narrative which nothing assures us will lead us back to the prop er name. The 
metaphorization of metaphor, its bottomless overdeterminability, seems to be 
inscribed in the structure of metaphor, but as its negativity. As soon as one 
admits that all the terms in an analogical relation already are caught up , one by i ~ 
one, in a metaphorical relation, e.Y"erything begins to function no longer as a

1 
sun, bu t as a star, the pun ctual source of truth or properness remaining invisible 
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or nocturnal. Which refers, in any case, i11 Aris.totle'sJ!!xt, to the problem of the 
proper na_me_or the anaJggy_2f Being.45 

If the sun can "sow," its name is inscribed in a system of relations that con-
f titutes it. Thls..oame is no longer tlle._pr_ofler .name-a[ a_unique_ thing which 

( 

~ metaphor would Qvertnk;e; ll.alrea.dy.has_begun to say the ml!_l__tiple, divided origin 
Qf all seed, of the eye, of invisibility, death, the father, the "proper name," etc. 
If Aristotle does not concern himself with this consequence of his theory, it is 
doubt less because it contradic ts the philosophical value of a/etheia, the proper 
appearing of the propriety of what is, the entire system of concepts which invest 
the philoso pheme "metaphor," burden it in delimiting it. And do so by barring 
its movement: just as one represses by crossing out, or just as one governs the 
infinitely floating moveme nt of a vessel in order tQ.drop anchor where one will. 
All the onomat ism which dom inates the theory of metaphor, and the entire 

ristotelian doctrine of simple na mes (Poetics, 1457a) is elaborated in order to 
ssure harbors of truth and propriety. 
• I..ikeJllli11esis,_me_taplli>.r_cames./iack_to.pbysis,.toits truth andits piesence . There, 

/ ature always refinds its own, proper analogy, its own resemblance to itself, 
· akes increase on ly from itself . Na.b.l_te..giY_es_itselLin.metaphor. Which is why, 

~ oreover, the metaphoric capacity is a natural gift. In this sense, it is given to 
I Jeveryone 46 (Rhetoric m, II). But, following a framework we regu larly come across, 

nature gives (itself) more to some than to others. MoLe to men than to ~s is, 
more to philosophers than to other men. Since the invention of metaphors is 
an innate, natural, congenita l gift, it will also be a characteristic of genius. The 
notion of nature makes this con tradiction tolerable. In nature each has his nature. 
Some have more nature than others, more genius, more generosity, more seed. 
If "the grea tes t thing by far is to be a master of metaphor," some have the genius 
of metaphor, know better tha n others to perceive resemblances and to unveil 
the truth of nature. An ungraspab le resource. "To be a master of metaphor" 
"is the one thing tha t cannot be learnt from others and it is also a sign of genius" 
(Poetics, 1459a5-7; see also Rhetoric Ill, II). One knows or one does not know, 
one can or one cannot. The ungraspable is certainly a genius for perceiving the 
hidden resemblance, but it is also, consequently, the capacity to substitute one 
term for another . The genius of mimesis, thus, can give rise to a language, a code 

45. We cannot und erta ke this problem her e. See, particularly, Pierre Aubenque, Le 
probleme de J'etre chez Aristote {Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1966), and J. Vuil­
lemin , De la logiq11e ll la theologie (Paris: Flammari on, 1967). 

46. "Boileau and Du Mar sais have said, and it has been a thou san d times repeated on 
their authority, that as concerns Tropes more are created in Les Hailes on a market day 
than there are in the e ntire Aeneid, or than are created at the Academie in several con­
secu tive sittings ... Now is this not an obvious proof that Tropes are an esse nti_al part 
of the language of speec h; and that like the language of speech, they have_been given to 
us by nature in order to serve in the expression of our thought s and feehngs; and that 
conseq uently they have the same origin as this language and as languages in genera l?" 
(Fontanier , "P reface," p. 157). 
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of regulated substitution s, the talent and procedur es of rhetoric, the imitation 
Qf geni_ys,_the master y of the ungra spable, Hen ceforth , am I certain that every­
thi~g ~an be taken from me except the power to rep lace? For example, that 
which 1s taken from me by so mething else? Under what cond itions would one 
always have one more trick, one more turn , up one's sleeve, in one's sack? On e 
more seed? And ~ the suQ_aJw.ays.he..able to sow? ang_physis to sow itself? 

The Flower s of Rhetoric: 
The Heliotrope 

Let us come back to philosophy, 
which require s arguments and not 
analogies. 
Diderot, Letter 011 tire Deaf nnd Dumb47 

Mlle. de l'Espinasse: Why, I should 
think it's my head . Bordeu: Your 
whole head ? Mlle. de l'Espinasse: 
No, but look here, Doctor, I'll have 
to give you a compar ison i.f I am to 
make myself clear. Women and poets 
seem to reason mostly by compari­
so ns . So ima g ine a spide r ... 
D' Alembert: Who' s that? Is that you 
Mademoiselle de l'Espi'nasse? 
Diderot, D'A/cmbert's Drea111~ 

One day all that will be of just as 
much value, and no more, as the 
amount of belief existing today in the 
masculinity or femininity of the sun. 
Nietzsche, Tlic Dnum of Day49 

The alternati ve "eit her-or" cannot be 
expre ssed in any way whatever ... 

, :1'hey [dream s] show a particular 
_ i-j' reference for combining contraries 

[mto a unity or for represe nting them 
as one and the same thing ... The 
same blossoming branch {d. "des 
Miidchen's Bliite11" [" the maiden's 
blossoms" ] in Goethe' s poem "Der 
Miillerin Verra/") repr ese nted both 
sexual innocence and its contrary 
... One and only one of these logical 
relation s is very highly favoured by 
the mechanism of dream formati on: 
nam ely the relation of similarity 

47. TN. In Diderot's Early Philosophical Works, trans. Margaret Jou rdain (Chicago : Ope n 
Court), p. 187. 

48. TN. In Ra111en11's Nephewa11d Other Works, trans. Jacques Barzun and Ralph H. Bowe n 
{New York: Doubleda y, 1956), p. 127. Translation modified . 

49. In Complete Works, vol. 9, trans . J. M. Kennedy, p. 12. 
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(Al111lic/1keil), consonance ( Ul1er­
ei11st iw1111111g) or approximation 
(Beriilrr1111g}-the relation of "just as" 
(gleicl1wie). This relation, unlike any 
other, is capable of being represented 
in dreams in a variety of ways.• 
(•Note: Cf. Aristotle's remark on the 
qualifications of a dream interpreter 
quoted above.)5Cl 

Aristotle remarked in this connec­
tion that the best interpreter of dreams 
was the man who could best grasp 
similarities (ibid., p. 97, n . 2). At this 
polht , too, the words "expensive flow­
ers, 011e /ins to pay for tliem" must have 
had what was no doubt literally a 
financial meaning. - Thus the flower 
symbo lism in this dream included 
virginal feminin it y (j1111g­
f rii11licliweil1licher), ma sc ulinity 
and an allusion to defloration by vio­
lence ... She laid all the more em­
phasis on the preciousness of the 
"centre"-o n another occasion she 
used the words, "a ceutre-pieceofflow­
ers"- that is to say, on her virgin ity 
. .. Later on the dreamer produced 
an addendum (Naclitrag) to the 
dream : . .. "t her e is a gap, a little 
space in the flowers" 

(ibid., p. 376). 

Metaphor then is what is proper to man. And more properly each man 's, ac­
cording to the measure of genius-of natur e- that rlo111i11ntes in him. Wh_at of 
this domination? And what does "proper to man" mean here , when the issue 

is one of this kind of capacity? 
The necessity of examining the history and sys tem of the value of "properness" 

has become apparent to us. An immense task, which supposes the elaboration 
of an entire strategy of deconstruction and an en tire protocol of reading . One 

ii can foresee that such a labor, however far off it may be, in one fashion or another 
will have to deal with what is translated by "proper" in the Aristotelian text. 

That is to say, with at least three meanings. . 
The Aristotelian problematic of metaphor does not recur to a very simple, 

very clear, i.e . central, opposition of what will be called proper, liter~! meanin g/ 
figurative mean ing. Nothing prevents a metaphorical lexis from be1~g p~oper, 
that is, appropriate (prepo11), suitabl e, decent, proporti ona te, becoming, 111 re-

50. SE IV, 3'16-20. The next two citations from Tlie l11terpretatio11 of Dreams are to this 
edition. · 
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lation to the subject, situation , thing s.' ' It is true that this value of properness 
remains rather exterior to the form-metaphorical or not-of discou rse. This no 
longer holds for the significations k1!!_io11 and .i!!J.Q11, which are both generally 
trans lated by the same word: proper.' 2 Althougnth e differen ce between k11rio11 
and idio11 is never given themati c exposition, it seems that k11rio11, more frequent 
in both the Poetics and the Rhetoric, designates th~ p!QprieJy of <!_!lam~ tili~ ' 
in its dominant , master, caP.!Jal se..ose. Let us not forget that this sense of sov­
ereignty is also the tutelary sense of kurion. By extension , k11rio11 is inter prete d 
as the yrimitive (as opposed~ derivatiyeLsens.e, and sometimes is used as the 
equivalent of the usual, literal, familiar sense (to de k11rio11 kni to oikeio11 [Rhetoric, 
fll, ll, 1404b6]): "By the ordinary word (k11rio11) I mean that in genera l use in a 
coun try" (Poetics 1457b3-4). Kurian is then distinguished, on the one hand, from 
the unusual, rare, idiomat ic word (g/6/ln), and from metaphor, on the other. As 
for idio11, which is much rarer in this context, it seems to participate in the two 
other meanings. More precisely, in the Rhetoric (UI, V , 1407a31) to employ the 
proper name is to avo id the detour of periphrasis (tois idiois 0110111nsi legei11, kai 
me tois periekhousin), which is the correct thing to do. The contamination of these 
three values seems already accomplished in the Ciceronian notion of verbn proprin 
as opposed to verbn trn11s/atn (De orntore 2.4). 

However, the value of the idio11 seems to support this entire metaphorology, 
without occupying cen ter stage. We know that in the Topics, for example, it is 
at the center of a theory of the proper , of essence , and of accident. Now, if 
metaphor (or mimesis in genera l) aim s at an effect of cognition, it cannot be 
treated without being placed in relation to a know ledge that bears on rlefi11itio11s: 
on what the thing of whic h one spea ks is, properly, essentially, .,2L.c!Ccidentally . 
Ce rtainly one may speak properly or improper ly of what is not proper to the 
thin g, its accident , for example. Here, the two values propernes s/impro perness 
do not have the same locus of pertinence. Nevertheless, the ideal of every 
language, and in particula r of metaphor, being to bring to knowledg e the thing 
itse lf, the turn of speech will be better if it brings us closer to the thin g's essential 

l\
or prop er truth. Th e space of language, the field of its divisions, is opened 
precisely by the diffe rence between essence, the proper, and accident. Three 
reference point s, preliminarily. 

1. A noun is proper when it has but a sing le sense. Better, it is on ly in this I 
case that it is properly a noun. Univocity is the essence, or better, the telos of 
language. No philosophy , as such, has ever renounced this Aristotelian ideal. 
This ideal is philosophy. Aristotle recognizes that a word may have severa l 
meanings. This is a fact. BJ:!!_.this (act has right of entry into lan_gya_ge on ly in~ 
the e~t ..!.2_ wh!11 the poly~mia is finite, the different significations are limited 
in number , and above all ufficiently distinct , each remaining one and identifi-

5 1. Sec, for exam ple, Rhetoric 111, 7. On the tran slation of prepo11 see Brunschwig 's note 
to his edition of Les Topiques d'Aristote (Paris: Belles Lettre s, 1966), p . 6, note 3. 

52. T . As will be seen in the next few citation s from Aristotle, k1mo11 and idio11 arc 1101 

translated into English by the sa me word ("proper"), although they are in French . How• 
ever, the se concepts do belong to the sys tem of conce pts of the "p roper" (literal , correct, 
usual, individual, particular, belonging) that Derrida is analyzing here . 
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able. Langua ge is what it is, language, only insofar as it can then master and 
analyze polysemia. With no 'remainder . A norunasterable-d.issemination is not. 
ey_g_n_a polysemia, it belongs to what is outside language. "And it makes no 
difference even if one were to say a word has severa l meanings , if only they are 
limited in number; for to each formula there might be assigned a different word. 
For instance, we might say that 'man' has not one meaning but several, one of 
which would be defined as 'two-footed animal,' while there might be also several 
other formulae if only they were limited in number; for a pecul iar name might 
be assigned to each of the formulae (what is translated by 'peculiar name' is 
precisely the 'p roper' name, idion onomn; and 'formula' is logos]. U, however, 
they were not limited but one were to say that the word has an i11finite number 
of meanings (ei de me (tetheie) all' npeirn semai11ei11 plraie), obviously reason ing 
[definition, discourse, logos] wou ld be impossible; for not to have one meaning 
is to have no meaning (to gar me /ren semainein 011t1'te11 semai11ein est in), and if words 
have no meaning, reasoning (dialegestha,) with othe r people, and indeed with 
oneself, has been annihilated; for it is impossible to think anything if we do not 
think one thing (outl,en gnr endekhetai noein me 11oou11ta hen); but if this is possible, 
one name might be assigned to t/ris thing. Let it be assumed then, as was said 
at the beginning, that the nam e has a meaning, and has one meaning (se111ni11011 
ti to onoma kai semainon /ren)" (Metnp/rysics 4, 1006a34-b13).53 

I 
~ time that polysemia is irreducible, whe n no unity of meaning is even 

promised to it, one is outs ide languag e. And consequently , ou tside hum anity_J 
What is proper to man is doubtless the capacity to make metaphors, but in order 
to mean some thing , and only one . In this sense, the philosopher, who ever has 
but one thing to say, is the man of man . Whoever does not subjec t equivocalness 
to this law is already a bit less than a man: a sophist, who in sum says nothing, 
nothing that can be reduced to a meaning. ~ At the limit of this "meani ng­
nothing," one is hardly an animal, but rather a plant, a reed, and not a thinking 
one: "We can however demonstrate negativ ely the impossibility of the same 
thing being and not being, if our opponent will only say something; and if he 
says nothing, it is absurd to attemp t to reason with one who will not reason 
about anything, i.n so far as he refuses to reason. For such a man, as such, is 

53. See also Topics I, 18. Du Marsais: "In a line of reasoning one must always take a 
word in the same sense as one has taken it initially, otherwise one is not reasoning 
correctly." Fontanier: "Words, in principle, cannot each signify but one single thing." Gted 
by Tzvetan Todorov, Litterature et sig11ificatio11 (Paris: Larousse, 1967), pp . 109-10. 

54. The poet stands between the two. He is the man of metaphor. While the philosopher 
is interested only i.n the truth of meaning, beyond even sig.ns and names ; and the sophist 
manipulates empty signs and draws his effects from the contingency of signifiers (whe nce 
his taste for equivocality, a.nd primarily for homonymy , the deceptive identity of signifiers), 
the poet plays on the multiplicity of signifieds, but in order to return to the identity of 
meaning: " Homonyms are chiefly useful to enable the sophist to ?'i slead his. he~rers. 
Synonyms are useful to the poet , by which I mean words whose ordinary meaning 1s the 
same (kuria le kai su116111mia), e.g . ndva11ci11g (poreuestlmi) and proceedi11g (badiui11); these two 
are ordinary words (kuria) and have the same meaning " (Rhetoric III s 1404b37-1405al). 
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seen_ already to be no better than a mere vegetable (/romoios gar p/111/61)" (Meta­
,Phys,cs 1006al2- 15). And such a metaphorical vege table (plmtos) no longer be-

• \ longs comp letely to physis to the extent that it is presented , in truth, by mimesis, 
logos, and the voice of man. 

. 2. Although insep arab le from essence, the proper is not to be confused with \ 
it. D?ubtl ess this division is what permits the play of metaphor . The latter can "' 
manifes t propert ies, can relate properties extracted from the essence of different 
things to each other, can make them known on the basis of their resemblance 

iv but nonethele ss without directly, fulJy, and properly stating essence itself, with~ 
'",.\'l out bringing to light the truth of the thing itself. 

r~ ~ -~ 1, The _tran~ported signi~ications are those of attributed propertie s, not those of 
'i)' , the ~hing itself, as sub1ect or substance. Which causes metaph or to remain 
r mediate and abstract. JFor metaphor to be possible, it is necessary, without in-

\ J.,'- volving_ the thing itself in a play of substitutions, that one be able to replace 
propertie s for one another, and that these properties belong to the same essence 
of the same thing , or that they be extracted from different essences. The nec­
essary condi tion of these extractions and exchanges is that the essence of a 
concrete subject be capable of several properties, and then that a particuJar 
permutation between the esse nce and what is proper to (and inseparable from) 
it be possible, within the medium _of a quasi-synonymy. ,This is what Aristotle 1 
calls the antikntegoreisthai: the predicate of the esse nce and the predicate of the \ 0,. 
prope r can be exchanged without the statement becoming false: "A property is 
some thing which does not show the esse nce of a thing, but belongs to it alone, 
and is predicated convertibly (nnti~egoreitni) of it."~ We have been able to say, 
for example, that metaphor , the metaphoric capacity, is what is proper to man. 
In effect, given a concrete subject, Socrates, whose essence is humanity , one will 
have stated some thin g proper each time that one will be able to say, "If Socrates 
is a man, he has logos," and reciprocalJy, "If Socrates has logos, he is a man "; 
or " If Socrates is capable of mimesis, he is a man," and vice versa; or " If Socrates 
can make metaphor s, he is a man" and vice versa, etc. The first example of the 
antikntegoreistl,ni given by the Topics is gramma r: what is proper to man is gram-
mar, the capacity to learn to read and write. This property belongs to the chain 
of what is proper to man (logos, phone semnntike, mimesis, metnplwra, etc.). "For 

55 .. ~risto:1~, Topics I, 5, ~02a 18-19, trans. E. 5. Forster (Loeb Classical Library). Brun­
sch~1~ s ed1hon of the T~p!cs co:°tains a n?te that makes a point very important for us 
here . Contrary to its_ trad_ataonal interpretation (but conforming to its etymological sense), 
the wor? a11trkategore1st/1a1 d°':s. not designat _e the legiti~acy of the trn11spositio11 of subject 
and pr1;d1cal:, but rather the l~gihmacy of a reciprocal s11bst1t11tio11 between h110 predicates related 
lo an identical concre te sub1ect (designated by the words 1011 prngmalos). In other words, 
o~e can say that a predi cate P is proper to a subject S not when one has '5 is P and p is 
5,, ~ut rather when one_ has 'fo~ euery c~11crete subject X, if X is S, X is P, n11d if X is P, X is 
5. Se~ al_so the !?llowmg section of this note. And, on the different species of "proper' ' 
(proper m itself- For example, the property of man as a mortal living creatu re receptive 
of knowledge,"-or relatively; perpetually or temporarily ), see Topics V, i, 128b30-35. 
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examp le, it is a prop erty of man to be capab le of lea rning gram mar (hoion idion 
anthr6po11 to grammatikes einai dektikon); for if a certain being is a man , he is capable 
of learning grammar , and if h~ is capable of learning grammar , he is a man." 56 

3. 16'.hal is proper to ~ sun? The question is asked in the Topics, as an exampl e. 
Is this -by chanc e? Was this already insignifican t in the Poetics? Unceasingly, 
unwillin gly, we hav e been carried along by the move ment which brin_gs the sun 
to turn in metaphor; or have been attrac ted by what turned the philosophical 
metaphor toward the sun . Is not this flower of rhetoric (like) a sunflowe r? That 
is- but thi s is not exactly a synonym-a nalogous to the heliotrope? 

Initially, of course, what will appeat in the Aristotelian exam ple is that heli-
'f otropic metaphor s can be bad metaphors. In effect, it is difficult to know what 

is prop er to the sun properly, literally nam ed: the sensory sun . It follows that 
every metap hor whic h implie s th e sun (as tenor or v~hide) does not bring clear 
and certain knowl edge: "Every object of sensation, when it passes outside the 
range of sensation , becom es obscure; for it is not clear whether it still exists, 
because it is comprehended only by sensation . This will be true of suc h attributes 

1as do not necessarily and always attend upon the subject . For example , he who 
has stated that it is a property of the su n to be 'the brightest star that moves 

\

above the earth' has employed in the prop erty somethin g of a kind which is 
comprehen sible only by sensation, namely 'moving above the ear th '; and so the 
property of the sun would not have been correctly assigned, for it will not be 
manife st, when the sun sets, whether it is still moving above the earth , because 
sensat ion then fails us." 57 

This gives rise, appa rently, to two consequences which might appear contra ­
dictory, but whose opposition in a way constructs the philoso phical concept of 
metap hor, dividing it according to a law of ambiguity confirm ed cease less ly. 

~ First consequence: l{eliotropic.metaphors are alw-<1)!:S imp.etleclmetaphors. They 
provide us with too little knowledge, because one of the terms directly or in­
dire ctly impli ed in the substitution (the se nso ry sun ) canno t be known in what 
is proper to it. Which also mea ns that the sensory sun is always im-p roperly 
known , and therefore im-properly named. The se nsory in ge nera l does not limit 
know ledge for reasons that are intrin sic to the form of the presence of the sensory 
thing; but first of alJ because the aistheton can always not prese n t itself, can hide 
itself, abse nt itself. It does not yie ld itself upon command, and its presence is 
not to be mastered. Now, from this point of view, tbe..sunJsJh.e..s.e.DSQry_ object 
pJU..excellence. It is the _p~ra digm of the sen sory_J111d of metaphor: it regularly 
turns (itself) and hides (itself). As the metaphoric trope always implies a sensory 
kerne l, or rather some thin g like the sensory, wh ich can always not be present 

56. Topics I, 5, 102a2~22. See a lso Brunschwig' s note. 
57. Topics V, 3, 131b20-30. See also G. Verbeke, "La notion de propriete da ns les To­

piques," in Aristotle 011 Dialectics: Tile Topics, ed. G. E. L. Owen (Oxford, 1968). The author 
analyzes in particula r the reasons for which" 'the proper' canno t be such th1.1t its belonging 
to the subject could be known uni que ly by sensatio n" (p. 273). 
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in act and in person, and since the sun in this respec t is the sensory signifier 
of the sensory par excellence, that is, the sensory model of the sensory (the 
Idea, paradigm , or parabola of the sensory), then !he turnin g of the sun alwa ys 
wlll ha ve been the trajectory of metap hor. Of bad metaphor , cer tainly, which 

.,1 A , furn ishes only improper know ledge . But as the best metaphor is ne ver absolut e!~ 
tP' good, wi_thout wh ich it wou ld not be a metaph or, does not the bad metaph or , ~ 

always yield the best exampl ~ Thu s, rue!a.phQi:_ ~a ns heliotrope, both_a move-
~~rned t ward the sun and the turnin movement of the sun. _, 

But let us not has ten to make of this a truth of metaphor. Are you su re tha t 
you know what the heliotrope is? 

The su n does not just provide an example , even if th e most rema rkable one, 
of sensory Being such that it can always disapp ear, keep out of sight, not be 

1present. Toe vecy..QEQQ~i!.i2n .. of.appeaFiRg...ancLd.is_a~earing~ the.enti re lexicon/ 1 1 ' 

\ .,_ oflhe-J!.hainesthai, of aletheia,~ tc . .,..of da.y.and..njgh!, of the visible and the invisib le, \ 
.of-the-pr.esen Lang_ tJie absent a ll lhis...is..p..osstbk..o.nly_under t~ Insofan 1 \. 

,--J''r~• 1~s it struc~ures. ~he me~aphorical space of ph ilosophy, the sun represents what 
~ , X 1s natural m philo sophical language. In every philosophical @nsw..a.ge. it is th~t 

.• ;~) w~ p~ ts itself to be re tained by natural language. In the metaphysical 
alternative which opposes formal or artificial language to natural langu age, 
"natural" should always lead us back to physis as a solar sys tem, or, more 
precisely, to a certa in history of the relationship ear th/su n in the system of 
perception. 

Second consequence: Something has been inverted in our discourse. Above we 
said that the sun is the unique , irrepla ceable, natura l referent, aro und which 
every thing mu st turn , toward which every thin g must turn. Now, following the 
same route , howeve r, we must revers e..the pr opositio n: the literally, properly 
named su n._the_seosory sun, does no t furni sh poor knowle dge solely because ? 
it furni shes poor metaphors, it ~YJl}.eta p.ho.rkal. Since, as Aristotle } 
tell_s u~, ~Q.Jooger be certain of..its,s~~ .c;hara.cteristi,_s as o f its "prop- · ."-l_­
etJj.es, .tb.e...su__.IU.S-lle.ver prop erly present m UKQUCSe. l;jlch-.time-1hat tlle~~s S" 
a metaphor, there-is.doubtl ess a s_un_~ome\'i.b~re; but each time tha_t ~here is sun , ~ 

, \metaphor ha s begun. If the sun 1s metaph orical always, already, 1t 1s no longer 
compl ete ly natural. It is alwa.y.s,..a.Jr.e.ad.µluster,...a cbfilldelier, one might say an 
artific-ia./ _construc tion, if one could still give credence to this signi fication when 
nature has disappeared. Forilihe-fil!.!Li.s_11u.longer ..completely na tural,. wha!Jn._ 

1 
,.-?:-_ 

na.t:ure..do.e.s_ rem~i n natural? What is most natura l in nature bears within itself '~ 
the means to eme rge from itself; it accommodates itself to "ar tificial" light, ' 
eclipses itself, ellipses itself, always has been other , itself: father , seed, fire, eye, 
egg, etc., that is, so many other thin gs, providing moreover the measure of 
good anq bad metaphors, clear and obscure metaphors; and then, at the limit, 
the measure of that which is worse or better than metap hor: 

"One comm onplace (topos) regarding obscurity is that you should see whe ther 
wha t is sta ted is equ ivocal with someth ing else .. . Anot her commo nplace is 
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to see whether he has spoken metaphorically , as, for examp le, iJ he has described 
knowledge as 'unshakeable' (ametaptoto11), or the earth as a 'nurse' (tithe11e11) or 
temperance as a 'harmony' (sumplro11ia11); for metaphorical express ions are always 
obscure (asap/res; a metaphor in the qualification of metaphor) . Also, it is possible 
to quibble against one who has spoken metaphorically, representing him as 1 having used the word in its proper sense (/ros k11rios); for then the definition 
given will not fit, as in the case of 'temperance' for 'harmony ' is always used 
of sound s ... Furth er, you must see if he uses terms of which the use is not 
well-established, as Plato calls the eye 'brow-shaded' ... for unusual words are 
always obscure. Words are sometimes used neither equivocally, nor metaphor­
ically, nor in their proper sense (011te k11rios); for example, the law is said to be 
the 'measure' or 'image' (metron e eikon) of th ings natur ally jus t. Such phrases 

<9re worse than metaph ors; for a metaphor in a way a~d s to our knowledge of 
S wha t is indicated (to semainomenon) on account of the similarity (dia ten homoioteta), 
) for those who use metaphors always do so on accoun t of some similarity. But 

the kind of phrase of which we are speaking does not add to our knowledge; 
for no similarity exists in virtue of which the~ is a 'measure' or an 'image,' 
nor is the law usually described by these words in their proper sense. So, iJ 

1
anyone says that the law is a 'measure' or an 'image' in the proper sense of 
these words , he is lying; for an image is someth ing whose coming into being 
is due to imitation (dia mimeseos), and this does not apply to the law. If, however, 
he is not using the word in its proper sense, obviously he has spoken obscurely, 
and with worse effect than any kind of metaphorical language. Further, you 
must see whethe r the definition of the contrary fails to be clear from the de­
scription given; for correctly assigned definitions also indicate their contraries. 
Or, again , you must see whethe r, when it is stated by itself, it fails to show 
clearly what it is that it defines, just as in the words of the early painters , unless 
they were inscribed (ei me tis epegrapsen), it was impossible to recognize what 
each figure represented" (Topics VI, 2, 139b19- 140a23; see also IV, 3, 123a33). 

The appeal to the criteria of cladty_;mc:1...obscurity would suffice to confirm 
what we stated above: thi~ pJillosophicald elimi-tatioA-Of metaphot already 
It; ds it ell to being.J:Qnstructed anclworked by "meta hors." How could a piece 
of knowledge or a language be properly clear or obscure? Now, all the concepts( 'JI 
which have operated in the definition of metaphor always have an origin and (J-' 
an efficacity that are themselves "metaphorical," to use a word that this time, 
rigorously is no longer suitable to designate trope s that are as much defin ing 
as defined. 58 If we went back to each term in the definition prQJ2_osed....byJhe 

7--<-\J>oetics,..we could recognize in it the mark of a figure ~p/rora OLepiphora is also 

58. The general form of this inclusion is recognized by the Topics, and illustrate~ with 
this example: "Another way is when the term which is being defined is_ used •~ t~e 
definition itself. This passes unobserved when the actual name of the ob1ect wh1c~ 1s 
being defined,is not employed, for examp le, if one has defined the sun as 'a star appeanng 
by day'; for in introducing the day, one introduces the sun" (VI, 4, 142a-142b). 
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a movement of spatia l translati on; eidosjs also_a visible figure, a contour and a 
form, the space of an aspect or of a species;.genos is also an affiliation, the base 
of a birth, of an origin, of a family, etc.). All that these trope s maintain and . 
sed iment in the entangling of their roots is appar ent. However , the issue is not ~ ­
to take the function of the concept back to the etymology of the nou n along a 
stra ight line. We have been atten tive to the internal, systematic, and synchronic 1, 
articulation of the Aristotelian concep ts in order to avoid this ety mologism. } 
Neve rthe less, none of their names being a conventio nal and arbitrary X, the 
b.islQricaloi:.genealogical (let us not say etymo logical) tie of the signified concept 
to its signifier (to language)Js noLa..reducible..contingency. . 

. /,- [t.hi.tiroJilication of the defin~ definition:lthis a.b¥ss-oL~eta~ 
t..,,.f'--qeyeu:eas.e _to stta ticy_ltself, simultan eously widenin g and consolidating itself: 

the (artificial) light and (displaced) habitat of classical rhetoric. 
Du Marsais illustrates his definition of metaphor this way: 
"Whe n one speaks of the Jig/rt of the spirit , the word liglrt is taken metaphor­

ically; for, just as light in the literal, proper sense makes us see corporal objects, 
so the faculty of knowing and perceiving enligh tens the sp irit, and puts it in a 
condition to bear sou nd judgments. Metapho r is therefore a species of Trope; 
the word which one uses in the metaphor is taken in another than the literal, 
proper sense: it is, so to spea k, ju.a lxlrrowed dwelling, as one of the ancient s says;~ 
which is common to and essentia l for all Tropes" (chap. 2, X). 

These two examples-the light and the house-do not have the same function. 
Du Marsais believes that he can present the ~t-meta phor as one..exam p 
among others, as one metaph or among othe rs~ut we now have some reaso n j (? 
to believe tha t th is metaphor is indispensable to the general system in_ which ... :J-: 
the concept of metap hor is inscribed. Qu Marsais does not give the othe r figure-
the boll.owed dwelling-as one metaphor among others; it is there in order to 
s.ignjfy metaphor itself;..it is a.Jlletaf2,haLof metaphor ; an expropriation, a being­
outside-one's-own-residence, but still in a dwelling, outside its own residence 
but still in a residence in which one comes back to onese lf, recognizes oneself, ~ 
reasse mbles onese lf or resembles onese lf, OJ.1tside oneselLin oneself. Thi~Jb ~ ~ 
pl:liloseplucal.me taph or as a detour withi.n (or in sight of) reappropriation , par- • 
ousia, t~f-prese nce oLthe idea..inl ts own light. The metaph orical trajectory 
from the Platonic eidos to the Hegelian Idea. 

The recourse to a metaphor in order to give the "idea" of metaphor: this is 
what prohibit s a definition, but nevertheless metaphorically assigns a check- ~ 
poin t, a limit, a fixed place: the.JD.etaphor/dwelling . That these two examp les f 

imposed them selves, fortuitously or not, upon Du Marsais, does not exclude 
that each metaphor can always be deciphered simultaneous ly as a particular 
figure and as a paradigm of the very process of metaphorization : idealiZJJtion and ~ 
reappropriatio11. Everything, in the discourse on metaphor, that passes through ~ 
the sign eidos, with its entire system, is articulated with the analogy between 
the vision of the 1101ts and senso ry vision, between the intelligible sun and the 
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visible sun. The determ ination of the truth of Being in prese nce asses through 
the detour of this tropic system. The presence o ·· as eidos (to be placed 
before the metaphorical eye) or as h11pokei111eno11 (to underlie visible phenomena 
or accidents) faces the theoretical organ; which, as Hegel's Aesthetics remind s 
us, has the power not to consume what it perceives and to let be the object of 
desire. Vhilosaph.y,-as--a--theery-ef--metaphor,-first will have been a metaphor of 
theory . Tl\i.s circulat ionhasna.t _ excluded .but, on the contrary, has perm itted and 

g.1-j " ~-..-J· provoked the transformation of pres_ence into self-presence, into the proximity 
v> or properness of subjectivity to and for itself. " It is the history of 'proper \')!::" 

• ' 1 meaning, as we said above, whose detour and return are to be followed. " · 
· , 1 The "idealizing" metaphor, which is constitutive of the philosopheme in gen-

(} l.--0"'4 t eral, opens Fontanier's Figures of Discourse, immediate!)' providing him with the 
greatest generality of his theoretical space. In effect the entire treatise is rooted 

,-t; 1 
in the d ivision between the signified and the signifier, sense and the sensory, 
thought and language, and primarily the divisi on between the idea and the word. 
Fontanier recalls the etymology and buried origin of the word "idea," as if this 
were nothi ng at all, the very moment he opens his book and proposes his great 
distinction between words and ideas: "Thought is composed of ideas, and the 
expression of thought by speech is composed of words. First then, let us see 
what ideas are in themselves: following this we will see what words are relative 
to ideas, or, if you will, what ideas are as represented by words. A.-IDEAS. The 
word Idea (from the Greek eid6, to see) signifies relative to the objects seen by 
the spirit the same thing as image; and relative to the spirit which sees the same 
things as seen or perception. But the objects seen by our spirit are either physical 
and material objects that affect our senses , or metaphysical and purely inte llec­
tual objects completely above our senses" (p. 41). After which, Fontanier classes 
all ideas into physical or metaphysical (and moral) ideas, simple or complex 
ideas, etc. An entire stratification of metaphors and of philosophical interpre­
tations therefore supports the concept of that which is called upon to precede 
language or words, that which is called upon to be previous, exterior, and 
superior to language and words, as meaning is to expressing, the represented 
to representation, dianoia to lexis. A metaphorical /exis, if you wiJl, has intervened 
in the definition of dianoia. It has given the idea. 

Here , in recalling the histo ry of fue_signifier ~'idea.,'.' the issue is not to give 
in to the etymologism that we contested above. '0'n11~ac~wledging the speci fic 

' J fJ.Lnction of a term within its sys tem , we mu st not, however , take the signifier 
✓as...perfectly conventional. Doubtless, Hegel 's Idea , for example, is not Plato's 

Idea; doubtless the effects of the system are irreducible and must be read as 
such. But the word Idea is not an arbitrary X, ai_:id it bears a traditional burden 
that continues Plato's system in Hegel's system. It must also be examined as 
such, by means of a stratified read ing: neither pure etymology nor a pure origin, 
neither a homogenous continu um nor an absolute synchronism or a simp le 
interiority of a system to itself. Which unpJie~ sim11lta11eoy_s critique of the model 
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of a transce ndental history of p_hilo$_ophy and.of .the model of systeIIJ~tic2,truc­
_!]lres perfectly closed over their technic.al and sy:nc.b.ronic..manipulatio..ll (which 
unti l now has been recognized on ly in bodies of work identified according to 
the "proper name" of a signature). 

,s But, we were asking above, can these defining trope s that are prior to all 
~ philosop hical rhetoric and that produce philosophem es still be called metaphors? 

This question could guide an entire reading of the analyses Fontanier reserves 
for catachre$i s in the Supplement to the Theory of Tropes.59 Let us be content with 
indicating this reading. The Supplement concerns first the violent, forced, abusive 
inscript ion of a sign, the imposition of a sign upon a meaning which did not yet 
have its own proper sign in language. So much so that there is no substitution 
here, no transport of@::c>per)s igns, but rat her the irrupt ive extension of a sign 
proper to an idea, a meaning, deprived of the ir signifier. A "secondary origin ": 

"Neverthe less, since our principles conce rning Catachresis serve as the foun­
dation of our entire tropological system, we cannot but have the ardor to throw 
greater light on them, if possib le. Th is is why we are going to add several new 
observations, here, to the very numerous ones already to be found in the Com­
mentary. 

"Catachresis, in general, consists in a sign already affected with a first idea also being 
affected with a new idea, which itself had no sign at all, or no longer properly has any 
other in language. Consequently, it is every Trope of forced and necessary usage, 
every Trope from which there results a pure ly extensive sense; this literal, proper 
sense of secondary origin, intermediate between the primitive proper sense and 
the figurative sense is closer to the first than to the second, although it could itseU 
be figurative i.n princip le. Now, the Tropes from which a purely extensive meaning 
resu lts not only are three in number, like the Tropes from which a figurative 
meaning resu lts, but they are determined by the same relationships as the latter: 
correspondence, connection, or resemblance between ideas; and they occur in the 
same fashion: by metonymy, synecdoclze, or metaphor."60 

59. Fontanier, "P reface," pp . 207ff. "In this s11ppleme11t will be found new, and doubtless 
rather illuminating, views on an important major point, exte11sive meaning or Cataclzresis, 
the subject of so many of the objection s raised against Du Marsais in the Commentary on 
his Treatise . Also to be seen is how Tropes differ from the other forms of discourse called 
figures; consequently one will learn how better to di~tinguish these different forms from 
one another. But what this suppl ement quite particularly offers, and what Du Marsais's 
Treatise and the Commentary do not give the first ide1 about, is the art of recognizing and 
appreciating Tropes reduced to its principles and in :practice" (p . 211). 

60. Ibid., pp. 213--14. These definitions are illuminated and completed by the definitions 
of the three kinds of meaning (objective, literal, spiritual or intellectual) proposed in the 
first part. The literal seems to correspond rather well to the Aristotelian k11rio11, which can 
be either proper or tropological, and that is sometimes mistakenly tran slated as "proper." 
Here is Fontanier's definition. "The literal sense is the one which keeps to words taken 
literally, to words understood according to the acceptance in ordinary usage ; consequently, 
it is the sense which immediately presents itself to the mind s of those who understand 
a language. The literal sense, which keeps to a single word, is either primitive, 11a/11ml and 
proper, or derived, if one must say so, and tropological. This last is due to Tropes. of which 
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• Thus, Fontanier proposes a theo retical classification of all these irruptive 
~ \x- 1 

tropes, these "nontrue figures" that no code of semantic substitution will have 
')()..) preceded. But this classification will borrow its types from the great, known 
\" norm s. Whence a gouble gesture: s..e.ttmg catachresi ~ completely apart, aclmowl­

.edging its irreducibly original place,.and yet bringingit into the shar~ taxonomy , 
1 seeing it.as a-.phenomenon of usag!! (oi abuse) rather than as a phenpmenon of 
a code. Which is to be expected since the code is forced, but strange because 
the -abuse is no more a form of usage than an application of the code: "There 
is a Trope that we have accepted, like Du Marsa is, but to which we have neither 
assigned a rank, nor devoted an article in our Theory: this is Catachresis. In effect, 
we did not believe it necessary to treat this Trope more particu larly, immediately 
that, far from making it a species apart, as does Du Marsais, and not only a 

7 species of Trope, but e.ven of figure, we consider it only as the ~1:se,_ if not 
S primitively, at least currentlYi of one or the other of the three great species we 

have already recogn ized" (p. 213). 

In the supp lement, the longest elaboration s are granted to.the ..c!lMtChi:esis of 
metaphor. Particularly because this time the order of the noun is largely sur­
passed . "Here, the examples would be innumerable, and it is not only nouns 
that could provide them , but all the species of words representative of ideas . 
Metaphor-figure hardly goes up to adverbs; but metaphor-catachresis includes in its 
extent even interjections. There are even very few words, in each species, that 
it has not subjected to its empire" (p. 215). It remains that the interpretation of 
the metaphor-catachreses of prepositions (to, for example) always consists in 
defining its meaning by means of the name of categoremes (disposition, site or 
place, time, posture, gesture, manner, animating cause, destination, etc.; cf. p. 
219), and even by means of a single nominal signification, the "tendency," "as 
Condillac has shown so well in his Grammar." 

As for nouns and verbs, the examples given by Fontanier are initially-and 
exclusively- tho se of metaphor-catachreses whose philosophical burden is the 
heavie st (light, blindness; to have, to be, to do, to take, to understand) . The living 
body furnishes the "vehicle" for alJ the nominal examples in the physical order. 
Light is the first-and only-example chosen when one accedes to the moral 

several genera and several species are to be distinguished. But Tropes _occur, eit_her by 
necessity and extension, in order to supplement the words for ce~tam 1d:as which. a~e 
missing from language, or by choice _and figure, in order _to prese~t ideas with more v1v1~ 
and striking images than their own s1g_ns. V'.'.hence two_ different kmd~ of tropolog,cal sense. 
the extended tropological sense and the fig11ratrue lropolog1cal sense. The first, as one can see, 
stands between the primitive sense and the figurative sense, and can hardly be regarded as 

1~
anything but a new kind of proper sense" (pp. 57-58) . What is interesting to us her~, thus, 
is the production of a proper sense, a new kind of proper sense, by means of the v10l:~ce J> of a catachresis whose intermediary statu s tends to escape the opposition ?f the pnm1tive 
and the figurative, standing between them as a "middle." When the middle of an_ ?P· 
position is not the passageway of a mediation, there is every chance that the opposition 
is not pertinent. The consequences are boundless. 
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~ "\· \\ ~'\ ~ \-~,. 
order: "Here are the ones in the moral order: 7=Ji}LI, for clarity of spirit, for \_: 
intelligence, or for enlight enment; Bli1!.:!!!!ss for troubling or clouding of reason. ~ 
The first light that we have known is doubtless the light of day, and it is for the 
latter that the word was created. But is not reason like a flame that the Author 
of nature has placed in us in order to enlighten our soul, and is not this flame 
for us exactly to the moral what the flame of day for us is to the physical? Thus 
a light necessarily has had to have been attributed to it, and we say, Tlie light of 
reason just as we say The light of day" (p. 216). 

After bringing to bear this analysis on the word blindness, Fontanier asks: "And 1 

how, without these forced metaphors, without these catachreses, could one have 
come to retrace these ideas?" (p. 217). These "ideas" already existed, Fontanier 
seems to think, were already in the mind like a grid without a word; but they 
could not have been retraced , tracked down, br.9ught Jo _gayJight without the 
force of a twisting which goes against usage, without the infraction of a cata­
chresis. The latter does not emerge from language , does not create new signs, 
does not enrich the code; and yet it transforms its functioning, producing, with 
the same material, new rules of exchange, new values. fh.ilo.sop.hical language, 
~J.enLOLcatachi:eses ,_a.Jund..o~orceclmetaphors," would have this relation 
to the literality of natural language if, folJowing Fontanier, some such thing 
existed. And when Fontanier nevertheless posits, presupposes the anteriority 
of the meaning or of the idea of the catachresis (which only comes back to an 
already present concept), he interprets this situation in philosophical terms; 
indeed, this is how philosophy traditionally has interpr eted its powerful cat~ 
chresis: the twisting return toward the already-there of a meaning, production 
(of signs, or rather of values), but as revelation, unveiling, bringing to light, truth. 
This is why "forced metaphors" may be, must be "correct and natural " (p. 216). 
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And yet, thou gh I am fully in favor 
of th e po sitive use of metaphor , (thi s 
rhetorical figure d oes far mor e ser ­
vice to human as pirati ons toward s 
the infinilt\ than tho se wh o are rid­
dled with prejudice s and false ideas-­
which comes to the sam e thing-are 
prepared to ackn owled ge), it is none­
theless true that the ris ible mouth s 
of the se thr ee peasant s are still big 
enough to sw allow thr ee sperm ­
wha les. Le t us shrink thi s compari ­
son somewh at, let us be seriou s and 
content our selves with saying that 
they were like thr ee little elephants 
which hav e only just been born . 

Laulreamont. Mnlrl"ror IV, '162 

It is generally speaking, a strang e 
thing , this captivatin g tend ency which 
leads us to see k out (and then to ex­
press) the resemblan ces and diffe r­
ences which are hidd en in the mo st 
natural prop erti es of object s which 
are som etimes the least apt to lend 
themselve s to sympatheti ca lly curi­
ous combination s of this kind , which , 
on my word of hon our, graciously 
enhance the style of the writ er who 
treats him se lf to this personal sa tis­
faction, giving him the ridicul ous 
and unforgettabl e as pec t of an eter­
nally serious owl. 
Ibid . V. 6°3 

\' Classical rhetoric , then , cannot dominat e, being enm eshed within it, the mass 
out of which the phil osophi cal text takes shap e . . M£1agh_or ~ less jo the phil o­
SQP_hical text (and in the rhetorical text coordin ated with it)...thanthe..P-bilosop.bical 
te.xUs- within metaphor. And the latt er can no longer receive its name from 
metaphy sics, except by a catachre sis, if you will, tha t would retrace metaphor 
through its philosophical phantom: as "n ontrue metaphor. " 

61 . TN. This subtitl e is untran slatable , at very least becau se of its doubl e me aning. 
Derrida simultan eously uses re/eve as both..noun.an d.v erh-here . If re/eve is ta ken as a noun , 
the subtitl e would read : "Metaphy sics- the re/cue, the A11fi1elm11g of me ta ph or." If re/eve 
is taken as a verb, whi ch would be the usual readin g, it can be und erstood in its usual 
sens e, i.e. not as a tran slation of A11fi1eb1111g. Thu s, the subtitl e would read : " Metaph ys ics 
derives from, take s off from, metaph or." (Fu rther, re/eve as a ve rb can a lso be taken as the 
translation of A11fi1ebe11, whi ch gives a readin g similar to the first one.) If one is attenti ver 
to the impli cations of thi s un stoppabl e alte rnati on of meanin g, along w ith the i~terpl ay ~ 
of metaph ys ics, metaph or, and re/ei,e, one will have beg un to grasp wh at Derrid a is abo ut 1 
in this ess ay. (For our sys tem of notes on re/eve, see above, no te 5.) See also be low, note I 
73. 

62. Lautr eam ont , Maldoror and Poems, tra ns. Paul Kni~ht (Harmo ndsw orth: Penguin 
Books, I 978), p. 172. 

63. [bid ., p . 200. 
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' For all tha t, can some metaphiloso phy , a more gen eral but still philosophical 
). kind of discourse on the metaphor s of the " first degree ," the nontrue metaphor s 

that opened philosophy , be dream ed of? The work to be undertaken under the 
headi ng of such a meta-metaphoric s would not be with out interest. In sum, it 
would amount to tran sporting into the philosophi cal order the Bachelardian 
program of a metapo etics (Lnutreamont, p. 55).~ What would the limits of such 
a transposit ion be? 

Bachelard, on this point, is faith ful to tradition: metaphor does not appear to 
him either simpl y or necessarily to constitute an obstacle to scientific or philo­
sophical knowled ge . It can work for the critical rectification of a concept , reveal 
a concept as a bad metaphor , or fina lly " illustrate " a new concept. In the proces s 
of scienti fic knowledge the "verbal obstacle" often has the form of metaphor 
("metaphoric contrivance ," "generalized image," "deficient metaphorical char­
acter of the explanation" 65 etc .), doubtle ss. And doub tless the domain of met- 1 ~ 
aphor is extended even beyond language , taken in the stric t sense of verbal • 
"expression" : "metaphors seduce reason. " 66 But, on the one hand, the psycho ­
analysis of objective knowledge above all must denounc e " immediate meta ­
pho rs" ("The danger of immediate metaphors in the formation of the scientific 
spirit is that they are not always passing images; they push toward an auton­
omous kind of thought; they tend to completion and fulfillment in the domain 
of the image"; 67 as we will see, it is the system of metaphor s that int erests 
Bachelard initially); and on the other hand ~ nonimmediate , constructed met ­
aphor is useful when it comes to "illu strate" knowl edge wrested from bad 
metaphor. Its value is then essentia lly pedagogical: "A psychoanalysi s of objec-
tive knowledge, then, must set itself to blanch ing, if not to erasing, these naive 

64. Ga ston Bachelard , l.autreamo11t (Paris: Corti , 1939; new ed ., 1956 ). 
65. Bachelard , I.a Formation de /'esprit scie11tifique (Paris: Co rti, 1938), pp. 74- 75. See also 

pp. 15, 194, 195. 
66. [bid ., p. 78. Bachelard cites Van Swinden: " 'Th e expression that iron is a sponge 

of magnetic Fluid is therefor e a metaphor that depart s from the true : and ye t all the ex­
pla~ati ons ar_e ~ound ed on this expr ess ion used in the proper, literal se nse. But as for myse lf, 
I thmk that 11 1s not exact . .. to think that reason indi cates that these expres sions are 
erroneous, and neverthele ss to use them in the exp lanat ion of Expe riments' (1785). In a 
somewhat confu sed form, Van Swind en's thought is quite clear : one cannot so easily as 
1s alleged confm e metaph ors only to the realm of expre ssio n. Whet her one wishes it or 
not, metaph ors sedu ce reaso n." Imm ediatel y afterward , Bachelard shows that " very g reat 
mmd .s have bee~, blocked , so to s peak , in prim ary image ry." Thu s, "Desc art es's meta­
ph ys ics of space would be but a metaph orics of the spo nge, " the metaph ys ics of the 
sponge" (p. 79) . 

67 . Ibid_., p. 8 1. O n the contr ary, how eve r, the Preliminary Discourse of the work accredit s 
the cons_tru cted and _constr~ct ive metal:'hors, the metaph ors of interm ediary sta tus whi ch 
break_ w1th _se nsory 1mmed1acy and naive rea lism. They belo ng to th e order of "figurative 
quantity, midway be~ee n the concret e a nd the abstrac t, in an intermediary zone." "Sci­
enhf1_c thought then is drawn off in the direction of 'constru ctions' that are more me ta­
phori cal . than rea l, 's paces of configura tion' whose sensory space , a fter all, is but an 
1mpove n s.hed example " (p. 5). 
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images . When abstraction will ha v-e achieved this, it will be time to illustrate 
[Bachelard's italks] rational schemas. In short , the initial intuition is an obstacle 
to scientific thought; only an illustration working beyo (,ild the concept, putting 
a bit o f color on the essentia l characteristi cs, can aid ~ .tifk thought ."68 One 
may reread, at the end of La formation de /'esprit scientifique, the most lumin ous 
examples with which the value of ill11stratio11 illustrates itself: not only the ex­
ample of the circle, of the egg, and the oval, 69 but also the examples of the sun 
and the focal point, the cente r, the circle, and the ellipse. Here , just the conclu ­
sion: 

"Even in the simple domain of images , we have often usefull y attempted 
conversions of values. Thus we developed the following antithesis in our teach-

, ing. For Aristotelian science, the ellipse is a poorly made circle, a flattened circle. 
For Newtonian science, the circle is an impoveri shed ellipse, an ellipse whose 
centers hav e been flattened one onto the other. I made myself th e advocat e of 
the ellipse: the cent er of the ellipse is useless because of its two distinct focal 
points; for the circle, the law of areas is a banality ; for the ellipse, the law of 
areas is a discovery. Little by little, I slowly attempted to pry the mind loose 
from its attachment to privileged images ... Also, I have little hesitation in 

\ presenting rigor as a psychoa nalysi s of intuition , and algebraic thought as a 
I psychoanal ysis of geometric thought. Even in the domain of the exact sciences, 
1 
our imagination is a sublimation. It is use ful, but it can fool us to the extent that 
we do not know what we sublimate and how we sublimat e it. It is valid only 
insofar as one has psychoanal yzed the principle. Intuition must never be a given . 
It must always be an illustrati on ."ro 

68. Ibid ., p. 78. "Modern science emp loys the analogy of the pump in order to il/11strnte 
[Bachelard' s italics] certa in chara cteristics of electric gene rators, but does so in an atte mpt 
to clarify abstrnct ideas ... Here one sees a vivid contrast of th e two mentalities: in the 
scientific mentality the hyd raulic analogy comes into play after the theory. It comes into 
play before in the prescientific mentaljty " (p. 80). 

69. Ibid ., pp. 233ff. This is sure ly th e occasion to recaU that in Bachelard's op inion th e 
metaphoric obstacle is not only an epistemological obstacle due to the persistence, in the 
field of science, of nonscientific schema deriving from the popular imagination or from 
the philo sophjcaUy imaginary. The metaphoric obstacle is sometimes a philosophical one, 
when scientific st hema are imported into a philosophical domain without rhyme or reason. 
One might spea k th en of an epistemologizi11g obs tacle. A certajn naive scientjfis m on the 
part of the philosopher can transform scient ific djscourse into a vast reservoir of metaphors 
or "models" for hurri ed theoreticians. "Science offers itself to the philosopher as a par­
ticularly rich collection of well cons tru cted and well tied together knowledge. In other 
words, the philosopher simp ly demand s examples of science." These examples "a re always 
mentioned, neve r developed. Occasiona lly, the scientific examples are commen ted upon 
accoriling to principles which are not scientific ones; th ey lead to meta~hor~, analogies, 
generali zations." La Philosophie d11 11011 (Paris, 1940), p. 3. In the sa me direction , see also 
the end of the chapter on "th e diverse metaphysical explanations of a scientific concept," 
and what Bachelard says abou t the anagogica l reverie as a mathematizing :e_verie, at the 
moment when the mathematical and the arithmeti cal interven e in th e pos1hon of meta ­
phors (pp. 38-40). 

70. La formation de /'esprit scie11tif iq11e, p. 237. 
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This epistemological ambivalence of metaphor , which always provoke s, re­
tard s, follows the movement of the concept , perhap s finds its chosen field in the 

\, life sciences , wruch demand that one adapt an unceasing critique of teleologica l 
judgment. In thi s field the an imistic or (technica l, social, cultural ) analogy is as 

I 

at home a~ossible.i Where else might one be so tempted to take the metaphor for 
tire concept? A nd what more urgent task for epistemology and for the critical 
history of tne sciences than to distinguish between the word, the metaphoric 
vehicle, the thing and the concept? Among all the examples Georges Canguilhem 
has analyzed, let us consi der two. The first one concerns "t he deve lopment of 
cellular theory" over which "hover, more or less closely, affective and social 
values of cooperation and association." " 

"Conc erning the cell, generally Hooke is granted too many honors. Certainly 
it was he who discovered the thing , somew hat by chance, and due to the play 
of a curiosity amused by the first revelations of the microscope. Having made 
a fine section of a piece of cork, Hooke observed its compartmentalize d structure. , 
It is he also, indeed , who invented the word, under the influence of an image, _\ 
by assimilating the vegetab le object to a honeycomb , itself an animal labor , -
assimilated to human labor, for a cell is a small chamber. 'But Hooke's discovery 
started nothing, is not a point of departure . The very word was lost, to be 
rediscovered only a century later. 

"This discovery of the thing and trus invention of a word henceforth call for 
some comm ent s. With the cell, we are in the presen ce of a biological object 
whose affective overde termination is incontestable and considerable. The psy­
choanaly sis of knowl edge from now on may count among its happie r successes 
its pretens ion to the statu s of a genre to which severa l contributi ons may be 
brought, even without systematic intention. Everyone will find among his mem­
ories of study ing natural history the image of the cellular str ucture of living 
beings. This image ha s an almost canonic constancy. The schematic represen­
tatio n of an epithelium is the image of the hone ycomb. Cell is a word that does 
not make us think of the monk or the pri soner, but of the be~ Haeckel has 
pointed out that cells of wax filled with hone y perf ectly correspond to vegetabl e 
cells filled with cellular essence. Nevertheless, the influence ove r the mind of 
the notion of the cell does not appear to us to be due to the completene ss of the 
correspondence. Rather, who knows whether, in conscious ly borrowing from 
the beehive the term cell in order to designate the element of the living organism, 
the human mind has not also borrow ed from th e hive, almost unconsciously, 
the notion of the cooperative work of which the honeycomb is the product? Just 
as the alveo lus is the element of an edifice, bees are, in Mae terlinck 's expre ssion, U 
individuals entirely absorbed by the republic. ln fact, the cell is both an ana- f 

71. La connaissancede la vie, 2d ed. (Paris: Vrin, 1969), p. 49. On the p roblem of metap hor, 
see also Eludes d'/ristoire et de philosoplrie des sciences (Paris: Vrin, 1968), most notably the 
chap ters en titled "Models and Analogies in Biological Discovery" and "Co ncept and Life" 
(particularly pp. 358--QO). 
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tomical and a func tional notion , the notion of an elementary mat erial and of a 
partial, subordi nate individual labor.',n 

This_ani(!lal metapb.QLOLthe_lilice,_analyzed here in its determined effects on 
the dev elopment of a theory, is put into abyme73 in a way by blietzscqe: in orde r 
to figure the metaphoricity of the concept, the metaphor of the metap hor, the 
metaphor of metaphoric productivity itself: 

"Only out of the persistency of these primal forms the possibility exp lains 
itself, how afterwards, out of the metaphors themselves a structure of ideas 
could again be compiled. For the latter is an imitation of the relations of time, 
space and number in the realm of metaphors. 

"As we say, it is language which has worked originally at the construction of 
ideas; in later times it is science. Jus t as the ~e works at the same time at the 
cells and fills them with honey , thus science works irresistibly at the grea t 
columbarium of ideas, the cemetery of perceptions, builds ever newer and higher 
storeys; suppor ts, purifies, renews the old cells, and endeavours above all to 
fill that gigantic framework and to arrange within it the whol e of the empir ic 
world, i.e., the anthropomorphic world. And as the man of action binds his life 
to reason and its idea s, in order to avoid being swept away and losing himself, 
so the seeker after truth builds his hut close to the towering edifice of science 
in order to collabora te with it and to find protection. And he needs protection. 
For there are awfu l powers which press contin ually upon him , and which hold 
out against the 'truth' of science 'truths' fashioned in quite another way, bearing 
devices of the most heterogeneous character." ?< 

Nietzsche's procedure (the genera lization of metaphoricity by putting into 
~ ) abyme one determined metaphor) is possible only if one takes_ the risk of a 

continuity between the metaphor and the concept, as between ammal and man, 
instinct and knowledge .75 In order not to wind up at an empi ricist reduction of 

72. LA connaissance de la vie, pp. 48--49. 
73. TN .i)!1e/Jr!.nt abyme..(to._£1t into ab}!me) is a heraldic term for the place ment of a small 

escutcheQIUnJhe..nl.iddle._of a arAer one. Derrida is playin g on this old se nse of abyme, 
• with its connotation of infinit e re ecticm, and the modern senses of abfmer, to ruin , and 

f abfme-abyss, chasm, depth s, chaos, interval , differe nce, division , etc. As Derrida states 
two paragraph s below, he wishes to demons trate botl\.the_genera(ization.of metaphor , its 
iofinitel¥,-reflecti'!.e capacity, and the necessi~fJ .hi_s_Qlidd en) genera.Jjzation _in the pro­
du.ction_oi.g>_-called "noru:ne taphoric" conce.p.t~,. by means of thEc"_"ruinati on," the "p lung­
ing ioto the...agyss" of a pacti.cula~or. We might think of what Derrida calls " the 
logic of the abyme" as the " figurative ruinati on" of logi~ as we know it, as_ for e~,ampl~ 
when the distin ction betwe en the reflected and the reflecting falls apart . Th1s 1s the logic 
implied by the doub le meanin g of the title of this sect ion: la metapl1ysiq11e- rel~e 1~ la 

ljmeta-p /Jore-._ The double meanin g of re/eve, infinitel y reflecting itself ~n ~he_ same s1gmf1er, 
says that metaph ysics' "de rivation" from metaph or also prod uces its mfm1te attempt to 
"spirituali ze," to negate -and-con serve (A11f11eben) metaphor on a "higher" level, a pur-
l portedl y nonmetaphori c leve l. _ 

74. "On Truth and Falsity in Their Ultramoral Sense" (see note 14 above) , Pl'· 187-88. 
75. It is in order to mark this continuit y that Nietzsche describe~ the me~aphonca! llss~,e 

produced by man ("solely in the ... inviolability of the ~oncep tions of time and space ) 
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knowledge and a fanta stic ideology of truth, one shou ld surely subst itute ano ther 
;.' ~ rticulation for the (maintained or erased) classical opposition of metaphor and 

, _CO!lC~B.t. This new articulation , without importin g aU the metaphysics of the 
classical oppositi on, should also account for the specific divisions that episte­
mology cannot overlo ok, the divisions between what it calls metaphoric eff!?cts 
and ~ tific_effects. The need for this new articulation has undoubtedly been 
called for by Nietzsche 's discourse. It will hav e to provok e a displacement and 
an entire reinscription of the values of science and of truth , that is, of severa l 

I others too. 
' t Such a redi stribution would have to permit the definition of the "figure" which 

"" ..,, necessarily continues to give its "sig n" to a "concept" after rectification, after 
abandoning a g iven mode l "which perhaps, after all, was on ly a metaphor.' '76 

Thus-second example-when the biological concept of circulation of the blood / f 
is substituted for the technical concept of irrigation,77 the rectification has not ' 
reduced every figure of speec h. Although not the irrigation of a garde n, suc h 
as it is described in the Timaeus78 or De Partibus Animalium, the "circulation" of 

as a spider' s web (ibid., p. 186). Again, re-mark and generalization of a particular metaphor , 
whose effects are determinable, for example in the history of the sciences. Georges Can­
guilhem writes, concerning Bichat' s Treatise 011 Membranes (1800): "The term 'tissue' de­
serves to give us pause. Tissue comes, as is well known , from tis/re, an archaic form of 
the verb tisser, to weave. If the word cell has appeared to be overburdened with implicit 
significations of an affective and social order, the word tissue appears no less burdened 
with extra-theoretical implications . Cell makes us think of the bee, and not of man. Tiss ue 
makes us think of man , and not of the spider. Tissue , a weave, is the human produ ct par 
excellence" (LA con11aiss1111ce de la vie, pp . 64-65). See also Marx: "We have to consider labour 
in a form peculiar to the human species. A spider carries on operations rese mbling those 
of the weaver ; and many a human architect is put to shame by the skill with whkh a bee 
constructs her cell. But what from the very first distingui shes the most incompetent 
archite ct from the best of bees, is that th e architect has built a cell in his head before he 
construct s it in wax . The labour process ends in the creation of something which , when 
the process began , already existed in the work er's imaginati on, already existed in an ideal 
form. What happens is, not merel y that the work er brings about a change of form in 
mate rial objects, at the same time , in the nature that exists apart from himself, he realizes 
his own purpose , the purpose which gives the law to his activities, the purp ose to which 
he has to subord inate his own will" (Capital, book 1, chap. 5, pp . 169-70). 

76. "On this point , thus , experimental embryology and cytology have rectified the 
concept of organic structur e that was too narrowl y associated by Claude Bernard with a 
social model that perhap s, after all, was only a metaph or." " Le tout et la partie dan s la 
pen see biologique, " in Eludes d'lzistoire et de plzilosophie des sciences, p. 332. 

77. See La connaissance de la vie, pp. 22-23. 
78. From a purely rhetorical point of view, Cond illac disp lays much seve rity concernin g 

the figure s of speech used by Pla to (" the greatest philoso pher and the greatest rhet orician ") 
to de scribe the human body, which he make s into "a monster that esca pes the imagina­
tion"; most notably when "he says that the blood is the grazing ground of the flesh: and so, 
he goes on, that all the parts may receive 11011rishme11t, they have dug, as in a garden, several 
canals, ~ that the streams of the veins, emerging from the heart as from their source, can flow in 
these narrow channels of the human body." Condillac contra sts this with six lines from Rous­
seau, and comments on them thu s: 'The flowers which multiply on a stem watered by 
a pure s!Team are a beautiful image of wha t the love of glory produces in an elevate d 
soul" (" De l'a rt d'ecrire ," in Oeuvres philosophiq11cs, p. 555). 
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the blood doe s not properly travel in a circle. As soon as one retains only a 
pred icate of the circle (for exa mple, retu rn to t~~ point of departur e, clos ing ~f 
lthe circuit), its significat ion is put into the position of a trop e, of metonymy tf 
not metaph or. 

Is rectification he nceforth the rectification of a metaphor by a concept? Are 
__not all metaphors, strictly speaking, concepts , and is there any sense in setting 

_metapho r against concept? Does n ot a scientific critique 's rectification rather 
proceed from an inefficient tropic-concep t that is poorly constructed, to an op­
erative tro pic-concept that is more refined and more powerful in a given field 
an d at a determined phase of the scientific proc ess? Th e criterion of th is progr ess 
or mutation ("break," " remodel .ing," and many other forms that should be dis ­
tinguished from each other), has no t been defin ed , certainly, but a doub le cer­
tainty now see ms prob lematic: 1. That th is criterion mu st necessarily put to work 
a rhetorica l eva luation ("from metapho r to concept ," for example); 2. That tropes 
must necessarily belong to the prescien tific phase of knowledge. 

In other words, the re is also a concept of metaphor: it too has a history , yields 
know ledge , demands from the epistemo logist construction, rectifications, critical 
ru les of importation an d expo rtation. 

We come back to our question: can one tran sport into the philo sop hical field 
the Bachelardian program of a metapoetics? l}achel~d proposes to proceed by 
groups and diagrams, and th is is what will retain us first. By groups: 

"When one has med itated on the freedom of metaphors and on their limits, 
one perceives that certain poetic images are projected onto one another w ith 
certai n ty and exactitude, which amoun ts to say ing that in projective poetry they 
are but one and the same image . In studying the Psychoa nalysis of fire, we have 
perceived, for examp le, that all the 'images ' of the internal fire, the hid den fire, 
the fire glowi ng beneath the embers, in short the un see n fire that con sequ ent ly 
calls for metaphor s, are 'images' of life. The proj ective link, then , is so prim itive 
that one easily tran slate s, certain of univer sal comprehension, image s of life into 
images of fire, and vice ver sa . Th e deformation of the image s then must des­
igna te, in a strictly mathematical way, the group of metaphors . Immed iate ly that 
one can specify the diverse groups of metaphor s of a particula r poetry , one would 
perceive that occasiona lly certa in metaphor s fail because the y hav e been added 
in defianc e of the cohesio n of the group. Naturally, sensitiv e poe tic so uls reac t 
by them se lves to these erroneous additions, without needing the peda~t ic a~­
paratu s to which we are alluding. But it remain s no less that a met a poeti~s w~ 
have to undertake a class ification of metaphors, and that soo ner or later 1t will 
have to adopt the only essential pro cedure of classification , the de terminati on 
of groups." 79 

79. Gaston Bachelard, Ln11treamo11t, pp. 54-55. Here, the projective model pern:iit_s one to 
recognize not only the syntactic coherence of metaphors, but above all the or:igmal an_d 
final unity of their theme, their central semantit focal point. The de~onstration of t~1s 
point, moreover, is rather remarkable: the multiplicity of images (the u~age_s of fire, with 
which this metaphorology first had to concern itself) refer_s, while reflectmg it, to the same 
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And then by diagrams (another mathematical metaphor , or more precisel y, at 
least a geometrica l metaphor , but this time garn ished with a flower , in order to 
present the field of a meta -metaphorics): "If the p resent work could be retained 
as a basis for a physic s or a chemistry of reverie, as the outline of a method for 
determining the objective condition s of reverie , it shou ld offer new instruments 
for an objective literar y criticism in the most precise sense of the term. It should 
8.emonst rate that metaph ors are not simp le idealizations wh.ich take off like 
rocke ts only to displa y their insignificance on bursting in the sky, but that on ,tt. -

ie contrary meta ph ors summon one ano ther and are more coo rdinated than 
nsations, so mu ch so that ~ poetic mind is purel y and simpl ~r_ ntax' _2! 

.!!.! hors. Each poe t should then be rep resented by a diagram which would 
dicate the meaning and the symmetry of his metaphorica l coordinations, ex­

actly as the d iagram of a flower fixes th e meaning and the symmetries of its 
floral action. There is no real flower that does not have this geometrical pattern . 

~ \ Similarly, there can be no poetic flowering wit hout a certai n synt hesis of poetic 
' r Limages. One should not , however , see in this thesis a desire to limit poetic 

liberty, to impo se a logic or a reality (which is the same thing) on the poet' s 
creatio n . It is objectively, after the eve nt, after the full flowering , that we wish 
to discove r the realism and the inner logic of a poetic work. A.Uimes ..s.om~ truly 
di'leIS.e..image s..thaLone..had c.onsidered to be quit e-0pposed, i ncongruous a"¥ 
noncohe §iYf... wi ll come together and fus~into..one charming im.llge_. ThLJ.trang­
est.mosaics of Surrealisro...willsuddenly ....reveala..continui cy...of meaning.'' 80 

At the limit, is this very necessary attent ion to syntax, to the sys tematic logic 
of me tap horic productions , to " metaphor s of metaphors " (p. 215), eompatible 
with th e concept of metaphor? Can one do it justice without putti ng in to que stion 
the sema ntic, that is, monosemic point of view? Bachelard himse lf interpret s 
syntactic coordination as a semantic or thematic sheaf. 'fhe 111ultieli9!Y of met- / N 
4i:,hcru; is regu lated with..ane.'.s..ight et n "one and the same imag e," whostt y, 

focal image ("one and the same image"): but the issue was one of the hidden fire "w hich 
is not seen, and which consequently demands metaphors." This "consequently" means 
that what is not seen demands a metaphor. Which seems to go without saying. But, if 
one follows the analogical equivalence in this case (covered fire = what is hidden = life), 
all metaphors are also metaphors of life, as the dissimulated focal point of all metaphors, 
metaphors of physis, the source and metaphor of metaphors. A circulation of meaning that 
does not get us very far but amounts to the metaphor of the same, whose shadow by now 
is familiar to us. This is why we insisted above on the necessity linking the values of life, \ 
of metaphor, and of the metaphor of metaphor. "The mind, then, is free for the metaphor 
of metaphor. This is the concept at which we wind up in our recent book on The Psycluxmalysis 
of Fire. The long meditation of Lautreamont's work was undertaken with our sights set 
on a Psychonnnlysis of Life" (p. 155). We must acknowledge, here, the strict constraints of 
a program. The respect for the "sensitive poetic souls" who "rea,:;t by themselves" to 
metaphors that do not follow, also had long been prescribed in this program (from Aristotle 
to Cond1Uac and Hegel), as is elsewhere prescribed the determination 'not "to limit poetic 
freedom" or "the creation of the poet." ' 

80 . Ba,chelai:d, Tl~.dJ.aiuudys~re, trans. A. C. M. Ross (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1964), pp. 109--10. 
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!iliffractionis..bu1..a...p.mjectiye sys t~m. Here, th e unity and continu ity of meaning 
\ dominate s the play of syntax. We tried to demonstrate above that this subor­

dinatio n of the synta ctic was inscribed in the most invariable charac teristics of 
the concept of metaph or, and tried to show elsew here81 th e essentia l limits of 
.such a thematism . 

12.oes_not such a metaphorology ,_tr_c1_nsp.or.ted int0-the phiJosophical field, aJ­
w~y~y destinati 9.n,.~redi5mY.eI l.he same? The same_plz.ysis, t_be same meaning 
(mea ning of Being as presence or, amounting to the same, as presence /abse nce), 
the same circle, the same fire of the same light revealing/co ncealing itself, the 
same turn of the sun? What other than this return of the same is to be found 
when one seeks metaphor? that is, resemblance? and whe n one seeks to deter­
mine the dominant metaphor of a g roup , which is intere sting by virt:ie of its 
power to assemble? What other is to be fou nd if noLthe_metapllQr of domination, 

'- h.eigh_tened-b.y lts.._P._.QlYer o.Ldi~imulat ion-whic h permits it to escape mastery : 
GQd ox the Sun? 

For example, if one attemp ted to establish the diagram of the metaph orics 
prop er (or pre su med such) to Desca rtes, even supposing , concesso non data, that 
one could strictly delimit the metapho ric corpus refer ring to this single signatu re, 
there still would be a need to po int out, beneath the layer of apparen tly dida ctic 
metaphors (th ose indicated in Spoerri's psychological and empirica.l analy sis: 
the ivy and the tree, the path, the house, the city, the machine, the foundat ion 
or the chain ) ano ther stra tification, one that is less ap parent bu t just as system­
atically organized, and that not only would be beneath the preceding one, but 
interwove n with it. Here we would encounter the wax and the pen, dress and 
nudity , the ship, the clock, seeds and the magnet, the book, the st ick, etc. To 
reconstitute the gram mar of these metaphor s wou ld be to articulat e its logic 
with a discourse that presents itse lf as nonmetaphorical, which here is called 
the philoso phical system , the meaning of concepts, and the order of reason , but 
it also would be to articulate it with sche mas of continuity and permanence, 
with systems of longer seq uences, the "sa me" metaphor being able to fun ction 
differentl y here and there . But to respect above all else the philosophical spec­
ificity of this syn tax is a lso to recogn ize its subm iss ion to sense, to meaning , to 
the truth of th e philos ophical concept, to the signified of philoso phy. The teno r 
of the dominant metaphor will return always to this major sign ified of on to­
theology: the circle of the heliotrope . Certainly the metaphors of light and the 
circle, which are so imp orta nt in Descartes, are no t orga nized as they are in 
Plato or Aristotle, in Hegel or Husserl. But if we pu t outse lves at the most critical 
and mos t properly Cartesian point of the critical procedur e, at the point of 
hyperbolic doubt and the hypothe sis of the Evil Genius, at the poin t when doubt 
strikes not on ly ideas of se nsory origin but also "clea r and distinct" ideas and 
what is mathematically self-evident , we know that what permits the discourse 

81. "T he Double Session," sec. 2, in Dissemination. 
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to be picked up again and to be pursued , its ultimate reso urce, is des ignated 
a~ !ume~ naturale. Na tur~, and all the axioms it brings into our field of 
v1s10n, 1s neve r subjected to the most radical doubt. The la tter unfolds in light : 
"for I cannot doubt that which the natural light cau ses me to believe to be true, 
as, for_example, it has shown me that I am from the fact that I doubt." 82 Among 
the axioms that the natura l ligh t shows me to be true, there is, each time, at 
every stage, that w hich permit s me to emerge from doubt and to progress withi n 
the ord er o f reaso n, and in particu lar to pro ve th e existence of a nondeceiv ing 
God ("Now it is manife st by the na tural light that there must at least be as much 
rea.lity in the efficient and total cause as in its effect," p . 162. "The light of nature 
sh~w~ us_ clearly that the distinctio n betw een creation and conserva tion is solely 
a d1shnction of the reason ," p. 168. "From this it is man ifest that He cannot be 
a deceiver, since the light of natur e teaches us that fraud and deception nec­
essari ly proceed from some defect," p. 171). Prior to every determined presence , 
to eve? repre sen ta~ve idea, natural light constitut es the very ethe r of thought 
and of its proper disco urse . As natur al, it has its source in God, in the God 
whose existence ha s been put into doubt and then dem onstra ted, thanks to it. 
"For I have certainly no cause to complain that God ha s not given me an intel­
ligen ce which is more pow erful, or a natur al light which is stronger than that 
which I have received from Him" (Meditation IV, p. 177). In escaping from the 
logical circle that has so occupied him, Descarte s all the whiJe inscribes the chain 
of reaso n in the circle of the natura l light that proceeds from God and returns 
to God. 

This metaphoric s is of course articulated in a specific sy ntax; but as a meta­
phorics it belongs to a mor e genera l synt ax, to a more extended syste m tha t 
equally constrains Platonism; everything is illumin ated by thi s sys tem's sun , the 
sun of absence and of pre sence, blinding and lum inous, dazzling. This is the 
end of M editation lll , when the existence of God has just been proved for the 
first_tirne thanks to the natural light which he him self dispen ses to us, pretendin g 
to disappear and to leave us to see k the blindin g source of clarity: "It seems to 
me right to pause for a while in order to contemp late God Himse lf, to pond er at 
leisu~e 1:is marvello us attribute s, to consider and ad mire, and adore, the beauty 
~f _this hght so resplende nt, at least as far as the stre ngth of my mind , which 
1s m some measure dazzled by the sight, will allow me to do so" (p. 171). 

Of course the adorat ion here is a philo sop her's adora tion, and since natural 
ligh t is natural, Descartes doe s not take his discou rse as a theologian 's: that is, 
the discourse of someone who is satisfied with metap hors. And to whom one 
~u st l_eave them: "The auth or cou ld explain in satisfactory manner , following 
his philo so phy, the creation of the world, such as it is described in Genesis ... ; 
the narr~tive of creation found there is perhap s metaph orical; thus, it must be 

82. Desc~~tes, Meditations 011 First Philosophy, in Tire Philosophical Works of Descartes, vol. 
1, trans. Elizabet h Haldane and G. R. T. Ross (Camb ridge: Camb ridge Unive rsity Press, 
1970), P· 160. All (urther references to the Meditations wiJJ be to thi s edition. 
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left to the theologians ... Why is it sa id, in effect, that darkness preceded 
light? ... And as for the cataracts of the abyss, this is a metaphor, but this 
metaphor escapes us." 83 

Presence disappearing in its own radiance , the hidden source of Light, of truth, 
and of meaning, the erasure of the visage of Being-such must be the insistent 
return of that whic h subjects metaphysics to metap hor. 

To metaphors. The word is written only in the plura l. If there were only one 
possible metaphor, the dream at the heart of philosophy, if one could reduce 
their play to the circle of a family or a group of metaphors, that is, to one 
"central," "fundamental," "principial" metaphor, there would be no more true 
metaphor, but only, through the one true metaphor , the assured legibility of the 
proper. Now, it is because the metaphoric is plural from the outset that it does 
not escape syntax; and that it gives rise, in philosophy too, to a text which is 
not exhausted in the history of its meaning (signified concept or metaphoric 
tenor: thesis), in the visible or invisible presence of its theme (meaning and truth 
of Being). But it is also because the metaphoric does not reduce syntax, and on 
the contrary organizes its divisions within syntax, that it gets carried away with 
itself, cannot be what it is except in erasing itself, indefinitely constructing its 
destruction. 

This self-destruction always will have been able to take two courses which are 
almost tangent, and yet different, repeating , miming, and separating from each 
other according to certain laws. One of these courses follows the line of a 
resistance to the d issemination of the metaphorical in a syntactics that some­
where, and initially, carries within itself an irreducible loss of meaning : this is 
the metaphysical re/eve of metaphor in the proper meaning of Being. The gen-

~

ralization of metaphor can signify this parousia. Metaphor then is included by 
metaphysics as that which must be carried off to a horizon or a proper ground, 
nd which must finish by rediscovering the orig in of its truth . The turn of the 

sun is interpreted then as a specular circle, a return to itself without loss of 
meaning, without irreversible expenditure . This return to itself- this inter iori-
zation-of the sun has marked not only Platonic, Aristotelian , Cartesian, and 
other kinds of discourse, not only the science of logic as the circle of circles, but 
also, and by the same token, the man of metaphysics. The sensory sun, which 
rises in the East, becomes interiorized, in the evening of its journey, in the eye 
and the heart of the Westerner. He summarizes, assumes, and achieves the 
essence of man, "illuminated by the true light" (photizomenos plzoti alethi116i).64 

83. "Entretien avec Burman," in Oeuvres completes (Paris: Pleiade, 1967), pp. 1387-88. 
84. "In the geographical survey, the cou rse of the World's History has been marked ou t 

in its general features. Th~ 1111- the Light-rises i.n the East. Light is a sim ply self-in~olved 
existence; but though possessing thus in itself universality , it exists at the _same hm~ as 
an individuality in the Sun. Imaginati on has often pictur ed to-itself the emotions of a bhnd 
man sudde nly becoming possessed of sight , beholding the bright glimmering of the dawn, 
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Philosophical discours e-as such- describes a metaphor which is displaced 
and reabsorbed between two suns. This end of metaph or is not interpreted as 
a death or dislocation, but as an interiorizing anamnesis (Erinnerung), a recol­
lection of meaning, a re/eve of living metaphoricity into a living state of prop ­
erness. Th is is the irrepre ssible philosophical desire to summarize- interiorize­
~ialecticize-master-relever the me taphorical division between the origin and itself, 
~he Oriental difference. In the world of this desire, metaph or is born in the East 
as soon as the latter sets itself to speak, to work, to write, sus pending its 
pleasures, separating itself from itself and naming absence: that is, what is. Such 
at least is the philosophical proposit ion in its geotropic and historico-rhetorical 
enunciations. "As man's first motives for speaking were of the passions, his first 
expressions were tropes. Figurat ive language was the first to be born. Proper 
meaning was d iscovered last." And "the genius of the Oriental languages" is 
to be "vital and figurative." 85 

the growing light , and the flaming glory of the ascending Sun . The bound.less forgetfulness 
of his individuality in thi s pure splendour, is his first feeling,-utter astonishment. But 
when the Sun is risen, this astonishment is diminished; objects around are perceived, and 
from them the individual proceeds to the contemplation of his own inner being, a.nd 
thereby the advance is made to the perception of the relation between the two. Then 
inactive contemplation is quitted for activity; by the close of day man has erec ted a building 
constructed from his own inner Sun; and when in the evening he contemplates this , he 
esteems it more highly than the original external Sun . For now he stands in a conscious 
relation to his Spirit, and therefore a free relation . U we hold this image fast in mind, we 
shall find it symbolizing the course of History, the great Day's work of Spirit. 
.\ "The History of the World travel s from East to West, for Europe is absolutely the end 
pf History , Asia the beginning. The History of the World has an East Knt' exochen, though 
the term East in itseU is entirely relative , for although the Earth forms a sphe re, History 
performs no circle round it, but has on the contrary a determinate East, v.z. Asia. He re 
rises the outward physical Sun, and in the West it sinks down: here con sentaneo usly rises 
the Sun of self-consciousness, which diffu ses a nobler brilliance. The History of the World 
is the discip line of the unc ontrolled natural will, bringin g it into obedie nce to a Universal 
principle and conferring subjective freedom." Hegel, Int roduction, in Lectures 011 the Phi­
losophy of History, trans. J. Sibree (New York: The Colonial Press , 1900), pp. 109-10. 

85. Rousseau, ESSlly 011 the Origin of Language, trans. John Moran (New York: Frederick 
Ungar, 1966), pp. 12 and 11. See also, for example , Condillac, Essai s11r /'origine des co11-
11aissa11ces h11111ai11es II, 1, chap. 10, sec. 103, and especially La logique: "T he generation of 
ideas and of the faculties of the sou l must have been felt in these languages (the first 
vulgar languages] where the first acceptance of a word was known , and where one analogy 
provided all the others. In names were found again the ideas which escaped the senses, 
the very names of the sensory ideas from which they come; and, instead of seeing them 
as the proper names of these idea s, they were seen as figurative expressions which showed 
their origin. At thi s time , for example , it was not asked if the word substance meant 
something other than that which is beneath; if the word pensee, thou ght , meant other than 
peser, to weigh , to balance, to compa re. In a word, one could not have imagined the 
questions that are asked today by metaphysicians: languages , which answered all of them 
in advance, did not yet permit them, and there was not yet any bad metaphysic s. Good 
metaphysic s began before languages; and lang uages owe to it what is best in them. But 
thi s metaphysics was then less a science than an instinct . It was nature which led men 
without their knowing it; and metaph ysics became a scie nce only when it ceased to be 
good." See, again, Fontanier, "Preface," p. 157. 
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"Not only the Greek philosopher s, like Plato and Aristotle , or great historians 
and orators, like Thucydides and Demosthenes, but also the grea t poets, Homer 
and Sophocles, on the whole stick almost always to literal expressions (eigen­
tliclten Ausdrucken), although similes (Gleichnisse) do also occur. Their plastic 
severity and solidity does not tolerate the sort of blending involved in metaphor 
or permit them to stray hith er and thither away from the homogenous material 
and the simple, self-contained, complete cast, in order to gather up so-called 
'flowers' of expression (sogennante Blumen des Ausdrucks aufwlesen) here and 
there. But metaphor is always an interruption of the course of ideas (Vorstel­
lungsganges) ... On the other hand , it is particularly the East, especially the 
later Mohammedan poetry, which uses figurative expressions and indeed has 
them of necessity." 86 

Metaphor, therefore, is determined by philosophy as a provisional loss of 
meaning, an economy of the proper without irreparable damage, a certainly 
inevitable detour, bu t also a history with its sights set on, and within the horizon 
of, the circular reappropriation of literal, proper meaning. This is why the phil­

josophical evaluation of metaphor always has been ambiguous: metaphor is 
dangerous and foreign as concerns intuition (vision or contact), concept (the grasp ­
ing or proper presence of the signified) , and consciousness (proximity or self­
presence); but it is in complicity with what it endangers, is necessary to it in the 
[extent to which the de-tour is a re-turn guided by the function of resemblance 
(mimesis or homoiosis), under the law of the same. The opposition of intuiti on, 
the concept, and consciousness at this point no longer has any pertinence. These 
three values belong to the order and to the movement of meaning. Like meta­
phor. 

Henceforth the ent ire teleology of meaning , which constructs the philosophical 
concept of metaphor, coordi nate s metaphor with the manifestation of truth , wit h 
the production of truth as presence without veil, with the reappropriation of a 
full language without syn tax, with the vocation of a pure nomination: without 
differential syntax, or in any case without ct properly 1m11amab/e articu lation that 
is irreducible to the semantic re/eve or to dialectical interiorization. 

\,- The..other self-destructioo ~of me_taphor thu s resembles the philosophical one to 
the point of bein g taken for it. This time, then , in traversing and doubling the 
first self-destruction, it passes through a supplement of syn tactic resistance, 
through everything (for example in modern linguistics) that disrupts the op­
position of the semantic and the syntactic, and especially the philo so phical 
hierarchy that submits the latter to the former. This se lf-destruction still has the 
form of a genera lization , but this time it is no longer a question of extending 
and confirmin g a philosopheme, but rather, of unfolding it without limit, and 
wresting its borders of propriety from it. And consequen tly to explode the 
reassuring opposition of the metaphoric and the proper, the opposition in which 

86. Hegel, Aesthetics, pp. 407-8. 
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the one and the other have never done anything but reflect and refer to each 
other in their radiance . 

..Metaphor, then, alwa ys carries its death within itself. And this death , surely, 
is also thedeath of philosophy. But the genitive is doubl ~. It is sometimes the 
death of philosophy, death of a genre belonging to philosoph y which is thought 
and summarized within it, recognizing and fulfilling itself within philo sophy; 
and sometimes _the death of a philosophy which doe s not see itself die and is 
no longer to be refound within philosophy. / 

A homonymy in which Aristot le recognized - in the gu ise of the Sophist at 
this point -the very figure of that which doubles and endangers philosophy: 
these two geaths repeat and simu late one another in the heliotrope . The heli­
otrope of Plato or of Hege l on the one hand, the heliotrope of Nietzsche or 
Bataille87 on the other, to use metonymic abbrev iations here. Such a flower 
always bears its double within itself, whether it be seed or type, the chance of 
its program or th e necessity of its diagram. The heliotrope can always be re/eve. 
And it can always become a dried flower in a book. There is always, absent from 
every garden, a dried flower in a book; and by virtue of the repetition in which 
it endlessly puts itself into abyme, 88 no language can reduce into itself the structure 
of an anthology. This supplement of a code which traverses its own field, end­
lessly displaces its closure, breaks its line, opens its circle, and no onto logy will 
have been able to reduce it. 

Unless the antho logy is also a lithography. Heliotrope also name s a stone: a 
precious sto ne, greenish and streaked with red veins, a kind of oriental jasper. 

87. See particularly , apart from Bataille's well known texts, certain of his first writings 
collected by Denis Hollier in volume 1 of the Oeuvres completes (Paris: Gallimard , 1970): 
"L'Anus solaire," "Le langage des fleurs," "La mutilation sacrificielle de l'oreille coup~e 
de Van Gogh," "Le bas mat~rialisme et la gnose ," "Soleil pourri, " "Corps celestes," etc. 

88. TN. See above, note 73. 

!_ ;1,) )/..,._: f J iA.,£..6 

VC)r'-~:,_ _.,.. r1) ~ 
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Qu a] Qu elle: 
Valery's Sources1 

A lecture given 6 November 1971 at the John s Hopkins University on the cen tennial of 
Valery's birth . I am indebted to Michel Lechant re's rereading of Valery and his discovery 
of the Ca/riers. Th e following page s therefore are naturally dedica ted to him . 

I. TN . As is so often the case for Derrida, this title has multipl e meanings whose effects 
are disseminated throughout the essay. It mu st be und ers tood that Derrida consta ntly 
plays on the meaning of "so urce" as both origin and as fountain or spring . The German 
Que/le has the same multiple mea nings. The explanation of q11nl quel/e will be found in 
note 12 below . 
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1-mark(s) first of all a division in what will have been able to appear in the 
beginning . 

"Valery's Sources, " here, do not entitle those sources on which theses are 
written . What historians might name "influences" will not be followed upstteam 
toward their hidden "sources," the near or distant , presumed or verified, origin s 
of a "work," that is of a " thought" whose card in the catalogue thereby could 
be manipulated. Valery himself warned of this in advance: concerning what is 
wr itten here, the "discou rse of history" would chatter on about heritages, read­
ings , borrowings, biographical inn er springs. The sources could multiply them ­
selves infinitel y, but as so man y "s ources of error and powers of falsifications ."2 

We will not , as do positive historians, account for all that could have flowed 
into this text from the outside. 

But- I mark(s) the division - by taking a different turn, by observing from an 
excentric place the logic of Valery's aversion s, why not ask outse lves about 
another outside , about the sources set aside, the sources that Valery could get a 
glimpse of only on the bias, as in a brief, or rather foreshortened, mirroring, 
jus t the time to recognize or reflect him self and immedia tely to turn away ­
quickly, decidedl y, furtively too, like an about-face to be described accord ing to 
the gesture of Na rcissus. We will analyze thi s turning away only where it has 
left marks within Valery's textual sys tem , as a regular crinkling of every page . 
Here, for example, the name s would be those of Nietzsche and Freud. 

Further , under this headin g one might also have expec ted a reading of "In 
Praise of Water," with which Valery, in 1935, prefaced a collection of tribute s to 
the Source Perrier. 3 Will acade mic accusations be made of the resour ces that Valery 
more than once found for his talent? No moral or political lesson could be 
elaborated whose premises had not already infallibly been recognized by Valery. 
In Mallarme's wake, quite early on, he had ana lyzed the law that ad minist ers 

2. TN. The following sys tem of reference to Valery's works will be employed. (a) Ref­
erence s to Valery's Oeuvres (Paris: Gallimard , 1957-60) will be given with a roman volume 
number (1 or U) and a page number . Thu s, the referen ce for this citation is Discours de 
/'Jristoire, I, 1130. (b) References to the Cahiers (Paris: Centre Nationa l de Recherche Scien• 
tifique, 1957) will be given by the letter C. followed by an arabic volume number , a page 
number, and a year. (c) References to works of Valery translated into English will be to 
the thirtee n-volume Bollin gen series Tire Collected Works of Paul Valery, ed . Jackson Math ews 
(New York: BoUingen Foundation, 1960-73). These will be indicated by an arabic volume 
number and a page number (e.g. 2, 11). 

3. This booklet, published by the Source Perrier (2, 8ff., or II, 202ff.) contains "The History 
of a Source," by P. Reboux, "The Therapeuti c Benefits of the Perrier Source," by Dr. 
Gervais, "How, and In What Circumstances, To Serve Perrier Wa ter," by Baron Fauquier . 
In 1919 Gide had written lo Valery: " I cannot for an instant believe in the exhau stion of 
your reso urces or the drying up of your source: what is difficult is to bottle it, but there 
is nothing su rprising abou t the fact that you find you rself worn ou t after the efforts of the 
winter," lhereby describing everything at stake in the question that concerns us here . 
Without taking into account that by itself the name of the sou rce in que stion, in a single 
word, reassembles the extensible length of a sen tence. [Perrier in French is pronounced 
the same way as the sentence "Perey cst" -"f'a ther is ther e.") 

275 



Qual Quelle 

the excha nges between the value s of language , philosoph y, or literature , for 
examp le, and th ose of political econom y. Th e Memoirs of tire Poet had compared 
the febrile agitation of Literature to th at of the stock market. • And the trial s to 
which he would be subj ecte d still wou ld derive from th ose "co nvicti ons ... 
(that are) naiv ely and secretly murd erous" (l, 1129), and which he knew always 
explain " the deep meaning of speculative quarre ls and ev en literary polemi cs" 

(ibid .). 
But-again I mark(s) and multiply (mu ltipli es) the divi sion - we will not forget 

"In Praise of Water." Rather, in pretending that we abandon its su bterranean 
discou rse, perhaps we w ill see it reemerge , both itself and totally other , after 
severa l meanders . Thi s di scourse already entail s that the " nymph and the spring 
stand at that holy place where life sits down and looks arou nd her" (2, 10). 
Fur th er, it anno un ces th at the water of the sou rce holds up the t ree on its own 
course. "Con sider a p lant , regard a mighty tree , and you will discern that it is 
none othe r than an upright rive r pouring into the air of th e sky. By the tree 
WATER climb s to meet light " (2, 10). The "amorou s form " of th e source traver ses 
and divides the tree in its asce nt. In th e course of his innumerable statements 
on the tree, the "supreme beech " (/retre supreme!, Valery will have tak en into 
accoun t a " blind tree ," and then a tre e tremb ling in that " ther e are two trees 
wi thin it."5 Thi s is the moment at which the erect, and thu s divided , tree, 

4. I, 1487. And elsewhere: "Every doctrine necessarily presents itself as a sclre111e more 
adva11tageo11s than the others. Therefore, it depend s upon the others" (II, 690). "Thought 
is brutal- no taming it ... What is more brutal than a thought?" (II, 694). 

5. 2, 2n ("For Your 'Supreme' Beech"); 2, 161 ("Frlgments of the Narcissus"). The 
dream of the tree always ret11ms to a source ("Between them the pure air and a shrub 
contrive / A living spring (s011rce vive)" from "The Spinner," 1, 3. "The tree dreams of 
being a stream / The tree dreams in the air of ~ing a _sourc~" C. ?, .P· 428, 1923). "The 
tree dreams of being a stream / Tire tree dreams m tire air of be111g a /1v111g source ... I And 
closer and closer, is changed into poetry, in a pure line" ("Arb':" in A11tr es_ Rlwmbs , 1~; 
659). "Today my soul is making itself into a tree. Yesterday I felt 11 to be a spnng (so11rce) 
("Dialogue of the Tree," 4, 154). We will retain from t_his work, asi?_~ from. the pla~ on 
lr2tre- beech- and etre-B eing, that it posits, conc~rnin& the tree, its des1refu~ _ber~g, 
which is certainly feminine in essence," 4, 153; that 11 deciphers the tree as a petnf1cat1on 
of disseminal waters ("the waters of the dense maternal earth, drawn from the depth s for 
years on end , at last bring this hard substance to the ligh! of ~ay . . . TITYRus. Su?stance 
as hard as stone, and fit like it to carve. LucRITIUS. Ending in branches too, which end 
in leaves themselves, and then at last the mast which, fleeing far and wide, will scatter 
life abroad . . . TrTYRus. I see what you would say. LUCRETIUS. See then in this great being 
here a kind of river/ 4, 157; " l have told you that I feel, born and growing in me, a 
Plantlike virtue, and I can merge myself in the thirst to exist of the ha,rd-strivin~ s~~d, 
moving towards an infinite number of other seeds throughout a plant_ s who)e hfe, 4, 
167; "What I was going to tell (perhaps to sing) to you would have, (,think, _dned up the 
spring (source) of words," 4, 167); that it asserts simultaneously that_ There 1s no author, 
then ... a work without an author is not impossible. No poet organized the_s~ l?han!asms 
for you," 4, 166, and that "In the beginning was the F~ble,''. ~- 168. That divis!?n. (itself) 
is marked in this dream (" And like a slow fiber / Which drvtdes the moment ) 1s what 
prohibits, for reasons to be seen in a moment, the tree from being constituted a~ a tl~; me 
or a subject. Whence the trap and the irony of the Note/looks, when th~y underline: The 
Tree- what a (inc s11bject!" (C. 25. p. 118). P. Laurette cites the~ as epigraphs to hrs very 
rich polysemic inventory, Tire Theme of tire Tree i11 Pcm/ Valery (Khncks1eck, 1967). 
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separ ated from itse lf within itse lf, let s itself be cut off from th e simple sour ce. 
Thi s is where we find the incis ion int o th e dream of th e so urce . To be cut off 
from the source , as predicted finall y by " In Prai se of Water," is to let oneself be 
multi plied or divid ed by the difference of the oth er: to ceas e to be (a) self. The 
lure of the sour ce (" Now co mes the HO UR, the thi rst, th e sprin g (In source) and 
the siren" Hour, 1, 251): to beco me again prese nt to onese lf, to come back to 
one self, to find again , along with the pure limpidity of wat er, th e alwa ys efficient 
mirage of th e point of emergence , the instant of wellin g up , the founta in or we ll 
surnam ed Truth , which alway s speak s in ord er to say I: " Well one kn ows that 
pur e thir st is qu enched only in pure wat e r. Th ere is so methin g exac t and sa t­
isfactory in thi s mat ching of the real de sire of the organi sm with the element 
of its origin. To thir st is to lack a part of on eself , and thus to dwindle into 
anoth er. Then on e mus t mak e good that lack, complete one self again , by re­
pairin g to w hat aJJ life demands. [Etre nltere, c'est deve11ir n11tre: se corrompre. II 
faut done se desalMrer, redevenir, nvoir recours ti ce qu'exige tout ce qui vit. I, 202) Th e 
very language is filled wi th the praise of WATER. We say th at we THIRST FOR 

TRUTH . We speak of a LIMPID discourse " (2, 10- 11). And when Valery ends with 
an " I adore WATER ," which rese mble s, for whoever would be tak en in by it, an 
adverti ser's platitude , he is speaking onl y of speech , insisting on th e tran sition 
which puts water into the mouth , engender s discour se, oration, incantation . 

What does th e course of th e source become when th e course is made int o 
discour se? What , then, of thi s turnin g awa y? 

In letting ones elf be carried along by the flow, one would ru sh , under th e 
rubric of source s, toward a thematics of wat er, a semantic s in " ph enomen olog­
ical" style or a psychoana lysi s of material imagination , both sp ellbound by th e 
unity , which is pr ecisely originary, of a mean ing or a th em e flowin g from th e 
sourc e and affecting itself with form s, modulations , and vari ations in a discou rse. 
Th ere w ould be no lack of material for such an invent ory, which w ould filter 
almo st th e entirety of Valery 's text, in genu o usly followin g the tra il of the "MUL ­

TIF ORM WATER " whi ch from the source go es " down un co nquerabl y to the ocean 
where she most abide s" (2, 9). At the mouth again on e wo uld come back to th e 
sourc e of Paul Valery him self, who oft en explained him se lf thu s: " I wa s bo rn 
in a port. " 

With out pr eten se of going any further th an this themati c or semanti c readin g, 
rather let us att empt ab strat:tly to compli cate the qu es tion of me anin g or o f th e 
th eme; and of what happ ens to a text- as text- wh en th e so ur ce is di vided 
within it, and alt ered to th e point of no longe r rejoinin g the unit y of th e res our ces 
(the s divides itse lf again) that moreover it never will have bee n . In sum, re­
pea tin g th e crit ical qu es tion , Valery's very insistent a nd ve ry ne cess ar y qu es tio n 
about 111ea11i11g (th eme, sub ject, content , etc.), we will bring th e qu es tion to a 
cert a in heteroge neity of th e sou rce: and firs t, th ere are so ur ces, th e so urc e is 
oth er and plural. But by m ean s o f thi s repetition we ma y be pr epa red to poiso n 
the qu es tion of me anin g and to ca lculate the price tha t Va lery had to pa y for th e 
disc redi t tha t, to a certain extent and in a certain way, he justifiab ly threw on 
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the value and authority of meanin g. A repetition of Valery's, doubtle ss, but 
perhap s we will not close this reflection in ring form. Or at least it will no t return 
to wher e it was expected, to its origin, before leaving behind, ther eby affectin g 
and infecting itself, some hardly philo sophical venom: thu s giving us the sketch 
of a snake , among st the tree, hissing with its doub le-edged ton gue whose 
venom , howe ver vile, leaves far behi nd the well temp ered hemlock! 

Rebound 

I had not reread Valery for a long time. And even long ago, I was far from 
having read all of Valery. This is still true toda y. But in going back to the texts 
that I thought I knew, and in discovering other s, especially in the Notebooks, 
naturally I asked myself in what ways a certain relationship had chang ed. Where 
had the displacement, which in a way prevented me from taking my bearings, 
been effected? What doe s this signify her e, now? A banal question, a ring once 
more in the form of the return to the sources which alway s afflicts the rhetoric 
of the anniversarie s of a birth: Valery one hundred years later, Valery for us, 
Valery now, Valery toda y, Valery alive, Valery de ad- always the same code. 
What laws do these rebirth s, redi scoveries, and occultations too, obey, the 
distancin g or reevaluation of a text that one naivel y would Like to believe, having 
put one' s faith in a signature or an institution, always remains the same, con­
stantly identical to itself? In sum a "corpus," and one whose self identi ty would 
be even less threatened than one's own bod y [corps propre)? What must a text 
be if it can, by itself in a way, turn itself in order to shin e again, after an eclipse, 
with a d ifferent light , in a time that is no longer that of its productiv e source 
(and was it ever contemporane ous with it?), and then again repeat this resur­
gence after several deaths, counting , among several other s, those of the aut hor, 
and the simula crum of a mu ltiple extinction? Valery also was inter ested in this 
power of regeneration . He thou ght that it- the possibility for a text to yield 
(itself) severa l times and severa l lives-ca lculates (itself). I am saying ii ca/win/es 
it~ SJ!Ch 2_n.tse cannot-b e maehinated in the brain ofa n author, qwte.sjmJfur, 
ex~ept if he is situated Jike ~ sp.i_d.eJ".,wJ\o is so~ew hat lo§t !J1 a corner of i!s web t. 
off tQ..!he side. The web very quickly becomes indifferent to the animal- source, 
who might very well die without even hav ing und ers tood what had happ ened . 
Long afterward, other animal s again will come to be caught in its threads, 
speculating , in order to ge t out, on the first meaning of a weave, that is of a 
textual trap whose economy can always be aba ndoned to itself. This is called 
writing. It calculates itself, Valery knew, and coming back to him , to the enor­
mous cardboard web that litera lly bears his signatur e, I said to myself that it 
had , and not only in the form of the Notebooks, more than one certai n retu rn . 
Supp osing, of course, that a retur n can eve r be certa in, wh ich is precise ly what 
is in question , as will be see n . In the calcu lation of this economy, for it to "work" 
(this is Valery's express ion), the price to be paid negotiate s with dea th; wit h 
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what cuts the oeuvre from its source (" thu s there is no author"), henceforth 
imprinting on it a survival duration that is necessarily discrete and discontinuous. 
I am borrow ing these qualifications from Valery. When he analyzes what pro­
grams the duration and return of a writing , he nev er does so in terms of genius, 
meaning, or force, but in terms of "a pplication of force."6 

How does the return of th e source negotiate -a nd dissoc ia te- itself? 
Le t us repeat the question. Was the source a theme for Valery? A grea t number 

of poems, analyses, meditation s, and notes regularl y seem to come back to the 
source as to their object o r principal subject. There is here something like an 
overflow. And a lready, this thematic overabundance, in makin g the demon­
stration all too easy, makes us suspect confusion so mewhe re else . Here , th e 
recurrence announces, as perhaps it always doe s, that one doe s not touch a 
theme , especially a principal theme. The compulsive obstinacy that always leads 
back toward a place, a locus, signifies tha t this top os cannot become a theme 
or the dwelling place of a rhetoric: it rejects an y presentation , any representation. 
It can never be there, present, posed before a glance, facing it; it never constitutes 
a present or hidden unity, an object or a subject su pporti ng, according to the 
occurrence or positio n of the theme , a sys tem of variations, of modulation s, of 
transformation s who se meaning or su bstantial content at heart would remain 
identica l to themse lves. 

The source for Valery, then , must be that which neve r could become a theme. 
If we persist in considering it in th is way, then at leas t we must specify from 
some angle or fold that this was the theme of that which cannot be thematized. 

It is that the source cannot be reassembl ed into its o rig inary unity. Because-­
first of all- it has no proper, literal meaning . 

And yet if there is a word with a proper, literal meaning, is it not this one? 
We are indeed certai n that we know what the word source mea ns before the 

intervention of all these metap hors, whos e work was always remark ed by Valery. 
Is not the so urce the origin, the point of formation, or rather emerg ence, of 

a flowing body of water , brook, stream, river? Nothing is more familiar to us 
than water, and than the very familiarity of the earth with water, which is sealed 
here and there , and unsealed in the point d'en11- incalculab le syntagm 7-'-that is 
called source: origo fontium. 

But this meaning denominated as pro per can appear for us with in the element 
of familiarity only if we alread y know, or believe that we already know , what 

6. "The duration of works is the duration of their utility. This is why it is discontinuous. 
There are centuries during which Virgil is useless" (II, 562). "To have 'genius' and to 
c~eate a viable work are two profoundly different things. All the transports in the world 
yield only discrete elements. Without a fairly accurate reckoning, the work does not hold­
does not work. An excellent poem supposes a mass of exact reasoning. A question not so 
much Qf forces, but of application of forces. And applied to whom?" (II, 566). 

7. TN. Point d'ea11 is an incalculable-and untranslatable- syntagm because it means 
both a "source of water'' and "no water at all." Derrida plays on this double meaning 
throughout this essay. Whenever he does so, point is left untranslated. 
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we are thinkin g when we say that the source is the origin of a body of water. 
If there were not an immemorial complicity with the meaning of the word origin, 
with the naked meanin g of the word origin in general, could we ever come dose 
to the determined origin that is a source (origo fontium), th e birth of a body of 
water, its nature, that is the so-called proper and unique mean ing of the word 
source? Therefore, we already would have to und ers tand the meaning of the word 
origin when it designates somet hing totally other tha n the welling up of a body 
of water , in ord er to ga in access to that whic h nevertheless was proposed as the 
prop er meaning of the source. On e first would have to fix wha t origo means, 
the statu s of the origin or of the "source" in genera l, of the departure or beginning 
of anyth ing at all, that is of the departure as ab-solute, of eme rgence unl oosed 
from any det ermination , before coming back to what nevert heless would remain 
the pr oper mea ning of the word source: the origin of a body of water, de-parture 
and point d'eau; locu tions wh ich are all very near to veering off, in a way that 
is not fortuitous , toward the figures of drought, the negative, and separa tion. 

Therefore , we should not be surpr ised if gene rality (the origin in ge neral) 
becomes th e accomplice o f metaphoricity, and if we lea rn from the trope about 
the status of litera l, proper meanin g, the statu s of that which gives itself as proper 
meanin g. 

But what~eif,_what..is..the.es _ when the is$_u.e)s,one.p f the !!Per 

(m~ 
Proper meaning derives from de,ri~o n . The proper..meanl,n__g or the prim al 

meaning (of tnewo rd sourceTo r example ) is 110 longer simpl y the~~ 
the deported effect of a tu~eech, a re turn or detour. It is secon9.~JxJ D­
relation to that to which i.1.seem( to gixe birth, measuring a ser:'.arat~ n ... a.~d.; 
departure from it. The source itself is the e ffect of that (forf wnose ongm 1t 
passes. One no longer has the right~to assi mi1a1e, as I have ju"st pretenaeato 

~ he-_p.wper mea..n,iog,._and.th.e. primal- meMil)g , That the p roper is- not · the 
p imal, that it is not at"the -ource, is wl'lat"Valery gives us to read, tn-e~\5y 
reawa emng en route the debate to wrucnlfiis confu sion of the prope-r and the 
primal gave rise in th e history of classical rhetoric. 

Therefore we wiU not listen to the source itself in order to learn what it is or 
what it mean s, but rather to the turn s of speec h , the allegor ies, figures, meta­
phors, as you will, into which the source has deviated, in order to lose it or 
rediscove r it- which always amo unt s to the same. 

Often designa ted as source, for Valery the ab solu te origin first has the form 
of the ego, the l, the "most naked I," of " the pure l, that unique and monotonous 
element of each being, [that] is lost and recovered by itself, but inhabits ou r 
senses eterna lly" as " the fundamental permanence of a conscio usness that de­
pends on not hing" (Note and Digression, 8, 101-2). Nothin g in th e world , or at 
leas t nothing that is presented within it, ap pears as phenomenon, theme , or 
object, without first being for me, for (an) ego, and without coming back to me 
as to the opening, the very origin of the world: not_ as the cause of its existence, 
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bu t as the origin of its presence , the point of source on whose basis everything 
takes on meanin g, ap pears, deli neates, and measures itself. Everything, that is 
to say every thin g that is not I. The non -I is for the I, appears as non-I for an I 
and on the basis of an I. Everythin g: which is to say that the I, the exception 
to and conditi on for ever ything tha t ap pears, does not appear. Never being 
presen t to itself, the sou rce hardly exists. It is ther e for no one. For what Valery 
here calls the pure I, and w hat philoso phers usually name the transcendental 
ego, is not the "person," the ego or empirical conscio usne ss of th e psychologists. 
An unn amab le, "unqu alifiable" so urce, in effect it has no determinab le charac ter 
since it is not in the wo rld and never pre sents itself. 

Valery encircles, or rather tracks down, this incessant disa ppeara nce, among 
other places, in the Note and Digression to the Leonardo: "But what he raises to 
this high degree is no t his precious persona l self, since he has renounced his 
personality by makin g it the object o f his thoug ht , an d since he has given the 
place of subject to that unqualifiable I which has no name or histo ry, which is 
neither more tangible nor less real than the center of gravity of a ring or that 
of a planetary system - but which result s from the whole, whatever that whole 
may be" (8, 102-3, VaJery's italics). 

The source results here. Valery wou ld probably ha ve been irritated (I am bor­
rowing thi s word from him for reasons to be given later) if he had been reminded 
that this proposition-the origin as result- is literally Hegelian, that it reassem­
bles the essence of specu lative dialectics whose proposition it properly is. Hege l 
does not by chan ce write it in Latin (Der A11fa11g ist das Resultat) at the beginning 
of the Greater Logic. In IdentihJ and Difference, takin g his departure from Hegel, 
Heidegge r a lso ana lyzes this ressa11t (res11ltare, resilire, resalire) of the origin in the 
resu lt, of the foundin g proposition in the rebound or reflexive count er-motio n 
(Riickpra/1).8 

The pure I, the source of all presence , thus is reduced to an abstract point, 
to a pure form, str ipp ed of all thickne ss, of a ll depth, withou t charac ter, without 
quality, without property , without an ass ignable duration. This source ther efore 
has no proper meaning. No thing of that which proceeds from it belongs to it. 
Point d'eau- that is of it. Thus it has no proper name. It is so universal and so 
abs tract a pronoun (me, 1)9 that it replaces, stands for no prop er name of a perso n 
in particular: A universal prono un, but of so singular a universality that it always 
remains, precisely, singular. The func tion of this source which names itself l is 
indeed , within and without languag e, that of a singular univer sal. In the same 

8. TN . Identity 1111d Difference, trans. Joan Stambau gh (New York: Harp er and Row), p . 
53. 

9. TN , The tran slation of the critical words moi and je is particularl y difficult in this 
essay. In general 1 ha ve followed the practice of the tran slations of the Collected Works. It 
should be noted , however, that in French le moi, which in the term Valery uses most 
frequentl y is variously translated as the I, the me, and the ego (in the psychoanalytic 
sen se). 
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text, Valery descr ibes " the plurality of the singu lar, in the contradict ory co­
existence of mutually indepen dent du rations-as man y of these as ther e are 
perso ns, tot capit~, tot tempora- a pro blem comparabl e with that of relativity in 
phy sics, though incompa rably mor e difficult" (8, 103). He also names, as if in 
resonance with the Phenomenology of Spirit, " the 1, the uni versal pron oun, the 
ap pellation of which has no connection with a face" (8, 104). 

That has no relation with a face: let us und erstand this equa lly as wit h a 
particular subject, empirically det ermin ed, and with the system which defines 
the face, to be reconside red furth er on as a sou rce which can also receive: the 
eyes, the mou th , the ears which yield (th emselves to} sigh t, speech , heari ng. 
This pure I which is the source, this singular uni versa l above all does not amo unt 
to the individual. A pure consciousness, without the leas t psychic or physical 
determination , it " in an instant immolates its individualit y" (8, 104). Like the 
tran scendental consciousness described by Hu sse rl, it is con stituted, not being 
in the world , neither by a bod y, which goes without saying, nor even by a soul. 
The psyche, in effect, is a region of that which is in the world (the totality of that 
which is). But inverse ly, not being in the world, not belongin g to the totality of 
the thing s which exist, which are maintained for and before it, thi s so urce is 
nothi ng , almost nothin g. It would be experienced , if it were experienced, as the 
exces~o f everything that can be related to it. A relatio n of noth ing to nothing, 
this relation ship is barely a rela tion . Imagine the God of a nega tive theology 
attempting by himself to describe himself, to catch him self in the grid of a 
determinin g discourse: he will almost ann ihilate him self. " It !this consciousness) 
feels compelled to defin e itself by the sum total of thin gs, as the excess over that 
totality of its own pow er of perception. In order to affirm itself, it had to begin 
by denyin g an infinite numb er of elements an infinite numb er of times, and by 
exhausting the objects of its power without exhaust ing that power-with the 
resu lt that it differs from nothingne ss by the smallest poss ible margin" (8, 96). 

Incapable of receiving the imprint of any characteri stic, evadin g all predication, 
not permit ting itself to be attributed any prop erty, this source also will be able 
to lend itself without resistance to the most contr adictory determination s. Valery 
grants it, for exam ple , a certain Being, but this is on ly to deny it all pre sence. 
Or almost, the almost imprint ing with its regul ar cadence the play which dis­
qualifies, and does so by arbitr ating disqualification, confu sing opposition s, and 
dissolving any on tological pertinence . In question is that which in "blending all 
the categories is someth ing that exists a11d does not exist" (8, 137). Thus, thi s I is 
not an individual, is almost imper so nal, very close to being a non-I. Of thi s 
consciousness which itself cannot posit itself, itself come before itself, become 
for itself a the sis o r a theme, we can not eve n say tha t it is pre sent for-itse lf. This 
source which can not be made a theme therefore is not a self conscio usness, is 
hardl y a consciousness. Is it not unconscious in a certain way or, bare ly to 
displace the cita tion, different from the uncon scious bf the smallest possible 
margin? 
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The ana lysis of conscious ness, therefore , is not a sure thing. Let us not ha sten 
to reproach Valery for having limited him self to an analysis of consciousness. 
We a re far from having finished with it Fr ud says somewhere that !" hat is 
!l)QSt _eni m~ finally, is consciouJE_ess. 

l This I which is not an I, this unconscious conscious ness, th is X which properl y 
has or is nothing, which is not what it is because it is pure , and which therefore 

( 
is impure becau se it is pur e- will it still be called a source? The source is, and 
it is in the world. Therefore, it is for the l that is called source. Therefore, it 
remain s the deported metaph or of the I. But the I of which it wou ld be the 
~phorbeing intrin sidl lly, proper ly;-1mproper, that is, non-p rope r, impure to 
the exten t that it is pure, it is nothing out side its metaphors , nothing except 
that which tran sports it outside itself and throws it outside itself at the instant 
of its birth , as the irruptiv e we lling up , the sometimes discreet , but alway s 
violent effraction of the emerging sour ce. As such, thi s source , in the puri ty of 
its wat ers, is always disseminated far from itself, and has no relation to itself 
as sou rce. If pur e consciousness and the pure I are like the source , it is in not 
being able to come back to it. In their perp etual and instantaneou s loss of 
consciousness, the y cannot become themes or give rise to proper or impr ope r 
definition s, not eve n, if one migh t put it thu s, to tru e tropes. Perhaps to the 
violence of catachre ses, which Fontanier says are "not true figures." 

And yet there are effects of theme , of meaning, of figure. The imposs ible is 
possib le, by mea ns of the abuse of the twisting which is not yet rhetoric in that 
it opens and furrows the space of rh etoric. The impossib le is possible: the 
"source," for example , but equally everything that will place it in the position 
of a secondary proper meanin g in order to bring back into it divisions and turn s. 

Der siclt aufhebende Ursprung or 
IA Coupe de Source10 

But how is the imp ossible possible? How can the source divide itse lf- the source s 
germinal from the title onw ard -a nd thu s by itself separat e from itself in order 
to be related to itself-w hich is, as a pur e origin, the irreference to itself. And 
from as soo n as the sou rce beg ins its pr ocess, incising itself and escaping itself, 
is there a first metaphor of the origin? A properly originar y metaph or? A met ­
aphor in which the source loses itself less than in anot her metap hor? Or in 
which , losing itself even more it comes back to itself more certainl y? ln this 
procession- Plotinu s's language impos es itself here- is the re a first metaphori c 
emanati on of the One which is the so urce? 

The I has "no relation with a face." Tha t which sees and is see n first of all, 
that wl\ich yields (itself to) see ing, the face, then , eleva tes the source into an 

10. TN. This subtitl e is a citation from Hegel, which is exp lained at the end of note 12 
below. 
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initial disp laceme nt. In tnis figure an initial metaphoricity pe rhaps places on 
view that which has no figure.11 Perhaps, but let us wait. 

In the text to which I hav e referred, as in many o thers , the source (of the)­
! is often described as a glance, as the site o f the glance. The eye becomes 
simult aneous ly the division that ope ns and the substance of the source, the 
point of departure and the point d'eau. The allegory immediatel y becomes the­
atrical. Everyth ing that sepa rate s itself from the source comes to be placed before 
it, a visible object on a s tage. Facing the sour ce in the lig11t..is every thin g.that r,.popr4 
is presented to it which is not pre sen to ffs.;lf. Presence is objectivity . And if ;J, 
the sourc1: ha-S-no profi:lefoi7tsetT, 1t 1s hf<e an 'iil,sotufe glah"c'e wruch being ~, 
always opened wide and thrown toward the visible, cannot itself perceive itself, lQ/<J~ 
never emerging from its night . --1 

Incapable of putting itself onstage, pur e consciousne ss therefore cannot give o2!/~ 
itself any image of itself; but this itse lf can be said only if , by means of an ancient q 
and unpe rceived image , one already has made this consciousness into an eye r.tf 11,r~ 
and the source into a spec tator . In order to speak of the so urce, which remains J 
interdicted, first it ha s had to be turned: by mean s of a trop e, it must yield to J . 
being seen and yield to see ing . The trope doe s not first consist of spea king, but /Ca~ 
of seeing . And more precisely, of see ing the invisible, that wh ich only is said, 
in order blindly to say the interdicted. 

Such is the reverie : "The image it brings to mind spo ntaneo usly is that of an 
invisible audience seated in a darkened theater-a pre sence that cannot observe 
itself and is condemned to watch the scene confronting it, yet can feel never­
the less how it creates all that breathless and invincibly orien ted darkness" (8, 
97- 98; mod ified). 

The invincible orient , always apprehended as such from its occidenta l other 
(Orientem Versus), is the source in that it can have but a single meaning. The eye 
is always turn ed in the sa me direction , toward the outside, and eve ryth ing is 
related to this orient. Therefore, the misfortu ne is to have a meaning , a single 
invincible meanin g. It is because tf fias a meanm g Ufaffhe source hasnotfii ng 
pr9p er -to it, a proper meaning_E~rhiitli_ng__il to come back to and be equaJ to 
itself, to belong to i!seif . I t is a kind of natur e, or rather a threatened Goa, 
impoveri shed and impo ten t by virtu e of its very orig inality and its independence 
from the source . As for this negativ ity which wor ks upon and anguishes the 
generative god from within , a certain president, whom we are still leaving in 
the margin, may have shared knowledge of it with an entire mysticism, a the­
ology, and a certain Hegelianism. 12 The text on the orig inary scene continues: 

11. TN. Fig11re here has the doub le meaning of (1) figure of speech , and (2) face, visage. 
12. [The "ce rtain president " referred to is Schreber, whose memoirs of his mental illness 

were analyze d by Freud .] Hegel: "And this negativ ity, subject ivity, ego, freedom are the 
principles of evil and pain . Jacob Boehme viewed egoity (selfhood) as pain and torment 
(Qua/), and as the fountain (Q11elle, source) of nature and of spirit." Hegel's Philosophy of 
Mi11d (par t 3 of the EnciJclopedia), trans . William Wallace (Oxford: Clarendon Press , 1971), 
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"Nothi ng can be born or peri sh, exist in some degr ee, posse ss a time, a place, 
a meaning, a figure--e xcept on this defin ite stage, whic h the fates have circum­
scribed , and which, having se parated it from who know s wha t prin1ordial chaos, 
as light was separated from darkness on the first day, they have opposed and 
subordin ated to the condition of being seen" (8, 97; Valery's italics). 

For the source to become in tur ~age, for it to become engaged in a tropic 
or fantastic system as well as to appea r and to receive, for it to see itself as the 
glance of the origin, it must divide itself. Wherever the mirror intervenes , each 
time that Narciss us comes on stage in Valery's text, th e source can be found 
again as an effect of the mirror only by losing itself ,, The mirror , ano ther 
unfind ab le theme (but it propagate s itself like a the me that does not exist), 
manifes ts in this double loss the singu lar operation of a muJtiplying division 
which transforms the origin into effect, and the whole into a part ~s 
~n ized that the specular agency, far from constituti ng the I in its properness, 
immed iately exp ropri ates it in order 111>t to halt its march . The imaginary is 
broken up rather tnanforme 4rere"."l-3 -

Glance of the-figure ; figure-ortlre ·glance, the so urce is always divided , carried 
away out side itself: before the mirror it doe s not come back to itself, its con­
scious ne ss is stiJI a kind of unconscious. As soon as it performs Narcissus's turn , 
it no longe r knows itself. It no longer belongs to itself~efend s hims.elf 
from deat h onJy by living it, whether he distan ces himself from the "ve nerab le - - ---
p. 232. In the Lectures 011 the History of P/rilosoplry, after recalling tha t, for Boehme, negativity 
works up on an d constitu tes the source, and that in principle "Go d is also the Devil, each 
for itself," etc., Hegel writes this, which I don ' t attempt to trans late: "Ei11 /-la11ptbegriff isl 
die Qualitat . Bii/zme fiingt i11 der Aurora (Morgenr6te im Aufgang ) von den Q11alitiiten an. Die 
erste Besti1111111111g Bii/1111es, die der Q11alitiit, isl lnq11nlieren, Qua/, Q11el/e. /11 der Aurora sagt er: 
'Q11nlitiit isl die Beweglic/rkeit, Qunllen (Quellen) oder Treiben eines Dinges' " (par t 3, sec. 1, 8 . 
Jakob B6hme). It is within this context (negativity and d ivision in the principle of thin gs, 
in the mind or in God) that Hegel's well-known ein sic/, Entzweie11des (one dividing itself 
in two) also must be read. (See, for example, Die Pl,ilosopliie der Weltgesd1ichle, Allgemeine 
Ei11/eit1111g, II , 1 b.) 

The law-of-the-proper, the economy of the source: the so urce is prod uced only in being 
cut off (a secouper) from itself, only in taking off in its mu11 negativity, but equally, and by 
tire same token, in reappropriating itse lf, in order to amortize its ow n, proper death , to 
rebound, se releuer. Reckoning with absolute loss, that is, no longer reckoning, gen eral 
economy d oes not cease to pa ss into the restricted economy of the source in order to 
permit itself to be encircled. Once more , here, we are reduce d to the inexhau stible ru se 
of the A11J)1eb1111g, which is unceas ingly examined, in these margins , along with Hegel , 
according to his text, against his text, within his boundary or interior limit: the absol ute 
exterior which no longer permits itself to be internali zed. We are led back to the qu estion 
of disse minati on: does semen permit itself to be rek-ve? Does the sepa ration which cuts 
off the source permi t itself to be thou ght as the re/eve of oneself? And how is what Hegel 
says of the child to be read in genera l: " Der sich aufhebende Ursprung" (Realphilosophie 
d'Jena) or "Tren nung von dem Ursprung" (Phe110111e11ology of Spirit)? [For our system of 
notes on re/eve, see above, "La d iff~rance," note 23.] 

13. TN. The reference is to Lacan's theo ry linking the agency he calls the imaginary to 
the formation of the ego in the mirror stage. 
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fountain" ("Foun tain, my fountain , water coldly pre sent" 1, 151), or wheth er 
- within it he uni res himselfto his own body in the moment of "ext reme existence" --in whic h the I loves itse lf to death : 

r-----

1 love, I love. And who can love any other 
Th an him self? ... 

You only, bod y min e, my dear body 
I love, the one alone who shield s me from the dead! 

... And soon let me break, kiss 
This frail defen se against extreme existence 
This quivering, fragile and hol y distance 
Between me and the surface ... 

(Fragments of the Narcissus, 1, 158, 160) 

Confronted with thi s men acing turn of the source, subjected to the contra ­
diction of th e apotropaic, de sire cannot be simpl e. Implacabl e when he analyzes 
mortal division , Valery is equally unalterabl e in his thir st for the origin: into 
which the analysis itse lf empties, if it decompo ses only in going back toward 
the pr inciple. 

If the source cannot maintain itself, look at itself, pre se nt itse lf to itse lf in 
daylight, perhap s it le nds itself to being heard. If one displaces the me taph or 
in order to write it according to other charact eristics of the face, shutting the 
eye and the stage, perhap s the source will be permitted to return to itself: 
following another tum, another allego ry of the or igin , another mythical circuit 
from self to self. " In the Beginning Was the Fable." 

Narcissus speaks. The poem that bears this title also says "the voice of the 
springs (sources)" and the shout "to the echoes." I d o not see myself, said the 
source. But it says so at least, and thu s hears itself. I say to myse lf that I do not 
see myse lf. I say to myself ... perhap s again becoming myse lf between my 
direct and my indirect object, reasse mbling in this operation , virtually perfected, 
the subject , the object, the interlo cutor - I, him , you. 1- mark(s) the d ivision. 

Less well known , because Valery devoted himself to them above all in the 
Notebooks, are the analyses reserved for the voice, the voice of the or igin, the 
origin of the voice. The latter is hea rd as close as possible to the place where 
it sounds; it see ms to do without the d eto ur thr o ugh the exterior ity of the mirr or 
or the water , the world, in order immed iately to reflect itself in the intim a te 
instantaneous ness of reson a nce. Does not this ech o without delay lift Narcissus 
from the death to which he was exposing himself? If th e eye fails to insti tute 
itse lf as origin, perhap s the voice can produc e itse lf, emerge from itse lf, all the 
while remaining or comin g back to itself, without d etou r or orga n, in the inn er 
instan ce of what I propo se to call "hearing on ese lf speak. " Speech, then, wou ld 
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be the aut hentic exchan ge of the source with itse lf. Will it be sa id that the voice 
is finally the source? Th at it says the sour ce? Th at it lets the source say itself? 
Or inversel y th at it produ ces only an effect of the so urce? And what do es such 
an effect mean? We st ill mu st wait. 

It belongs to the very str uctu re of speec h that it may be, or seem to be, 
immediately sensible from the source. What appear s to be is not an ac_sident 
her e . It belong s to the very producti on of speech. Between what I say and . ~ at 
I hear myse lf say, no exteriority , .no alterity, not even that of a mirror, see ms to 
interpose itself. Muti sm and deafness go hand in hand , a nd there is notluhg 
less fortuit ous. tJ enc~ the interior speech that is not proffered , no longer wou ld 
be a .contingen.t~t, occasionally occurrmg here of there: 1t 1s tfie conditi on 
Jo eech itself. The voice, it ar~s, therefore can accompli sh the ctrcular-
return of the origi n to itse lf. In the orcle the voice steps beyond the interdiction 
which made the eye blind to the eye . The tru e circle, the circle of the truth is 
therefo re always an effect of speech. And Valery recogni .zed the immen se bearing 
of this autonomous circuit of "hearing-one self-speak ," an app arently high ly 
factual phen ome non , which always might be exp lained by the anat o mical con­
figuration of an animal in the world (but which produces, if one wishes to pur sue 
its consequences, even the concept of an or igin of the world, thereb y disqual ­
ifying the alleged regional empiricity of the "physiological " explanation), and 
he did so better , without a doubt , than any traditi ona l philosopher, better than 
Hu sse rl," and bett er than Hege l, who nevert heless had described phonic vi­
bration as the element of temporali ty, of subjectivity, of interio rization , and of 
idealization in ge neral , along with everything which ther eby sys temicaUy lets 
itse lf be carried along in the circle of speculative dialectic s. 

But, like the lucid source, the sonoro us sou rce attempts to rejoin itse lf only 
by differ entiating itse lf, dividing, differing, defer ring without end. Quite simpl y, 
the lure of reappropriati on thi s tim e becomes more interio r, more twisted, more 
fatal. Valery, as we will verify in an instant, did descr ibe thi s move ment which 
goes back to the source and which separa tes from the source or simultan eo usly 
interdicts the sou rce. Which then occup ies anoth er pos ition; it is no longer on ly 
tha t ap proachin g which movement exhaus ts itself, but also that which some­
where elud es, always a bit further on, our grasp. It is born of this very eludin g, 
like a situated mirage, a site inscribed in a directionless field. It is nothing before 
being so ug ht , only an effect produced by the structure of movement. The source 
the refo re is not the origin , it is neither at th e departure or the arriva l. ~ 
marks in speec h both th e circle of hearing-oneself-speak , the lure of the source 
rejo ined, and the law whicli~makes such a return to itse lf an~An effect: 
sim ultaneous ly the fderivation of that which is not causa s11i, anc@he illusion, 
the t~ap, or the play of appearance. 

Among many others, here are thr ee fragmen ts from the Notebooks: 

14. See Michel Lechantre, "L'h ierog lyphe int erieur ," in Modern Ln11g11nge Noles, 1972. 
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"Linguistics 
I is an element of language linked to speec h itself. All speech has its source 
which is an I. This / --is--m-ine-i f--that of X if X-hear--s--it- gives and receive s this 
speech, and in receiving it recognize s him self as so urce, i.e. simultaneously an 
object among objects and a non-object , a space or world of objects. 

"I, You, Him, this triangle-Trinity! The three roles of the same in relation 
to the verb, Mouth, ear, thing" (C. 11, p . 604, 1926). A very enigmati c seq uence 
from 1910, in examining the ''believer" who "believes he believe s," propo sed 
what is doubtless the most efficacious formula for every deviation of the source: 
"Thereby, change 3 to 4 in the Trinity" (11, 574). 

In the return of the phonic circle, the source appears as such only at the 
moment, which is no longer a moment, the barely second seco nd, of the instant 
emission in which the origin yields itself to receive what it produces. The source 
receives, receives itself, interrup ts circu lation only in order to sat urate it. Would 
the circle d isjoin itself on ly in the separation which is in sum undefinable, and 
hardly probable , between a voice of the interior and an effectively proffered 
voice? Such a separation in effect remains ungraspable in lingui stic, poeti c, or 
phenomenological terms. Neither in the form nor the content of a statement 
could we assign an intr insic difference between the sentence I am pronouncing 
here , now, in my so-caUed speaking voice, which soo n will return to the silence 
from which it proceeds, very low in my voice or on my page , and the same 
sentence retained in an inner instance , mine or your s. The two eve nts are as 
different as poss ible as events , but in the qualitativ e description of events, in 
the determination of predicative traits, form or content, the principle of dis­
cernibility, the concept of difference evades us. Like the separation that disjoints 
the circle, a certain tangency here appears to be both nul and infinite. Another 
note from the Notebooks, concerning the point de source: " ... no (point de) ' me' 
without 'you.' To each his Other, which is his Same. Qr the I is tzro-by de.fill!!~ 
If there is voice, there is ear. Internally there is voice, there is no sight of who 
is speaking, ~ who will ~scr~be ..! wil! define the.. difference.uetween the same 
sentence which is.3!i!_'!~ not pronounce!!.i. and the.50111e sent~so ,mdi,,g_in_the air. 
This iaenfity and this difference are one of the essential sec rets of the na ture of 
the mind - and who has pointed it out? Who has 'exhibited' it? The same for 
sight. I believe that the relationship of these possibilitie s of double effect is in 
the power of motilit y, which will never sufficiently be thought about. Within it 
lies the mystery of time, i.e. the existence of that which is not. Potential and 
unactual" (C. 22, p. 304, 1939; Valery's italics). 

Not long after, still as a displacement but from whence the snak e again is 
sketched in the form of cirde s drawn in the margin, we have from Valery's hand: 
"There is nothing mor e astonishing than thi s 'interior' speec h, which is heard 
without any noise and is articulated without movement. Like a closed circuit. 
Everything comes to be explained and thra shed out in thi s circle similar to the 
snake biting its tail. Sometime s the ring is broken and e mits the internal speech. 
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Sometimes the communication between what is being born and the born is 
regular, regimented, and the distinction can no longer be felt. Sometimes the 
communicat ion is on ly delayed, and the internal circuit se rves as a preparation 
for a circuit of external i11tentio11: then there is emission to choice" (C. 24, p. 99, 
1940). 

The difference between interna l speech and external speech therefore passes 
unders tanding. No concept can make it its own. Its reserve is almost unheard ­
with what ear could it be heard?-or in any event unde scribable. Thirty years 
earlier: "How to write this singular d ifference rationally?" (C. 3, p. 483, 1905). 15 

How to write it, in effect, if writing, phonetic writing above all, precisely has 
as its function the restitution of speech to the interna l regime, and to act such 
that in its event effectively proffered speech is but an accident lost for reading? 
The regime, being regimen ted, in effect seems to insure the "normal" com­
munication of the source with itself, thereby regularly circulating between the 
external event and the internal event, conferring upon the origin the invisibl e 
appearing, the calm being near to itself that the glance saw itself refused. 

Now here, again, Valery remarks a cutting difference: not the external prolation 
which accidentally would come to interrupt the circle, but alread y the circuit's 
return to itself: "Who speaks, who listens [in the interior speech]? It is not exactly ,_ ~., 
the same ... The existence of the speech from self to self is the sign of a cut" 
(C. 7, p. 615, 1920). The circle turns in order to annul the cut, and therefore, 2,L~ 
the same t~en, unw i!!!}J_g!vi~mfies 1t. The snake bites its tail, from wfiich r, .l 
above all 1f does not follow that it finaUy rejoins itself without harm in th is ·.-rf 
successful auto-fe l.latio o' which we have been speaking al.I along, in truth. · f'' ,,.. • 

15. "Ext. speech differs from secret speech only through the functions which are as-
sociated and co-ordinated with it- weighing it down with their inertia and their passive I' - ,._ 

resistances, but making it subject to their more arduous and solid- more tied together- ..._ 
world. All exterior speech is reduced to an interior speech by creating these auxiliary , , 
functions: 0. This is a projection. But conversely, all int. speech cannot become exterior" /' 
(C. 3, p. 483, 1905). On the relationship mouth/ear, see, among other fragments, that of 
C. 24, p. 107, 1940 (which Vall!ry accompanies by sketches), and M. Lechantre's work 
cited above. 

A Poet's Notebook, which joins an extreme formalism and a "verbal materialism" (7, 183), 
also analyzes poetics on the basis of the same functioning. For example: "So the poet at 
work is an expectation ... He reconstructs what he desired. He reconstructs q11nsi-mech­
n11is111s cnpnble of givi11g bnck to him the energy they cost him n11d more (for here the principles 
are apparently violated). His enr speaks to him. 

"We wait for the unexpected word- which cannot be foreseen but must be awaited. We 
are the first to hear it. 

"To henr? but that means to spenk. One understands what one hears only if one has said 
it oneself from another motive. 

''To spenk is to hear. 
"Wha\ is concerned, then, is a huofold attention. The state of being able to produce what 

is perceived admits of more or of less by reason of the number of elementary functions 
involved .. . One gets the idea of a reversible apparatus, like a telephone or a dynamo" 
(7, 174- 75). 
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/ Cut off from the end as from the origin , the source is no longer any thin g but 
an effect of "reac tion" or, if you will, of revo lution, in a sys tem that neve r will 
have obeyed it. " I speak to myself. The action formul ated this way sugges ts a 
d istinction. And in effect what one says (or shows) to the other I teaches the 
latter so methi ng--or rath er excites a reaction - , which becomes an origin" 
(C. 15, p. 193, 1931). Earlier: "O n the relation s of the I and the me. If I say 
so methin g lo myself, wha t I say acts on what follows and modifies what I wiJI 
say to myself-becomes an origi n" (C. 12, p . 692, 1928). 

The source having become- which is the unint elligible itself- time ope ns itself 
as the delay of the origin in relation to itself. Time is noth ing other. "Wha t comes 
to 'mind'-to th e lips- modifies you yourse lf in return. What you have just 
emitted , em its towa rd you , and what you ha ve produced fecundates you. In 
saying somethin g without having foreseen it, you see it like a foreign fact, an 
origin-so methin g you had not known. Thus you were delayed in relation to 
yourse lf" (C. 12, p. 24, 1926). And elsew here: " We are made of two moments, 
and as if o f the delay of a 'thing ' for itself" (Mnuvnises penst!es el nu/res II, 885. 
Valery's italics). 

Thus, we have at ou r dispo si tion, as a paradigm , all the movements by means 
of which Valery cou ld track down the so urce. And, for the very reaso n we ha ve 
just ana lyzed, we no longer have to decide if this paradigm is an origin and a 
model or one example among others. To track dow n, to set out on the path on 
which the living signals death, is indeed to repeat without end the indestructible 
desire which comes back to the so urce as to the complicit y or implicity of life 
and death . In the purity of the source the living is the dead . But to track down 
is also to disspell the illusion, to flush out all the questions and concepts of the 
origin. It is to unseal at the sou rce the separation of an altering differ ence . 

Among other s, three fragments from the Notebooks: " Heaven preserve you 
from que stions of origin" (C. 21, p . 275, 1938). "We are nq,LJ>r;igios, but the 
illusion of being so is with us" (C. 8, p. 895, 1922). "Some go to the furthest 
reach of the ohg111- wtllch 1s tTie coincidence of presence and of the initial event ­
and attem pt to go to find in this separation gold, diamonds" (C. 15, p. 526, 1931-32; 
Valery's italics). 

Point de pliilosopliie1"- Writing 

The origin-co incidence o f presence and the initial eve nt . Perhaps I wifJ let 
myself be guided now by the question put this way: can one di ssociate the 
" initial eve nt" from presence? Can one conceive of an initial even t without 
prese nce, the value of a first time that cannot be thought in the form or category 

16. TN . Point de must be under stood in the double sense explained in note 7 above . 
Thus, simultaneously "point of, source of philosophy" and "no philosophy ." 
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of presence? Would this be the imp ossible itself? And if so, impossible for whom, 
for what , accordin g to what space? 

Here we come to philosophy. 
Valery lays ou t his entire reading of the history of philosophy accordin g to 

this snare . The philosopher - it is he of whom Valery spea ks, and whom Valery 
summons to appear, rather than philoso phy itself- is the person who wears 
himself out over vain questions of origin : an illusion both tran scendental and 
natur al, natur al since it invincibly ret urn s to the orient , to " nature ," to birth, to 
the so urce. Everyw here that "natur e" intervenes in phiJoso phical discourse, that 
is everyw here, Valery pursues it with ironic apos trophes that never aim at nature 
aJone, but also th e entire cortege of distinctions and oppos itions that nature 
activates and regulates. 17 

Let us sketch ou t the scheme of thi s critical solicita tion of philosophica l d is­
course. It always insists upon a crisis of the origin. 

Valery reminds the phil oso pher that philo sop hy is written. And that the phi­
losopher is a philosopher to the extent that he forgets this. 

Philoso phy is written - producin g a t leas t three conseq uences. 
ftstof...fill, a break with the re ·me olhe.!! rin -onesell-sp.e_ak,J't(i.tb_self-pres­

ence io the meaning _oL.a_sOUICe-Whose-~ruth .a mtinu o1.1s1¥-reso urce jtself. 
lrre'ie rsibl , so mething of thi s pre sence of meaning, of thi s truth which non e­
th;le ssjs~p.@l~ pne r's ~ n~'ylne me, IS lost m wnfms. Hence the 
philosopher writes against writing, wr ites in order to make good tl}e loss of 

_ WJCiting, anq, by this v__ery gestt.iie or~~ a.!!9. den ;;- wha~<?_C,S1;!,!1l by '!is_lJand. 
These two gestures mu st be kept toge ther. As if unkn own to each other, they 
coope rate as soo n as one interprets writing as does Valery in this con text. The 
phil osop her writes in order to keep him self within the logocentric circle. But 
also in ord er to recon stitute the circle, to interi orize a continu ous and idea l 
presence which he kno ws, conscious ly or unconsciously - which doe s not matter 
since in any ev~nt he feels the effect-already to have been dispeUed within the 
voice itself. Discontinuit y, de lay, heteroge neity, and alter ity already were work ­
ing upon the voice, prod ucing it from its first breath as a sys tem of differential 
traces, that is as writing before the letter. Philosophical writing, then, literally 
comes to bridge this ga p, to close the dike, and to dream of virgin con tinuit y. 

Whence Valery's apparentl y pa radoxical argument , which opposes the con­
tinu ousness o f wr iting , or rath e r of the graphic, to the discontinuousne ss of 
speech . The phil osop her intends to come back to the proximity of the spea king 
sou rce, or rather to th e sou rce murmurin g its interior speec h, and to deny that 
he is wr iting. Terrified by the difference within hearing-oneself- speak, by the 
wr iting with in spee ch, the philosopher writes-o n the page-in order to erase 
and to forget that when he speaks the evil of the cipher is already there in germ. 
"But the n~tur e of langu age is quit e opposed to the happy outcome of this grea t 

17. See e.g. Orieutem Vers11s 10, 379ff. and II, 572. 
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end eavor to which all the philo sopher s have devoted them se lves. The strongest 
of them have worn themselves ou t in the effort to make their thoughts speak. 1n 
vain hav e they crea ted or tran sfigured cer tain words; they could not succeed in 
tran smHting their inner reality. What ever th e words may be- Idea s or Dynami s 
or Being or Noumenon or Cogito or Ego- they are all ciphers, the meaning of 
whi ch is determ ined solely by the context; and so it is finally by a sort of persona l 
creation that their reader -as a lso happ ens with readers of poetry -give s the 
force of life to writings in which ordi na ry speed , is contorted in to exp ress ing 
values that men canno t exchange and that do not exist in the realm of spoken 
words" (8, 150-51; VaJery's italics) . 

Thes e philosophical cipher s formalize natural lan guage and tend to forge, by 
means of the contrac t of their conve ntional formality, a kind of chain of sec uri ty, 
of quasi-continuou s plenitude wh ich occas ionally makes these ciph ers rese mble 
the thin g itse lf. They tend to erase the break s, the tremor s working within 
speech and writing in what is called "natural lang uage," which is also, from the 
start, a diastem.ic organ ization, a system of "arb itrary" signs, or in an y event 
of discrete and diacritical signs. Now the par adoxical law that Valery was able 
to recognize is that the more the graphic is formaliz ed the mor e it is naturalized. 
As an artist of form, wh ich is wha t he is from Valery's point of view, the phi­
losopher is still dreaming of nature . Here we might elabora te the motif of a 
critique of formali st illusion which would compli cate what is often consid ered 
to be Valery's formalism somew hat. The compli cation is du e to the fact that 
formality , far from simply bei ng opposed to it, simultaneously produce s and de­
stroys the naturali st, "or iginar ist" illusion. Alwa ys insufficientl y formali zed , still 
too embroiled in natural language, in natural langua ge's vague ness, equivoca l­
ness , and metaphorici ty, phil osophical writing does not support compari son 
with its model: the rigor and exacti tude of a purel y forma l la nguage . Valery has 
just reca lled the effort of the philo soph er wearing him se lf out in making his 
thoughts speak: "Today, in a number of truly remar kable cases, even the exp ress ion 
of things by mean s of discr ete sign s, arbitrarily chosen, ha s given way to lines 
traced by the thing s them se lves, or to tran sposition s or inscriptions directly 
derived from them. The grea t inv ention that consists in making the law s of 
science visible to th e eyes and, as it were, readabl e on sight ha s been incorp ora ted 
into knowled ge; and it has in some sort dou/1/ed the world of exper ience w ith a 
visible world of curves, su rfaces, and dia gra ms that tra nsla te pr ope rties into 
form s who se inflexions we can follow with our eyes, thu s by our consciousnes s 
of this movement gaining an impre ss ion of values in tran sition ~~s 
a contin uit}Uli.m.Qyement that cannot be ren dered in speec h, and it is superi or 
t;; peech in irruuedi~cy a~ ecisio n._£!!ofI ~l[was~p!e tlUJ:iP ~:'1' ctea­
the method to ex ist; doubtle ss it is now speech that ass igns a meanin g tothe 
graphi smsa n8 mterprets them; but it is no longer by speec h that the ac t of 
mental possession is consummat ed. Something new is little by little takin g shape 
und er our eyes; a so rt of ideogra ph y of p lotted and diagrammed rela tions be-
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tween qualities and quantities , a language that ha s for gra mmar a body of 
preliminary conventions (sca les, axes, grids, etc.)" (8, 152-53; modified). 18 

Philo soph y is written - seco nd conse quenc e-so that it must reckon with a 
forma l instan ce, reckon wit h form, is unabl e to get away from it: " I said one 
day before philo soph ers: philosophy is an affair of form ." '~ 

A task is then pre scribe d: to study the phil oso phica l text in its formal structure , 
in its rhetorica l organizat io n, in the specificity an d diversity of its textua l type s, 
in its mode ls of exposition and production - beyond what prev io usly were called 
genres-a nd also in the space of its mises en sc~ne, in a synta x which would 
be not only the articulatio n of its signif ieds, its references to Being or to truth, 
b~rumc:.ltip g-1lbts:J1,r~.filgs -;" ana -or-e'\7eryl1fing:investeain t hem-. 
In a word, the task is to consider philosophy also as a "particular literar y genre," 
drawing upon the reserves of a langua ge, cultivating, forcing , or making deviate 
a set of tropic resources 20 older than philo so phy itse lf. Here we are quite close 
to Nietzsche, but let us not hasten to compa re: "What becomes of it (philosoph y) 
whe n- in addition to fee ling beset, overrun , and disma yed at every turn by the 

18. " It is the vice of the ordinary philosophi cal vocabulary that thou gh it must necessa rily 
put on the app ea rances of technical language, it is nonetheless necessarily lacking in really 
precise definition s: for the only precise definitions are i11slrn111e11tal (that is to say, reducible 
to acts, such as pointing at an object or carrying out an operation). It is imposs ible to 
convince ou rselves that words like reason, universe, cause, matter, or idea possess single, 
uniform, unchanging meaning s. What usually hap pen s is that every attempt to make the 
meaning of such term s clearer leads to introdu cing under the same name a fresh object 
of thought wlrich differs from the original object i11 so far as ii is new" (Swedenborg, 9, 118). 

19. " I meant to talk of philosop hers-a nd to philosophers. 
" I wanted to show that it would be of the greatest profit to them to practice this labor 

of poetry which leads insensibly to the study of word combination s, no t so much throu g h 
the conformity of the meaning s of these groups to an idea or thought that one think s 
should be expressed, as, on the contrary, through their effects once they are formed, from 
which one chooses. 

"Generally one tries to ·express one's thoug ht ,' that is, to pas s from an impure form, a 
mixture of all the resources of the mind , to a pure form, that is, one solely verbal and 
organ ized , amounting to a syste m of arranged acts or con trasts. 

"But the art of poetry is alone in leading one to envisage pure forms in themselves" 
(7, 178). 

O n philoso phical writing and the philosophical spider , see also My Faust, 3, 123-24. 
20. "But up to the present , lite rature has not , so far as 1 am aware , paid much attention 

to this immen se treasure house of subjects and situations . .. What are we to make of 
terms that cann ot be precisely defined unle ss we re-create them? Thought, mind itself, 
reason, i11tellige11ce, 11ndersta11di11g, intuition, or inspiratio11? . . . Each of these terms is both 
a mean s and an end in turn , a problem and a solution , a sta te a nd an idea; and each of 
them , in each of us, is adequate or inadequate according to the function which circum­
stances impose on it. You are awa re that at this point the philosophe r becomes a poet, 
and often a grea t poe t: he borrows metaph or from us and , by means of sp lendid images 
which we might well envy, he draw s on all nature for the expression of his profounde st 
thought. 

"The poet is' not so fortun ate when he tries the corresponding procedure" (9, 19). 
"Philosophy is red uced to a logic and to a rhetoric or poetics" (C. 8, p . 911, 1922). (See 

also the entirety of Leonardo n11d the Plrilosoplters 8, 1 lOff.) 
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furious activity of the physical sciences-it is also disturbed and menaced in its 
most ancient, most tenacious (and perhap s least regrettable) habits by the slow 
and meticulous work of the philologists and sema nticists? What becomes of the 
philosopher's J think, and what becomes of his I am? What becomes, or rebe­
comes, of that neutral and mysterious verb TO BE, which has had such a grand 
career in the void? From those modest syUables, released to a peculi11r fortune 
by the loss or attrition of their original meaning, artists of great subtlety have 
drawn an infinite number of answers. 

"ff, then, we take no account of 011r habitual thinking and confine ourselves to 
what is revealed by a glance at the present sta te of intellectual affairs, we can 
easily observe that philosophy as defined by its product , which is in writing, is 
objective ly a particular branch of literature ... we are forced to assign it a place 
not far from poetry ... 

"But the artists of whom I was speaking fail to recognize themselves as artists 
and do not wish to be such. Doubtless their art, unlike that of the poets, is not 
the art of exploiting the sound values of words; it specu lates on a certai n faith 
in the existence of an absolute value that can be isolated from their meaning. 
'What is reality?' the philosopher asks, or likewise, 'What is liberty?' Setting 
aside and ignoring the partly metaphorical, partly social, and partly statistical 
origin of these nouns, his mind, by taking advantage of their tendency to slip 
into indefinable meanings, will be able to produce combinations of extreme 
depth and delicacy" (8, 139-40).21 

Perhaps I will be able to state further on how the critical necessity of this 
aesthetics, of this formalism or conventiona lism, if adhered to otherw ise than 
with controlled insistence and a calculated strategic reaction, would risk just as 
sure ly leading us back to the places in question . 

Philosophy is written-third conseq uence-as soon as its forms and operations 
are not only oriented and watched over by the law of meaning, thought, and 
Being, which speaks in order to say I, and does so as dose as possible to the 
source or the well. 

Of this proposition, as of its simu lacrum, Descarte s here is exemplary. Valery 
does not cease to question him, never leaves him; and if his reading of Descar tes 
at the very least might appear uneven to the historians of philosophy, the fact 
was not unforeseen by Valery, who interpreted it in advance. We will concern 
ourse lves with this for a while. 

What is the operation of the I in the Cogito? To assure itself of the source in 
the certitude of an invincible self presence, even in the figure-a lways paternal, 
Freud tells us-of the devil. This time a power2 is gained in the course of a 
movement in grand style whic h takes the risk of en unciating and writing itself. 
Valery very quickly sugge sts that truth is Descarte s's last concern. The words 

21. See also 7, 180; and on prose as the erasu re of metaphor, 7, 177. . 
22. Elsewhere, philosophy is considered precisely as the loss of power; or at least 11 does 

not lead to "es tablishing any power" (8, 139). 
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"truth" and "reality" are once again in quotation marks , advanced as effects of 
language and as simple citations. But if the "I think therefore I am" "has no 
meaning whatever ,'' 23 and a fortior i no truth, it has "a very great value," and 
like the style is "entirely characteristic of the man himself." This value is that 
of a shattering blow, a quasi-arbitrary affirmation of mastery by means of the 
exercise of a style , the egotistic impression of a form, the stratagem of a mise 
en scene powerful enough to do without truth , a m.ise en scene keeping that 
much less to truth in its laying of truth as a trap, a trap into which generations 
of servile fetishists will come to be caught, thereby acknowledging the law of 
the master, of I, Rene Descartes. 

Valery insists upon the sty le: "It is precisely this that I think I see in the Cogito. 
Neither a syllogism nor even meaning in the literal se nse; but a reflex action of 
the man, or more accurately, the explosion of an act, a shattering blow. There 
is, in any thinker of such intellectual power , what might be described as a home 
policy and a foreign policy of thought; he se ts up certain 'reasons of state' against 
which nothing can prevail . . . Never, until he came , had a philosoph er so 
deliberately exhibited himself on the stage of his own thought, risking his own 
neck, daring to write 'I' for whole pages on end; he does it above all, and in an 
admirable style, when writing the Meditations ... I have called his style admi ­
rable" (9, 55-56). 

Further on, and elsewhere, Valery associates style with the "timbre" of the 
voice. Descartes cou ld assert himself, posit his mastery, only by "paying with 
his person," exposing himselJ in a theater, putting himself on stage and into 
play "by risking the J." And henceforth at iss ue are the style of his writing and 
the timbre of his voice. 

How are we to reassemble these propos itions?° Will it be said that Descartes, 
by means of what is inimitable in his text (timbre an d sty le), ha s succeeded in 
imposing the source, in restoring the presence of the origin that is so implacably 
set aside by the play of signification? 

23. "A t this point I am going to take a considerable risk . I say that we can consider it 
from a very different point of view- we can assert that this brief and pregnant expres sion 
of its author's perso nality lrns 110 111en11i11g whatever. But I must add that it has n very great 
value, entirely chardcteristic of the man himself. 

" I maintain that Cogito ergo s 11111 has no meanin g becau se that little word s11111 has no 
meaning. No one dreams of say ing or need s to say 'I am' unl ess he is taken for dead and 
want s to protest that he is not. In an y case he would say Tm alive.' But a cry or the 
slightest movement would be quite sufficient. No, ' l am' canno t tell anyone anything and 
is no answer to any intelligible question. But the remark does corre spond here to something 
else, which I shall explain present ly. Furthem10r e, what meaning can be attribut ed to a 
proposition whose negative form would express its content just as well as the positive? 
If 'I am' mean s anyt hing, 'I am not' tells us neither more nor less" (9, 54 ). In the Address 
to the Congress of Surgeons, Valery scans the formul a: "At one moment I think ; a t another 
I am" (I I , 139). 

I have prop osed elsewhere an interpretation of the equiv alence, " I am": " I am living " : 
" I am dead ." Althou gh made from a very different point of view, this interpretation 
neverthel ess see ms to me to int ersec t with Valery's. Cf. Speech and Phenomena. 
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Not at all, and such is the risk of what is at stake. In ord er to un derstand this, 
we mu st recall that the concepts of style and timbr e hav e a rigorous definition 
in Valery's ana lyses. In its irreplaceable quality, the timbre of t_he voice marks 
the event of language . By virtue of this fact, timbre has greater unport than the 
form of signs and the content of meanin g. In any eve nt , timbre canno t be ~um· 
marized by form and content , since at the very leas t they share the capacity to 
be repeated , to be imitated in thei.r identity as objects, that is, in their i_deality. 
("Now, as far as you are conce rned , all I need do is watc h you talk , hsten to 
your timbre, the excitement in yo UI voice. The way peop le talk_tel~s you more 
than what they say ... The content in itself has no . .. esse ntial importan ce. 
-Odd. That's one theory of poetry," /dee Fixe, 5, 106.) Numerous notes in the 
Notebooks confirm this point. Not lendin g itself to substitution, is not timbre on 
the order of a pure even t, a singular presence, the very up surge [sourdre] of the 
sou.rce? And is not sty le the equivalent of this uni ue vib ration in writin~? .J.[. 
there is ; ne poetic event~ it sound s in timbre ; if tltere is one litera eve nt , it is 
inscnbe dJ:>Y. sty le. " Literature , sty!e it is to write that which will supp lement 
for th;;'bse~ of the aut hor, for the silence of the ab~ent , for fue in er tia~ 
written thing' ~ (C. 12, p. 10, 1926). This proposition, and others1

' along ~he sa~e ­
lines, appear to be quite classica l, and doubtles s are so up to a certam point: 
style, suppl ementin g timbr e, tend s to repeat the eve nt of p~re pre~ence , the 
singulari ty of th e sou rce prese nt in what it produces, suppos ing_ agam that the 
unity of a timbre-immediatel y it is identifiable-ever has the pu n ty of an even~. 
But, if style suppl ements timbre, nothing, it appea rs, can su pp~eme nt t~e1.r 
unique exchange, nothing can repeat the pure even t (if at least there 1s somethin g 
like the purity of a style and a timbre , which for me remains qu ite a hypothesis) 
that style and timb re constitute. 

But, if th ere is a timbre and a sty le, will it be concluded tha t here the source 

presents itself? . . 
Point. And this is why / loses itself here, or in any event exposes itself m the 

operation of mastery. The timbre of my voice, the ~tyle of my writing a~e that 
which for (a) me never will have been prese nt. I neither hear nor recogmze the 
timbre of my voice. If m~~ itself, it is only on a surface whic h remains 
invisible and illegiblefoi me . Point of specu/11111: here I am blin~ to my sty le, d~af 
to what i~ most s·pontaneous in my voice. It is, to take up agam the form_ulation 
from above, and to make it deviate toward a lexicograph ical monstro sity, the 
so11rdre of the sou rce. ?'I The spo ntaneous can emerge as the pure initiality of the - -

24. On voice, writing, and literature, see also 11, 549. . 
25. (Derrida' s "lexicographical IT!Onstrosity" involves a play on the word sourdre wh1c_h 

means to well up, to surge up , as when a sou rce emerges from undergr _ound. In . th!;: 
context, i.e. the discussio n of being "deaf lo what is most spontaneous in mr, vmce, 
Derrida is playing on the sourd, deaf, in sourdre. He is forcing sourdre to mean_ to make 
deaf" (which it does not), at the same time as it means to well up , and 1s playing on the 
consequences of this "mo nstrous" double meaning.) 

Once more, then , the value of the origin must be dissociated from the value of the 
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e~ t on ly on the condit ion tha t it does not itself P._resent itself~_on the condition 
of this inconceivabl e and irrelevnble26 pasfu i!tin, which not hing can prese nt itselT 
to itself. Here we are in need of a pacadmtl.~illQgic oj_.the event .as a..so•w:e mliich 

--r:atfnot present itself, happen to itself. The value of the event is perhaps indissociable 
from that of presence; it remains rigoro usfY incom patibl e with that of s.elfpxes ­
ence. -----The Event and the Regime of the Other: 
Timbr e 

To hea r onese lf is the mos t norma l and the most impossib le experience. One 
might conclude from this, first, that the soUice is always other, and that whatever 
hea.rs itself, not itself hearin g itself, always comes from elsew he re, from outside 
and afar. The lure of the I, of consciou sne ss as hearin g-oneself-speak wou ld 
consist in cl.reaming of an opera tion of ideal and idealizing mas tery, tran sfo rming 
hetero -affection into auto-a ffection, heteronomy into au tonomy. Within this pro ­
cess of approp riation somehow wou ld be lodged a " regime" of nor mal hallu­
cination. When I speak (lo myse lf) without mov ing tongue and lips, I believe 
that I hear myse lf, alth oug h the sou rce is other; or I believe that we are two, 
although everything is happ en ing " in me." Sup ported by a very ancient history, 
traver sing all the sta tions of the rela tion to the self (sucking, masturbati on, 
touching/touched, etc.), this poss ibility of a "norma l" double hallucinati on per­
mits me lo give myse lf to hear what I des ire to hear , to believe in the spontan eity 
of the power which needs no one in order to give pleasure to itself. Valery 

source. "O ne must go bac.k to the source-which is not the origin. The origin, in aU, is 
imaginary. The source is the fact within which the imaginary is proposed : water wells up 
there . Beneath, I do not know what takes place?" (C. 23, p . 592, 1940). 

Beneath, I do not know what takes place. Although we cannot follow all the implications 
here, let us indicate that which, within the trope , both retains and brings to the sur face 
what is most strange beneath the most familiar (hei111/icl,/r111hei111/ich). Two examples, them­
selves cited as examples: 1. "When, seeking to explain the generation of the operations 
of the soul, you say, Monseigneur, that they have their source in sensation, and that 
attention flows into comparison, compa rison into judgment , etc., you are comparing all 
these operation to strea ms, and the words source and flow are tropes, which convey your 
thoug ht in sensory fashion. We use this language on all occasions which present them­
selves, and you experience daily to what extent it is prope r to enlighten you." (Condillac, 
De /'art d"t!crire, in Oeuvres philosophiques, ed. Georges Le Roy (Paris: Presses Universitaircs 
de France, 1947), pp. 560-61.) It will have been noticed, among other things, that here the 
source is a trope and a comparison which is possible not at the source of the operations, 
but at a moment which itself is determinate , derived from the course (of what is compared): 
comparison. 2. "Compa re: 'The Zecks are all "heimlich."' · "Heimlich?" . .. What do you 
1111derst1111d i,y "hei111/ich"?' 'Well, ... they are like a buried spring (wgegrabenen Brr11111e11) 
or_ a dried-up pond . One canno t walk over it without always having the feeling that water 
nught come up there again .' 'Oh, we call it "1111hei111/ic/1."'" Freud, The U11ca1111y, in SE 
XVII, 223. 

26. TN. lrrelemble , i.e. that which cannot be relet't!, subjected to the Hegelian operation 
of the Aufl1eb1111g. 
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perhaps has read into this the essence of poetic power. "A Poet 's Notebook" 
opens with these words: "Poetry. ls it impos sible, given time, care, skill, and 
desire , to proceed in an orderly way to arrive at poetry? To end by lleari11g exactly 
what one wished to hear by means of a skillful and patient management of that 
same desire?" (7, 173). 

At a certain moment in history, for reasons to be analyzed, the poet ceased 
being considered the prey of a foreign voice, in mania, delirium, enthusiasm, 
or insp iration . Poetic " hallucinatio n" is then accommodated under the rubric 
of the "regime": a simple elaboration of hearing-onese lf-speak, a regulated , 
normed exchange of the same and the other, within the limits tolerat ed by a 
kind of general organization, that is, an indi vidual, social, historical sys tem, etc. 

But what happens when this organization, still intolerant somew here, incrim­
inates "literally" abnorma l hallucination? What happen s, for example, when 
someone hears voices that he re111ai11s alone to hear, and that he perceives as a 
foreign source, which proceeds , as is said, from his own interior? Can one settle 
this problem as being the po et's? Can one content oneself with sayi ng that since 
the source is transcendentally other, in sum, this hallucination too is normal, 
more or less, i.e. an exaggeration hardly baring the truth that would be the 
essential heterogeneity of the source ? 

Here is announced the question of psychoanalysi s . In one of the Notebooks of 
1918-21, concerning silent discourse, Valery noted: "This voice (morbidly) might 
become entire ly foreign" (C. 7, p. 615, 1920). And, during the course of an 
ana lysis that is systematically, in detail, to be collated with Freud's ana lysis of 
Schreber's Memoirs, Valery slips in, without pausing, an allusion to Sweden­
borg's father. Then, like Freud, set ting aside the hypothesis of a purely delirious 
disorder, Valery wonders: "Huw is a Swedenborg possible?" Making his question 
explicit, he almost could be speaking of Schreber: " From wha t premises m\l SI 
we start when we come to study the coexisten ce in the same person of a scientist 
and engineer, a high official, a man at once wise in pra ctical affairs and le.arned 
in everything, who yet had the characteristics of an llluminatu s, who did not 
hesita te to write and publish an account of his visions, and who claimed to have 
been visited by the inhabi tants of another world, to be in touch with them, and 
to have spent part of his life in their mysteri ous company?" (9, 123). 

Valery indeed must admit that if the source is always other, the alteri~ of.th_e 
source, in the case of the mystic or the hallu cinated , is of an other altenty; 1t 1s 
no longer the source which "normally" divid es and constitutes the I, if we might 
put it thus , although for Valery, as for Freud, the notion of normality appears 
to be "cursory and too simple." Therefore, he takes into account this surplus 
heterogeneity of alterity. And the word "source" impose s itse lf upon Valery 
seve ral times. 

In the "norma l" regime, the I controls the distinction between an internal 
alterity, in some way, and an external alterity. Above all, it do~s not tr~~s~?rm 
"dev iations" that it may "a ttribute " to an "intimate and functional origin (9, 
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120; modified) into an abso lutely externa l source. It recognizes what comes from 
its own desire. "The mystic, on the contrary, has a sense of the exteriori ty, or 
rather extraneousness, of the source of the image s, emotions, words, and im­
pulses which reach him through some inner channel" (9, 121; Valery's italics). 
The question then becomes one of this alienatio n of the sou rce, the becom ing­
exterior of an intimate so urce : "How can we conceive that a man like Swede n­
borg, a highl y cultivated man ... could have failed to perceive the part played 
by his own mind in producing the images, admonition s, 'truths' whic h came 
to him as though from some secret source?" (9, 121). And of course Valery also 
leads these phenomena of the alienation or alteration of the source back to a 
certain desire of Swedenborg's: he receives from an "externa l source" something 
" intensely de sired" (9, 125).27 

But here we have only the principle of a description. There is still nothin g to 
permit us to expla in the difference between the state of the hallucinated or the 
mystic and, for examp le, the state of the poet, that is, whoever finishes "by 
heari11g precisely what he had desired to hear." Now, Valery knew that Sweden­
borg's experience was not homogenous with "poetic" experience, that is, wit h 
the expe rience of the alteri ty of the "regimented" source. Valery recognizes this 
clearly, and even goes to the exte nt of indicating that the " 'subjec tive ' even ts 
which were, strictly speaking, hallucin atory," as narrated by Swedenbo rg, "ca n­
not be reduced either to mystic vision or to the admitted existence of a cer tain 
sign" (9, 125-26). 

The lmple x (Question of Formalisms): 
Nietzsche and Freud 

At this point, ceasing to describe , ~ul also renouncing any attempt at expla­
nation, Valery in his last three pages proposes a purely negative and polemical 
discourse which can be summarized as a principled objection to any hypothesis 
of the psychoanalytic type in the name of the ineffab le. The centra l nerve of the 
argument is th e following: one gains access to these hallucinatory or oniric 
phenomena only by means of a narrati ve discourse, a disc rete and relational 
verbal chain of ex post facto descriptions, of transcriptions, of translations of 
transcr iptions , etc. whic h always leave the experience itself out of reach , the 
experience being "something which is 11a111eless" (9, 127; Valery's italics). And, 
before coming to any conclusions on what he dubiously calls the "Swe denborg 
Mystery," Valery had wri tten: "Tha t is why I am very far from putting confidence 
m the pretended ana lysis of dreams which is so fashionable at the present time 
and in which we seem to have forged a new Key to Dreams" (9, 126). 

27. This is the analysis that Valtsry proposes or Swedenborg's "sign." And, in this case 
at least, he excludes the hypothesis "or a vast lie in the grand manner " (9, 124). 
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Here the question of psychoanal ysis imposes itse lf. All the motifs I have 
emphasized, and still others , to a certain point are in agreement, in any event 
in their principl es, with Freud 's motifs: redefinition of the I (the ego) and con­
sciousness as effects in a system, devel opment of the logic of a primary narcis ­
sism in relation to a death drive, systema tic interes t in every thing that escapes 
the control of waking consciousness (Valery's meditation on dream s was un ­
ceasing), etc. One could pursue the corre spondence of the two texts a long way. 
I do no t know whether Freud read Valery, and since it is no t his birthday , I leave 
suspended the question of knowing why, and above all if he can be excused for 
this. But why did Valery so nervou sly reject psychoanalysis? Why did he seize 
upon the argument of the unnamable that he just as summarily could have used 
against all science? The connotation of ner vousne ss, of precipitation , and of 
spasm are not insignificant. Valery could have offered arguments, showed his 
disagreement, asked epistemo logica l questions , differ entiat ed his criticisms, vig­
ilantly examined what then could be seen of psychoanal ysis: but he did so only 
by opposing his formalist point of view-whjch therefore produ ces an effect of 
obscurantism here-- to what he considered to be Freud' s semantic , "significa­
tive" point of view about dream s.28 But why talk about Freud's "s tupidity "? 
Why multiply sarcastic remark s against those whom he name s "Freud and Co."? 
Most often it is the insistenc e on sexuality that infuriates him, and without 
recogni zing, wan ting or being able to recognize, that Freud's "sexualism" is 

28. For exampl e: " I have been concerned with dream s for centuries. Since then have 
come the theses of Freud and Co., which are comp letely differen t- because it is the 
possibility and intrin sic characteristics of the phen . which interest me; wh ile for them, it 
is its meaning, its relation to the subject's history-which I am not worried about." Valery 
had just written: "The small child of two years is tran sparent . Its impressio ns, its psyche, 
and its acts have very few waystatio11s" (C. 19, p. 456, 1936). 

"My theories of the dream are comple tely opposed to those of the day. They are 'liom-· 
pletely 'formal ,' while the latter are completel y 'significative' "(C. 17, p. 766, 1935). "Now, 
I am inclined to think that these words have 110 111en11i11g, that it is useless to look for 
mean ing in them, vain to give them meaning. And the rene x acts of the sleeper are only 
li11ear responses. The sleepe r discharges himself through the brain as through the limbs-­
without past or futur e-wi th out additivity. For my way of thinking, it is a mistake to 
approach dream s by way of the significative" (ibid., p. 771). See also p. 770, and the entire 
chapter "Le reve et !'analyse de la conscie nce," in Judith Robinson, L'a11alyse de /'esprit da11s 
/es Cahiers de Valery (Paris: Corti , 1963). This semanticist error, if we may put it thu s, is 
what from Valery's poin t of view deprives psychoanaly sis of all scientificity, if not a ll 
efficacity. "lf Freud's theories have therapeutic value, it is highly probable that they have 
no scientific value" (C. 11, p. 476, 1926). "There are aut hors (and therefore theorie s at their 
service) whose works, conscio usly founded on the unconscious, are compa rable finally 
to the Flea Market" (C. 17, p . 515, 1934). 

As is inevitab le in this situation of misconstruing , Valery, who calls himself " the least 
Freudian of men" (cited by Robinson, L'analyse, p. 105), occasionally makes statements 
that Freud would not simply have rejected, at the very moment when it is believed that 
these statements are in opposition to him . Thu s: "F reud's theories are repulsive to my 
way of thinking, which wou ld have it that in dreams the ideas of the most insignificant 
things from waking life play a role equal to that played by things which are moving , or 
would be the most moving" (C. 11, p. 621, 1925-26). 
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much more complex and prob lematica l than it appears, Valery often gets carried 
away, losing his teste29 so to speak, when confronted by what he calls the "dirty 
ins and outs." Unless M. Teste's strong point , his cold and pure inte llectuality 
("Stupidity is not my strong point"), somewhere is constructed in order to resist 
a certain psychoan a lytic "stupidity." One also mjght reread ldee Fixe with one's 
sights set in this direction, on Valery's rejection; in an instant I will indicate why. 
Concerrung dreams and psychoanalysi s, we may point out the following in 
particular: "My dear man, I'm so fed up with the whole story and all its dirty 
ins and out s ... I've been stuffed to the skin with incestuous narcoses!" (5, 41). 
And the "Propositions Concernmg Me" close the door on Prou st and Freud 
with a redoubled nega tion at odds with "absurd " analyses, which moreover are 
reproached for being too "sigruficant": "N o! no ! I do not at all like to find myself 
once more in mind of the ancien t pathway s of my life. I will not track down 
Things Past! And eve n less would I approve of those absurd analyses which 
inculcate in people the most obscene ~s, that they are already to have 
compo sed at their mothers' breasts" (Il, 1506). And in the Notebooks, concerrung 
love: "What is more stupid than Freud 's inventi ons on these matt ers?" (C. 22, 
p. 201, 1939). 

Here I am se tting aside two ques tions. Not tl1at I judge them to be without 
interest or without pertmence, but in the small amount of time given us here , 
they might distract us from a reading which appear s more urgent. In the first 
place, the issue will not be to improvi se by tinkerin g with something which 
might resemble a psychoanalysis of Valery's resis tance to psychoanal ysis. In the 
conditi ons under which trus might be done , it would be very naive , and would 
faU well within Valery's text, and the problem s it elabora tes, the questi ons it 
put s to a psychoanaly sis of the text, to a psychoanalysis in the text, neither of 
which have come close to being articu lated, or could not be, except by mea ns of 
major transformations. Second, the issue will not be of a historica l analysis 
explaining wh y Valery, at a given date, could not read Freud ,JO read him as we 

29. [Derrida is playing on lele, head , and teste, the Latin root of the word , and the name 
of Valery's most famous character . Val~ry himself plays on this word as will be see n in the 
citation below. I Rather than play up on the word testis, let us cite severa l Jines from 
"Sketches for a Portrait of Monsieur Teste": "Monsieur Teste is the witness. 

"That in us wh ich causes everything and therefore nothing - reaction itself, pure re­
coil ... 

"Co nscious--Teste, Testis. 
"Given an 'e ternal' observer whose role is limited to repeating and rehearsing the syste m 

of which the Self is that instantaneous part which believes ii is the Whole. 
"The Self (le Moi) could never engage itself if it did not believe-it is all. 
"Sud denly the srmvis mamilln that he touches becomes nothing more than what it is. 
"The sun itself ... 
"The 'stupidity' of every thin g makes itself felt. Stupidity-that is, particularity opposed 

lo generality. 'Smaller than' becom es the terrible sign of the mind " (6, 68). 
"The game played with onese lf .. . The essential is against life ." ("A Few of Monsieur 

Teste's Thought s," 6, 72, and 78.) 
30. Cf. Judith Robinson, L'n11ntyse, p. 105, n. 2. 
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read him now, or will read him hencefort h. One would have to take into account 
a large numb er of element s- the state of the tran slation and introduction of 
Freud in Fran ce and elsewhere, a general weave of resistan ces, and their relation 
to a certain sta te of Freudian theory , th e heterogeneity of the psychoanalytic text 
in general, etc. It is not certain that Valery simply participat ed in this dosing 
off, that is, that he simply consolidated it . Valery's work , his attention to lan­
guage, to rhetoric, to formal agencies, to the paradox es of narcissism, his distrust 
concerning naive se mantici sm, etc . all have probabl y contributed, or in any 
event belonged , to an entire groundswell which, after the war, carried along a 
particular rereading of Freud. As for the irony directed against the ps ychoanal ytic 
" fashion ," the ingenuous rush toward a mono - or pansexual semanticism for 
Parisian parlor games or literary futilities (Valery at the time was thinking pri­
marily of the Surreali sts), nothing could appear less anti-Freudian, what ever 
Valery may hav e thought himself, and nothing could be more needed. 

Having reserved these two questio ns, we will ask, then , which concepts and 
which internal marks are the mean s with which to recognize, in Valery's textual 
system, a certain division and a certain conflict of forces between two critical 
operations, at the sharp est and most novel point of two necessarily heteroge­
neous discour ses : Valery's and Freud's . 

Her e we must content ourselves with the most schematic reading . Thus, 
without pretending to determin e any center in Valery's text, without definin g 
some closed fist that every thin g in a powerfu l, open, and ceaselessly ques tionin g 
work render s imp robab le, I neverthe less will ventur e to localize a concept, and 
even a word, tha t nothing in what I have read seems to contradict. [n que stio n 
is a focal point of great economic density, the inter sect ion of a great circulation, 
rather than some theological principl e. Implied everywhe re, never surpri se~ r 
exceeded, thi s focal point seems to bring everything back to itself as if to a 
source. Thu s, you will very quickly be tempted to object: aren't you going to 
reduc e a text to its thematic or semantic center , to its final truth, etc.? I will 
adduce the singular form of this word-concept, which precisely mark s an im­
plication that is no t one, an implicati on that cann ot be reduc ed to anythin g 
simple , _an impli~ation and complication of the source that in a certain way 
cannot be disimplicated: thu s, the IMPLEX. 

The implex: that which cannot be simplex. It marks the limit of every analyt ic 
reducti on to the simple element of the point . An implication -complication, a 
complication of the same and the other whic h never permit s itself to be und one, 
it divid es or equally multiplies infinitely the simplicity of every source, eve ry 
origin, every presence. Throughou t the num erous var iations and cont extual 
tran spos itions to which Valery submit s this concept, the same structure is always 
sketched ou t: the impos sibility for a present, for the prese nce of a pr esen t, to 
present itself as a source: simple , actua l, punctual, instantaneou s . The. implex is 
a complex of the prese nt always envelop ing the non present and the other presen t 
in the simpl e app earance of its pointed identity. It is the potenti ality or rather 
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the power, the dynami s and mat hematical exponent iality of the value of pres­
ence, of everything the value of presence supports, that is of every thing - that 
is. Among man y poss ible citations , let us focus upon /dee Fixe. ln question is the 
present and tha t which th e "po pular conception ," tha t is philoso phy, discern s 
as past, present , futur e: "T hus if you stick the point of the present into the actual 
moment ... You create the prese nt tense of the prese nt, which you express as: 
I am in the process of . .. You crea te the future tense of the present: I am just about 
to . .. And so on . The pre sent tense of the pre sent of the present tense, the 
prese nt tense of the futu re of the past pluperfect , and so on ... You could refine 
on that. A mathematician could .. . You've started exponentiating all by yourself 
.. . To sum up , what I signify by Imp/ex is that by which, and in virtue of which 
we remain contingen t, conditional" (5, 57-58). 

This value of con tingency, eventuali ty, describes what is at stake in the con­
cept. The implex, a nonpresence, non consciousness, an alterity folded over in 
the sourdre of the source ,31 enve lops the possible of what it is not yet, the virtual 
capacity of that which pre sently it is not in act." . .. Now what about that word, 
that name? ... - My name for all that inner potentiality that we were talking 
about is: the IMPLEX . .. No, the Implex is not an activity. Quite the contrary. 
It's a capacity" (5, 55-56). 

~s n~~c ioum ess or nonpre serrce, this non simplieity-.is.Jll£..5llJ.ue.as-1hat 
whicn1fac tua,!!y is not; it is homogenou s _ w_jth ,e~~ en.!_Eo~ioyme,~, that is 
with the self resence w ose-av narruc virtY.s1li.ty...iLopens. - liveA if,..at the.limit, 
it were im~§.i. ble to _mak~ ,it~~li 5 itJ!.!_elatts. g_ege.pti..on 10 ~elf:c.91!.~ciJ~ .. i.i,~_ness 
as po,!~ty_!g.ac t. It belong s to the same system as that which would remain , 
at the limit, always doubled over within it. Such a system covers that of the 
das sical philosopheme of dynamis. 

This limit is precisely the one which see ms to pass between Valery's critique 
of conscious ness and Freudian psychoa nalysis. The unconsciou s, that which 
Freud name s in this way, is not a virtual consciousness; its alterity is not ho­
mogen ous with the alterity lodged in the impl ex. Here the sourdre is entir ely 
other . And the operation that Freud calls repress ion, which see ms to have no 
specific place in Valery's analysis, would introduce, if some such thin g exists, 
a difference irreducibl e to the difference betwee n the virtual and the actual; eve n 
if this virtu ality must remain an und ecom posable implex. This is what, from tne 
outset, would separat e the analysis of Swede nbor g from the analysis of Schreber. 

But would this be teaching Valery anything? He indeed kne w that such was 
the site of his resistance to psychoanalys is. U I have chosen to remain within 
/dee Fixe, it is that in this text everythin g seems to be edified around thi s center, 
like a sys tem of fortifications impenetrable by psychoanal ysis. The implex rep­
rese nts the major device her e. From this stron g point , one can throw psycho­
analys is back where it comes from, that is, from the sea , into the sea, a movement 

31. TN . See above , note 25. 
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which could not have been simple for Valery-such occasionally seems to be 
the obsidion al operation of the !dee Fixe itse lf. When the interlocut or, imprudent 
soul, propo ses to "open up the Implex," even risking a rapprochement between 
the implex and the un conscious, he is simpl y threatened with being thrown into 
the sea. AU the criticisms that hav e been add resse d to psychoanaly sis in France 
for fifty years, find their resources her e: "We' ll have to open up the·lmplex. But 
wait a moment. Does this Implex of yours amount to any mor e than what vulgar, 
common mortals, the masses, philosoph ers, psychologists, psychopaths , the 
non-Crusoes- the herd, in fact-c all qu ite simply and crudel y the 'unconsciou s' 
or the 'subconscious.'? 

"-Do you want me to pitch you into the sea? ... Don' t you know I detest 
such dirty words? ... And anyhow, it isn't the same thing at all. They are meant 
to signify some inconceivable hidden springs of action- at times they stand for 
sly little inner goblin s, marvelous tricksters, who can guess riddles, read the 
future, see through brick walls, and carry on the most amazing industr y inside 
our hidden workings" (5, 55--56). 

Immediately afterward defining the implex as virtual.ity and general capacity 
("for feeling, reacting , doing, and under standing "), it is true that Valery adds 
to the end of the list the "capacity for resistance": "To a ll that we must add our 
capacity for resistance" (5, 56). 

We wiJl not ask what the meaning of this resistance is before pointing out that 
what Valery intends to resist is meaning itself. What he reproaches psyf!to­
analysis for is not tha t it interprets in such or such a fashion, but quit e simply 
that it interprets at all, that it is an interpretation, that it is intere sted above all 
in signification, in meaning, and in some principial unit y- here, a sexual unity ­
of meaning. He reproaches psych oanaly sis for being a "symbolics" - this is what 
he names it- a hermeneuti sm, a semanticism. Is there not, henceforth, a place 
where all of Valery's poetic and linguistic formalism , his very necessary critique 
of thematicist or semanticist spontaneity , in literature and elsewhere, all the 
irony with which he para lyzed the prejudices of meaning, theme , subject , con­
tent, etc., a place, then , where all of thes e come to be articulated systematically 
with his compul sive and obstinate rejection of psychoanalysis, a rejection op­
erating as close as possible to psychoanal ysis, and completel y oppo sed to it? 
Was ther e not in mea ning, to the extent that it is worked upon and afterward 
constituted by repre ssion, something which above all had not to be dealt with? 
Something which formally had to be thrown back into the sea? 

Above all I will not conclude that thi s hypothesis disqualifies Valery' s critical 
formalism. Something within it remain s necessa ry and mu st be maintain ed, it 
seems to me, in opposition to all precritical semanti cisms. The psychoanalytic 
discour ses know n to us are far from being exempt from this semanticism . Per­
haps we here are touching upon a limit at which the opposition of form and 
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meaning, along with all the divisions coordinated to it, loses its pertinence , and 
calls for an entirely other elabora tion. 

This elaboration would pass through the rereading of all these texts, of course, 
and of several oth ers. It demands that one become engaged in it without end ­
lessly circling around the form of these texts, that one decipher the law of their 
internal conflicts, of their heterogeneity, of their con trad ictions, and that one not 
simp ly cast an aesthete' s glance over the philo sop hical discourse which carrie s 
within it the history of the oppo sition s in which are displaced, although often 
under cover, both critical formalism and psychoan alytic hermen eutics. 

Like Nietzsche, reinterpret interpretation. 
I propo sed that Nietzsche may have been Valery's other set-as ide source. 

Everythin g should hav e led Valery back to him : the syste matic mistrust as con­
cerns the entir ety of metaph ysics, the formal vision of philo so phical discour se, 
the concept of the philo sopher -artist , th e rh etorica l and philological que stions 
put to the history of philo sop hy, the suspiciousness concerning the values of 
truth ("a well applied convention" ),32 of meanin g and of Being, of the "meaning 
of Being," the attention to the economic phenomena of force and of the difference 
of forces, etc. 

Valery no doubt sen sed this perh aps excess ive proximity. He was ready to 
associate Nietz sche with Poe (I, 1781). And ye t, in certain letters (see, for ex­
ample, I, 855), after having render ed homa ge to Nietzsche, he exp lains why 
Nietzsche "shocked" him, "irritated" him (this is often his reaction to phil os­
ophy). In the course of a rather summar y argumentation, he accuses Nietzsche 
of being "co ntradictory," of being a "me taph ysician," and of "seeking to create 
a philo soph y of violence." Elsewher e, in the form of a parody, he composes a 
false letter by Nietzsche, marked , if one may put it thu s, by a Teutonic accent, 
in whi ch the stiffest, and also most ardent, seriousness see ms to be more on 
Valery's side (1, 1781- 83). 

Why doe s M. Teste again permit him self to be irrita ted her e? Wh y did Valery 
not want, not want to be able, to read Nietzsche? Did he consider him threat­
en ing? And why? Too close? And in what way? These two hypothe ses are no t 
any more mutuall y exclusive than the for or the against. Did not Valery push 
away Nietzsche for the same reason tha t made him pu sh away Freud? 

This is what Freud thought , and he was well placed to know so. Freud in 
advance knew that if Valery could not acknow ledge Nietzsche, it is because 
Nietzsche resem bled Freud too much. And he had sa id so around 1925, or rather 
whispered it, with an imp erturb able confidence. 

For one to admire the wicked ruse of a certain igit11r (ja), it suffices to make 
psychoanalysis p robab le from the very fact of its ow n mise e11 scene (Selbstdar-

32. I, 1748. "T ruth is a means. It is not the only one" (I, 380). 
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stellung): "Nietzsche, another philosopher whose guesses and intuitions often 
agree in the most astonishing way with the laborious findings of psycho-analysis, 
was for a long time avoided by me on that very account; I was~ess concerned 
with the question of priority than with keeping my mind unembarrassed. "33 

33. [An Autobiographical Study, SE XX, 60. The title of this work in German is Selbstdar­
stelhmg, literaUy "se lf-representation," although representation here has a theatrical sense 
of miseen scene, directio n, that Derrida plays up on here.) Selbstdarstel/1111g, 1925, Gesa111111elte 
Werke (Frankfurt: Fischer Verlag, 1967), vol. 14, p. 86. ("Nietzsche, den anderen Plrilosophen, 
dessen A/1111mgen wrd Einsichten siclr oft in der ersta1111/ichste11 Weise mil den miihsamen Ergeb­
nissen der Psychoanalyse decke11, habe iclr gerade darum lange ge111iede11; an der Prioritiit lag mir 
ja weniger als an der Erhaltung 11ieiner U11befa11genl1eit.") 
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A communication to the Congres international des Societes de philosophie de langue 
fram;aise, Montreal, August 1971. The theme of the colloquium was "Communication ." 

307 



( 

\ Still confining ourselve s, for sim­
plicity, to spoken utterance. 
Aust in, How to Do T/ri11gs with Words, 
p.11311.2 . 

Is it certain that there corres ponds to the word co11111111nication a unique , univocal 
concept, a concept that can be rigorously grasped and transmitt ed: a commu­
nicable concept? Following a strange figure of discourse, one first must ask 

(}
whether the word or signifier "communicati on" communicat es a determined 
content, an identifiable meaning, a describable value.llBut in order to articulate 
and to propose this question , I already had to anticipate the meaning of the 
word communication: I have had to predet ermin e communication as the vehicle, 
transport , or site of passage of a meaning, and of a meaning that is one. If 
communication had several meanings, and if this plurality could not be reduced, 
then from the outset it would not be justifi ed to define communication itself as 
the transmission of a meaning , assuming that we are capable of understanding 
one another as concerns each of these words (transmission , meaning, etc.) . 
Now, the word communication, which nothin g initially authorize s us to overlook 
as a wo rd, and to impoverish as a polyse mic word , open s a semantic field which 
precisely is not limited to semantics , semiotics, and even less to linguistics. To 
the semantic field of the word communication belongs the fact that it also des­
ignate s nonsemantic movements. Her e at leas t provisional recour se to ordin ary 
language and to the equivocalities of natur al language teaches us that one may, 
for exam ple, communicate a movement, or tha t a tremor, a shock, a displac ement 
of force can be communicated - that is, propagated , transmitted. It is also said 

(I 
that different or distant places can communicat e betw een each oth er by means 
of a given passagew ay or openin g .\ What hap pens in this case, what is trans­
mitted or communicated, are not phenomena of meaning or signification. In \ 
these cases we are dea ling neither with a semantic or conceptual content, nor 
with a sem iotic operati on , and even less with a linguistic exchange. 1 

Neverth eless, we wi ll not say th at this nonsemiotic sense of the word com­
mu11icatio11, such as it is at work in ordin ary language, in one or severa l of the 
so-called natural languages, constitute s the proper or primitive meaning, and that 
consequently the semantic , semiotic , or lingu istic meanin g corres pond s to a 
derivation, an extension or a redu ction, a metaphoric disp lacement. We will no t 
say, as one might be tempt ed to do , that sem iolingu istic commun ication is more 
metaphorico entitl ed "communic a tion," because by ana logy with "p hysical" or 
" real" com,!l'~ n it gives passage, transpor ts, transmits some~g, gives 
access to somethin g. :t:f..e will not say so: -

1. because the value of litera l, proper meaning appears more probl ematical than 
ever, 
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2. because the value of displacement , of transport, etc., is constitutive of the 
very concept of metaphor by means of which one allegedly understands the 
semantic displacement which is operated from communication as a nonsemiolin­
guistic phenomenon to communication as a semiolinguistic phenomenon. 

(I note here between parenthese s that in this communication the issue will 
be, already is, the problem of po lysemia and communicat ion, of dissemination ­
wh ich I will oppo se to polysemia-and communication. ln a moment, a certain 
concept of writ ing is bound to intervene, in order to transform itself, and perhaps 
in order to transform the probl ematic.) 

It seems to go without saying that the field of equivocality covered by the 
~ord co11m1unicatir,n permits itself to be reduced massively by the limits of what 
1s called a contextlkand I announce, again between parentheses, that the issue 
will be, in this communication, the problem of context, and of finding out about 
writing as concerns context in general). For example, in a colloquium of philosophy 
in the French language, a conventional context, produced by a kind of implicit 
but structura lly vague consensus, seems to pre scribe that one propose "com ­
munications" on communication, communicat ions in discursive form colloquial 
ora l communications destined to be under stood and to open or purs;e dialogue; 
within the horizon of an intelligibility and truth of meaning, such that in principle 
a general agreement may finally be established. These communications are to 
remain within the element of a determined "natural" language , which is called 
French, and which commands certain very particular uses of the word commu-· 
nication. Above all, the object of these communica · Id be organized, by 
prior ity or by privilege, around communication a discourse, or in any event as 
signification. Without exh~usting all the implicatio 9s the entire structure 
of an "eve_!!t" lik~ this one, whiiliwould merit a very long prelim inary !!najysis, 

!.§ prerequisite I have just recalled appears e~~e nt; and for anyon~w.b.o_do1,Lbts 
~ is, it would suffice to consu lt our schedule in order to be cei:tainoLit _ 

But ~re the prerequisites of a contex t ever absolutely determinable? Funda­
mentally, this is the most general question I would like to attempt to elaborate. 

H Is there a rigorou s and scientific concept of the context? Does not the notion of 
context harbor, behind a certain confusion, very determined philosophical pre­
suppositions? To state it now in the most summary fashion , I would like to 

11 demonstrate why a context is never absolutely det erminabl e, or rather in what l\ 
way its determination is never certain or saturated.\fhis structural nonsaturation 
would have as its double effect: 

1. a marking of the theoretical insu fficiency of the usual concept of (the lingui stic 
or nonlingui stic) context such as it is accepted in numerous fields of inve stigation , 
along with all the other concepts with which it is systematically associa ted; 

2. a rendering neces sary of a certain generalization and a certain displacement 
of the concept of writing. The latter could no longer, henceforth, be includ ed 
in the category of communication, at least if communication is underst oo d in 
the restricted se nse of the tran smission of meaning. Conversely, it is within the 
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U
~neral field of writing t~u s defined_that the effects of se mantic commu nication 

will be able to be determined as particular, secondary, inscribed , supp lementary 
effects. 

Writing and Telecommunication 

(I 
If one takes the notion of writ ing in its usually accepted se nse- which above 
all does not mean an innocent, primit ive, or natural sense-one indeed must 
see it as a means of com11111nicatio11.l'one must even acknowledge it as a powerful 
means of communication which extends very far, if not infin itely, the field of ora l 
or gestural communica tion. This is banally self-evident, and agreement on the 
matter seems easy. I will not describe all the modes of this extension in time and 
in space. On the ot her hand I will paus e over the value of extension to which I 
have jus t _had recourse . When we say that writing extends the field and~_!! S 
~2 .cutionacy_.oLgestural communication , a!e w~ rrot resupposing a..hlilll.,Qf 
ho:nogenous_:;~<;_f!_Sif communication? The range of the voice or of gesture cer­
tamly appears to encou nter a factual limit here , an empirical boundary in the 
form of space and time; and writing, within the same time , within the same 
space, manages to loosen the limits, to open the same field to a muc h greater 
range. Meaning, the con tent of the semantic message, is thus transmitted, com­
munica.ted, by different means, by technically more powerful mediations, over a 
much greater distance, but within a milieu that is fundamentally continuous 
and equal to itself, within a homogenous element across which the unity and 
integrity of meaning is not affected in an essen tial way . Here, all affection is 
accidental. 

The sys tem of this interpretation (which is also in a way the syste m of inter­
~r_etation, or in any event of an entire interpretation of hermeneutics) , although 
1t 1s the usual one, or to the extent that it is as usual as common sense, has been 
represented in the entire history of philo sophy. I will say that it is even, funda­
mentally, the properly philosophical interpretation of writing. I will take a single 
example, but I do not believe one could find, in the entire history of ph ilosophy 
as such, a single counterexa mple, a single analy sis that essentially contradicts 
the one prop osed by Condillac, inspired, stric tly speak ing, by Warburton , in the 
Essay on the Origin of Human Knowledge (Essai sur /'origi11e des connaissances hu­
maines). 1 I hav e chosen this example because an explicit reflection on the origin 
and function of the written (this explicitnes s is not encounte red in all philosophy , 
and one should exam ine the conditions of its emergence or occultation) is or­
ganized within a philosophical discourse which like all philo sophy presuppo ses 
the simplicity of the origin and the continuity of every derivati on, every pro ­
duction, every analysis, the homogeneity of all ord ers. Analogy is a major con-

I. TN. Essai sur I'origine des co1111aissa11ces l111mai11es, with an introductory essay by Jacques 
Demda (Paris: Ga lilee, 1973). 
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cept in Condillac's thought. I choose this example also because the analysis 

I which("r e traces" the origin and fun ction of writing is placed, in a kind of 
noncritical way, 1111der t/ie autltority of tlte category of co1111111111icationJ If men write, 
it is (1) because they have something to communicate; (2) because what they 
have to communicate is their "thought," their "ideas," their representations . 
Represe ntative thought precede s and governs communication which transports 
tne"ldea," - tfie s1gm ied content; (3) becau se men are already capable of com­
municating and of communicating their thought to each other when, in con tin­
uous fashion, they invent the means of communication that is writing. Here is 
a passage from chapter 13 of part 2 ("On Language and On Method"), section 
1 ("On the Origin and Progress of Language "), (writing is thus a modaHty of 
language and marks a continu ous progress in a communication of linguistic 
essence), section 13, "On Writing": "Men capable of communicatin their 
~ ughts t~ h_sither b sou~s fe.!_t ttie _n~~~p f imagining new sign§.ilBf 
to perpe tuat e them ancLJ.o....makeJhem...kuaW11-to..absent...persons'.' (1 italicize this 

va lue of absence, which, if newly reexamined , will risk introducing a certa in 
break in the homogeneity of the system). As soon as men are capable of "com ­
municating their thoughts," and of doing so by sounds (which is, accord ing to 
Condi!Jac, a secondary stage, articulated language coming to '.'.fil!£Elemen( .!he 
~o f ~ct!.2!1.. the unique and radical principle of all language), the birth 
and progress of writing will follow a direct , simple, and continuous Hne. The 
~~i:y of writing will confor!Tl to a law 01.mechanical_eco.!lOll'Y.,J.Q.gain _the ll'~t 
s1:ace ~ timeJ2y meal}~ ofJhe most convenientabbreviation; it will never have 
the least effect on the structure and content of the meaning (of ideas) that it will 
have to vehiculate. The same content, previous ly communica ted by gestures 
and sounds, henceforth will be tran smitted by writing , and successive ly by 
different modes of notation, from pictographic writing up to alphabetic writing, 
passing through the hieroglyphic writing of the Egyptian s and the ideographic 
writing of the Ch inese. Condillac continues: "Imagination then will_r_ep.rese11t 
but the same images that they had alread.y: expressed by actions and words j an,g 
which had, from the beginnings, made language figurative anclmetaphoric..Ihe 
most natural means was ther_tlo.ruo...draw the pjctures .of thin gs . To express tlte 
idea of a man or a horse the form of one or the other will be represented _, and 
t_he first attempt at w.riting was but a simple painting" (p. 252; my italics). 

The representative character of written communication-writing as picture , 
II reproduction, imitation of its content-ttwill be the invariable trait of all the prog­

ress to come. The concept of representation is indi ssociable here from the concepts 
of communication and expression that l have underlined in Condillac's text. Rep­
resentation, certainly, will be complicated, will be given supp lementary way­
s tations and s tages, will become th e representation of repr ese ntation in 

• • • ,. '-ttl) 

'\,,. '\\"\~\ .J 

r, .. \, .. j 2. Rousseau's theory of lang uage and writing is also proposed und er the general rubri c 
of co1m111111icatio11. ("O n the Various Means of Comm uni cating Our Thoughts" is the title 
of the first chapter of the Essay on the Origin of Languages.) 
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hierogl yphic and ideographic writing, and then in phonetic -alphabetic writing, 
but the repres entati ve st ructure wh ich marks the first stage of expressive com­
munication , the idea/sign relat ionship , will never be suppr essed or transformed . 
Describing the history of the kinds of writing , their conti nuous derivation on 
the basis of a common radical which is never disp laced and which procures a 
kind of community of analogical participation between all the forms of writing, 
Condillac concludes (and this is pra ctically a citation of Warbu rton, as is almost 
the entir e chapter): "This is the genera l histor y of writing conveyed by a simple 
gradation from the state of painting through that of the letter ; for letters are the 
Inst steps which remain to be taken after the Chinese mark s, which part ake of 
letters precisely as hieroglyphs partake equally of Mexican painting s and of 
Chinese characters. These characte rs are so d ose to our writing that an alphabet 
simply diminishes the confusion of their numb er, and is their succinct abbreviation" 
(pp. 254--53). 

Havin g_elaced in ~~ the motif of the economic, ltomogenous, and me­
c/innical reduction, let us now come back to the notion of absence that I noted in 
passing in Condillac's text. How is it determ ined? - -

1. First, it is the absence of the addresse e. One writes in order to communicate 
somethin g to those who are absent. The absence of the sender, the ~ ddre ssor, 

-from the marks that he abandons, which are cut off from hin1 and continue to 
pro duce effects beyond his presence and beyond the pre sent actua Hty of his 
mea ning, that ls, beyond his life itself. this absence, which how ever belong s to 
the structure of a'u writing -a nd I will add, further on, of all language in gen­
eral- this absence is never examined by Condillac. 

2. The absence of which Condilla c speaks is determined in the most classical 
fash ion as a continuous modificati on , a progr essive extenuation of pre sence. 

[Representation regularly supplements presence] But this operation of suppl e­
mentation ("To supp lement" is one of the most decisive and frequently employed 
operative concepts on Condillac's Essai)3 is not exhibited as a break in pres ence, 
but rather as a reparatio n and a continuous, homoge nou s modification of pres­
ence in representation. 

Here , I cannot analyze everything that this concept of absence as a modification 
of presence pre supp oses, in Condillac 's philosophy and elsew here. Let us note 
merely that it gove rn s ano ther equally decisive operative concept (here I am 
classically, and for convenience, opposing operative to thematic) of th e Essni: to 
trace and to retrace. Like the concept of su pplementin g, the concep t of trace could 
be determin ed otherwise than in the way Condillac determin es it . Accord ing to 
him , to trace mean s " to express," "to represe nt," " to recall," " to make present" 
("in all likelihood painting owes its origin to the necess ity of thu s tracing our 
thoughts, and this necessity has doubtless contributed to conserv ing the lan-

3. Language supp lements action or perception, articulated language supp lements the 
language of action, writing sup plements articulated language , etc. 
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guage of action, as that which could paint the most easily," p. 253). The sign is 
born at the same time as imagination and memory , at the moment when it is 
demanded by the absence of the object for present perception ("Memory, as we 
have seen, consists on ly in the power of reminding ourse lves of the signs of our 
ideas , or the circumstances which accompanied them ; and thi s capacity occurs 
only by virtue of the analogy of signs (my italics; this concept of analogy, which 
organizes Condillac's ent ire system, in general makes certain all the continuities, 
particularly the continuity of presence to absence) that we have chosen, and by 
virtue of the order that we have put between our ideas, the objects that we wish 
to retrace have to do with several of our present needs" (p. 129). This is true 
of all the orders of signs distinguished by Condillac (arbitrary, accidenta l, and 
even natural signs, a distinction which CondiUac nuances, and on certain point s, 
puts back into question in his Letters to Cramer). The philosophica l operlnion 
that Condillac also calls " to retrace" consists in traveling back, by way of analysis 
and continuous decompos ition, along the movement of genetic derivation which 
leads from simple sensation and present perception to the complex edifice of 
representation fro m original presence to the most formal language of calculation. u 

It would be simple to show that, essentially, this kind of analysis of written 
signification neither begins nor ends with Condillac. If we say now that thi s 
analysis is "ideo logical," it is not primarily in order to contras t its notions to 
"scientific" concepts, or in order to refer to the often dogmatic-one could also 
say "ideological" - use made of the word ideolog y, which today is so rarely 
examined for its pos sibility and history. If I define notions of Cond illac's kind 
as ideological, it is that again st the background of a vast, powerful, and system­
atic philosophical tradition dominated by the self-evidence of the idea (eidos, 
idea), they delineate the field of reflection of the French "ideo logues" who, in 
Condillac's wake, elaborated a theor y of the sign as a representation of the idea , 
which itself repr esents the perceived thing. Communication, hence, vehiculates 
a representation as an ideal con tent (which will be called meaning); and writing 

'\

is a species of this general commun ication.lA species: a communication having 
a relativ e specificity within a genus.• 

If we ask ourselves now what, in this ana lysis, is the essential predicate of 
this specific difference, we once again find absence. 

Here I advance the following two proposition s or hypotheses: 
1. Since every sign, as much in the " language of action" as in articulated 

language (even before the intervention of writing in the classical sense), su ppo ses 
a certain absence (to be determined), it must be because absence in the field of 
writing is of an original kind if any specificity whatsoever of the written sign 
is to be acknowledged. 

2. If, perchance , the predicate thus assumed to characterize the absence proper 
to writing were itself found to sui t every species of sign and communication, 
there would follow a genera l disp lacement: writing no longer would be a species 
of comm unication , and all the concepts to whose generality wr iting was sub -
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ordinated (the concept itself as mean ing, idea, or grasp of meaning and idea, 
the concept of communication , of sign, etc.) would appear as noncritical , iJl­

r formed concep ts, or rather as[_c. oncepts destined to ensure the authority and 
lfo rce of a certain historic discourse ] 

Let us attempt then, while continuing to take our point of departure from this 
classical discour se, to characterize the absence which seems to intervene in a 
fashion specific to the functioning of writing. 

A written sign is proffered in the absence of the add ressee. How is this absence 
to be qualified? One might say that at the moment when I write, the addressee 
may be absent from my field of present perception. But is not this absence only 
a presence that is distant, de layed, or, in one form or another, idealized in its 
representation? lt does not seem so, or at very least this d istance, division, delay, 
differance4 must be capable of being brought to a certain absolute degree of 
absence for the structure of wr iting, supposing that writing exists, to be con­
stituted. It is here that differance as writing could no longer (be) an (onto logical) 
modification of presence. My "written communication" must, if you wil l, remain 
legible despite the absolute disappearance of every determined addressee in 
general for it to function as writing, that is, for it to be legible. It must be 
~epeatable-i~erable-in the absolute absenfie of the addressee or of the empir­
ically determmable set of addressees. Thi,lite rability (iter, once again, comes 
from itara, other in Sanskrit, and everything that follows may be read as the 
explo itation of the logic which links repetition to alterity), str uctures the mark 
of writing itself, and does so moreover for no matter what type of writing ll 
(pictographic, hieroglyphic , ideogra phic, ph onetic, alphabetic, to use the old 
categories). A writing that was not structurally legible-iterable-beyond the 
death of the addressee would not be writing. Although all this appears self­
evident, I do not want it to be assumed as such, and will examine the 
ultimate objec tion that might be made to this proposition. Let us imagine a 
writing with a code idiomatic enough to have been founded and known, as a 
secret cipher, only by two "subjects." Can it still be said that upon the dea th of 
the add ressee, that is, of the two partners, the mark left by one of them is s till 
a writing? Yes, to the extent to which, governed by a code, even if unknown 
and nonlingui stic, it is constituted, in its identity as a mark, by its iterability in 
the absence of whoever, and therefore ultimately in the absence of every em­
pirically determinable "subject." This imllie s that there is no code-an organon 
of iterability-that is structurally secret.fhe possibility of repeating, and there­
fore of identifying, marks is implied in every code , making of it a communicable, 
tran smittable, decipherable grid that is iterable for a third party, and thus for 
any possible user in generattA ll writing, therefore, in order to be what it is, 
must be able to function in the radical absence of every empirically determined 

4. TN. On the concept of differa11ce, see "La differance ," above , and my note s 7, 8, 9, 
and 10. 

315 



Signature Event Context 

addressee in general. And ~his absence is not a continuous modification of 
presence; it is a break in presence, "deat h," or the possibility of the "death" of 
the addressee, inscribed in the structure of the mark)and it is at this point, I 
note in passing, that the value or effect of transcendentality is linked necessa rily 
to the possibility of writing and of "death" analyzed in this way). A perhaps 
paradoxical consequence of the recourse I am taking to iteration and ·to the code: 
the disruption, in the last analys is, of the authority of the code as a finite system 
of rules; the radica l destruction, by the same token, of every con text as a protocol 
of a code. We will come to this in a moment. 

What ho lds for the addressee holds also, for the same reasons, for the sender 
or the producer. To write is to prod uce a mark that will cons titute a kind of 
machine that is in turn productive, /that my future disa ppearance in princi~e 
will not prevent from function ing and from yielding, and yielding itself to, 
reading and rewri ting. When I say "my future disappearance," I do so to make 
this proposition more immediately acceptable. I must be able simply to say my 
disappearance, my nonpresence in general, for example the nonpresence of my 
mean ing, of my intention-to-sig nify, of my wanting-to-communicate-this, from 
the emission or production of the mark. For the written to be the written, it must 
continue to "act" and to be legible even if what is called the author of the writing 
no longer answers for what he has written, for what he seems to have signed, 
whether he is provisionally absent, or if he is dead, or if in general he does not 
support, with his abso lute ly current and present intention or attention , the 
plenitude of his meaning, of that very thing which seems to be written "in his 
name." Here, we could reelaborate the analysis sketched out above for the 
addressee. The situation of the scribe and of the subscriber, as concerns the 

\ 

written, is fundamentally the same as that of the reader.l ~ his essential drifting, 
due to writing as an iterative struc ture cut off from all absolute responsibility, 
from consciousness as the authority of the last analysis, writing orphaned, and 
separated at birth from t\'e assistance of its father , is indeed what Plato con­
demned in the Plrnedrus\llf Plato's gesture is, as I believe, the philosophical 
movement par excellence, one realizes what is at stake here. 

Before specifying the inevitable consequences of these nuclear traits of all 
writing - to wit: (1) the break with the horizon of communication as the com­
munication of consciousnesses or presences, and as the Linguistic or semantic 
transport of meaning; (2) the subtraction of aU writing from the semantic horizon 
or the hermeneutic horizon which, at least as a horizon of meaning, lets itself 
be punctured by writing; (3) the necessity of, in a way, separating the concept 
of polysemia from the concept I have elsewhere named dissemi11ntio11, which is 
also the concept of writing; (4) the disqual ification or the limit of the concept of 
the "real" or "linguistic" context, whose theore tical determinat ion or empirical 
saturation are, strictly speaking, rendered impossible or insufficient by writing­
! would like to demonstrate that the recognizable traits of the classical and 
narrowly defined concept of writing are generalizable. They would be valid not 
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only for all the orders of "signs" and for aU language s in general, but even, 
beyond semiolinguistic communication, for the entire field of wha t philosophy 
would call experience, that is, the experience of Being: so-calJed "prese nce." 

In effect, what are the essent ial predica tes in a minimal determination of the 
classical concept of wr iting? 

1. A written sign, in the usual sense of the word, is therefore a mark which 
remains, which is not exhausted in the present of its inscription, and which can 
give rise to an iteration both in the absence of and beyond the presence of the 
empi ricaUy de termined subject who, in a given context , has emitted or produced 
it. This is how, traditionally at least, "written communication" is distinguished 
from "spoken communication." 

2. By the same token, a written sign carries with it a force of breaking wit h 
its context, that is, the set of presences which organize the moment of its in­
scription. This force of breaking is not an accidental pred icate, but the very 
structure of the written. If the issue is one of the so-called "real" context, what 
I have just proposed is too obvious. Are part of this alleged real context a certain 
"present" of inscription, the presence of the scriptor in what he has written, 
the entire environment and horizon of his experience , and above all the inten­
tion, the meaning which at a given mome nt would animate his inscription. By 
all rights, it belongs to the sign to be legible, even if the momen t of its production 
is irremediably lost, and even if I do not know what its alleged author-scriptor 
meant consciously and intentiona lly at the moment he wrote it, that is abandoned 
it to its essentia l drifting. Turning now to the semiotic and internal context, there 
is no less a force of breaking by virtue of its essential iterability; one can always 
Lift a written syntagma from the interlocking chain in which it is caught or given 
withou t making it lose every possibility of functioning, if not every possibility 
of "communicating," precisely. Eventua Uy, one mat~ o_g_nize other such~­
sibilities in it l2~scr~gj! into other chains. No context can enclose 
it. Nor can any code, the code being here both the possibility and impossib ility 
of writing, of its essential 1tera6thty (repetition/alterity). -

3. This force of rupture is due to the spacing which constitutes the writte n 
sign: the spadng whic h separates it from other elements of the internal con textual 
chain (the always open poss ibility of its extraction and grafting), but also from 
aJI the forms of a present referent (past or to come in the modified form of the 
present past or to come) that is objective or subjective. This spacing is not the 
simple negativity of a lack, but the emergence of the mark. However, it is not 
the w~ of the ne_g~ive in the service of meaning , or o(.th_e living conce t, the 
telos, which remains relevnble and reducible in the Auf!,ebung of a dialectics .5 

Are these three predicates, along with the entire system joined to them, 
reserved, as is so often believed, for "w ritten" communicat ion, in the narrow 

5. TN . On Derrida's translation of A11fhcbe11 as relwer, and my maintenance of the French 
term , see note 23 to "La differance," above, for a system of references. 

317 



Signature Event Context 

sense of the word? Are they not also to be found in all language, for example 
in spoken language, and ultimately in the totality of "experience," to the extent 
that it is not separated from the field of the mark, that is, the grid of erasure 
and of difference, of unities of iterability, of unities separable from their internal 
or external context, and separable from themselves, to the extent that the very 
iterability whic h constitutes their identity never perm its them to be a unity of 
self-identity? 

Let us consider any element of spoken language, a large or small unity. First 
condition for it to function: its situation as concerns a certain code; but I prefer 
not to get too involved here with the concept of code, which does not appear 
certain to me; let us say that a certain self-identity of this element (mark, sign, 
etc.) must permi t its recognition and repetition. Across empir ical variations of 
tone, of voice, etc., eventually of a certain accent, for example, one must be able 
to recognize the identity, shall we say, of a signifying form. Why is this identity 
paradoxica lly the division or dissociation from itself which will make of this 
phonic sign a grapheme? It is because this unity of the signifying form is con­
stituted only by its iterability, by the possibility of being repeated in the absence 
not on ly of its referent, which goes without saying, but of a determined signified 
or current in tention of significat ion, as of every present intention of commu­
nication. This structural possibil ity of being severed from its referent or signified 
(and therefore from communica tion and its context) seems to me to make of 
every mark, even if ora l, a grapheme in general , that is, as we have seen, the 
nonpresent remaining of a d ifferential mar k cut off from its alleged "production" 
or origin. And I will extend this law even to all "experience" in gene ral, if it is 
granted that there is no experience of pure presence, but on ly chains of differ­
ential marks. 

Let us remain at this point for a while, and come back to the absence of the 
referent and evep of the signified sense, and therefore of the corre lative intention 
of signification~frhe absence of the referent is a possibility rather easily adm itted 
to~ay. This possibility is no t only an empirical eventuality. It constructs the mark; 
and the eventual presence of the referent at the moment when it is designated 
changes nothing about the structure of a mark which imp lies that it can do 
without the referent. Husser l, in the Logical Investigations, had very rigorously 
ana lyzed this possibility. It is double: 

1. A statement whose object is not impossibl e but only possible might very 
well be proffered and understood without its real object (its referent) being 
present, whether for the person who produces the statement, or for the one 
who receives it. If I say, while looking out the window, "The sky is blue," the 
statement will be intelJigible (let us provisionally say, if you will, communicable), 
even if the interlocutor does not see the sky; even if I do not see it myse lf, if I 
see it poorly, if I am mistaken, or if I wish to trick my interlocutor. Not that it 
is always thus; but the structure of possibility of this statement include s the 
capability of being formed and of functioning either as an empty reference, or 
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cut off from its referent. Without this possibility , which is also the general , 
genera lizable, and generalizing iteration of every mark , there would be no state­
ments. 

2. The absence of the signified. Husserl analyzes this too. He considers it 
always possible, even if, according to th e axiology and teleology which govern 
his analysis , he deems this possibil ity inferior , dangerous, or "critica l": it opens 
the phenomenon of the crisis of meaning. This absence of meaning can be layered 
according to three forms: 

a. I can man ipulate symbols without in active and current fashion animating 
them wit h my attention and intention to signify (the crisis of mathematical 
symbolism, according to Husser l). Husserl indeed stresses the fact that this does 
not prevent the sign from functioning: the crisis or vacuity of mathematical 
meaning does not limit technical progress. (The intervention of writing is decisive 
here, as Husserl himself notes in The Origin of Geometry.) 

b. Certain statements ~ have a meaning, although they are without _9..bje-'=... 
tive significat ion. ''The _cit:~quare" is a_E!:oposition invested witl:unea.ni.D&Jt 
fias enough meahing for me to be able to judge it false or contradictory (wider­
sinnig and not sinnlos, says Husserl). I am placing this example under the category 
of the absence of the signifie'k. although the tripartition signifier /signified/ref­
eren t does not pertinently account for Husserl's analysis. "Square circle" marks 
the absence of a referent, certainly, and also the absence of a certain signified, 
but not the absence of meaning. In these two cases, the crisis of meaning 
(non presence in gene ral, absence as the absence of the referent-of perception ­
or of meaning-of the actual intention to signify) is always I.inked to the essential 
possib ility of writ ing; and this crisis is not an accident, a factual and empirical 
anomaly of spoken language, but also the positive poss ibility and "interna l" 
structure of spoken language , from a certain outside. 

c. FinaJJy there is what Husserl caUs Sinnlosigkeit or agrammaticality. For ex­
ample, "green is or" or "abracadab ra." In the latter cases, as far as Husserl is 
concerned, there is no more language, or at least no more "logical" language, 
no more language of knowledge as Husserl understands it in teleological fashion, 
no more languag e attuned to the poss ibility of the intu ition of objects given in 
person and signified in truth. Here, we are confronted with a decisive difficulty. 
Before pausing over it, I note, as a point which touches upon our debate on 
communication, that the primary intere st of the Husserl.ian analysis to which 
I am referring here (precisely by extracting it, up to a certain point , from its 
teleological and metaphysica l context and horizon, an operation about which 
we must ask how and why it is always possible) is that it alleges, and it seems 
to me arrives at, a rigorou s dissociation of the analys is of the sign or exp ress ion 
(Ausdruck) as a signifying sign, a sign meaning something (bedeutsame Zeichen), 
from all phenomena of communication ." 

6. "So far we have considered exp ressions as used in comm unication , which last de­
pends essentially on the fact that they operate indi cative ly. But exp ressions also play a 
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Let us take once more the case of agrammatical Sin11/osigkeit. What interests 
Husserl in the Logical /11vestigations is the system of rules of a universal grammar, 
not from a linguistic point of view, but from a logical and epistemological point 
of view. ln an important note from the second edition ,7 he specifies that from 
his point of view the issue is indeed one of a purely logical grammar, that is the 
univer sal condi tions of poss ibility for a mor p hology of sign ifications in the re­
lation of knowledge to a possible object, and not of a pure gramma r in general, 
cons idered from a psycho logical or linguistic point of view. Therefore, it is only 
in a context determined by a will to know, by an epistemic intention, by a 
conscious re lation to the object as an object of knowledge within a horizon of 
truth-it is in this oriented contextua l field that "green is or" is unacceptable. 
But, since "green is or" or "abracadabra" do not constitute their context in 
themselves, nothing prevents their functioning in another context as signifying 
marks (or indices, as Husserl would say). Not only in the contingent case in 
which, by means of the translation of German into French "le vert est ou" might 
be endowed with grammaticality, 011 (oder, or) becoming when heard or, (where, 
the mark of place): "Where has the green (of the grass) gone (le tier/ est 011)?," 
"Where has the glass in which I wished to give you something to drink gone 
(le verre est oi,)." But even "green is or" still signifies an example of agrammaticality. 
This is the possibility on which I wish to insist: the possibility of extraction and 
of citational grafting which belongs to the structure of every mark, spoken or 
written, and which constitutes every mark as writing even before and outside 
every horizo n of semiolingu istic commu n ication; as writing, that is, as a pos­
sibility of functioning cut off, at a certain point, from its "original" meaning and 

\ 

from its belonging to a saturable and constraining context. nEvery sign, linguistic 
or nonlinguistic, spoken or written (in the usual sense of

1
~his opposition), as a 

small or large unity, can be cited, put between quotation marks; thereby it can 
break with every given context, and engender infinitely new contexts in an 
absolutely nonsaturable fashion.k This does ~ t suppose that _the_ mark is va id_ 
outside its_ c_ontext, but on the contrqr that there are only con texts without aoy 
center of absolute anchoring. This citationaUty, duplication, or dup licity, this 

great part in uncommunicated, interior mental life. This change in function plainly has 
nothing to do with whatev er makes an expression an expre ssion. Expressions continue 
to have Bede11t1111gcn as they had before, and the same Bcde11t1111ge11 as in dialogue." Logical 
Investigations, trans. J. N. Findla y (London: Routledg e and Kegan Paul, 1970), p. 278. What 
I am asserting here implie s the int erpretation I proposed of Husserlian procedure on this 
point. Therefore, I permit myself to refer to Speecll and Phenomena. 

7. "In the First Edition I spoke of 'pur e grammar,' a name conceived and express ly 
devised to be analogous to Kant's 'pure science of nature .' Since it cannot, howe ver, be 
said that pure formal semanti c theor y comprehend s the entir e a priori of general grammar ­
there is, e .g., a peculiar a priori governing relations of mutual under standing amon g 
minded persons , relation s very important for grammar - talk of pur e logical grammar is 
to be preferred." Logical Investigations, vol. 2, p. 527. !In the paragraph that follows I ha ve 
maintaineq Findla y's tran slation of the phra se Derrida plays upon, i.e. "gTeen is or," and 
have given the French necessa ry to compr e hend this passage in parenthe ses. ] 
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iterability of the mark is not an accident or an anomaly , but is that (normal/ 
abnormal) without which a mark could no longer even have a so-called "normal" 
functio ning. What would a mark be that one cou ld not cite? And whose origin 
cou ld not be lost on the way? 

The Parasites. Iter, of Writing: That Perhaps It 
Does Not Exist 

I now propose to elaborate this question a little further with help from-bu t in 
order to go beyond it too-the problematic of the performative. It has several 
claims to our interest here. 

1. Austin ,8 by his emphasis on the analysis of perlocution and especially 
illocution, indeed seems to consider acts of discourse only as acts of commu­
nication. This is what his French translator note s, citing Austin himse lf: "It is 
by comparing the constntive ut terance (that is, the classical 'assertion,' most ofte n 
conceived as a true or false 'descript ion' of the facts) with the performative ut­
terance (from the English performntive, that is, the utterance which allows us to 
do something by means of speech itself) that Austin has been led to consider 
every utterance worthy of the name (that is, de stined to communicate, which 
wouJd exclude, for example, reflex-exclamations) as being first and foremost a 
speech act produced in the total situat ion in whic h the interlocutors find them­
selves (How to Do Things With Words, p. ·147)."9 

2. This category of communicat ion is relatively original. Aus tin's notions of 
illocution and per locution do not designate the transport or passage of a content 
of meaning, but in a way the communication of an origina l movf!ment (to be 
defined in a general theory of action), an operation, and the product ion of an effect. 
To communicate, in the case of the performative, if in all rigor and pur ity some 
such thin~ exists (for the mom~nt I am placing myself within this hyp~thesis ' 
and at this stage of the analys is), would be to communicate a force by the 
impetus of a ma rk. · 

3. Differing from the classical assertion , from the constative utterance, the 
performative's referent (although the word is inappropriate here , no doubt, such 
is the interest of Austin's finding) is not out side it, or in an y case preceding it 
or before it. It does not describe something which exists outside and before 
language\Ut produces or transforms a situation , it operates ; and if it can be said 
that a constative utterance also effectuates something and alway s tran sforms a 
situation, it cannot be said that this constitute s its internal structure , its manife st 
function or destination, as in the case of the performative. ll 

8. TN. J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words (New York: Oxford University Press , 
1962). Throughout this section I have followed the stand ard procedure of tran slating e11011ce 
as statement, and e11011cinti o11 as utt erance. 

9. G. Lane, Introdu ction to the French tran slation of Hrnv to Do Things wit/, Words. 
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4. Austin had to free the analysi s of the performative from the authorit y of 
the value of truth, from the opposition true /false, 10 at least in its classical form, 
occasionally substituting for it the valu e of force, of difference of force (illocu­
tionary or perlocutionary force). (It is this, in a thought which is nothing less than 
Nietzschean, which seems to me to beckon toward Nie tzsche; who often rec­
ognized in himself a certain affinity with a vein of English thought.) 

~ For these four reasons, at least\\it could app ear that Austin has exploded the 
!\concept of communication as a purely semiotic, linguistic, or sy mbolic concept. \\ 

The performative is a "communication" which does not essentially limit itself 
to transporting an already constituted semantic content guarded by its own 
aiming at truth (truth as an unveiling of that which is in its Being, or as an 
adequation between a judicative statement and the thing itself). 

And yet-at least th is is what I wou ld like to attempt to indicate now -a ll the 
difficulties encountered by Austin in an analysis that is patient, open, aporetic , 
in constant transformation , often more fruitful in the recognition of its impasses 
than in its positions, seem to me to have a common root. It is this : Austin has 
not taken into account that which in the structure of locution (and therefore 
before any illocutory or perlocutory determination) already bears within itse lf 
the system of predicate s that I call graphematic in general, which therefore confuses 
all the ulterior oppositions whose pertinence, purity , and rigor Austin sought 
to establish in vain . 

In order to show this, I must take as known and granted that Austin's analyses 
permanently demand a value of context, and even of an exhaustively determin­
able context, whether de jure or teleologically; and the long list of "infelicities" 
of variab le type which might affect the event of the performative always returns 
to an element of what Austin caUs the total context. 11 One of these essen_tial 
elements-a nd not one among others-c lass icaJly remain s consciousness, the 

I 
conscious pre sence of the intention of the speaking subject for the totality of his 
locutory act. Thereby , performative communication once more becomes the com­
munication of an intentional meaning, 12 even if this meaning has no referent in 
the form of a prior or exterior thing or state of thing s. This conscious presence 
of the speakers or receivers who participate in the effecting of a performativ e, 
the ir cons cious and intentional presence in the tot ality of the operation, implie §__ 
Meo lo ically that no remainder escapes the yre sent totalization. No remainder, 
whether in the definition of the requi site conventions, or the int ernal and lin­
guistic context, or the grammatical form or semantic determination of the words 
used; no irreducible polysemia, that is no "disse mination" escaping the horizon 
of the unity of meaning . I cite the first tw o lecture s of How to Do Things with 

10. " .. . two fetishes which I admit to an inclination to play Old Harr y with, viz. , 1) 
the true/false fetis h, 2) the value /fact fetis h" (p . 150). 

11. See e.g. pp . 52 and 147. 
12. Which so metimes compels Austin to reintroduce the criterion of truth into the de­

scription of performatives. See e.g. pp. 51-52 and 89- 90. 
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Words: "Speaking generally, it is always necessar y that the cirrnmstances in which 
the words are uttered should be in some way, or ways, appropriate, and it is very 
commonly necessar y that either the speaker him self or other persons should also 
perform certain other actions, whether 'p hysical' or 'mental' actions or even acts 
of uttering further words. Thus, for naming the ship, it is esse ntial that I should 
be the person appointed to name her , for (Christian) marrying, it is essential 
that I should not be already married with a wife living , sa ne and undivorced, 
and so on; for a bet to have been made , it is generally necessa ry for the offer 
of the bet to have been accepted by a taker (who mu st have done something, '\~ 
such as to say 'Don e'), and it is hardly a gift if I say 'I give it you' but never Y:;J 
hand it over. So far, well and good" (pp. 8-9). /" 

_..;, I~ the S:co~d Lectur:, after having in his habitual fashion set aside the_J[am- t 
i matical ~~'J, Austin examines the pos sibility and origin of the failur es"'or"' 
• -, 'inTelicities" of the performative utterance . He then define s the six indispens­

able , if not sufficient, conditions for success. Through the values of "conven­
tionality," "correctness," and "completeness" that intervene in the definition , 
we necessarily aga in find those of an exhaustive ly definable context, of a free 
consciousness prese nt for th e totality of the operation, of an absolutely fuU 
mea ning tha t is master of itself: the teleological jurisdiction of a total field whose 
intention remains the organizing center (pp. 12- 16). Austin's procedure is rather 
remarkab le, and typical of the ph ilosophical tradition that he prefer s to have 
little to do with. It consists in recognizing that the possibility of the negative 
(here, the infelicities) is certa inly u tructura Jyo ss ibility, that failure is an essential 
r~sk in the operations under consideration; and then , wit h an almost immediately 
simultaneous gesture made in the name of a kind of ideal regulation , an exclus ion 
of this risk as an acciden tal, exterior on e that teaches us nothing about the 
language phenomenon under consideration. Thi s is all the more curious, and 
actually rigorou sly untenab le, in that Au stin de noun ces with irony the "fetish" 
of opposition value/fact. 

\ 
1
\ Thus , for example ,~concerning the conventionality without which there is no 

\ performative, Austin recognize s that all conventional acts are exposed to failure : JI 
"It seems clear in the first place that, although it has excited us (or failed to 
excite us) in connexion with certa in acts which are or are in part acts of uttering 
words, infelicity is a n ill to which all acts are heir which have the general character 
of ritual or ceremonial, all conventional acts: not ind eed that every ritual is Hable 
to every form of infelicit y (but th en nor is eve ry performative utteranc e)" (pp. 
18-19; Austin 's italics). 

Aside from all the questions posed by th e very historicall y sedimented notion 
of "convention," we mu st notic e here : (1) That in thi s specific place Au stin seems 
to consider only the conventionality that forms the circumstance of the statement , 
its contextual surroundin gs, and not a certain intrin sic conve ntionality of that 
which constitutes locu tion itse lf, that is, every thin g that might quickly be sum­
marized und er the probl ematic headin g of the "a rbitrarin ess of the sig n"; whkh 
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I\ 
extends, aggravates, and radica. lizes the difficulty~\ Ritual is not an even tualit y, 
but, as iterability, is a structu ral characteristic of every markl/(2) That the value 
of risk or of being open to failure, although it might, as Austin recognizes, affect 
the totality of conventional acts, is not examined as an essent ial predicate or law. 
Austin does not ask himself what consequences derive from the fact that some ­
thing possible-a possible risk- is always possible, is some how a necessary pos­
sibility. And if, such a necessary pos sibility of failure being granted, it stHI 
constitutes an accident. What is a success when the possibility of failure con­
tinues to constitute its structure? 

\\ 

Therefo. re the opposition of the success/failure of illocut'ion or perlocution he~e 
seems quite insufficient or der ivative\! It presupposes a general and systemah c 
elaboration of the struc ture of locutio n which avo ids the end less alternation of 
essence and accident. Now, it is very sign ificant that Austin rejects this "ge neral 
theory," defers it on two occasions, notab ly in the Second Lecture . I leave aside 

©t he first exclusion. ("I am not going into the general doctrine here: in many such 
cases we may even say the act was 'void' (or voidable for duress or undue 
influence) and so forth. Now I su ppo se that some very general high-level doc­
trine might embrace both what we have called infelicities and these other 'un­
happy ' features of the doi ng of actions-in our case actions containing a 
performative utterance-in a single doctrine: but we are not including this kind 
of unhappines s- we must just remember, though, that features of this sort can 
and do constantly obtrude into any case we are discussing. Features of this sort 
would normally come und er the head ing of 'extenuati ng circumstances' or of 
'factors reducing or abrogating the agent's responsibility,' and so on"; p. 21; my 

0 italics). \The second gest ure of exclus ion concerns us more directly here. In 

'

quest ion, precisely, is the possibility that(!very performative utterance (and a 
priori every other utterance) may be "cited.']Now, Austin excludes thi s even­
tualit y (and the general doctrine which would account for it) with a kind of 
latera l persistence, all the more significan t in its off-sidedness. He insists upon 
the fact that this possibility remains abnormal, parasitical, that it constitutes a kind 
of extenuation, that is an agony of language that must firmly be kept at a 
distanc e, or from which one must resolute ly turn away. And the concept of the 
"ordinary," and therefore of "ordinary language," to which he then has recourse 
is indeed marked by this exclus ion. This makes it all the more problematic, and 
before demonstrating this, it would be better to read a paragraph from this 
Second Lecture: 

I . "(ii) Second ly,las utterances our performatives ar_e als~ heir to certai~ other 
kinds of ill which infect all utterance 5?!And these likewise, though again they 
might be brought into a more general account, we are deliberately at present 
excluding. I mean , for example, the following: a performative utterance will, for 
exam ple, be in a peculiar way hollow or void if said by an actor on the stage, or 
if introduced in a poem, or spoken in soliloquy. This app lies in a similar manner 
to any and every utterance-a sea-change in special circums tances. Language 
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in suc h circumstances is in special ways- inte!Jigibly- used not seriously [I am 
italicizing here, J.D.j, but in ways parasitic upon its normal use-ways which 
fall under the doctrine of the etiolations of language. All this we are excluding 
from considerat ion . Our performative utterances, felicitous or not, are to be 
understood as issued in ordi nary circumstances" (pp. 21- 22). Austin therefore 
excludes, along with what he calls the sea-change, the "non-serious," the "par­
asi tic," the "etio lations," the "no n-ordinar y" (and with them the genera l theory 
which in accounting for these opposit ions no longe r would be governed by 
them ), which he nevertheless recognizes as the possibility to which every ut-

~ 
terance is _open. I_t is also. as a "parasite " that writing has alwa_y~ ee.!}_t~ 
b the P.hilosoph1cal tra 1hon, anct-the rappro chement , here, is not at all for-

~ n -
Therefore, I as k the following question: is this general possibility necessarily 

that of a failu re or a trap into which language might fall, or in which language 
might lose itself, as if in an abyss situated ou tside or in front of it? What about 
parasitism? In other words, doe s the generality of the risk admitted by Austin 
surround langua ge like a kind of ditch, a place of externa l perdition into which 
locutio n migh t never venture, that it migh t avoid by remaining at home, in itself, 
sheltered by its essence or telos? Or indeed is this risk, on the contrary , its 
interna l and positive condition of possibility? this outside its inside? the very 
force and law of its emergence? In this last case, what would an "or dina ry" 
language defined by the very law of langu age sign ify? Is it that in excluding the 
general theory of this structura l parasitism, Austin, who neverthe less pretend s 
to describe the facts and events of ord inary language, makes us accept as or­
dinary a teleological and ethical determination (the univocality of the statem ent­
wh ich he recognizes elsewhere remains a philosophical "idea l," pp. 72-73-the 
self-presence of a total context , the tran spare ncy of intentions, the presence of 
meaning for the absolutely singu lar oneness of a speech act, etc.)? 

For, finally, is not what Austin excludes as anoma lous, exceptiona l, "non­
~ rious," 13 that is, citation on the stage, in a poem, or in a soliloquy)~he d~­
~mi ned modification of a ge~eral cit~ !Lty-or rathe r, a genera l iterability­
without which there would not even be a "successfu l" performative? ~uch that ­
if paradoxical, but inevitable consequence-a successful performative is neces­
sarily an "impu re" performative, to use the word that Austin wiJI employ later 
on when he recognizes that there is no "pure" performative. •~ 

13. The very suspect value of the "non-serious" is a frequent refer ence (see e.g. pp. 
l04, 121). It has an esse ntial link with what Austin says elsewhere about the oratio obliq11a 
(pp. 70-71) and about mime. 

14. From this point of view one might examine the fact recognized by Austin that " the 
snme sen tence is used on differe nt occasions of utterance in both ways, performative and 
constative. The thing seems hopeless from the start , if we are to leave utterances as they 
stand and seek for a criterion " (p. 67). It is the grap hemati c root of citationality (iterabi lity) 
that pro_vokes this conf usion, and make s it "not possible," as Austin says, " to lay down 
even a hst of all possib le criteria " (ibid.) . 
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Now I will take thing s from the side of positive possibility, and no longer only 
from the side of failure: would a performa tive statem ent be possible if a citational 
doublin g did not eventuaUy sp lit, dissociate from itself the pure singu larity of 
the eve nt? I am asking the question in this form in order to forestall an objection. 
In effect, it might be said to me: you cannot allege tha t you account for the so­
called graphe matic structure of locution solely on the basis of the occurrence of 
failures of the performativ e, how ever real these failures might be, and how ever 
effective or general their possibility. You cannot deny tha t there are also per­
formatives that succeed, and they mu st be accounted for: sess ions are opened, 
as Paul Ricoeur did yesterda y, one says " I ask a question," one bets , one chal­
lenges, boats are launched, and one even marri es occasionally. Such events, it 
appears, have occurred. And were a sing le one of them to have taken place a 
single time, it would still have to be accounted for. 

I will say "perhaps." Here, we must first agree upon what the "occurrin g" 
or the eventhood of an event consists in, when the event supp oses in its allegedly 
present and singular intervention a sta tement which in itself can be only of a 
repetitiv e or citational stru cture , or rather , since these last words lead to con­
fusion , of an iterable structure. Therefore , I come back to the point which seems 
fundamental to me, and which now concerns the statu s of the eve nt in general, 
of the event of speec h or by speech, of the strange logic it suppo ses, and which 
often remain s unperceiv ed. 

Could a performative statement succeed if its formulation did not rep eat a 
"coded" or iterable statement , in other words if the expressions I use to open 
a meeting , laun ch a sh ip or a marriag e were not identifiable as conforming to an 
iterable model, and therefore if they were not identifiable in a way as "citation"? 
Not that citationality her e is of the sa me type as in a play, a philosophical 
referen ce, or the recitation of a poem. This is why ther e is a relative specificity, 
as Austin says, a "relativ e purity " of performative s. But this relative purity is 
not constructed against citationality or iterabilit y, but against other kinds of it­
eration within a general iterabili ty which is the effractio n into the aIJegedly 
rigorous purity of every event of discour se or every speech act. Thus, one must 
less oppose citation or iteration to the noniterati on of an event, than construct 
a differ ential typology of forms of iteration, supp osing that thi s is a tenable 
project tha t can give rise to an exha ustive program , a question I am holding off 
on here. In this typology, the category of intention will not disappear; it will 
have its place, but from this place it will no longer be able to gove rn the entire 
scene and the entir e sys tem of utterances. Above all, one then would be con­
cerned with d ifferent types o f marks or chains of iterable mark s, and not with 
an opposition betwe en citationa l stateme nts on the one hand , and singu lar and 
original stat ement -event s on the other . The firs t consequence of this would be 
the folJowing: given this stru cture of iteration , the intention which animate s 
utterance will never be comp letely present in itself and its content. The iteration 
which structures it a priori int~ es_c!n_ esse i:itial dehiscefile and demru:catien,-- -
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One will no longer be ab le to exclude, as Austin wishes, the "non-serious," the 
oratio obliqua, from "ordinary " lang uage . And if it is alleged that ord inary lan­
guage, or the ordinary circumstance of langu age, exclud es citationality or general 
iterab ility, doe s this not sign ify that the "ordinarine ss" in que stion , the thin g 
and the notion , harbor s a lure, the teleological lure of consciousness who se 
motivations, inde structible necess ity, and systematic effects rema in to be ana­
lyzed? EspecialJy since thi s esse ntial absence of inten tion for the actuality of the 
statement, this stru ctura l unconsciousness if you will, prohibits every saturation 
of a context. For a context to be exhaustiv ely determinable , in the sense de ­
manded by Austin, it a t least would be necessary for the consciou s intention to 
be totally pre sent and actually tran spare nt for itself and others, since it is a 
determining focal point o f the context. The concept of or quest for the "co nte)Si'..' 
therefore seems to su ffer here from the same theo reficalan d motivate uncer­
tainty as tfie c~~cept of the "ordinary, ,,. om the samemetap hysical origin~""j'.\ 
~fhical and teleological c.fis~ourse of consciousness. Tfiis time , a reading of the 
connotation s of Austin's text would confirm th e reading of its descriptions; I 
have just indicated the principle of this readin g . 

\\ 
D'.fJt!rance, the irreducible absen ce of intenti on or ass istance from the perfor ­

mative statement, from the most "ev ent -like" sta tement possible,\~s what au­
thorize s me, taking into account the predicat es mentioned just now, to posit the 
general graphematic st ructure of every "communic a tion ." Above all, I will not 
conclude from this that ther e is no relative specificity of the effects of conscious ­
ness, of the effects of spe ech (in opposition to writing in the traditional sense), 
that there is no effect of the performativ e, no effect of ordinary langu age, no 
effect of presence and of spee ch acts. It is simply that these effects.do not exclude 
~at is general~ ppo sed to them term by term..,_but 9.n__the s:~ntrary presuppo~e 
it in_ ~s«:_ mtric~ s~o ~ t~e general sp~ce of their p ossib il!!L 

Signature s 

l This general space is firs.t of all spaci ng as th. e disrupti on of presence in the 
mark , what here I am calling writin g. (That all the difficulties encountered by 
Austin intersect a. the point at which both presence and writing are in que stion, 
is indicated for me by a passage from the Fifth Lecture in which the divided 
age ncy of the legal signature emerge s . 

ls it by chance that Austin mu st note at this point : " I must exp lain again th at 
we are flound ering her e. To feel the firm ground of prejudic e slippin g awa y is 
exhilir at ing, but bring s its revenge s" (p . 61). Only a little ear lier an " imp asse" 
had appear ed, the impasse one comes to each time "any single simple crite rion 
of grammar or vocabu la ry" is sought in order to distingui sh between perfor ­
mative or constat ive stateme nts. (I mu st say that this critique of linguisticism 
and of the auth ority of the code, a critique executed on the basis of an ana lysis 
of language, is what most interested me and convin ced me in Austin's enter -
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prise.) He then attempts to justify, with nonlinguistic reasons, the preference 
he has shown until now for the forms of the first-per son prese nt indicative in 
the active voice in the analysis of the performative. The jus tification of last appeal 
is tha t in these forms reference is made to what Austin calls the source (origin) 
of the utterance . Thls notion of the source- whose stakes are so eviden t-often 
reappears in what follows, and it governs the entire analysis in the pha se we 
are examining. Not only does Austin not doubt that the source of an oral state ­
ment in the first person present indicative (active voice) is present in the utt erance 
and in the statement, (I have attempted to explain why we had reasons not to 
believe so), but he no more doubt s that the equivalent of this link to the source 
in written utterances is simply evident and ascertained in the signature: "Where 
ther e is not, in the verba l formu la of the utterance, a referen ce to the person 
doing the uttering, and so the acting, by means of the pronoun 'I' (or by his 
per sonal nam e), then in fact he will be 'referred to' in one of two ways: 

"(a) In verba l utteranc es, by his being the person who does the uttering - what 
we may call the utterance -origin which is used generally in any system of verbal 
reference-co -ordinates . 

"(b) In written utterances (or ' inscription s'), by his appending his signat11re (this 
has to be done because, of course, written utteran ces are not tethered to their 
origin in the way spoken ones are)" (pp. 60-61). Austi n acknowledges an anal­
ogous function in the expression "hereby" used in official protocols. 

Let us attemp t to analyze the signature from this point of view, its relation 
to the present and to the sou rce. I take it as henceforth implied in this analysis 
that all the estab lished predicates will hold also for the oral "s ignature " that is, 
or allegedly is, the presence of the "a uth or" as the "pe rson who doe s the 
utt ering," as the "orig in," the source, in the producti on of the statement . 

I By definition , a written signature implies the actual or empirical nonpr ese nce 
\ of the signer.\ But, it will be said, it also marks and retains his having -been 

presen t in a past now, which will remain a future now, an d ther efore in a now 
in general, in the transcendenta l form of nowne ss (maintenance). This general 
maintenance is somehow inscribed , stapled to present pun ctuality, always evident 
and always singular , in the form of the signatur e. This is the enigmatic originality 

l of every paraph . jFor the attachment to the source to occur, the absolute sin­
gularity of an eve nt of the signature and of a form of the signat ure mu st be 
retained: the pure reproducibilit y of a pure eve nt.\ 

ls there some such thing? Does the absolute singularity of an event of the 
signature ever occur? Are ther e signature s? 

Yes, of cour se, every day. The effects of signature are the m_ost ordinary thin g 
in the wor ld. The condition of possibility for these effects is simultaneously, 
once again, the condition of their impossibility, of the impos sibility of their 
rigoro us purit y. In order to funct ion, that is, in order to be legible, a signatur e 
must have a repeatable , iterabl e, imitable form; it mu st be able to detach itself 
from the prese nt and singu lar intention of its produ ction . It is its sameness 
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which, in altering its identity and singularity , divide s the sea l. I have already 
indicated the principle of the analys is above. 

To conclude this very rlry'' discourse: 
1. As writing, communication, if one insists upon maintaining the word, is 

not the mean s of transport of sense, the exchange of inten tions and meaning s, 
the discourse and "communicat ion of consciousnesse s." We are not witness ing 
an end of writin g which, to follow McLuhan 's ideological representatio n, would 
restore a transparenc y or immediacy of social relations ; but indeed a more and 
more powerful historical unfo lding of a general writing of which the system of 
speech, consciousness, meaning, presence, truth, etc., would only be an e ffect, 
to be analyze d as such. It is trus que stioned effect that I have elsew her e called 
logocentrism. 

I 
2. The sema ntic horiz on which habit ually governs the notion of communi ­

cation is exceeded or punctured by the intervention of writing, that is o f a 
dissemination which cannot be redu ced to a polysemia. jWriting is read, and "in 
the last analysis" does not give rise to a hermeneutic deciphering , to the decoding 
of a meaning or truth. 

3. Despite the general displacemen t of the classical, "philosophical ," Wes tern , 
etc., concept of writing, it appears necessary, provi siona lly and strategicall y, to 
conserve the old name. This implies an entire logic of paleonymy which I do not 
wish to elaborate here. 16 Very schematica lly: an oppos ition of metaph ysical con-

\ 

cepts (for example, speech/writing, prese nce/absence , etc.) is nyver the face-to­
face of two terms, but a hierarchy and an order of subordi nation.\Deconstruction 
cannot limit itself or proceed immed iately to a neutrali zatio n: it must, by means 
of a double gestu re, a doub le science, a double writing, p

1
ractice ~n overt11ming 

of the classical opposition and a genera l displacement of the system ! It is on ly on 
this condi tion that deconstruction will provide itself the means with which to 
intervene in the field of oppositions that it criticizes, wh ich is also a field of 
nondi scursive forces. Each concep t, moreover, belongs to a systematic chain, 
and itself constitutes a sys tem of predicates. There is no metaphy sical concept 
in and of itself. There is a work - metaphysical or not-on concep tua l systems. 

I 
Decons tructi on does not consist in passing from one concept to another, but in 
overturning and displacing a conceptual order, as well as the nonconceptual 
order with which the conceptu al order is articulated. I For examp le, writing, as 
a classical concept, carries with it predicates which have been subordinated, 
excluded, or held in rese rve by forces and according to necessities to be ana lyzed. 
It is these predica tes (I have mentioned some ) whose force of genera lity, gen­
eralization, and ge nerativity find themselves liberated, grafted onto a "new " 
concept of writing which also corresponds to whatever always has resisted the 
former organization of forces, which always has constitu ted the remainder irre-

15. TN. Derrida ' s word here is sec, combining the initial le tters of three words that form 
his title, signature, event, context. 

16. See Disse111i11atio11 and Positions. 
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ducible to the dominant force which organ ized the- to say it quickJy- logocen­
tric hierarchy. To leave to this new concept the old name of wri ting is to main tain 
the structure of the graft, the tnnsition and ind ispensable adherence to an 
effective i11teroe11tio11 in the constituted historic field. And it is also to give their 
chance and their force, their power of co1111111111icatio11, to every thin g played out 
in the operat ions of deconstruction. 

But what goes without say ing will quickly have been understood, especially 
in a philosophica l colloquium: as a disseminating operat ion separated from pres­
ence (of Being) according to all its modifications, writing, if there is any, perhaps 
commu nicates, but does not exist, sure ly. Or barely, hereb y, in the form of the 
most improbab le signatur e. 

(Remark: the-written - text of 
this-oral-communication was 
to have been addressed to the 
Association of French 
Speaking Societies of 
Philosop/iy before the meeting. 
Such a missive therefore had 
to be signed. Which I did, and 
coun terfeit here. Where? There . 
J.D.) 

\ '2 < . 
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